
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    
      Defiant Girl

    

    
      
        Sam Hall

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Stalk me!

      

      
        Author Note

      

      
        What the hell is omegaverse?

      

      
        Trigger Warning

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Want more omegaverse hotness?

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Stalk me!

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Defiant Girl

      

      

      
        
        Defiant Girl © Sam Hall 2022

      

      

      

      
        
        All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except for in the case of brief quotations for the use in critical articles or reviews.

      

      

      

      
        
        Cover art and design by MiblArt

      

      

      

      
        
        The characters and events depicted in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

      

      

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Stalk me!

          

        

      

    

    
      Stalk me!

      
        
          [image: Sam Hall banner]
        

      

      
        
        Facebook author group: Sam’s Hall of Heroines

        Facebook page here

        Newsletter sign up here

        Instagram here

        Book Bub here

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author Note

          

        

      

    

    
      This book is written in Australian English, which is a weird lovechild of British and American English. We tend to spell things the way the Brits do (expect a lot more u’s), yet also use American slang and swear more than both combined.

      

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

      
        
        samhall.author@gmail.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            What the hell is omegaverse?

          

        

      

    

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

      

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

      

      Designations

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

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

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

      

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

      This contains mentions of emotional states somewhat like gender dysphoria.

      A character is drugged and assaulted, but not sexually assaulted in Chapter 28 but it is not covered in a lot of detail.

      The book deals with queer identity, exploring that, discovering who you are, rather than just sitting in the box society gives you, which may push some buttons for people.
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      “Fucking Theo!”

      I stood in Len’s bathroom, in front of his mirror, the harsh fluorescent light above it bleaching my skin deathly pale. Or was that just me? I ruffled through the plastic bags of purchases we’d picked up on the way home, pulling out the foundation compact I’d bought, and pulled off the wrapper. My alpha’s first present to me. I frowned slightly, then saw the crease in my brow and stopped on reflex.

      I’d been told over and over not to wrinkle my forehead, but as I observed Tris pace back and forth behind me, raging at my brother, I realised those rules didn’t apply to me anymore. I looked back at my reflection, at Tris’, then at James’, who was trying to calm my omega down. At Len’s, who watched me work with a kind of enduring, endless hunger that made my little heart preen, and then there was Jackson.

      “Working out that the cage is gone?” the beta asked, sidling up to the mirror. “You can frown all you like now, Kit.”

      “Yes,” I replied, staring at my reflection, then his. “Yes, I can.”

      For a moment, I just studied it, studied us, the ways we all fit together, and the ways we were yet to work out how to, and then went still as I watched James hold out a hand for Tristan.

      “Come here, omega,” James said, his voice cool and vibrating with command. Tris balked at that, jerking back like a wild horse first feeling the rope, but James remained where he was, his focus entirely on Tris. His hand, with those long, sensitive fingers, he offered them to my omega. “You’re hurting, and I can feel your pain. I’m offering you comfort. No more than that.”

      Tristan uncoiled like a snake, all hidden power, his gaze unbroken as he slowly came forward. Now I was holding my bloody breath. He moved like a terrible god, glaring down at us mere mortals and wondering how we dared stare back, but he took one step, then another. His hand slapped down into James’, hard enough to sting, and the alpha didn’t flinch, using his larger body to jerk Tris off of his feet and into his arms.

      Jackson’s hand went around my wrist, collaring it gently when I went to move forward. It was just a reminder, a means to bring me back to the moment and remember. We had made a commitment, to each other, to the idea of being together, so that meant allowing others to soothe my omega.

      I caught the moment Tris’ eyes went wide, his hands landing on James’ broad chest to stop himself from being brought too close, but James was never going to force him. Then, very slowly, he pressed his nose into my omega’s neck.

      My muscles tensed, and I felt the need to move, to push myself between them, to reclaim Tristan and to… James’ eyes rolled my way for just a second, winking at me before turning to Tristan.

      “This isn’t what you anticipated,” James said in a soft voice, almost speaking into Tris’ ear. “It threatens your plans. He threatens you.”

      That was when I saw it—something I hadn’t expected to see at all. Tris stiffened as James’ hand passed down the broad expanse of my omega’s back, but that wasn’t it. Everyone wanted to touch Tris, everyone, but it was the uncoiling of his body that I hadn’t been prepared for. He softened against James, let his body mould against the alpha’s, then lay his head on James’ chest.

      “He…” Tris bit off, but it wouldn’t come out, whatever it was. He tensed in response, but James kept slowly stroking my omega’s back, and Jackson nodded. “He thought I was his.”

      “What?” I snapped.

      Jackson tried to hold me back then, probably to create space for Tris, but I shook him off.

      “He used to come for me at the academy, try to lure me out with expensive presents and fancy outings,” Tris continued.

      I walked around the bathroom so I could see his face, but Tris wouldn’t meet my eyes. His remained resolutely closed as he spoke his truth into James’ chest.

      “I refused him most of the time. I told him over and over that I didn’t want him, that I didn’t give a shit about what his father had planned. That I wasn’t the omega for him. He persisted, of course he did—your dad had it all sorted out.”

      I flinched when Tris’ eyes opened finally, just a crack of emerald staring at me.

      “And sometimes I went with him.”

      I moved closer and closer still, placing my hand above James’, feeling the fine thrum of tension inside Tris.

      “I was bored, locked up in the academy with nothing to do. They do that deliberately once you complete the finishing school part. It’s designed to drive you nuts, put an unconscious pressure on you to find an alpha, any alpha, anything rather than the endless holding pattern you’re left in at the academy.”

      He sighed.

      “Did he…?” I swallowed hard and was forced to face a terrible truth.

      When it was Jackson or Len or James, I could accept that. I could accept them touching my omega for the same reason Tris accepted it for me. We both knew we needed more than the other could provide, that being with someone else would fulfil us in ways we couldn’t live without, and when you love someone, really love someone, you can’t see them go without. But my fucking brother… I thought of him, trussed up and taking on all comers in Apothecary, doing far more to ruin the Greyson name than I was about to.

      “Did Theo touch you?”

      “He tried to,” Tris said, going to pull away, but James held him where he was with very little effort and I watched my omega’s eyes slide closed again as James stroked the hair at his nape. “Just little things, trying to take my hand and the like, but I fobbed him off.” His blind smile, when it came, was harsh and brittle. “He didn’t try that hard, considering. Just enough to make me feel powerless.”

      “Tristan,” James said, jerking his hands away as he realised what he’d just done. “Is this OK?”

      “Yeah, it’s not the same.” Tris’ eyes flicked open, and he regarded the alpha with a heavily lidded gaze. “You didn’t force this. I can pull away, walk off.”

      “I wish you wouldn’t,” James said, his voice stiff with meaning.

      “Yeah.” There was my wild boy, his grin becoming feral. “I can feel that.”

      “That’s not what I meant,” James replied, ready to pull away, but Tris stopped him. His hand slid up the back of James’ neck, holding him there, and it felt like the world stood still as the two of them stared at each other. I hated it and I loved it as I watched my omega move slowly, so slowly, until his mouth hovered just over James’.

      “You won’t wine and dine me because your daddy wants it. You don’t want me because your family thinks I’m the means to make you a proper alpha. You won’t touch me out of obligation and expectation and frustration and lies.” Tris’ voice started out soft and then became a vicious whip. “You just want me for me.”

      “So fucking much…” James hissed, then his eyes flicked to me. “Both of you. If you knew how fucking much I’ve longed—”

      I could almost taste James as Tris pressed his lips to the alpha’s, though it was just a simple, almost chaste kiss, with no tongue, no rough exploration, if you discounted the fine tremor passing through both of them. James seemed to sense that he would need to let Tris control the pace, right up until the point he didn’t want to anymore. I only let out a breath when they finally pulled apart.

      “I like that,” Tris said. “Longing. You know what it’s like—that sweet pain you just crave more of.”

      “I’ve become well acquainted with that, yes,” James replied, some of that showing on his face as Tris slipped free of him. James’ fingers lingered, but he seemed to know that holding Tris when he didn’t want to be held would…well, make him just like my fucking brother.

      “Tris, I—” I began to say.

      He put his fingers over my mouth and shook his head, staring down at me with eyes burning bright green.

      “Fuck him, fuck Theo, and fuck his bullshit. We’re done with that now. You’re free, Kit. You’re Katherine Rafferty now, not Greyson.” I blinked when I realised that was true, and Tris smiled as a result. “And we’re going to go to one last Greyson family dinner.”

      “We don’t have to do that,” I said. “Len and I do, but—”

      “Oh no, you think I’m gonna miss out on seeing those pompous fucks’ faces fall when they realised their golden goose has flown the coop?”

      It was hard to hear Tristan’s words when his hands were stroking the sides of my face and his body was pressed against mine.

      “I want to see it,” he hissed in my ear, softening that with kisses down my neck, making me squirm against him. “I want to see every fucking change in their expression as all of their dreams go up in flames, but most of all…” He spun me around, herded me over to where the mirror was and slapped my hands down on the bathroom vanity, letting me know that’s where they needed to stay. “I want you to do it with my cum running down your leg.”

      “Tris…” I gasped out, feeling desire and need flame up, burning everything else away.

      He was doing this deliberately, my omega, playing his tricksy little games to deflect attention from something, but I wouldn’t get to find out what, not until he was ready. Tris’ hands slid up my thighs, dislodging Len’s T-shirt he’d lent me, before pulling it up and over my head. I was naked, trembling, an omega in a room full of alphas and betas, because there was nothing omega in Tris right now. His eyes burned into the mirror, meeting mine before that crooked smile of his emerged. We all watched the reflection as his hand reached out to pluck at my nipple.

      “No touching, boys,” he said over his shoulder as my hips went back, as I ground them into his hardness. “But you’re welcome to watch. My omega, she likes it when you observe her coming apart.”

      A chorus of growls came at that, the three of them dark shapes in the mirror as they came in, wanting a closer look.

      “Knee up on the counter now, Kit. Good girl…” I preened under his praise, the soft voice at odds with the lewd position he’d put me in. “Oh, omega…” He pulled away from me, and I watched his eyes sink down. “You’re completely split open.”

      “For you,” I panted.

      “Good answer,” he said, right as he sank down to his knees.
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      Tris’ lips burned as they touched my sensitive skin, that was how much I needed him. I was already keening when I felt the first flick of his tongue, something that only deepened when his fingers dug into my hips.

      “You need me?” he asked, and did the others hear the thread of vulnerability there?

      “More than anything, Tris,” I said to my reflection in the mirror.

      “Good, because I need you.”

      And by need, he meant devour, because that was what he did. He buried his mouth, his nose, his tongue inside me, making me whimper, then pant out my pleasure in rapid succession. He couldn’t be sweet or gentle about this, and I liked that, liked the frantic suck of his lips, liked the hard shove of his fingers, the way he sawed them in and out of me, faster and faster. Mostly, I liked it when he stood up, messy faced and with mussed hair, staring into the mirror at me. The light bleached him so, so pale, he looked like an angel, one that had well and truly lost his wings.

      “Is this…?” I hated hesitancy in him at any time, but especially now. I watched him stroke his rigid cock. “Am I gonna be enough?”

      We couldn’t perpetuate the lies anymore, but that was OK. The truth was going to set us free.

      “I’m an omega. I want to be knotted sometimes. I want to be held like I’m precious and have a big fat knot worked slowly but surely up inside me.” Low growls at that, James and Len moving closer. “But I don’t want it all the time. I’ve never wanted it all the time, and now…” I turned to look at my alpha, Len, who had come to settle beside the mirror, his blue eyes blazing as he took us in. “Knowing I can have it whenever I want seems to have settled something inside me.” I blinked, seeing but not seeing our reflections. “I have what I need now.”

      A big hand broke Tris’ rules, reaching over and stroking my cheek, before his thumb brushed over my bottom lip.

      “You both have everything you need, whenever you want it,” Len corrected. “But right now, you need each other. Mate your omega, Tristan. Don’t make her beg for it. She’s needy for you right now, and whatever it is that’s inside you that’s like me, it needs to step up and give her that—that’s what being an alpha is truly about.”

      Tristan nodded, wrapping his hand around his dick and just staring at it for a second, before moving me forward slightly and then brushing the head of his cock against me.

      “What does she feel like?” Jackson asked, leaning on the opposite wall. “Soft and sweet?”

      “So wet,” Tris panted, pushing in just a little. “And so tight.”

      “And how does that feel for you?” James asked, sliding a hand up Tris’ spine and coming to stand right behind us.

      “Like I want to stab myself inside her, so fucking deep,” Tris ground out, moving slower, much slower than his words would suggest. “Like she’s sucking me in. Like I’m falling into her, swallowed up by her, and that this is the only place I want to be.”

      His arms went around me and he held me so tight as his hips bucked, making me gasp at how deep he was driving himself. His mouth found my neck, his lips fastening on my bite mark and sucking on it, forcing me to twitch helplessly too. But he pulled them free, then stared into my eyes via the mirror.

      “Like she’s heaven and home and everything good in the world and that…” I watched his throat bob as he swallowed, his eyebrows knotting. “And that I’m enough.”

      I wanted to confirm that, tell him how much he was, but his hands closed over my breasts, crushing my nipples between his fingers as he began to rut into me in long, brutal strokes.

      “Tris…” was all I could force out. His name, over and over and over.

      “You are enough,” Len rumbled, but James shook his head.

      “We are enough.”

      Then, with whichever strange magic we created, they closed down around us as they watched, as they witnessed us come apart and then be put back together again.

      My fingers dug into the counter, my knee sliding across the top of it with every thrust, but I couldn’t move away from this. I pushed back harder, forcing Tris to slam deeper, to let his fingers rake across my skin in his desperation to get to me.

      “Fuck, omega…” he snarled. “Fuck!”

      Each one of my lovers would bring something to the table, I realised, and that went well beyond biological differences. Right now, it was Tris’ savagery that I needed, those ferocious thrusts setting me alight in a way my alphas would never be able to. They were so big that their knots complicated things, meaning they had to be careful, but not Tris. I loved that, the careless grin on his face as he realised it, felt it too. We could be brutal with each other in ways they never dared, and as I stared into the reflection, into his eyes, my smile became a mirror image of his, right before we lost control.

      I fell back against him, wrapping my arm around the back of his neck as his hands caressed me. Tris’ strokes were short, sharp, and pierced me through, just like he did.

      “I love you, Tris,” I gasped out as we got closer and closer to our peak.

      “I love you, my omega. More than fucking anything. The world could burn to the ground, but if I had this…”

      We were gasping declarations at each other in front of an appreciative audience, the alpha and even beta musk rising, making us shiver through those last few strokes.

      “Tris… Tris…” I cried out his name as the world narrowed down to just him and just me, my cunt snapping down around his thick length, his thrusts cutting through my frantic pulses, until finally, he joined me in bliss.

      

      This moment, this quiet, this peace. I would hold it close to my heart forever. A fragile little bird of a thing, it fluttered in my chest at the feel of it, of him. Of my Tris, here, mine, not to be torn away from me and shoved into the embrace of someone else. Of me resting in his arms until we were finally forced to disengage. I turned around to face him, to see Jackson looking awfully pale, like he’d seen a car crash or something, but he snorted when we turned around and stared at each other, just two omegas in love.

      “Looks like you’ve achieved your goal, mate,” Jackson drawled, his eyes following the slow trickle of Tris’ seed down my thighs.

      “But that’s not where it’s supposed to be,” Len rumbled. He nodded to Tris and then stepped forward. “I’m gonna touch my omega now, Tristan.”

      Tris couldn’t seem to bring himself to complain, watching instead as Len’s fingers slid up my thigh, scooping up the cum there and then pushing it back inside me with a gesture that had me squirming wildly.

      “Len, I can’t… I’m too sensitive.”

      “Shh, shh…” he replied in that deep rumble of a voice. “You’re all right, omega. Just lean on me. That’s right.”

      This moment was peak omega. I was hot, swollen, way too slick, and shivering with the sensations of those thick fingers probing me where Tris had just been. He was pushing the cum back inside me over and over with gentle gestures that rocked my world. I was forced to wrap my arm around Len’s broad shoulders as my knees threatened to give out. Still, they all watched me—that was what had me preening. Kit, the real Kit, divorced from the Grayson name. Kit Rafferty was a fucking exhibitionist, and she loved the way all of them watched with hot eyes as Len worked me higher.

      It wasn’t hard to imagine this all playing out as the fire of my heat licked my skin, as Len tended me through it, as they all did…

      “Pushing my cum back where it’s supposed to be?” Tris asked in a low, deadly tone, only his feckless smile letting us know how he felt about that.

      “And making her come one more time,” James said, watching the proceedings with eyes that glittered. He seemed contained and cool on the surface, but those eyes gave him away. “You can do that for us, sweetheart, can’t you?”

      “I-I…” I stuttered out the word, feeling the need to pull away and draw closer at the same time.

      “Just one more.” James’ voice was all warm, sweet encouragement, even as he asked me to do something dirty, and somehow, that stopped me from squirming away, instead making me face Len.

      Those blue eyes stared into mine, endlessly patient. The only thing giving away the filthy things he was doing was that small, self-satisfied smile.

      “Len…”

      My voice was breathy, warbly, and his smile broadened as a result.

      “You can do it, omega. Once more, just for me.”

      He made it sound like it would be a personal favour, like it would be the most amazing thing in the world, and the heat of their collective gaze only added to that. So I did, feeling an incredible rush of the slowest, most sensual pleasure wash over me, Len’s fingers massaging rather than stroking, just edging me along, over and over, until I let out a little yip of exultation. I panted, once, twice, and then found my eyelids fluttered as I rode the waves.

      “Good girl,” Len said, his voice fairly vibrating with warmth and need and… I forced my eyes open in time to see him staring at me like I was the most beautiful thing in the world. Then he pulled his hand free and went to work licking the remains of me and Tristan from his fingers.

      Tris and I just stared as we drifted together, Len shooting us a mischievous wink, for a second looking like a boy who’d got caught with his fingers in the honey jar.

      “Damn…” Tris hissed, but didn’t elaborate further.

      “So we’re going to dinner at the fancy arse manor Kit’s family live in?” Jackson asked, breaking the intense mood. “All of us?”

      “Yes,” James said decisively and then reached out, ruffling the little baby hairs on the nape of Tristan’s neck while staring at me. “And I have a plan for that—a plan which involves Tristan. As long as you’re both OK with that?”
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      James’ plan? It was a vicious one.

      “There’s no way to do this subtly,” he’d told us in the bathroom. “You’re about to rip Richard Greyson’s dream of a strategic marriage, and all that entails, away from him. So if everyone’s going to get het up about things, we may as well use that to our advantage. We still want to find out who released that tape?”

      “Yes,” I said crisply, over the top of the other men’s growls.

      “People find it hard to stick to their bullshit stories when stressed,” James continued with a sly smile. “You going into your father’s house on Len’s arm will up the ante, but if it looks like I’ve chosen Tristan instead of you?”

      I blinked slowly, able to see the fucking chaos that would create vividly in my mind, and I was smiling when I turned to Tris.

      “What do you think?” I asked him. “You’ll need to be comfortable with each other to sell the idea.”

      There was a moment of hesitation, just a brief one, before Tris turned and looked at James speculatively.

      “So, what will that entail?”

      

      Kissing, apparently. I was sitting in the backseat of Len’s big car, dressed in a much simpler frock than Dad would ever have approved of, with no bloody underwear on again, and that was a problem, because I was leaking slick.

      On the drive over to my father’s house, James was kissing my omega. Softly at first, his eyes on me as much as Tristan, but as I took Tristan’s hand, as he pulled me as close as the seatbelt would allow, things deepened. I watched those two masculine mouths duel, each fighting to make a bigger sensual mess of things than the other.

      “Jesus, I’m gonna come in my pants before we get there,” Jackson grumbled, shifting in the front passenger seat. “I’m not even an alpha, but I’m affected by their scents.”

      “Of course you are. They’re fucking potent,” Len rumbled, looking at the three of us in the rear vision mirror before pulling over safely. His focus shifted to Jackson, and then I didn’t know where to look. Len’s hand shot out, cupping Jackson through his jeans, the beta making raspy little noises of pleasure in response. “They got you all on edge?”

      “You’ve got me on edge,” Jacks snapped back, his tone fraying. “All of you. My love life has been fucking arid for so long, and now…”

      “And now what, beta?” Len asked, some of that rough alpha purr in his voice.

      “And now you’re all fucking beautiful and hot, so fucking hot, and I just want to strip off all my clothes and dive—”

      I crept closer as Len slammed his mouth down on Jackson, claiming him, if the sound of surrender that came from the back of Jacks’ throat was anything to go by. Then they pulled away from each other and turned to stare at me, peering over the beta’s car seat.

      “Don’t just sit there watching, omega,” Jackson said, reaching out and pulling me closer.

      He was slower, more careful than he was with Len. We were brand-fucking-new, where they had so much history, but his eyes traced the curve of my scarlet red lips, lured closer and closer until I could feel his breath on my skin.

      “I really want to kiss you right now, but—” Jackson said.

      “Kiss me.”

      The words were out of me without even thinking, and Jacks smiled then, that slow, cocky smile only men seemed able to perfect. He moved in slower again, seeming to know he had a captive audience here, building up the tension until a moan was forced out of me the moment he did kiss me. With the rough satin of his lips versus the harsh prickle of his beard, I knew that if we did this for long, my sensitive skin would be scored red and stinging, and that just made me want to deepen things, prolong them. Time seemed to stand still as we kissed, until finally, two strong hands went to my waist, pulling me away from Jacks.

      “Fuck…” Jackson hissed, blinking for some time before staring at me. He reached up, suddenly serious, as he brushed his knuckles down my cheek. “They don’t see you coming, do they? You come on like a right hook that got under my guard, slamming in.”

      I smiled at that, mine a replica of his cocky one.

      “Enough talk of slamming,” Len said, depositing me back on the backseat, in the middle now.

      When I looked around, James and Tris had moved apart to put me at the centre. Their mouths were red and swollen, making clear they’d gotten very comfortable with each other, but as they both put a hand on one of my knees, stroking the bare skin there, I didn’t feel the prick of possessiveness I’d known in the past. Each time they did this, reassured me of my place in things, I found something inside me releasing, something I’d been holding tight for so damn long.

      So we drove then, to my father’s house, the car a happy swarm of pheromones and pleasure, a bubble I didn’t want to pop. I remembered why as soon as we pulled up out the front of the house. The forbidding façade, the big polished wood door, this was a place I escaped, not walked towards, but I self-soothed by telling myself this was the last time.

      “Once more unto the breach, dear friends,” I half whispered.

      “Or close the wall up with our English dead,” James replied, opening the door and then holding out a hand to help me out.

      Dead. Yeah, that was about right.
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      “Kit…” my father snarled as we walked into the dining room. He wanted to follow that with, Where the fuck have you been? What have you been doing? Why the hell are you on the arm of that alpha, and what the hell are you wearing? Except we had company, so he couldn’t. I smiled at that, then wrapped my arm tighter around Len’s waist.

      Tristan had it right, choosing Len for my alpha. There was just something about his earthy solidity that made me feel like I could do this. He was huge, even for an alpha, and that physical presence helped calm me somewhat, but it was also because he was Len. He’d turned up with pretty flowers, coaxed us and teased us and made sure everything was OK. I then rested my head on his shoulder, partly to make the male members of my family insane, but also because of him. My omega instincts prompted me to close my eyes and snuggle in, because this guy, he’d make sure nothing bad would happen to me.

      Instead, I was forced to stand tall and face down the table—Pa, Theo, Cress, who was the only one who looked at all happy, and then there were all those suited alphas that seemed to just appear at dinnertime. Their expressions were a good predictor of what was to come. Finely made lips curled slightly, eyes glittered with a combination of disgust and amusement. By doing this, I was divorcing myself not only from my family, but also from the protections that came with it. There was no father, grandfather, or brother to protect me, so they eyed off Len, sizing him up as a potential threat. His grip on me tightened, and I felt rather than heard an almost inaudible growl in response.

      “You’ve brought guests,” Dad said stiffly.

      “I’ve brought my alpha to meet you, Daddy.” My lips twisted on that last word, but Len pulled away, drawing a chair out for me and then, seeing I was seated, came to stand at my back. “Lennox and I… Well, it’s been a whirlwind thing, but you know how flighty omegas can be.”

      My father’s eyes stood out stark against his now milk pale skin, and the visiting alphas began to murmur between themselves. They’d come here in hope of ensnaring an omega, but now…? They’d be dining out on this story for weeks, their hungry eyes taking in every second of what was unfolding, ready to be relayed later.

      “I guess the same could be said for me,” Tristan said, taking a seat beside me, just as we had the last time we were at a family dinner. Dad watched as James moved forward, his hand resting possessively on the back of Tris’ neck, and for dramatic impact, Tris’ emerald green eyes fell partially closed.

      But was that completely fake?

      “I have to thank you, Richard,” James said smoothly, stroking his hand through Tris’ hair like one would a cat, then tipping Tris’ head to one side to run his fingers across the bite mark I’d left on Tris’ neck. My omega shivered at that in a way that was entirely unstudied, adding further salt to the wounds. “I would never have met Tristan if it hadn’t been for you.”

      That was patently untrue, his drawing revealing the lie there, but Dad wasn’t thinking rationally right now, or remembering facts.

      “We had some concerns, of course. Kit and I…” I looked up at James, and he stared back for a second. “We worked out fairly quickly that true happiness lay elsewhere. Once I saw that Lennox was the alpha for her, it freed my mind up to consider Tristan.”

      Tris looked up at him then, a picture of an adoring omega, his hand taking James’.

      “We wanted to make sure you were the first to hear the happy news.”

      “A celebration is in order then, surely,” one of the alphas said.

      “You’ll need to excuse us tonight,” Pa replied smoothly. “This has all come as a bit of a shock, and we need to deal with this news as a family. I’m sure you understand.”

      “Of course.”

      One by one, the alphas filed out, not before taking one last amused look at the five of us, but it wasn’t until they were gone that the real questions began.

      “Kit, I’m so—” Cress started to say, but she was instantly cut off.

      “This is your choice, Kit? This?” Dad asked. “And who’s he in all of this?”

      Everyone’s eyes turned to Jackson, who looked like he would have been very happy if the floor swallowed him up, but it didn’t. I reached out for him, and he took my hand somewhat hesitantly, for good reason. My family stared at the way the three of us were connected, and none more than my brother.

      Dad’s reaction was a given. He was going to explode in about three seconds, I knew that. Pa looked resigned, but the heat in his eyes was directed at my father, not me. And Cress? Her eyes shone with pride. Maybe I should have offered her a place to stay at Len’s, until the dust settled again. At that dining table ringed by alphas, it was there that Cress had met Bryce, her former fiancé, and I think we both knew there would be a lot less of them coming to the house, if any, going forward. But Theo?

      My brother looked pale, so pale, as if he were witnessing a massacre take place, rather than me introducing my alpha to the family. I stared into his eyes, then smiled a catlike smile that made clear I knew exactly what his role was in all of this. I watched his Adam’s apple bob, knowing his throat was tightening, and I smiled further when he reached for his water, his mouth bone-dry. Dad was about to excommunicate me from the family, kick me to the curb like yesterday’s rubbish, and with that came some risks for Theo.

      Those little adventures of his at Apothecary were ones that would bring much greater shame to the family name than anything I could do. There would be no one left to curtail his behaviour, cover up for him, stop him from declaring himself an unmitigated omega slut and taking it on all ends from the very same alphas that had left the room. We were free, he and I, to do whatever the hell it was that we wanted.

      Just not stay here.

      “Jackson and Lennox had a connection before me,” I told the table. “I didn’t see that as an impediment to our relationship so—”

      “You need to get out,” Dad said in a low growl, and somehow, that was more threatening than the roar he wanted to go with. That restraint, it made it clear what else was to come. “Get your fucking—”

      Len snarled in response, but it was my grandfather that stopped things from escalating.

      “Richard.” Pa silenced Dad with one word, before turning to us. “Lennox Rafferty, I believe? I’ve bought some very nice Scotch from you over the years.”

      “That would be correct,” Len replied in a terse tone.

      “You know you can kiss all of that goodbye,” Pa continued. “Alphas of your…background are tolerated at best. You have your place in the underworld, though some of you persist in trying to come up out of the primordial ooze that is your birthright. When you are able to provide your betters with a service that warrants that position, we allow it, but…”

      Pa looked at me now, but it was the dismissive, cool look he would use if a waiter brought him an inferior dish at a restaurant.

      “Taking a girl from a good home and claiming her as your own, making her a part of whatever dissolute arrangement this is?” He shook his head. “You’ll find many a door closed to you going forward.”

      “We’ll ruin you for this,” Dad said, glaring at me rather than Len, because really, in his mind, I was the one at fault. “I’ll make it my first priority—”

      “Dad!” Cress said, her eyes flicking frantically between all of us.

      “I’ve got relationships with the distillers I import from,” Len replied in an almost bored tone. “You think I don’t know how vulnerable I am? Alphas like you, you’ve made it your life’s work to make sure I knew that as soon as I revealed. You think you’re protected here.” I stared up at him as he cast a dismissive eye over the dining room. “You think nothing can touch you.”

      Dad was trying for suppressed menace, but evidently, he needed to brush up on his bad guy persona, as Len had him beat.

      “We did a little digging on that sex tape,” Len continued. I watched Theo like a hawk now, catching the way his shoulders stiffened in his expensive suit, the way his fingers tightened on the highly polished table’s edge. “Seems like the source of it comes from a place a little closer to home, and that’s not the only one kicking around. You want to try and take me on, stop me from selling alcohol that I have the exclusive importing rights for? The stuff you want to serve at your snooty parties or mull over in your boardrooms? I’ve made it my business to get to know the distillers, to sit down and break bread with them. To help them when they’re doing it tough. To get to know them and their families. I can confidently say they couldn’t give two fucks about what some overbred Australian alphas have to say about me selling their piss, but if you try?”

      Len’s grin was feral, something I’d never seen before but which looked so very good on him.

      “I’ll bury the Greyson name in that much fucking shit, you’ll be selling this place off for chickenfeed within a month,” he summed up.

      “Does your grandmother know about this change in arrangement?” Dad asked James, clutching at the last straw.

      “My grandmother knew I was potentially interested in both Kit and Tristan before we spoke to you,” James replied coolly, and at this point, I was starting to feel a little sorry for Dad. The hits just kept on coming. “She was supportive of whatever choice I made then, as she is now.” He gave Tristan’s shoulder a squeeze, then pulled away. “We should go, love.”

      And that right there was why they had ‘practised’ in the car. You couldn’t fake that, the note of need and desire in James’ voice. Dad just didn’t know it was one James extended to both of us.

      “We’re all going,” Len said definitely. “We came here as a courtesy to let you know what was going on with your daughter. We could’ve just let the information filter back.”

      “You’ll get nothing from me for her,” Dad said finally, then glanced down at me. “Don’t think you’re taking anything from your room. I’ll get Helen to bag it all up and donate it to the poor.”

      “Before or after she sucks your cock, Dad?” I shot back.

      “It will be your responsibility to provide for Kit,” Pa said to Len, cutting across the two of us, even as Dad and I bristled.

      “That’d be my pleasure,” Len said, then took my hand and drew me up and out of my seat.

      

      We’d done it. I was walking out of this place, never to return. I would never have to stifle my cries so as to make sure Dad didn’t hear them, never be forced to wear…to do…

      “Kit!” I turned to see Cress running after me, her hands going to my shoulders, the smile I deserved to see during the announcement on her face. “You did it! You found yourself an alpha and…” She grinned sheepishly then. “I don’t know if we’ve officially met. I’m Cressida, Kit’s sister.”

      Len took her hand and shook it. “It’s a pleasure.”

      “Look after my sister, you hear?” she said, and it was only then that I saw the tears.

      “Cress…”

      “No, don’t,” she said, waving her hands. “I’m just…happy for you. Happy that someone is actually going to get free of this fucking place and—”

      “Cress, I’m going to escort them out before Dad blows a gasket,” Theo said to her, not me.

      “Well, shoot me your new number as soon as you get it,” Cress told me. “We’re going to lunch and bugger what Dad has to say about it.”

      “Cress…” Theo said, eyeing the dining room doorway, where the sounds of my father’s shouts could still be heard. He pulled me away from my sister and ushered us outside.

      

      “Et tu, brother?” I asked once we stood on the driveway, Theo shutting the front door firmly behind him. “I have a whole bank of much more incriminating videos of you that I’ve never used, but you had to go and take one of me. Why? Why then, Theo? Why that night?”

      He wasn’t going to answer me, I could see that in the thin line of his mouth, in the way his eyes flashed, but I stepped closer anyway.

      “Can’t say, little omega slut?”

      I bit the words off, snarling that at him, delighting in the way his head jerked back as if slapped. This was the only time I was going to indulge in this, so I was going to get my hits in while I could, and then I would move on to what was more important. I jumped when Len put his hands on my shoulders, my body fairly vibrating with anger.

      “You took something from me, brother, something precious. What you captured that night? It was one of the most significant moments in my life, and you…? Does Cress know you fucked up her chance of happiness? That you tried to destroy mine?” My eyes narrowed as I got closer, right up into his face, because right now, it felt like I was the alpha and he was the omega. “Why? Tell me, Theo. Why?!”

      I saw the moment he broke, when his pupils dilated, when his chest began to heave, sucking in breaths, when his lips parted to do just that, to answer my fucking question, but it all died as quickly as it’d started.

      “He’s been compelled,” James said, coming closer. “Another alpha has compelled him to silence.”

      I studied the small muscles that jumped in my brother’s face, the way his body vibrated like a struck string, the want, the need to do as I asked, rising and rising but with nowhere to go.

      “Fine, but you’ll be able to talk to them. Whoever’s pulling your strings, you let them know that we’re coming for them. They thought they could fuck with me? Well, I’ve got nothing holding me back anymore. Kit Grayson is dead. I’m Kit Rafferty now.”

      I got a few appreciative chuckles as I pushed myself away from my brother, striding back to the car, but none more than when I got in.

      “So I think that went well,” Jacks said as we all buckled in.

      “You bloody would,” Len said with a shake of his head, then looked at me through the rear vision mirror. “We need to talk at some point, work out what we’re going to do next, but when we get home, I need my omega.”

      Silence fell over the car, a dense, complex one.

      “I’m not ruling anything out or kicking anyone out, but…” I watched those blue eyes crinkle, his hands tightening around the steering wheel. “I’ve waited to find my omega all my life, and I just need a moment with her. A few moments.”

      “You need time for the bond to settle,” James said, tension as well as understanding in his voice. “We can give them time for that, can’t we?”

      Everyone looked at Tris, who was scowling when I dared a sidelong look at him, but he nodded sharply.

      “You better have some good booze in that house of yours,” he grumbled. “Because to get through this, I’m gonna need to get fucking drunk.”
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      This is my house, I thought as I got out of the car, barely seeing the sprawling California bungalow. This is my alpha. Len shot me a sidelong look as he unlocked the front door, a small smile forming. He opened it, then grabbed my hand, and I dimly heard James and Jackson steering Tristan away into the lounge room, but Len pulled me along, forcing me to keep up with his long, easy strides. He opened the door into his bedroom and drew me after him. And this is my room.

      “No, this is,” he said, pulling off his jacket and tossing it on the bed, looking down at me with eyes that seemed to record every reaction, like the way my eyes traced his broad form, partially hidden by a worn cotton T-shirt and a well-fitted pair of jeans. He unlaced his boots and threw them aside as well and then went out into the hall again, opening a door on the other side.

      “Len…” I gasped at what he revealed.

      It was a nest of sorts, or the beginnings of one, a very low futon bed with a gloriously thick mattress on top of it taking up a large chunk of the room, but that wasn’t what drew me closer. The walls had been painted a pale grey with just a hint of wisteria that seemed to straddle comfortably the balance between masculine and feminine. There were no harsh overhead lights, only small inset ones that he then turned down, creating a soft glow in the room. The windows were covered in heavy blinds, rolled down to screen out the garden, so that when I went into heat, I could control how much light and stimulation I was exposed to. Then there was a pile of fabric.

      Dad had never allowed me nesting materials. That was something my future mate would provide, and he would allow for none of that kind of behaviour in his house. Well, now my mate had. My fingers cramped with the need to go and paw at them, right up until a big hand slid under my hair at the back of my neck. Len just rubbed his palm up and down, the calluses on his hand making me shiver, before giving me a little push.

      “I know what you want, omega,” he said in a low rumble. “I can feel it.” And by the sound of his voice? He sounded inordinately pleased with himself right now. “Go, play, indulge yourself, Kit. All that bullshit from before, you’re free of it.”

      Not entirely of course, but I was willing to accept the partial lie as truth right now. My feet sank into the thickest of carpets when I kicked off my ballet flats, and I knew I would enjoy the sensual nature of that later. Right now, I had a different focus. I crawled onto the bed, a low huff of a sound escaping Len as I made my way to the stack of fabric. There were soft cottons, slippery satins, the plushest of fleece, and even fake fur. Gossamer light gauzes and chiffons, sturdy wool blends… Then I let out a little involuntary cry of pleasure.

      “Cashmere?” I said, unable to stop myself from brushing it against my cheeks.

      “I didn’t know what you would like, so I just went and bought anything soft feeling I could find,” he replied, scratching the back of his neck. “The shop girl had a freaking field day.”

      I just bet she did, seeing my alpha all flustered and discombobulated. I frowned for a second, my fingers digging into the soft fabric as I imagined her fawning all over my Len. I buried my face in the blanket, seeking any trace of her scent, anything to let me know who had helped my alpha, and he just chuckled. He moved closer with measured steps, giving me plenty of time to stop him if I needed it. An omega’s nest was a special place, and good alphas were cognisant of that. When I didn’t move, he sat down beside me and then hauled me into his arms, holding me tight against his chest, the combination of soft fabric and hard alpha helping settle me.

      “The woman was older than my mother, and she thought it was very sweet that I was going to all this trouble.”

      “It is,” I mumbled, then I looked up at him slowly. “When did you start building this place?”

      He smiled. “I built the beginnings of a nest room when I first bought this place. Didn’t do too much with it because there was no one on the horizon, but I tried to think of what he or she might like. I started with the carpet first, knowing I wanted it as thick and plush as I could get, then I built cupboards for nesting materials and other fun stuff to be stored in.” My eyebrow shot up with that. “I made the bed myself, then got the mattress handmade to my specifications, but after that, I stopped.”

      He stroked my hair.

      “It seemed…stupid. I met very few omegas, and those that I did, didn’t connect with me in any way, but… For a long time, this was a shrine…to dreams, impossible dreams, and then I met you two. I found it hard to sleep after you and I talked into the night, when I was forced to listen to you cry. When I had to stop myself from striding into your house and ripping your fucking father’s head off. So I worked on this. It’s your nest, Kit, but I painted it in a colour that I thought would work for both of you because I didn’t know—”

      I turned in his arms and shut him up with a kiss, and when we drew apart, he stared into my eyes, tracing his finger over the mark he’d left on me.

      “I didn’t know if you’d ever want to have a room here. If it’d be only you or only him. I didn’t know if you’d want a nest for the two of you or separate ones, but I promise, whatever you want, I will get it for you. I’ll wallpaper the walls in cashmere if that’s what it takes to—”

      I threw my arms around his neck as something inside me swelled. It choked off words, thoughts, everything, and just replaced them with this. My heart pounded like a scared rabbit’s as I tightened my hold, because this told me something he might not have been able to understand that I needed to hear.

      I’d been forced to fit into the various boxes Dad had made for me—first potential alpha, then treasured omega, the great white hope of the family fortunes. Wear this, do your hair like that, act like this, with few allowances for anything else, because deep down, my dad didn’t want me to be an omega. Like, the dynastically advantageous aspects? Sure, he wanted that, but not what it truly meant to be an omega.

      We were more emotional, more reactive, more responsive, because someone fucking had to be the softer end of the wedge, to counter all their alpha brutality. In a true pairing, we were there to remind them that sometimes, they had to lay down their guns and surrender. Without it, the world was a rigidly savage place, just like my childhood home was. This room…it was a soft place, where I could be vulnerable, and it wasn’t until Len brought me here that I realised how much I’d needed it. My brows creased, that bloody intense feeling rising and rising, pushing everything out of the way and forcing me to just feel.

      “Len…” I gasped out. “Len!”

      “I know, omega. I can feel everything your heart’s been crying out for. I have since we met. I don’t know why or how, but I can feel the two of you like you’re in my fucking heart, like you’re in deep, and what you need claws at me. I’m an alpha, your alpha.”

      “Yes…” I sobbed out.

      “And in my mind, that means I provide. Whatever I do, wherever I go, I give you what you need, and you need this.” He grabbed handfuls of fabric, dragging them close with wanton disregard for their placement or weave, piling them into my arms until I had an impromptu nest of sorts, made up of fabric and him. “You need somewhere to feel safe, Kit, because I don’t think you’ve ever had that in your life.”

      Just then, I couldn’t answer him, thank him, do anything other than twist in his arms until my face was buried in the crook of his neck and I was sucking in lungfuls of his scent, letting it seep into me all the way down to my bones, trying to settle a nervous system that was always on edge.

      Safe… The word pulsed inside me, over and over. Safe…safe…safe…

      I’d anticipated some kind of savage claiming that night, but in some ways, we’d already had that, the moment Len and I met, and we’d have it again, as often as we wanted. Right now, we had this—a fragile peace that descended over the room as he held me close and lowered us down to the bed. We were so tightly wound around each other, it was impossible to know where Len ended and Kit began.

      “You’re mine, omega,” he mumbled in that rich, deep voice of his. “All mine, and all Tris’. and all anyone else’s you choose to bring into this room. You control that for as long as you want, and when you don’t, I’ll take over.”

      We rested then, mouth to mouth, kissing slow, then slower again, and oddly, it was the most sensual experience I’d ever had. In that place between wakefulness and sleep, I was exquisitely attuned to him, to the bed, to the feel of the nesting materials, and the room itself. I had thought I’d surrendered beforehand, but I’d really had no idea, because in that strange twilight, something came to me.

      I loved Lennox Rafferty. He was my alpha, and I would choose him each and every time. We might have come to this place via a circuitous route, but this was absolutely where I was supposed to be. Still, with that understanding came my recognition of an omega’s true nature.

      Much was made of our softness, our emotional volatility, our weakness, but nothing was stronger than an omega’s love. We would literally abandon anything, including social niceties and decorum, to protect what was ours. So just before I fell asleep, I swore with every fibre of my being that I would keep this pack safe. I didn’t know how, I just knew I would. With that vow singing inside me, I dropped down into darkness.
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      I woke up sometime in the night, enveloped in a complete but not unfriendly darkness. To get up and go to the loo, I was forced to wriggle free of Len, but his arms tightened around me, hauling me back. I smiled at that, pausing for a second to just sit with that feeling, until my bladder insisted otherwise. Then I worked my way out from under my alpha, a smug smile forming when I sat on the edge of the bed and stared down at him.

      I could see us doing this in the future, falling exhausted on the bed as we rode out my heat. I could see us all cuddled up in here, seeking the comfort of each other’s bodies unconsciously, even when we simply couldn’t rise to the occasion again without sleep. Something tightened inside me at the thought of Tris and I, half out of our minds with lust, half with love. Neither of us had dared to consider letting ourselves tip into heat, but now… Len would march down that hallway and bite Tristan if I asked. I could see it in my head—a drunken Tristan moaning against my alpha’s chest as he was finally claimed, and no one would ever take him from me again. A part of me wondered then, the dark voice that always felt the need to insert itself, just how much I had to lose.

      And how much to gain.

      I drew away from Len, grabbing his T-shirt from the floor and slipping it on before padding silently over to the door and walking out.

      

      I heard them once I’d done what I needed to, muffled voices reaching my ears, even over the sound of the water from the tap as I washed my hands, but it was the moans that drew me out of the bathroom and down the hall. I slipped through the house like a thief in the night, following the sounds until an arm wrapped itself around me and held me still.

      “Shh…” James whispered, right in my ear, and I quickly saw why.

      Len’s very nice coffee table had been covered in bottles and cans, the three of them making a dent in my alpha’s alcohol cabinet by the look of it, but that wasn’t why James held me pinned against his chest. It was Tris, standing tall, bare chested, bathed in the golden artificial light like he’d absorbed every lumen, and Jacks? He reclined lazily half on the floor, half on the couch, looking like some kind of big cat lying in wait. It was Tristan that moved forward, though. His movements were tentative, but his gaze, it was never-ending in its intensity, seeming to study the beta like he was a sacred text.

      “Was Tristan ever attracted to men before?” James asked me with little more than a breath. It was as if we were wildlife photographers, terrified of disturbing the savage animals at their play.

      “I…” I replied, then stopped. “I don’t know. We only ever considered things with other women, and that never appealed.”

      “You want me, beta?” Tristan asked, with a sharp edge to his voice I was rarely on the receiving end of. I was of two minds about how he wanted Jacks to answer. “I feel you watching me, watching her, watching him.”

      “It’d be fair to say my eyes are on one or more of you every damn minute I’m with you, and when I’m not?” Jacks’ voice, his expression, made it clear that he wasn’t anywhere near as drunk as it seemed Tris was. “I’m thinking about all three of you. How can I not? My gran used to tell me stories of the fair folk, come to steal good people away from their homes with their pretty faces and prettier words. It never made too much sense, until I met you two.”

      He leaned forward then, and I saw Tristan’s body stiffen in response but not move.

      “You glow, Tristan, but you already know that. People have told you over and over how pretty you are, to the point where you don’t want to hear another fucking word about it.” Jackson met Tristan’s gaze head-on, not blinking for a second. “You don’t want any more people pawing at you, trying to get their fill of your beauty, and that’s why you’re with Kit. She makes you feel.”

      “Yes.”

      “In ways you thought weren’t possible.”

      “Yes.”

      “And part of you is terrified that no one else in the world can inspire feelings like that in you.”

      Tris frowned at that.

      “And the other half is frightened that they will. Come here, Tristan, if that’s what you want. I can’t promise you anything, but I can say I’m willing to try.”

      “Try what?” Tristan asked, biting off the words.

      “Try to make you feel something.”

      Tris shook his head at that, frowning hard, his face taking on a terrible cast, but Jacks wasn’t deterred. He stayed exactly where he was, and that was what lured Tristan forward. He took one step, then another, before falling down to his knees, still a distance away from Jacks.

      “I’m hers,” Tristan said in a ragged tone. “Everything I have, everything I am, belongs to her. I love her so fucking much, it feels like its gonna tear me in two.”

      “I know.” Just two words, but there was so much there in Jacks’ deep tone, because out of all of us, only he could truly feel what Tristan did. “Come here, omega,” he ordered, gently though, and Tristan went willingly, eagerly. Jacks pulled Tristan against his chest, their bodies fitting in the way two men of a similar height could. “Who knows what that’s like better than me?” he asked. Jackson scrubbed his fingers roughly through Tristan’s hair until my omega closed his eyes, leaning into the caress. “Part of me wants to kick that door in and thrust myself between them.”

      I felt a sharp twist inside me at that. There had been no place for little omega empathetic impulses before, but now I had no choice. Tristan let out a growl of agreeance.

      “But the bigger part fucking glories in this. Len’s wanted an omega for so fucking long. I wanted one…”

      Tristan’s eyes flicked open, his head jerking off Jackson’s chest to stare down at the other man, but was that in suspicion or…? Jacks just smiled sheepishly.

      “I used to fantasise about it, at night, when I could afford to indulge in such things. We’d share her or him between us, create a little family unit all of our own. Len and I would protect them, and I’d…”

      “You’d what, beta?” Tris asked.

      Jackson reached up and stroked the side of Tristan’s face.

      “I’d do what I’ve always wanted to—give them exactly what they need.” He leaned forward slowly, pressing his forehead against Tristan’s. “That’s the place that makes me happy. It’s not very healthy, I’m sure, but when everyone’s together, feeling good, that’s what makes me feel good. Just like I’m gonna do now.”

      “And what do I need?”

      I found I could barely breathe, but not due to James’ grip. He held me firmly but not hard enough to constrict my breath, the slow circle of his thumb on my bicep helping me remember I was here, that my body existed. Right now, I was so fucking caught up in what was happening, it felt like I didn’t. Whatever this was between Jackson and Tristan, it balanced on a knife edge, and I didn’t know if Jacks had it in him to make it work.

      “You need to control things,” he told Tristan, and my omega nodded, grabbing Jacks’ wrists and pushing them out wide until his arms rested along the seat of the couch, and he seemed to know he needed to hold them there. “The alpha in you needs that—to bend me to your will, force me to surrender.”

      A low hiss came from Tristan, one that could be interpreted as an assent, while his fingers went to Jackson’s shirt, unbuttoning it hastily, showing his desperation to get to the lean, brown body beneath.

      “But right when you’ve got me where you want me, you need me to force you to give in.”

      Jackson moved like lightning, picking up a man about the same size as him with ease and flipping him over, pressing Tristan’s head down to rest his cheek on the table, gripping his wrists behind his back as my omega began to fight him. Every muscle in Tris’ arms and chest went rigid, as did mine.

      “Wait…” James hissed.

      My heartbeat thundered in my ears, my body quivering with the need to what? Save Tristan? Stop Jackson? I watched the beta lean over Tris with my teeth gritted.

      “I know you’re still working out what the hell you are, but part of it is this. You like being pinned down, having your choices taken away. Shit, I fucking used to love it when Len did it to me, get all growly and demanding, and part of me hopes he still will. But the thing that bites deep for you is that Kit will never be able to give this to you. You love her, you need her, but…but we can, Tris. Whenever you’re ready, we can give you this.”

      And with that, Jackson let Tris go, slumping back against the couch, casual as can be, picking up his drink to take a long sip from it, but Tris turned on him and smashed it away, leaving the glass to spill its dark, spicy rum onto Len’s beautifully woven rug. Tris hung above Jackson, his thighs on either side of the other man’s hips, and he stared at Jacks, his hand sinking into the rich honey depths of the other man’s hair. The beta let out a little grunt as Tris used it to draw him upwards, his throat, his mouth, bared to Tris’ violent gaze.

      “You do that again to me without my express permission, I’ll fucking kill you in your sleep,” Tristan rumbled, and right then, no one would mistake him for anything other than an alpha. His voice fairly vibrated with command right now, one that Jackson was helpless to resist.

      “You got it, chief,” Jackson croaked out.

      Just as I was sure Tristan was going to use his grip on the beta to break his neck, Tristan’s lips swooped down to hover over Jackson’s.

      “You want my surrender? You have to earn it.”

      I caught the moment Jackson’s eyes widened, his mouth falling open, but Tristan capitalised on that, slamming his lips down on the beta’s and devouring him whole. Right when I was mesmerised by the savagery of their kiss, my body vibrating like a struck string, James pushed us away from the wall and dragged us up the hallway, into a darkened room.

      “Tris…” I whined.

      “I know.”

      “I need…”

      “Finish that sentence, and I’ll make sure you have it, omega,” James told me in a low voice. “Tell me exactly what you need.”

      Words, thoughts, desires came rushing up, but the great mass of them seemed to create a log jam inside me, so nothing came out but a pained squeak.

      Which summoned Len.

      The nest room door slammed open, and out he came, my alpha, his eyes flashing. He walked forward, then filled the door, hands going to the top of the doorframe.

      “What’s going on in here?”

      There was a silken menace to Len’s voice, but I couldn’t tell if it was directed at James or me.

      “Our omega is learning something about Tristan, and Tristan is exploring parts of himself with Jackson, which just leaves us,” James replied, crisply summing up everything.

      “And where does that leave us, omega?” Len asked, his voice raspy from sleep. He was a dark silhouette as he came forward, not my Len, not my alpha—a black figure who let go of the door and came close enough to trail the back of his fingers down the side of my arm until I shivered. “Do you want to be in there, between Jacks and Tristan? Or you want to be in here with us?”

      I thought I knew the answer, Tristan’s name on my lips, ready to be spoken, yet when I did speak, it wasn’t him I asked for.

      “With you,” I said, my greedy little omega heart basking in all this alpha attention.

      Their smiles were bright sickles in the darkness, and that was all I saw before they scooped me up and laid me down on the bed.
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      “Give us some parameters, omega,” Len said, settling down beside me, but instead of responding, I reached for him.

      The luxury of being able to do that in some house out in the ’burbs was somehow more delicious than anything I’d ever experienced at Apothecary or other clubs. I’d grown up expecting to have some kind of loveless alliance, like my parents’ marriage, where my alpha would summon me to slake his lusts upon me while not inspiring my own. Instead, I had this—James, the alpha of Dad’s dreams, and Len, the one of his nightmares, here in bed with me. I found my legs rubbed together at the thought of it, something that drew their attention instantly. Their eyes dropped lower in the darkness, watching my movements grow more sinuous under their inspection, my thighs growing slick as I felt a rush of it drip from my body.

      “You needy, omega?” Len asked in that beautifully ragged tone.

      “She watched her omega and your beta at play,” James informed him in an arch tone. “I made her watch.”

      “And what did Tris and Jacks do that got you all worked up?” Len asked, reaching down to separate my legs, forcing them to splay lewdly wide when I tried to close them again. “What did they do?” His prompt and his fingers came at the same time, the latter trailing through the slick smeared on my thighs but no higher. “Were they beautiful? Were they harsh as jagged glass? Did they make you ache?”

      My only answer was an inarticulate one, a little whimper of a sound, pleading for what I couldn’t express, but neither of them relented. James drew closer, a dark, almost sinister figure in the low light, and my body jerked when I felt his hand on my knee.

      “Tell him what you saw, Katherine Rafferty,” he said in a low growl, a sound I rarely heard from James. He kept his alpha side fairly tightly locked away, so to hear it come out sent a sharp thrill through me. “Tell him what it looked like when they kissed.”

      “Harsh…” I ground out, unable to resist the silken compulsion of their combined will. “Whenever any of you kiss, you’re rougher than you are with me. You don’t hold back. They kissed like they wanted to eat each other whole, but that wasn’t the end of things.”

      “And how did it start?” Len asked. “Kit? How did my beta and your omega find themselves in each other’s arms?”

      “Tristan asked—no, stated that Jackson wanted him.” As I was being a good girl, their fingers slid higher up my thighs. “Jackson agreed.” I groaned as I felt a tiny brush of a fingertip on the very edge of my mound. “He talked about the fact that everyone thinks Tris is beautiful.”

      “He is,” Len said. “Just as you are.”

      “Together, the two of you are so fucking dazzling, I find it difficult to know where to look.” Both Len and I looked at James then, drawn by the terse sound of his voice. He looked almost ashamed of that, saved only by the grey light of the bedroom. “I’m sorry—”

      “Never apologise for praising our omega,” Len said in the same commanding tone he’d used when he was talking me off the ledge back at Dad’s. “As far as I’m concerned, all of us need to walk around showering Kit in all the pretty words she’ll accept and then just a little more. She’s had way too many fucking harsh ones.”

      “Our omega?” James asked him, but Len’s focus switched to me.

      “Ours. A pack of rough boys with a perfect princess in our midst.”

      “A princess that hasn’t finished telling her story,” James replied in that sharp Daddy Dom voice of his.

      “Tris…” Their fingers inched a tiny bit higher in response to that, but then stopped. “Jacks told him that he’s terrified that no one else will make him feel like he does with me. That everyone else is just an unwanted admirer, clamouring for his attention. Tris said he loves me with everything he has, and Jackson was empathetic about that.”

      I looked up at Len guiltily, the feel of their hands on my skin almost forgotten now.

      “They wanted to be between us, Jacks and Tris, and because they couldn’t, they clung to each other.”

      “I can’t promise this will be easy,” Len rumbled. “There will be many times where we want something the other person can’t give us, because they’re not in the same head space, because they’re busy giving everything they have to someone else we love, because they’re tired or not in the mood or sleeping. It’s going to be tough, but I think we all agree it’s worth it.”

      “More than worth it,” James said. “In some ways, I empathise with Tris. I don’t flatter myself in thinking I have admirers clustered around my feet waiting for even a sidelong look like your omega does.” I thought of his friend at the art gallery and wondered about that. “But the Chadwick name draws enough hangers-on to make it way too easy to find dalliances. I’ve rarely had to fight for anything, which often made me want nothing.”

      He glanced at the door for a second, the muffled sounds that occasionally made it down to the room letting us know what was going on.

      “Desire, real desire for something or someone you truly want?” James’ head dropped down, his breath feathering over my lips but not touching, not yet. “Well, that’s something I value beyond measure. I will wait, for you, for Tris, for both or either of you in any form you allow. Sometimes, it feels like that’s all I do. I used to stare at the drawing of you on my wall, unable to look away, and now I’m just bombarded by the memories. Of your little hand wrapped around my cock, coaxing the cum out of me. Of his lips on mine. Of yours. Every little stolen moment is replayed over and over again like some kind of invocation in my mind, to try and summon you back to my side.”

      Len scooped me up again then, and for a moment, I experienced the thrill and the pain of assuming he was being possessive. That he had to have me all to himself. That he couldn’t pretend to be the perfect alpha anymore, not once I wore his bite. I should’ve known better of my Len. He moved us until he was sitting propped against the wall at the head of the bed and I was splayed across his body.

      “I’m going to knot my omega,” he told James. “Because I’m aching for her and have been all day. Because this is my first night as her declared alpha where I don’t have to fear that she’ll be dragged back to the familial hell hole. But…”

      I’d left the bedroom wearing one of Len’s T-shirts, the garment utterly inadequate in covering me, especially when his hand went to the hem, baring me to James again.

      “But I’ll never stand in the way of anyone pampering my girl. Can you do that, rich boy? Can you put aside your shit and just focus on worshipping her? She’s seen a whole lot of alphas, but none of them were worth shit. Kit…” His stubble rasped against my neck, his lips branding me, making my eyes close. “Kit needs all the sweetness, all the pleasure, all the goodness an alpha can give her. If you could help with that, I’d appreciate it.”

      This was why Len was the one we chose first—he was entirely alpha, and yet there was a hint of omega in him too. His ability to sense what people needed and get out of the way of giving it to them frankly humbled me. My arm went behind and around his neck, my mouth seeking his, my lungs sucking in great smoky mouthfuls of his scent.

      “Alpha…”

      “I’m here, omega. I’ll always be here,” he replied, and then it happened.

      The alpha purr was a fabled thing, one I’d been inclined to think was an urban legend until now. I’d been with so many alphas, and not once had I heard anything like it, but then there was a low rumbly sound that came from Len and vibrated into me. My body went limp then in his grip, swept away in all that deep percussive goodness, making my head spin in response.

      “I’d…I’d be honoured to assist in any way I can,” James said, smiling when my eyes flicked open. “Is that something you’d like, Kit? You have two alphas on their knees, just waiting for the opportunity to worship you.”

      I nodded quickly, too afraid to take another breath in case this was all whisked away.

      James moved down the bed, grabbing one of my feet and pressing a kiss to my ankle as Len teased the bite on my neck with his tongue. Both of them made me shiver. Len’s lips fastened on the bite, the tips of his fangs digging into the marks as he sucked on it lightly. My moans and my sighs seemed to embolden James, who kissed his way up my leg, past my knee, before sliding his tongue across my sensitive inner thigh.

      “Dear god,” he hissed. “Your taste.”

      “She’s sticky sweet,” Len said, reaching down to part my folds, my gasps coming faster now. “And dripping for you. I don’t know how you’re resisting burying your face inside her.”

      “I’m not,” James snarled, then launched himself at me.

      I was sandwiched between the two of them, Len holding me tight against his chest, James leaning over the two of us, eyes glittering.

      “Tell me how far I can go, omega,” he said. “Make things clear, because I’m hanging by a fucking thread.” His voice was like a sharp slap against my skin, making me startle, then sting in a very distracting way. “I’ve dreamed about tasting you.”

      That was what was going on in this room. Perhaps, once the gloss on whatever this was had faded, we’d find that we weren’t all that well suited to each other, but right now, there were so many dreams here, it was hard to breathe. My dreams of finally being cared for by my alphas. Len’s dreams of having an omega to pamper and James’ dreams of…whatever he saw in that drawing, in Tris and me. They all roiled together in the air, uncomfortable bedfellows, because at some point, our individual dreams needed to be set aside and a communal one needed to be forged.

      “I want you, James,” I replied. “And I want Len. He’s claimed the right to knot me, but…” I reached up and stroked James’ face and loved the way his eyes closed and he rolled his cheek into the hollow of my palm. “But everything else is on the table. I’m an omega. It’s in my nature to want to give, so I give myself to you.”

      “Jesus, Kit…” James swore, obviously having more to say, but the man was shouldered roughly to one side to let the alpha through. “You probably should’ve put some caveats in there, because right now, I’m inclined to take you exactly at your word.”

      Before I could reply, his mouth crashed down on mine in the hardest, most desperate of kisses I’d ever endured, and I loved it. One of my hands remained buried in Len’s hair, but the other? It pushed through James’, holding him to me, keeping him close so all that delicious intensity could rain down on me.

      Len’s response to this showed exactly who he was.

      He was the purest alpha I’d ever met. There was no posturing, no chest beating for him. He didn’t need to. He knew how he would deal with conflict, and he just did. Instead, he was confident, and that confidence gave him the ability to remain utterly secure as another man gave me everything I needed. Something inside me was like a starving weed, grown straggly and ugly with neglect, but needy, so fucking needy, and Len knew that. In this moment, he allowed me to surrender to all that need, one that was more than he could satisfy, and he didn’t care. He would share the load, if that was what it took to give me what I had to have.

      I drew my hand down and searched for his, found his fingers linking with mine and squeezing, even as I moaned around James’ tongue. When I was allowed to just feel whatever was inside me, what became clear was this.

      I needed them, both of them, and this. I needed to soak up affection and pleasure and sweetness like a sponge. I needed James’ desperation and the hard press of Len’s cock against my spine, his hand sliding over my torso, making sure I felt every inch of what I was gonna get, and I needed James pulling away, panting for breath, but edging closer, wanting to kiss me more. I smiled at that, truly smiled, then stretched out between them, my body going taut, then deliciously loose.

      “Show me what you’ve got, James Chadwick,” I said in a low purr. “My alpha is patient, but not infinitely so. He needs me—I can feel it.”

      James’ eyes turned to fire then, a sharp smile just like Tris’ spreading across his face, right before he reached for me.
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      Going forward, I would want more of this, so much more. I loved the feel of Len holding me tight, almost restraining me for James. But Mr Chadwick, he was driven by his own desires, something slipping off the chain as he shoved my shirt upwards. When I was bared, he stopped and stared down at me, taking in the swell of my breasts and the curves of my hips with a kind of possessiveness that took my breath away. I was a bad omega, because I loved it when my lovers were just a little feral. I saw his teeth shine in the darkness as he lowered himself down, staring up into my eyes as his tongue flicked out and across the hard bead of my nipple.

      “Oh!”

      “Mm…” he murmured in response, closing his lips over the point but only briefly, then pulling away to do the same thing again on the other side. My nipples grew tighter, more sensitive now that I was able to feel more clearly the way the cool air was brushing over them. Before they could become chilled, his warm lips and hot mouth descended again, sucking one nipple in for way too brief a moment before doing the same to the other.

      He was driving me mad. While one part of my body had what it needed, the other ached for what it missed, and wasn’t that a fine metaphor for my relationships? Still, here I was, free to groan, to cry out and wordlessly beg for what I needed. Len relented, his hand covering one breast, forcing James to labour over the other, and his pinching fingers somehow followed the same rhythm as James’ suckling. Between the two of them, they wound me tighter and tighter, until finally, James pulled his mouth free, looking over his handiwork with a dark smile.

      “Look how swollen these plump little tits have gotten.” He traced a finger around the nipple he’d been working on, light enough for me to make a noise of complaint. “These pert nipples are aching for something more. Is that what you want, omega?”

      I nodded furiously at that.

      “More, alpha, please.”

      “Here?” He pinched one nipple, dragging a strangled moan from me. “Or here?”

      His hand cupped my mound, the middle finger pressing deeper ever so slightly, forming the slightest of ridges as he rocked his hand back and forth.

      “Alpha, please…” I hissed, tightening in their grip. “Please, alpha, please.”

      “Don’t make her beg too much,” Len warned.

      “But she does it so prettily,” James said with a smile.

      “Because she’s had way too much practice at it,” my alpha shot back.

      At that, James went quiet, then nodded, his finger pressing inside me finally, sucked in by my sodden pussy. I was so damn slick, my body going into overdrive, preparing for them. One wasn’t enough, just providing me with a pleasing itch, so another followed, then another.

      “Fuck, you’re swallowing my fingers,” James hissed. “You’re hungry.”

      “Hungry for you,” I ground out as his fingers curled upwards. He didn’t just stroke my G-spot, forcing more slick to gush, he owned it so thoroughly, I wondered how I would ever be able to forgo this pleasure again. “James…James…”

      “I know, omega,” he said, much more softly now. “I know what you need. I can taste it in the back of my throat. You’re going to come on my fingers and my tongue, and then your mate is going to drive himself deep inside you, knot you, and force you to keep on coming.”

      My cunt snapped down around his fingers at his words, as if ready to do just that, but James chose that moment to draw back and quickly tear his clothes off, revealing that elegantly masculine body.

      He didn’t have Len’s massive bulk, but there was no mistaking his designation. For a man who spent an awful lot of time lifting nothing more than a pencil, the clean muscles of James’ body were perfectly delineated.

      “He’s going to lie on this bed as he eats you out, rubbing his cock against the quilt, wishing it was you,” Len said in a low voice, and I squirmed at the picture he was painting in my mind, at the bob of James’ thick cock as he crawled on the bed, at the fire that was building inside me. “He’s going to rut against it helplessly, drowning in your wet cunt, licking up your slick, forcing his tongue deep before sucking your clit in long slow suckles.”

      “Jesus,” James said with a kind of rueful smile. “It’s like you read my mind.”

      “It’s what I’d do if she’d chosen you first. Make the most of this, Chadwick. Make the most of any time you have with her.”

      “Oh,” James replied, settling between my legs, then looking up at me, “I intend to.”

      Whatever thoughts I might have had in my head were driven out at the first lick of his tongue. It covered the entire length of my seam, setting my nerve endings alight, but before I could wallow in that, another lick came, then another. A brilliant lashing of his tongue eradicated my slick before forcing me to produce more, then his tongue dove in, seeking the source. The sounds of him pulsing his tongue in and out of me, of sucking up my slick in noisy slurps, had my hand slapping down on his scalp, lest he pull away, but Len was right.

      James moved like a powerful cobra against the bed, his own hips flexing and thrusting, like it was me under him, or maybe… I imagined Tris beneath him, sucking James in long swallows, which drew a frantic little scream from me. As I writhed, James and Len worked together, pinning me to the bed, to my alpha, forcing me to feel every damn thing.

      “I’m gonna come…” I hissed.

      “Yes, you are,” Len rumbled, the idea becoming a command now. “Come on his face, omega. Drown him in your pleasure.”

      James took the hint, driving three fingers inside me and thrusting them in sharp brutal strokes as his tongue flicked over my clit, pushing it to higher and higher heights until…

      “Oh fuck…James!”

      I was pulled tight then let go, flung head over heels into the most scrumptious of pleasures, screaming out in victory. While the first wave was delicious, James was like a ravening beast, asking for more from me, but right as I felt it was surely impossible, another rippling wave of pleasure shot up my spine, my cunt gripping his fingers hard.

      “Enough!” Len growled, then pulled me away, leaving a dazed-looking James hanging above me, his face glistening as Len wrenched down his jeans and freed his hard cock. I grinned, drunk with pleasure as he manoeuvred me up, then onto his dick, sliding me helplessly down until he was right where I needed him.

      “Oh, alpha…”

      My voice was little other than a breath right now, and I was fighting to suck in oxygen as that terrible feeling of rightness settled over me. It was not the same as when I was with Tris. Not better nor worse, but they were each different flavours of what I needed, and I was greedy enough to want them all. I moved slowly on his cock, just luxuriating in the way Len felt deep inside me, right when my body was at its most sensitive.

      “You’re taking your alpha’s cock so well,” Len said, the strain evident in his voice, particularly when I sank deeper, twisting on the solid lump of his knot. “You feel so fucking right, omega.”

      “Still want more, Kit?”

      There was a harsh vulnerability to James’ voice that I knew all too well from Tristan. It came right as he was ready to pack everything up behind his boundaries, locking himself away.

      “Always,” I replied, my delivery ruined by a hard thrust from Len, reminding me exactly where I was and whom I was with.

      “What do you want?” Len snarled.

      Len was on edge, his alpha side shouldering aside calm, rational Len, who was able to share, in favour of something much more possessive.

      “Hold your omega in your arms,” James said, a strange kind of sadness colouring his voice. “Hold her close, under her knees.” I was pulled back against Len, my back on his chest, his grip under my knees forcing me open and in a position of complete powerlessness. Len worked me up and down on his dick now, as James moved slowly closer.

      When Len growled, I wrapped my arms around his neck, nuzzling my head as far into him as I could, distracting him as James got closer.

      “I don’t want to take your omega from you,” James said as he slapped his hand down on the wall above our heads. “I just want to share in her pleasure. I want to rub my cock against her clit, force her to keep coming as you knot her. I want to smell her sweet scent, feel her fighting the next orgasm and the next as she wrings every drop from you, and then…?”

      He stared down at me with such savagery, I wondered where it went when he was maintaining the façade of the civilised Chadwick scion.

      “I want to shoot my cum all over her. You’ll brand her from within and I’ll coat her from without, and no other alpha will ever mistake Kit for anything other than ours.”

      I don’t know if Len agreed or not, but right then, he roared, shoving himself up, forcing me to part around his knot. James did exactly as he said, frantically rubbing the shaft of his cock against my clit, distracting me from the incredible pressure inside me that just built and built, right up until…

      Pop.

      Len was inside. We all panted madly. He had knotted me.

      “Keep your side of the bargain,” Len said in a deep, ragged voice.

      “Gladly,” James replied.

      He swooped in and kissed me just once before moving just like he’d said. He rubbed his cock against my oversensitive clit, seeming to know exactly how I needed to be coaxed. Len groaned each time I clenched down hard, a hot blast of cum coming with it, but the spasms grew closer and closer together, my grip tightening until Len began to sound almost pained.

      “Len…?” I rasped out.

      “So good, omega. You feel like fucking heaven. You are heaven.”

      My heart melted then, and with it, anything residual that I was holding back. Right then, I was just an omega, pinned between her two alphas, surrendering to them completely. When James worked me up to another orgasm, then another, I went with him willingly, falling over that cliff and then the next and the next, until I wasn’t able to anymore. When it all got too much for Len, I gave in to his powerful grip, working my body up and down on his until it all came to a head.

      When Len exploded inside me, James let out three little pants, jerking his cock in his hand, pressing it hard against me before spraying his cum all over me, the two of them marking me with ropes of heat.

      “My omega, my Kit…” Len sobbed into my ear, and right then, the world was a perfect place, one filled with pleasure, with love, with a sweetness that cut me to the core and left me smiling, right up until James went to pull away.

      “Shit…” he hissed to himself, then began to draw back, but it was Len’s hand that shot out and stopped him. “Len, I’m sorry. I horned in on—”

      “This is us, who we are. We worked together to make my omega so fucking happy. I can feel it thrumming inside her.”

      I squirmed as I heard Len’s voice break. My big burly alpha didn’t get to do that, not without breaking my empathetic little heart. He rolled me over in his arms, the two of us still locked together, offering the other half of me to James.

      “You know I fucking love you, right?” I told Len, and he just held me closer.

      James lay down beside us, his eyes wide, like he couldn’t believe what he was being offered, that maybe he couldn’t have been as generous if the roles were reversed. That was Len, though. He would be the glue that bound us together, I realised that now, as I relaxed into the feel of him locked down inside me and then James taking me in his arms.

      “Always, omega,” Len said, passing his hand through my hair. “Always.”
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      “There you are.”

      My eyes shot open at the sound of Tris’ voice, then I groaned as the bright light of morning poured in through the windows.

      “Tristan…” Jackson rumbled, walking in after my omega, looking impossibly tired.

      “He asked for time and he got it,” Tris shot back, throwing himself down on the bed and crawling towards me with a slow feline grace. His eyes burned hot, but his mouth? It was swollen and dark, the skin around it scored red with beard rash.

      “Mm…” I purred, holding out my arms to him and welcoming him in close, not feeling right until his mouth was on mine. We kissed slowly, deeply, reacquainting ourselves with each other’s taste before Tris pulled away. “You’ve been up all night kissing.” I brushed my fingers across his plush bottom lip, but he frowned and then pushed my hand away.

      “You reek of them,” he said in a semi accusing tone. “They marked you.”

      My brain was coming back online now, seeing the almost angry expression on his face.

      “So they did,” I replied, much more coolly. “As Jackson did you.” I brushed my fingers across the reddened skin around his mouth and down his neck. “James and I watched you talk things out.”

      It wasn’t often that I got the drop on Tristan, so seeing his eyes widen, studying my face as if to verify what I’d said, was a rare treat.

      “Tell me what you did,” I offered sweetly, “and I’ll let you do whatever you want to this body. You want to coat me in your cum and force me to walk around reeking of you, so that everyone who passes by knows I’m yours? Do that and more.” His pupils shrank down at that, his gaze intensifying. “But James pulled me away before I could see what the two of you got up to.” I glanced over his shoulder to where a much more wary Jackson stood. “Tell me what you did, what Jacks did, and then I’m all yours to do with what you will.”

      “Like you wouldn’t be anyway,” Tris rumbled, but that seemed to just be posturing on his part.

      I felt my alphas move beside me, rousing slowly, and Tris’ eyes flicked to them, hardening momentarily.

      “Was it me that got you all wet?” he asked, sly as a snake. “Were they forced to tend to you because I made you overheat?” He pushed my thighs wider, inspecting the mess that had been left there. “Were you all sticky and hot, just for me?”

      “You, Jacks,” I replied with a tilt of my chin. “I particularly liked it when he spun you around, pushed his hand into the back of your neck, and forced your head down on the table, his cock pressed into your arse.”

      Tris frowned at that, but it wasn’t his entire reaction. His lips parted as he sucked in breath, and I was willing to bet he was experiencing a whole lot of things right about now.

      “Tell us what you got up to,” Len said, his voice raspy with sleep. “Tell me what you did with my beta.”

      That seemed to be what Jackson needed to hear. He drew closer and sat down on the bed behind Len, leaning over when my alpha pulled him down for a kiss.

      “Were you playing with Tristan last night?” Len asked in that deep, warm voice of his.

      “We got drunk, and one thing led to another,” Jackson replied, a little defensively.

      “And was it good?”

      “Tristan?” Jackson deflected the question right back to my omega, who stared mulishly at all of us.

      “You want to know?” he asked sharply, then he nodded as we all waited. “It was… It was hot and hard and desperate. I don’t know if we were touching each other or just touching our pain together. I wanted Kit, Jacks wanted Len, but then it got all complicated.” His frown was back, and it looked like it was going to stay now. “I couldn’t pretend it was anyone else with that beard.” Tris rubbed at his chin. “And then I didn’t want to. He tastes like whiskey, even when he was drinking beer, and he smells like… There’s something rich and dark about him that gets me…”

      He shook his head abruptly.

      “I pushed him back against the couch, and he just waited, arms outstretched, completely open to me, and somehow, that’s what I needed. I needed to be in control.”

      “You need to be the alpha,” James said in a croaky voice.

      “I dunno if that’s it. I just needed to be the one touching rather than being touched, and Jacks, he just let me. He watched me stroke my fingers across his chest, circle his nipples, only moving to remove his shirt when it was obvious that’s what I wanted. He…” Tris’ eyes slid to Jackson, still frowning, but his gaze had softened. “Jackson gave himself to me to do with what I wanted, and suddenly, I did want. He didn’t push, didn’t insert himself anywhere I didn’t want him to go.”

      His brows creased, then smoothed, and he continued on.

      “I kissed him everywhere because I liked the feel of his skin against my mouth, because he tasted like some kind of forbidden treat.” Tris’ eyes slid to me. “Maybe because I felt like I was stealing something from you. From Kit, from Len, from all of you.” His smile twisted, becoming bright and harsh all at the same time. “I fed him my dick. Is that what you want to hear? He has a mouth like fucking velvet, and I found it hard to understand how Len keeps his cock out of it. It felt like he was sucking my soul out with long strokes that demanded my cum, and his hands grabbed my arse, his fingers digging in, making my hole leak slick, needing—”

      “Tristan,” James said in a sharp tone, cutting the monologue short, and for a moment, there was only silence as Tristan’s expression shut down, packing everything away. “What are you feeling right now?”

      This was asked much more gently, yet Tris tensed in response, his fingers digging into my calves.

      “Drained,” he replied with a cocky smile and a tilt of his head. “My balls—”

      “How do you feel, Tris?” James asked again, gentler still.

      The smile faltered, and for a second, I saw real turmoil in Tris’ eyes before he blinked and replaced it with an alien heat.

      “Like I need to drag Kit from your arms and replace them with mine. Like I need to hug her to my chest and never let her fucking go. Like I need to part her sweet little thighs and lick the cum out from between them, eradicating everything you two alphas” —that was almost spat out— “left on her and replace it with me—my cum, my saliva, my fingers, my taste, my scent…”

      His voice trailed away as I crawled closer, curling in his arms, just like he said. He wrapped himself around me, holding me so tightly as his whole body pressed against mine. He rubbed his chin across the crown of my head, as if to scent mark me, but that wasn’t how things worked.

      “I know this is the right way to go,” he whispered to me. “I know this is what we need, but…I feel so fucking jealous, Kit. Of them with their knots. Of the time you spent with them. I want to be Len, be James. I want you sandwiched between me and only me.”

      “And you want to be me,” I finished for him, the words dropping into the room like a bomb, the aftershocks still to be felt. I pulled away, got behind him, and shoved him forward, forcing him to sprawl across the bed in the space between the two alphas. “You want to be the one held close as Len works his knot into you oh so patiently. You want to be the one sobbing with pleasure as he gives you exactly what you need. You want James looming over you, taking his cock and yours in hand, then rubbing the two of them together until you feel like you might burst. And lastly, you want their cum branding your skin, like yours does theirs.”

      I cocked my head to the side, seeing everyone in the room in a cold, hard light right now.

      “You want to be desperately selfish, taking all of the attention and love and pleasure in the room.”

      His jaw clenched so tightly, I worried that a tooth might crack.

      “And you’re terrified you might do exactly that.”

      I felt like a scalpel that had lanced a boil, because it seemed as though everyone in the room let out an unconscious sigh.

      “We’re going to have that, Tristan, and that’s what’s got you on edge. Playing with Jacks, finding that you liked it, that your slick was running for someone other than me. That you wanted him inside you, that you wanted to be inside him, that you had all these confusing feelings of need and desire and I wasn’t there to help you navigate them. I love you desperately—”

      “And I love you,” he said, getting to his knees, staring at me with a heart searing intensity. “Always.”

      “And you’re starting to love Jackson and James and Len, like I am.” He flinched at that. “And that’s terrifying you. It’s not just Jackson’s cock sucking lips that got you leaking for him.” A choked back snort came from the beta himself. “It’s him. He called you on your bullshit.” Tris’ lips thinned. “He forced you to acknowledge how you feel.” The muscle in his jaw twitched. “And he was gentle with it. When you needed to lead, he let you, and when you didn’t…”

      I looked over at Jackson, who to me was starting to feel like a second fiddle right now.

      “Thank you for that,” I said.

      “Don’t need to thank me, princess,” Jackson replied with a slow smile. “Trust me, the pleasure was all mine, but that means I made a bloody mess of my jeans. I was coming in here to see if Len’s got something I could change into.”

      “Did the omega get you all hot and bothered, Jacks?”

      Len rose up to his knees and then covered Jackson with his body. Jackson’s hands went to Len’s chest, then up and around my alpha’s neck.

      “He was just as fucking hot as you’re imagining and more. There’s something untrained in him that doesn’t, can’t hold back,” Jackson replied.

      “And that’s what you want?”

      Len’s voice sounded smooth and sweet and deadly all at the same time, the beta hissing as the alpha pushed his hands into Jackson’s thick hair. He pressed their foreheads together, right up until their lips were just about to touch.

      “I want all of it, and I’ve made that clear,” Jackson replied, a little hopelessness in his voice. “I should be back at the bar, whipping my staff into line. I’ve heard about several after-hours staff parties already that I should be dealing with, but instead, I’m here. I can’t bring myself to leave, afraid that when I do, everything’s either gonna implode or…”

      He darted forward, chancing a brief peck on Len’s lips, one my alpha followed up with something deeper and more thorough.

      “Or you’ll all come together with a snap, leaving me on the outer.”

      “Jackson…” I said, his words wrenching at me.

      “No one’s getting left behind,” Len said. “I’ll get you a change of clothes, and then we’ll deal with your staff. You need a good manager to keep everyone in line.”

      “And it looks like I’m going to have to go see my grandmother,” James said, staring down at his phone. “She’s requested that Kit and I go to her house.”

      “And me,” Tris insisted.

      “Yes, well, since we virtually announced our bond to Kit’s family, that would be wise,” James replied. “Are you comfortable pretending to be my mate a little longer? We may need to be a little more…convincing than we were at Kit’s parents’ house. My grandmother is a canny old thing and can smell bullshit from a mile away.”

      “But it’s not pretending, is it?” I asked, the two of them looking at me. “James has made it clear he wants a connection to Tris as well, and Tris…?”

      My omega turned and stared at James, then did something that kind of shocked me. He crawled towards the alpha, pushing a very naked, very hard James against the head of the bed, then straddled his lap before angling his eyes to look at me.

      He was making sure I watched as his mouth descended on James’, that I caught the moment their breaths hitched at the same time, when Tris’ focus was dragged away from me, tangled up in his own games, as he kissed James hard. He wanted to show me exactly what I’d described, that part of him wanted to be just like me, wedged between these alphas, make me feel the pain of it, like he had last night. Except Tris and I, we were different.

      James didn’t care if this was a faux kiss or a real one, and I wasn’t sure either of them could tell as I slid a hand up Tris’ spine, my omega arching into that as James took over, gripping Tris’ head as he ravished my omega’s mouth. Then James flipped them over, burying Tris in the bed, forcing him to struggle against the oppressive grip, right up until James pulled back.

      “If you want to be between us, any of us, you just have to find the balls to ask,” the alpha said. “Kit has. She saw you taking your pleasure and gloried in it, and she wants you to do the same. There’s no hurting her with this or with me, because she knows something that you don’t seem to realise.”

      James’ eyes always seemed so warm and inviting, but something was roused in him now as he glanced at me, then Tris.

      “I’ve got the most to lose here. You’re connected to Kit and so is Len. Jackson is tied to Len through a long-standing relationship, but what do I have? A fucking drawing and a whole lot of intent. I tried to be gentle with this, to take things at your pace, and maybe that’s what’s got you riled.”

      James pulled Tris’ head to one side by his hair, baring the column of his neck.

      “I want to mark you, mark Kit, claim the both of you so fucking violently, it throbs like a pulse in my blood. My grandmother knows that, and she’ll see it when we go to visit. What will she see in you, Tris?”

      Before he could answer, James fit his mouth over the bite I’d left on my omega, sucking on the mark until Tris was squirming and groaning underneath him. Still, the alpha pulled back, licking Tris’ skin clean, and then rolled off him.

      “Need… That’s what she’ll see,” Tris replied finally, in a grumpy tone. “Jesus fuck, I thought languishing alone in the academy was going to kill me, but you lot…” When he stared at us now, it was with a heavily hooded, almost sleepy look. Tris had surrendered…for now. “She’ll see how much I need you, and she won’t know exactly who, because I don’t even know myself.” And with that, he got off the bed, stalking off towards the bathroom. “I’m gonna hit the shower and jerk off, twice, but I’ll be ready to go whenever you are.”

      I looked around the room at all the seething chaos and somehow found myself smiling. It was hot, it was messy, it was intense, but things felt like they were moving forward.

      “I think I’ll join him.”
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      Jackson and Len had gone to sort out Jackson’s staffing issue, and then, at my insistence, Len was going to take Jacks out on a date. I assured him that we would not face imminent doom without them for the rest of the day, so they could just enjoy it together. Len had kissed me, then suggested to Jacks that he take him to a new craft brewery that had just opened. They could have a few drinks, hold hands in a booth, and then kiss each other, slowly, deeply.

      That last bit was my suggestion.

      Jackson had looked like all his Christmases had come at once at that idea, and Len? He’d preened. The big tough alpha loved to be loved, just as he loved to lavish affection on people, so everyone had gotten cleaned up and into fresh clothes before I watched the two of them walk out to Len’s car, hand in hand.

      “You never even feel a twinge of jealousy, do you?” Tris had asked me.

      “If anyone else even looked their way, I’d be ready to throw down in an instant,” I’d snarled back, drawing a chuckle from him. “But the difference, Tris, is that I’ve already accepted them as my pack. Whenever anyone shares, that makes us stronger, better. Even you.”

      I’d turned in his arms, not wanting to be anywhere else but there.

      “We lied to each other every time we were together, and I hated it, but you loved it. You created a beautiful world where the only thing we needed from anyone else was an alpha to knot me. I put up with it, because it was the only way we could be a couple. That’s how far I’d go for you, Tris. I was willing to forsake what I needed and what you needed because I love you.”

      I’d reached up and tugged his head down, brushing my lips against his.

      “I can’t do that anymore, and you made sure of it, mating me to Len. It freed me from my father, but it also released me from the lies. I want to see you riding James or Len’s cock, cum spurting helplessly from you as their knot smashes into your prostate over and over, but more than that?”

      I’d rubbed my nose against his.

      “You’ll always be my wild boy, with sharp teeth and even sharper words, but I long for the day when you go limp in their arms and let yourself just be.”

      It was that mental image that had filled my mind when James appeared at the front door with the car keys in hand.

      “Ready?” the alpha asked us with a curious look, detecting the intense mood but not bothering to interrogate it, not unless we wished it.

      “Ready,” I’d replied, taking both their hands.

      

      As we walked inside the Chadwick manse, though, I wondered if I actually was. There was a cluster of truly grand homes built in the mid to late 1800s, monuments to colonial wealth, hard won or stolen, and this was one of them. It had actual stained-glass windows, for Christ’s sake, depicting the heroic efforts of some of the early Chadwick forebears. Greta was sitting within the depths of the Chadwick library, her nose buried in some old tome, when we walked in.

      “Gran?” James said as we entered.

      “James, darling,” she said, setting the book aside and greeting us like we were a pleasant surprise, rather than having been summoned before her. “And your beautiful omegas.” Her eyes seemed to take everything in—our mating marks, our proximity to each other, and even the protective way James hovered around me. “But where is the rest of your pack?”

      “Gran, I—”

      “Don’t bother making up lies,” she said, but her voice still had the same genial warmth. “It’s neither wanted nor needed. I accepted that your mating arrangements might be…unusual when you voiced a desire to court both omegas.”

      “You were going to court me as well?” Tris asked in a hushed voice. For a second, he just stared at James, whose eyes dropped to the floor before lifting to Tris’.

      “Of course. I said from the start I wanted to pursue both of you, if you were amenable, and I intended to,” James replied.

      “But courting…” Tris was being terribly rude, but I could understand what was happening here. It was all very well for Len to make a play for him, but James? “That would’ve ruined things with the Greyson family,” he said. “Richard might have stopped you from seeing Kit. You were…” Tris glanced around the room, his cheeks flushed now. “You were going to do that for me?”

      “I think you’ll find there’s not a lot I wouldn’t do for the idea of us,” James said, and then he held out his hand.

      For a moment, it just hovered there, and it felt like the room held its breath, until Tris took it, his knuckles going white at the strength with which he gripped it. James pulled him in close, settling him against his chest, and then spoke in a low rasp right into his ear.

      “I haven’t wanted many things, but I did want you, both of you, so very much. Gran had ideas about how to proceed, to do exactly as you thought, court you on the sly while appearing at social events with Kit, but I couldn’t. It would’ve made it easier, so much easier, but…”

      I watched James brush his lips across the outer edge of Tris’ ear, then saw Tris shiver in response.

      “You crashed my date with Kit, but I was also coming for you, always. I wanted a chance to get to know you separately, to make sure there was an individual attraction beyond your bond.” James drew back so he could see Tristan more clearly. “Is there?”

      One of the things I’d always loved about Tris was his ability to completely ignore everything around him once he was focussed. Before, that had always been on me, but now… I watched his eyebrows crease and something fine and hard burn within his eyes as he stared at James. Then he reached up, taking the other man’s head in his hands, and kissed him with everything he had.

      I watched them. I couldn’t help it. They made my heart ache, but I did it anyway. Then as things got more intense, I forced myself to address Greta Chadwick and take up the social slack while the others were engaged, but she continued to observe her grandson and my omega kiss with a strange expression on her face. There was something terribly brittle there, and underneath that sadness was resignation, but not one skerrick of surprise. She watched them like one would an exquisitely performed ballet or opera, letting her emotions wash over her in response, until finally, the sounds of men panting indicated that they were done.

      “As I was saying,” she said, broaching the silence after some ordained time. “I know your pack consists of more than the two omegas.”

      “I should ask how, but I know that’s pointless,” James said, slightly ruefully. “Jackson and Len have gone to renew their acquaintance and deal with some staffing issues. If they’d known they were expected, they would’ve been here.”

      “Then tell them they are for Sunday dinner,” she replied imperiously. “We’re having some family friends around—”

      “So a cast of thousands.” James rolled his eyes. “I’m not sure they’ll be comfortable with that.”

      “Then it would be best if you asked them,” Greta said crisply. “Making decisions for them about what they will and won’t attend is hardly wise.” She folded her hands across her lap, elbows still perched on the armrests. “What you have chosen is a difficult pathway. We used to form packs all the time, but we moved away from it, the volatility of trying to balance so many relationships at the same time making that seem for the best. You’ve decided otherwise. Hiding yourselves away is hardly likely to help. Which brings me to my next thing.”

      “Already onto number two?” James snorted. “You have been busy.”

      “Don’t be impertinent,” she replied mildly. “Richard Greyson rang me last night, teetering between hysteria and rage.” Her lips thinned as she seemed to consider for a second how to proceed. “He is…a concern of mine. Kit is not Katherine Greyson. By law, she is Lennox’s responsibility and no one else’s, but…”

      She frowned slightly, then smoothed the crease with her forefinger.

      “Desperate men are some of the most dangerous. Privilege and impetuosity can be a lethal combination. It’s why I brought you here today, apart from wanting to formally meet your pack.” She stared at the three of us, looking impossibly tired right now. “I am sorry to say, I think I underestimated just how desperate he is. He hinted at trying to find some way to break the bond between Lennox and darling Kit.”

      Just like that, the floor opened beneath me. I’d stridden into my parents’ house like I owned the place, cocky now I was out from under Dad’s wing, but… As I considered the thought of being forced back there, it felt like there was a hand around my throat and it was squeezing.

      “I need to call them,” I muttered to myself, digging around in my bag, fingers fumbling as I tried to grab my phone. “They’re away from us. This would be the perfect time…”

      “Kit.”

      A warm hand landed on my wrist, his voice full of compassion and warmth and love. Yes, love. I looked up to see James was preventing me from searching any further, capturing my eyes with his warm espresso ones.

      “The guys know what to expect. They’ve dealt with dickheads trying to take them out all their lives. Don’t think they’d be wandering around the city without anticipating your dad making a move,” he explained. “Len’s already pulled in some favours, he just didn’t want to worry you.”

      “That shows the kind of foresight I was hoping to see,” Greta said. “And I have my own suggestions to make, if you will.”

      “Of course, Gran,” James replied with a twist of his lips.

      “Using whatever underworld contacts Lennox and Jackson have is, of course, unfortunate, but if effective, I cannot argue against it. Still, I know what can be done in a more socially acceptable way, if this is to be your life, if these are the people you wish to bind yourself to?”

      Greta’s question contained a ring of challenge.

      “You know they are,” James replied with absolute certainty.

      “Then we will cloak your pack in the legitimacy that being associated with our family can bring.” She smiled then, the ball busting alpha leaching through the visage of the aristocratic woman. “We’ll make you and your pack inviolate, beyond reproach, to the point where all the other fine young things start to talk to their parents about forming packs themselves.”

      There was quiet for a moment as we considered the magnitude of what she was suggesting, James and I more than Tris, because we knew exactly how impossible it was.

      “Why are you helping us?” Tris asked, ignoring all the social mores.

      She smiled tightly in response, but that didn’t last for long, the sadness I’d seen before rising.

      “Because I’ve been through this before and it didn’t end well,” she said. “I thought I could change my son’s mind, his heart, all the while knowing the way that the Chadwicks love would leave little room for that.”

      She wasn’t seeing us right now, her nod not for us, but something else.

      “I lost James’ father and his pack,” she said, her eyes shining suspiciously as she dove deep into her memories. “And I was left to raise his son as my own.” She rose then, holding out her hands to Tris and me, and we moved automatically to take them. “Come, I have a lovely brunch prepared for us, and there’s someone I’d like you to meet.”

      “If this is one of your society friends…” James rumbled.

      “It’s Neal,” she said, and somehow, that silenced our alpha.

      I glanced back at him, taking in his troubled expression, as we were led out a large set of French doors, where a massive spread had been set up on an outdoor setting on the balcony. A man sat at the head dressed in a sharp dark grey suit and an open necked white shirt beneath it. He got up and walked the length of the table, holding out his hand to James.

      “Good to see you, lad,” he said as James shook his hand.

      “And you, Neal,” James replied, then turned to face his grandmother. “Why is my grandmother’s fixer sitting down to brunch with us?”
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      Neal smiled at that, then turned to us.

      “Tristan and Katherine, I believe?”

      He held out a hand to us, and we just stared for a second, but ingrained impulses had me taking his hand. He shifted his grip so my knuckles were presented to him, and he brushed a kiss across their surface, smirking as if in recognition of how corny that was.

      “You’re Cerise’s daughter,” he said. “You’re just as beautiful as she was.”

      “I always forget you knew Cerise Hamilton before she married Richard,” Greta said, sitting down and indicating that we should do the same. Tris and I clustered together, while James sat closest to Neal and Greta, a buffer between them and us.

      “Not well, of course,” Neal replied glibly. “But she cut quite a swathe through her season. Had many an alpha panting after her, and I don’t mind admitting that I was one of them. But Greta has asked me here to deal with your situation. I’d like you to consider bringing your pack into the family compound.”

      My and Tris’ eyes jerked around at that, looking at this palace of a house with new eyes.

      “No, that won’t—” James replied.

      “Kit and I just escaped two cages,” Tris cut in. “One more gilded than the other, but still…”

      “No one would hamper your movements in any way,” Greta said. “You could come and go exactly as you please and be situated in one of the guest houses, if living in this draughty old place is too much.”

      “It’s too much for anyone outside of visiting royalty,” James said drily, pouring himself a glass from one of the bottles of fine wine in the middle of the table, tilting the bottle toward Tris and I to offer us one as well. We shook our heads, Tris obviously wanting to stay sharp, as I did. “You can’t have thought that would be a viable option.”

      “I did try to tell Neal that you escaped the place as soon as you could, preferring that garret of yours in the suburbs,” Greta said.

      We all snorted at that, remembering James’ very nice place, complete with the custom-built studio.

      “Then we need to consider a security detail,” Neal continued. “Your friends with connections may balk at that, but I think it must be seriously considered. You’ve already had a clumsy attempt made against you with the sex tape.”

      My fingers locked down on the edge of the table, gripping it until my nails went white. Somehow, after only a day, here I was again, talking over very fancy china about a gross invasion of our privacy. I forced my eyes up, meeting Neal’s grey ones.

      “If you’re a fixer, can’t you fix that? Nuke every copy of that bloody recording from space.”

      “I’m on it, believe me. The attempts to disseminate it were clumsy at best, but that didn’t stop them from uploading it to a series of revenge porn sites, which has meant it’s been shared countless times.” A low hiss from Tristan seemed to alert the man to the fact we were flesh and blood and actually emotionally affected by this kind of violation. “Of course, we are doing everything we can.”

      Read that to mean All is lost, don’t even bother trying. I grabbed Tris’ hand, and he squeezed back, hard.

      “So what, you want to put bodyguards with us?” Tris asked, his voice sharp and cutting through the mood at the table.

      “I want you to be safe,” Greta replied in a gentle tone. “What you’re doing, what you want to create, puts a target on your back.”

      “Not for Cynthia Rhodes,” I shot back. “She’s mated to four of what were the most eligible alphas in town.”

      “And Marcus has proven without a doubt what happens to those who try to interfere with what he considers his,” Greta replied. “We seek to do the same without trying to burn down the foundations of alpha society, which both of you benefit from. James, these are the same people who come to your gallery openings and buy your work. Kit, these are the people who have protected you from the predations of the gangs.”

      But neglected to protect me from the one I grew up in.

      “I know it’s not desirable, but it sends a potent message. Rather than disappearing off into obscurity like you have something to hide, you become a member of this family. All of you do.”

      “We’ll have to talk it over as a pack,” James replied, obviously wanting to end this thread of conversation. “The offer is very generous.” Greta nodded at that. “But I can’t make decisions for everyone else, nor can we three.”

      “Let me set up the security detail in the meantime,” Neal said. “It’ll give you some breathing space.”

      “But we will need to decide which events to attend, and order a full wardrobe for the season,” Greta rushed on. “It will be difficult this late in the calendar, but I believe I can bring pressure to bear where needed. Your omegas would look simply beautiful in a collection designed by Madame Colette.”

      James shot us a sidelong look, and there was so much in it. An apology, that was foremost, and a weariness I felt all too deeply, but along with that? Despite the life he’d chosen and the people he’d chosen to share it with, he and I had been born to this crap. Did I think he was looking forward to taking us to boring garden parties and cocktail hour at someone’s brand-new club? No, but striding forth with the lot of us on his arm or by his side? Pride flashed in his eyes, along with need and desire. Yes, I think he wanted that very much.

      

      We had brunch then, and it was truly lovely. Having meals prepared by a chef of this calibre would be no hardship, that was for sure. Tris was slow to engage, but when I started plying him with morsels, he snatched them from my fingertips, shooting James surreptitious looks as he did so. Neal and Greta chattered on, but James? He was transfixed by us at play, most of his food barely touched until his grandmother prompted him to eat. She gave the three of us a very knowing smile that said a lot, but I didn’t really understand it.

      Then, finally, it was all over.

      

      We said our goodbyes in the foyer of this museum of a house, and I was curious at how empty it was as Neal reviewed the security detail with James. Was the request that we come and live here for us or for her? Nonetheless, as soon as we were beside the car, James swept us both into his arms, his breath coming in hard.

      “Let me take you to the studio,” he asked.

      “What do you need, alpha?” Tris asked.

      Both James and I went rigid at that. Neither of us had ever heard Tris be subservient in any way, and he wasn’t really now. He stood tall, almost as tall as James, his skin bleached pale except for the red spots in his cheeks, but the muscle in his jaw flexed as we just stared.

      “I need to draw,” James replied hastily. “I haven’t for too long, and I’m feeling like I’m going a bit mad, but…” He stared at the two of us. “Mostly, I just need the two of you.”

      “Wanting to work on a brand-new show?” Tris asked, his cocky smile returning. “Do you want us the same as last time?”

      “Well, nude is usually the preferred format for human subjects but if you…” James’ voice trailed away when he caught the innuendo in Tris’ voice. He swallowed hard, then the artist was shoved aside in favour of the alpha. “You perfume my car with scents that make my mouth fucking water. It takes everything in me not to rip your clothes off and rut the both of you in front of my own bloody grandmother. So if you’re asking if I’d like the two of you sprawled out on a white sheet without a stitch on, bleached pale as bone by the white light coming in through my windows, then the answer is absolutely yes.”

      “Mm…” Tris grunted, grinning as he slung his arm around my shoulders and kissed the side of my face. “So many possibilities. We can torment the alpha beyond endurance.”

      “Sounds delicious,” I replied, smiling up at Tris and kissing him slowly to the sounds of James’ pained groans. “But why wait until we’re at the studio? We’re teetering on the edge of frenzy and can’t be expected to keep our hands to ourselves in the car.”

      “Fucking omegas…” James rumbled, opening the door for us and watching us tumble in, hands reaching for each other.

      

      The drive over was delicious in every way, but also dangerous. James was completely distracted, his eyes spending way too long on the rear vision mirror to the point where some other drivers were forced to slam their hands down on the horn to refocus him back on what he was supposed to be doing, but Tris and I didn’t care. We kissed now with an abandon we shouldn’t have felt, yet we did.

      We were heading into our first heat, I could feel it, but first, we would ride the heights of frenzy and tumble down into each other, into every single one of us. That growing responsiveness, where every touch sizzled, where every nerve ending sang, we stoked that fire between us, not as a giant fuck you to the forces that kept us trapped, like we normally did, but as a celebration of what we had.

      

      “Get out!”

      James’ voice was a sharp alpha slap, making the two of us jump apart to see him standing in the open doorway of the now parked car, his garden gate behind him. We crawled out, eyes downcast, but with grins on our faces.

      “I’m about this close to accepting Gran’s offer for the lot of us, if only to keep the two of you contained,” he snapped, his eyes blazing. “You’re…maddening.”

      Tris smiled, slow and sly, before putting his finger under the chin of the alpha, then lowering his lips to James’, but he pulled away when the alpha tried to take over the kiss. Instead, James was forced to hold himself still as Tris kissed him softly.

      “You’re the madman who wanted two omegas,” Tris said in a mocking tone, then opened the gate and dragged me through it, running with me until we were at the door of James’ studio. He pushed me against the glass, hands clawing at the skirts of my dress, desperate to get to me. “Fuck, Kit…” Kisses, branding harsh kisses. “I need in you, you in me, in every combination we can think of.”

      His grin was a familiar one, wild and uncontrolled, but different subtly, because now, we were free.

      “And James?” I asked, trying for a little sanity in this insanity. I stopped him when he went to kiss me again. “Tris?”

      My omega looked over his shoulder, his smile growing cruel.

      “He wanted to draw us, so let him draw us. Let him try to capture our ecstasy, our every damn exhalation.”

      “And then?” I prompted.

      Tris’ smile faltered somewhat, because I was insisting on him thinking through what was undoubtedly going to come. We were aching, two bombs ready to go off, but while we could force each other to explode, only an alpha, only James, could do so in a way we both craved.

      Tris’ gaze grew harder, more evaluative, before flicking back to me.

      “You gonna ride the alpha’s big fat knot in your pussy, omega?”

      That was a step in the right direction. He wasn’t claiming it as his.

      “I will if you will,” I shot back.

      And that was when the heat of what had been going on in the car cooled for a minute, and I was willing to bet an icy finger slid up his spine. Tris’ eyes darted from me to James, who was moving slowly, too slowly, up the garden path, seeming to know we had some negotiations to sort through.

      “Do you want that, Tristan?” I asked. “Do you want James to drive his—”

      “Yes.” Tris bit the word off, his eyes burning phosphorescent green right then, the muscles in his jaw jerking as his fingers buried themselves in my flesh. “Is that what you want to hear, Kit? Yes. I want it so fucking much, it terrifies me.”

      I bounced up on my tiptoes, grabbing Tris’ head and dragging it down to meet mine, claiming his mouth, trying to show him in my kiss how much I knew it meant for him to admit that. It might not happen today. We might not be ready, but…

      “And what’ve you two decided?” James asked in a low rumble.

      “Open the door and find out,” Tris replied.
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      It felt like there was something more to our steps when we walked inside. The room had a closed up feel to it, with the mustiness of dust and powdered roses, the perfume coming from a bowl of dried petals sitting on one of the bookshelves. James opened a window, then seemed to think better of it, only allowing a crack of fresh air in, because our scent would flow out. As a mated omega, I was less of a risk, but Tristan? There were a lot of people who would love to get their hands on an omega like him, particularly one half gone to frenzy. I gritted my teeth at that realisation, then shoved his shirt up, his fingers taking over, pulling it up and over his head, his eyes never leaving mine.

      “I love you,” he told me.

      “I know. I love—”

      “No,” he said, shaking his head at me. “I love you. You’re mine, and I’m yours. This…” He yanked the collar of his shirt down to show me my neat little bite mark. “This is forever. I’ll love you until the end of time and will never be pulled away from you again.” He reached behind me and tore the zipper down so fast, I worried that he’d broken it. “I’m never going back to the academy, and you’re never going back to your father’s.”

      I knew what this was then—a vow. We could do this, be with each other, really be with each other and surrender to our true natures if we believed that.

      “And James?” I asked, directing his attention to the alpha standing there, forearms flexing as his hands went to fists.

      “And James can get a fresh sheet of paper and a nice sharp pencil,” Tris said with a cruel smile. “You wanted to draw, so how do you want us?”

      “You know how I want—” James snarled.

      “How do you want us posed?” Tris corrected.

      I felt a flush of fear right then as James smiled. It was a dark curve of a thing, and it made me shiver in a most distracting way.

      “You want to tease me? Then show me how it is between you. Show me all that need. Show me that magnetic attraction. Show me the satisfaction and dissatisfaction.” Tris’ smile faded somewhat at that. “And when you’re both driven mad, making my studio reek with desire, then we’ll discuss what to do next.”

      “You prick…” Tris hissed, but there was admiration as well as resentment there, and he couldn’t help but respond.

      He broke away from me, moving closer as his hands went to his jeans, the amusement back as he kicked off his shoes, then undid his fly. The sound of the teeth parting seemed to fill the studio, and Tris let out a little chuff of a sigh as he eased his pants down, emerging golden and beautiful from the fabric. He shoved his stretchy boxers down to reveal his weeping cock, playing with it idly as James’ eyes followed every stroke.

      “Oh, you think I’m pretty?” Tris asked. “Wait until you see Kit in the cold hard light of day.”

      He reached out for me, then pulled me close, pushing one strap of my dress down, then the other, the garment pooling by my feet after he’d already loosened the zip.

      “Did you play with her tits last night?” Tris asked, sliding his hands up my ribs until he cupped both of them, holding them out like an offering.

      “Yes, we—”

      “It drove me mad as a kid, seeing her develop. When we were kids, she was just this straight up and down beanpole, just like me, and then she started to change. I couldn’t work out why I’d stare so much.” His fingers traced loose circles around my sensitive breasts, making me long for more. “These were just little bee stings at first, but as my body got taller, harder, stronger, hers just got softer.” He sank his hands into my skin, as if to emphasise the fact he could barely contain me there. “That seemed right somehow, that she was shifting and changing for me.”

      A kiss was pressed to my neck, then another.

      “She already put up with my shit more than anyone else and seemed to idolise me, even when everyone else walked away. She was my shadow, my sweet other half, my soulmate… Then I saw her tits for the first time, and she became something else again.”

      His fingers moved slowly, deliberately, gripping my nipples and then giving them a little pull, making me gasp, then rub my thighs together as slick gushed forth. James watched every movement of Tris’, his eyes raking up and down my form as if to store it inside his mind for later.

      “I came running up to her room in the holidays, ready for the day’s adventures, and barged in, ignoring her demand that I knock first, because she was Kit and she was mine.”

      Tris’ fingers tightened then, drawing a breathy little moan from me as pleasure radiated out through my body.

      “And there she was, as pale and as perfect as a pearl and sweetly rounded like one. Every breath left my body, every muscle tensed, going oh so hard in a way I’ve never been able to replicate with anyone else. She was part of the way through pulling her underwear on, her arse and cunt bare, her breasts swaying with the movement. She shouted at me to get out, but I couldn’t, didn’t.”

      He pulled his hands away right when I didn’t want him to, leaving red marks on my white skin, and James catalogued every one of them.

      “She was mine, that beat hot and hard inside me, and my hands were on her and I turned her around.”

      I did just that, moving until I faced him, his hands grabbing my arse, then hauling me up against him.

      “I kissed her with all the clumsy fucking intensity an inexperienced teenager can muster.”

      “That point that was the hottest moment of my life,” I added. “I got a glimpse of what it would be like to be an omega. You looked maddened, and that scared me and filled me with a terrible sense of power.”

      “One you can’t stop exercising,” Tris replied, but I wasn’t sure if that was a criticism or a command to keep going. “Where do you want us?”

      James took a second to reply, then said, “On the divan. I’ll fetch a fresh sheet.”

      Tris walked over and stroked the olive green velvet chaise longue, an antique by the look of it, but it was a narrow thing, more for one person to recline on than two. Tris seemed to read my mind, lying down on it, then propping his feet up on the headrest that only ran along half the couch.

      “Come here, omega,” he said as James walked back in, the sheets he was carrying balled up in his hands as he saw my lover reclining bare on his divan. “Come and ride my face, because I feel like I might die if I don’t have a taste of you.”

      “You sure?” I asked, looking critically at the couch. There wasn’t much to grip onto. “What if we did it on the end with the headrest?”

      He just smiled lazily.

      “I don’t care if you smother me. I’ll die the happiest man alive. Come here, omega.”

      The hint of alpha command that lashed at my skin had me stepping forward, then bending over to remove my underwear, the opposite of that day Tris had recounted. He watched my body move, my breasts sway, with the kind of rapt attention I’d never found in another partner, not until now. James prowled closer, dropping the sheets to the ground, snatching up a spare sketchbook and a pencil as he did so. His deep brown eyes stared into mine as I moved, then they dropped down to my bared pussy.

      Did he feel it now, where he’d rutted up against me last night as Len knotted me? A reminder of what we’d gotten up to was a pleasant twinge deep inside, an ache for what had been, an ache for more, and he could provide it. Right now, though, he focussed on his work, in quick gestures drawing me standing there.

      “You can move now,” he prompted, turning the page. “Just lower yourself down slowly. There, hold that pose for just a second.” James shuffled closer, drawing with startling accuracy the curve of my parted thighs, the complicated jumble of my folds and Tris’ mouth straining to get to me. I couldn’t hold the pose for long. I hadn’t been performing the daily squats Dad had directed me to perform, but Tris saved me.

      “Fuck, omega, you’re dripping.”

      His hands shot up, no matter what James wanted, and Tris pulled me down onto his face, his tongue. It felt like that wet, mobile length speared straight into me, making me shiver.

      “Oh god…” I whimpered, knowing the first orgasm wouldn’t take long. I slapped my hands down on the edge of the couch, right above Tris’ head, and let him go to work.

      “Fuck,” James hissed, his pencil moving like lightning. “You look like a goddess right now.”

      And that made me smile, a kind of pleasure-pain smile, halfway between ecstasy and sweet agony. My thighs trembled, despite Tris’ grip, but I couldn’t seem to pull away. He slurped and sucked, thrusting his tongue in and out of me as if needing to lick up every drop of my slick. His violent actions forced his nose to bump against my clit over and over, making my fingers bite down, the velvet and foam upholstery giving beneath them.

      “Oh…Tris…” I panted. “Feels so good.” I began to grind on his face then, earning me muffled groans of approval. “You’re going to make me come doing just that.”

      I forced my eyes open and saw James was just staring, his pencil hanging between lax fingers, then I smiled. The preening little omega in me arched her back extra hard, creating a pretty curve, thrusting her tits out to the simmering alpha. It was a flirtation, a beckoning, and James responded just like he should.

      He dropped to his knees, then crawled closer, his head level with my breasts, my thrusts getting more violent, wanting my nipples to brush against his parted lips.

      “Tris!” I yelped as long fingers were pushed inside me, his lips transferring to my clit, and then I was gone.

      James watched me come apart, my thrusts growing sloppy and truncated, more spasms than me intentionally working my cunt across Tris’ face. I didn’t need to strive to come, it just happened, sweet and natural as breathing.

      My spine straightened, and every muscle tensed as it rushed through me. I was always going to feel enhanced pleasure due to being in frenzy. I was still discovering my love for Len, exploring whatever the hell was between me and the other guys, but Tris? I knew I loved him with every fibre of my being, which made the pleasure he wrought transcend into something else.

      My Tris, my love, mine. That pulsed through me as I jerked and twitched. Nothing had changed and yet everything had, because this wasn’t a heated exchange snatched between outings for me and being locked back into the academy for him. When I finally climbed off him, I saw he felt the same, wide-eyed for a moment, blinking, then rolling up onto his feet. His boxers were jerked off, and there he was, hard and ready.

      “Is that for me?” I asked, sliding my eyes down his length as I bent over the couch. “It feels so good when you fuck me. I need it.”

      “Yeah?” There was some of his cockiness there, but that wasn’t all.

      “You can fuck me harder than an alpha can and go deeper,” I said as he came closer, his hands resting on my hips. “And I need that.”

      A little hiss, that was what I got in response, then my thighs were pushed wider, the feel of the crown of his cock brushing against my wet seam.

      “You gonna eat my cum out of my girl when I’m done?” he asked James. “She’s needy today—I can feel it. Makes my balls ache, dying to give her what she needs.”

      “I think you’ll find I’m amenable to pretty much anything you suggest.” James’ words were polite, conciliatory, while his tone was anything but. I smiled at the feral edge to it. “Tell me what you need, omegas. You are so beautiful together, but I can’t help but want to insert myself between you.”

      “Not yet,” Tristan rumbled, right as he drove himself into me. My head hung down at that, feeling something delicious roll from head to toe. “I know you need her too. I can taste that in the air, but…” He groaned as he thrust deep, then pulled back, only to slam deeper again. “She has so much to give to those that are worthy.”

      “Is that right, omega?” James asked me, sliding now until he sat beside the couch, staring up at me as Tris fucked me. James’ fingers reached out, finding my clit and then rubbing it in an entirely distracting way. Tris seemed to find my moans some kind of incitement, driving into me faster and faster.

      “Yes…” I moaned, to James, to Tris. “Yes…” To this, to freedom. “Yes…” To us.

      “Fuck, I love being inside you,” Tris ground out between gritted teeth. “It’s the only time I feel like I’m physically as close to you as my heart is.” His hands clawed at me as he surged forward. “If the world were fair, I’d never go soft, never leave you, just spend my life exactly like this.”

      He held me then, scooping me up into his arms, even as he rutted inside me, and James’ hand fell away, seeming to know that this moment was ours. Then right as Tris held me brutally tight, we exploded.

      I felt the hot blasts of his cum as my cunt seemed to snap down to try and wring every drop out of him. I needed him just as much as he needed me, and we gave everything to each other until there was nothing left to give.

      

      Pulling apart from Tristan was always difficult. It felt wrong, and he seemed to know that. He rubbed circles on my back, soothing me through it as his cock finally pulled free.

      “Time to step in, alpha,” he prompted gently. “She’s feeling raw, and this is why I know this is right.”

      “Why?” James asked, humouring him as he collected me in his arms, the deep pressure of his grip settling me somewhat.

      “Part of me has always been a selfish cunt,” Tristan confessed, moving until he was in my line of sight. “Every time she knocked back some alpha her dad pushed her way, I knew she did it for me. It validated everything we had together each time she did it—that she would always choose me over them.” He shook his head. “I know now that she always will. No matter who she comes to love, that won’t change what’s between us. No one can take that away.”

      His eyes went soft then, like he was seeing something else other than this room.

      “Now that I know that, I can let her loose, let her have what she needs, because I know I’m a big part of it. I can afford to share Kit, because you know it too. You won’t try to take her away from me.”

      “Never, Tris.”

      “And you won’t try to take me from her.”

      I shifted then against James’ chest, needing to see Tris’ face more clearly. His hands were held out from his body, his pose one of surrender.

      “You’ll lock us up in that fancy compound of your family’s, and you’ll make sure no one gets to us either, right?”

      “I don’t know what our plan is, Tris. There’s no secret alpha cabal that Len and I have started. I just know we want to protect the two of you from all this fucking bullshit, and keep you close and safe and together. Other alphas saw you or saw Kit and, like children, reached out to take you because they saw something shiny. We don’t just want one of you and are willing to accept your bond with the other. We want both of you, because each one of you is so fucking beautiful, but that bond you share? It adds something so much more that considering trying to get between you seems like something akin to sacrilege.”

      Tris nodded at that.

      “Then show me,” he replied. “I can’t grab your sketchbook and attempt to draw it.”

      “Please don’t,” James said with a smile. “That’s a very expensive Italian rag paper.”

      Tris snorted, then grew more serious. “Then show me how it will be, if we accept what you have to offer, alpha. Make her yours, just as I made Kit mine.”

      A hand cupped my chin, tipping my head back, James’ thumb brushing across my cheek.

      “Do you want that, love? Do you want me to make you mine?”

      That was a very dangerous question for an omega in frenzy to answer, but I couldn’t seem to care. What I’d had before the sex tape thing was a feeling of connection, one I’d never in my life expected to feel, and I’d cried my heart out at the loss of that. What we did now, and last night, felt like a rebuilding of that into something that couldn’t be rocked by anyone, anywhere.

      “Please, alpha.”

      “Oh, Miss Rafferty,” he said with a wicked smile, “I do like it when you plead.”
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      Was there anything more decadent than being put over the clothed lap of an alpha while I was naked and sodden with Tris’ cum? My omega frowned at this, because for him, this would’ve been a difficult position to take. He couldn’t unbend far enough to allow this, but me? I was made for this—the firm hand on my shoulder blades, keeping me pinned, while the other? It slid up the backs of my thighs, making me squirm. I loved Tris, loved the games that we played, but sometimes, I needed to be forced to take more pleasure, whether I wanted it or not, unleashing another much more violent kind.

      “What are you doing?” Tris asked in a wary tone, and out of the corner of my eye, I could see his feet shifting restlessly. “This isn’t what I told you to do.”

      “Perhaps not, but it’s what she needs, isn’t it, omega?” James’ voice was a silken rope, tying me down to his lap. I let out a little groan at the feel of his clothes on my bare skin, at the debauched situation I found myself in, but mostly, it was this.

      I had wanted to find an alpha capable of handling me with the right level of control and grace all my life, and initially, I thought I’d found that in Tris. Except when he’d revealed as an omega, that was ripped from me. Tris had thought he’d worked out a way through that when we played with alphas at the club, but he’d reduced them down to the most elemental parts, their knots, when what I wanted was so much more.

      I was forthright and independent and perfectly capable of making my own decisions, but part of me…sometimes, it longed not to. Sometimes, it wanted to just lay down the burden of being alive and simply give in. That was what flushed through me right now, as I was held naked across James’ lap. He would decide what my body would do, how I would be touched, and which terribly pleasurable things he would do to me. What did I have to do? My heart beat frantically in my ears.

      I had to trust him.

      “Yes,” I said finally, sealing my fate, and I was never more glad that this was true. James didn’t lock me down and close off all avenues of comfort like Dad did. He gave me the choice.

      “Now, I’m going to spank this impudent little omega on her arse, making it all red and glowing, so that her skin tingles, so all the blood in her body rushes here.” A proprietary hand swept over my butt, making my cunt clench. “If I’m going too far or too hard, Kit will tell me, won’t you, sweetheart?”

      It was that last word that got to me, that endearment resonating all the way though my broken little omega heart, delaying my response.

      “Yes, alpha.”

      “Are you going to be able to watch this, Tris? Because this is important. You have shown me a lot, and for that, I am incredibly grateful, but I have my own lessons to deliver. You say you’re alpha and omega. Well, this is a lesson in both, in the way those two halves fit together. I’ll show you how it can be between the two of you, but also how it could be if you chose to lay your body across my lap.”

      A rough snort of derision came from Tris, but no other complaint. James’ hand stroked me all over, from the backs of my thighs, across my butt, and then up my spine, a long, fluid caress that turned my bones to jelly, making me putty in his hands. So when he spoke again, in a low, cruel voice, I didn’t expect it, not at all.

      “Were you teasing me in my car, omega?” No answer was required, that was clear from his tone. “Did you let Tris shove his fingers into your wet little cunt?” At that word, I began to wriggle, James’ hand clamping down on me, not letting that happen. “Did you flood the interior with the lewd sounds of him fingering you, making sure I knew just how juicy and slick you were, filling my nose with your scent, making me harder than I’ve ever been before? Well, omega?”

      There was no question of whether or not I would answer, his voice striking the first blow, cracking over my skin.

      “Yes, alpha.”

      “Did you do that to torment me? Did you risk my life and yours with your reckless deeds? Did you want me to crash the fucking car because I couldn’t take my eyes off you?”

      “Yes, alpha.”

      My legs were beginning to scissor now, a deep pressure building between them, but I couldn’t satisfy it. Cum and slick dripped down my thighs, but it wasn’t enough. A whine built in my throat, needing to beg for more, but nothing came out.

      “Did you twine your body around your omega’s so tightly, I couldn’t tell where one of you started and the other stopped? Did you crawl onto his lap and grind your cunt down on his cock? Did you force your tongue down his throat, wanting and needing his taste?”

      “Yes, alpha. Please, alpha. I need—!”

      A faint whistle through the air was all the warning I got before crack! James’ hand smacked down on my arse, and for a moment, all I could do was fight to take another breath. My mind went into riot, primitive fight or flight instincts kicking into gear, pumping me full of endorphins and adrenaline as my lizard brain tried to work out what the hell to do, but my body had no such qualms. My thighs spread wide, feeling the hot stinging flush of blood all over my butt and wanting to redirect it somewhere else.

      “Are you spreading your legs for me like a perfect omega slut, trying to get me to spank your cunt and not your arse?”

      Slut. That word hit a little differently than the others, so I should’ve said something, but I was too swept up in what was happening to do that right now. I spread my thighs wider, feeling the joints in my hips strain to maintain the stance.

      “You little brat…” he rumbled. “Did I tell you to spread your legs?”

      “No, alpha.”

      “So how did you know that was exactly what I wanted?” His voice was silken, dark and twining around me, pulling me tight everywhere. “I’m going to spank you ten times all across your impudent little cunt, and I think you’re going to find you’ll get more than you bargained for. Count them for me.”

      “Yes, alpha.”

      The first smack was everything I wanted and a whole lot more, as he expertly aimed his hand so it landed across my entire seam and clit. Rather than be teased or prodded to feel good, sensation exploded, and with it went my breath.

      “Count them, omega, or you’ll get ten more.”

      “One,” I croaked out.

      Before I could collect myself, process what I was feeling, another smack landed on my skin.

      What had been a pleasantly warm flush was becoming hotter, spikier. I shifted, whined, trying to find my thoughts on what this was like, but I wasn’t given a chance to do that.

      “Omega?”

      “Two.”

      Another smack, then another, and my clit was beginning to throb now in a way that threatened to consume my mind. It was so…present, pulsing sulkily, but was that pleasure or pain? There was no introspection to be had here, and that was the point. James smacked me over and over, forcing me to count them out, and at first, my mind rebelled. It wanted to dissect and analyse, it wanted to rationalise and theorise, but there was no place for that here, only feeling. When I got to the point where I realised that, when I gave up and finally surrendered, it happened.

      I was aware of my body in ways that were difficult to replicate, all the sensory information my nerves had been screaming at me rushing in. The way my body felt hot, way too hot. The way I could feel every pulse of my heart. The tension in my arms, the lax fall of my legs, but most of all, it was the dark flower of pleasure and pain blossoming inside me.

      When he was done, when I counted out the last smack, when his hand slipped between my legs and found me absolutely dripping, I let out the most horrific sound. I was feeling, and that groan spoke as eloquently as I could about it. His fingers were gentle now, sliding between my folds until they were slick and then pushing in.

      “Alpha…alpha…” I sobbed at that blessed intrusion, my cunt gripping them, every throb feeling like a tiny orgasm all on its own. I kept repeating James’ designation over and over as he pinched my clit, as he thrust his fingers inside me, even as he circled my arse, wetting it with my slick and then taking that too. It felt absolutely right that every part of me that could be taken was, because right now, I was utterly, utterly James’.

      “Much is made of alpha strength,” James told Tristan. “But really, omegas are the strong ones. I can only be as strong as she will allow me to be, but an omega…they endure everything, all of our moods and needs and desires, and despite it all, they remain.”

      The hand on my shoulder blades shifted to the back of my neck in a possessive hold.

      “I want you to come now, Kit. You’ve been such a good girl. It’s time to take your reward.”

      At that, he expertly manipulated me, fingers in my cunt and in my arse burying deeper with each thrust, his thumb stroking across my clit with every pulse. I wasn’t sure it was even needed, because at his words, my body knew what it needed to do.

      James had concocted this complex spell of emotional and physical stimulation, and I was coiled in some kind of holding pattern until that gentle alpha command showed me the way through. I sagged across his lap, going utterly limp, surrendering completely to this natural evolution.

      When I came, I cried, my eyes filling with tears I didn’t even understand, as the most exquisite wave of pleasure rolled through me. It was tough and brutal, pulverising any sense of self I’d hung onto and just letting me be. I hung now in some kind of perfect space, soft and grey and so, so sweet, where I hadn’t a thought or a care in the world. I was simply bliss.

      “You did so well, Kit,” a voice said, scooping me up and plastering me across his broad chest, my nose seeking his scent in the crook of his neck, blind as a newborn puppy. When I had it, breathing deep lungfuls of him, that was when I was complete.

      “What did you do to her?”

      “What an alpha does, Tris. A knot is for mating primarily. If I didn’t have a knot, like a female alpha, I could still be a perfectly functioning alpha. I made a space for our beautiful, beautiful girl, one safe enough for her to surrender in.”

      “Teach me.”

      That came out as a low growl, threatening my calm, making me shift fractiously in his arms.

      “Shh shh,” he replied. “Keep everything calm and sweet until she’s had a chance to recover. If you’re serious about that, start with this—snuggle in tight, give her lots of deep body pressure, and let her come back to herself knowing she is held by those that love her.”

      “You do, don’t you? You love Kit.”

      “Right now, I fucking burn for her in a way that makes my whole body ache, but this? It gives me hope that we can turn that into something much more long-lived. Trust me, I want to love her with my whole heart. I just have to get to the point where she’ll let me.”

      

      I wanted to feel like this forever. I wanted to bottle this sensation and stash it away somewhere safe, so I could bring it out and douse myself in it over and over. Most of all, I never wanted to come out of it. But I did.

      When I opened my eyes, the day was gone, the sun setting low in the sky. I was lying on the bed with Tris, him curled tight around me, his eyes searching mine, and James? He sat at the end, his pencil scratching across the page, right up until I lifted my head. I felt bad for it later, but I kissed Tris quickly before climbing off the bed and into James’ arms, his sketchbook dropping to the floor.

      “Thank you,” I whispered.

      “Oh, sweetheart,” he replied, putting me on his lap, the slight sting in my buttocks reminding me of everything we’d done. “I want you to get to a place where you never thank anyone for giving you what you need. Where you become some entitled little monster, expecting us to drop what we’re doing and attend to you.”

      “Not really,” I said with a short laugh.

      “Well, perhaps not completely entitled.” He nudged my nose with his. “Especially when you thank me so sweetly.”

      When I looked back, Tris stared back, looking utterly trashed, but also…calculating.

      “What’re you thinking about?” I asked my omega.

      His grin was immediate and wicked.

      “Of ways to give you exactly what you need.”

      

      Of course, I wasn’t allowed to endure such pleasure for long, was I? When we arrived home, it was to a beta and alpha with bruised knuckles and a house that stunk of strange alphas.

      “What the fuck?” Tristan said, beating me to it.

      “The date went well,” Jackson replied brightly. “What happened afterwards wasn’t so good.”

      “My grandmother wants us to move into the family compound,” James said, sitting down at the breakfast bar, his nostrils flaring at the alpha stink inside the house. “Or accept a security detail.”

      Jacks looked at Len, and Len looked at Jacks.

      “Yeah, that might be a good idea.”
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      “We found Gavin, the hustler that helped your brother shoot the video,” Len explained, wincing as Jackson applied iodine to his knuckles in a way that looked well-practised.

      I found it hard to hear what he was saying, and so did Tris. We were skittish as cats with the strange scents in the house. Doors to cupboards had been flung open, and I was willing to bet that belongings had been tossed willy-nilly in the bedroom. Someone or someones had broken into the house.

      “I’m assuming he wasn’t glad to see you,” I said, fighting for calm as I looked at the two of them.

      Jackson swivelled around then, giving me a kind of toothy, wolfish smile that seemed utterly at odds with the gentle beta I knew, but there was more to Jacks than met the eye. I shivered at the look of him, at the blood oozing from his knuckles, at the heavily hooded look of his eyes.

      “Come here, omega,” he said, and that shocked me.

      I was usually Kit for Jacks, but I obeyed him, walking closer until he put me between the two of them. A kiss was placed on my neck, and suddenly, I felt a whole lot better. Len gave me a long look as I relaxed against Jacks. I had been placed between two warriors, and that felt like the safest spot to be in right now.

      “Hm…” Just a little grunt came from Jacks as he breathed in my scent, and then he continued, “We put the word around we were looking for the little fuck through some of our…former channels, and that produced him pretty quick. He’s a piece of shit with no loyalty, and so few show him any.”

      “But apparently, he’s loyal to someone,” Len added. He let out a sigh, then flexed his swollen knuckles. “We gave him a pretty good going over.”

      “It was like the old days,” Jacks said.

      I turned around in his arms, his much fainter scent of honey and hops better than the fucking stink in the house, and stared up at him.

      “You enjoyed this.”

      His face seemed sharper and more angular for some reason, his eyes glittering with a light that set my heart racing and my teeth on edge, yet I didn’t want to step away. Instead, I grabbed his jaw, turning his face to see a faint mark around his eye.

      “He caught me off guard,” Jacks explained, letting me inspect him with a smile. “It’s been a while, otherwise I’d be kicking my own arse. Need to get back into the gym though, start sparring again.”

      Right then, I could see it—Jacks stripped down to a pair of shorts and nothing else, his hands wrapped tight as he…

      “You like that idea,” he asked me, peering closer, then his hand slid down my back to push me closer to him. “You like it a lot.”

      “And you’re different when you fight,” I replied, trying for calm and failing utterly. His hand pressed into skin tender from James’ ministrations, and right now, that just put me back in the same head space, except in my mind, it was the bruised beta that had me turned over his knee.

      “Makes me fucking horny.”

      His words were crude, his gaze predatory, and yet I could see why people clustered closer to him in his bar, and that made a little growl rise in my throat. It was like a mask had been ripped off and I was seeing the real Jacks for the first time—someone not constrained by strict roles like alpha or omega, someone who could be any fucking thing he wanted.

      “Speaking of which…” I said coolly. “How did your date go?”

      He grinned then, his teeth gleaming in the artificial light of the kitchen.

      “We did as you said, went to the brewery, bought some over priced beer, and I watched every fucking swallow go down that throat of his.” Jacks glanced over my shoulder, and I knew where his focus had shifted to. Len just stared steadily back at the two of us. “We held hands, and it felt like he held my heart within his palm. Then we made out a little in this booth positioned right at the back, away from everyone else, until I was ready to rut Len, even if I’m no alpha. After that, we came back here.”

      Jackson’s smile faded then.

      “He told me to wait until we got home, so we could fuck without getting arrested. I had his cock out on the drive over, just stroking him long and slow, keeping him simmering.” A low grunt from Len, but damn, Jackson was painting vivid pictures in my head. “We didn’t smell it at first, but when we hit an open front door, we knew.”

      Jacks held me close then, but not so much for sexual reasons. His grip was tight, as if he feared at any minute, someone would rip me away.

      “The gangs have been through, looking for Tristan,” Len informed us. “An unmated omega? It’s worth a lot to them, for some alpha to bite him and sit him at their feet, a symbol to flaunt in the faces of the other gangs, or to be sold on.”

      “Human trafficking?” James ground out.

      “Happens. It’s not usually us doing the buying though. That comes from your end of town, mate. An omega outside the academy structure and not belonging to an important family. An omega you can do what you like to.”

      “Oh god…” I whimpered, trying to push away from Jackson, feeling my bile rise, but he refused to let me go, holding me close and stroking me as he made soothing noises.

      “So it’s my fault, again.”

      Tristan sounded desolate, so when I fought against Jackson’s embrace, he let me go to him.

      “No,” I said, approaching him with my hands up.

      “But I’m marked,” Tris said, jerking his shirt down to reveal my bite.

      “Not by an alpha,” Len told him. “That makes an omega useless to them. The fact the two of you are connected would only make you more attractive. The internet is full of bullshit omega on omega porn, usually just slight-looking betas who are bloody flexible, but to get it for real?” His focus shifted to James. “This offer from your grandmother, does it come with strings?”

      “Of a sort, but they are pretty mild. She wants us all to participate in a season. That’s a collection of society events that culminate—”

      “We know what the season is,” Jacks snapped. “Who do you think does the catering?”

      “Right, well, she wants to meet all of you and then introduce us to society. Are they going to embrace us wholeheartedly?” A snort from the other guys. “Unlikely, but if anything, showing we are impervious to their opinions is a very Chadwick thing to do. ‘We set trends, not follow them,’ my grandfather used to say,” James said.

      Which made me wonder what trend his father had set, something Greta had alluded to before.

      “Cover us with Chadwick respectability, and make us too hard a target to pursue.” Jackson nodded at that.

      “Ring her and let her know we’re on our way over,” Tristan ground out, his eyes darting around like some strange alpha would leap out at any point, his fingers raking down his arms. “Or get us to a hotel or take me back to the academy.”

      “No!”

      He seemed startled by our combined response, which allowed me to slide close and wrap my arm around his waist.

      “Why haven’t we been on the gangs’ radar before now?” I asked, thinking of all the stupid things we’d done before. Admittedly, we tended to play in spaces policed heavily by alpha society, but…when we went to Abaddon with Len?

      “Someone’s tipped them off would be my guess,” Jackson replied, the smile fading as he considered who.

      “Dad,” I said, snuggling closer.

      “You didn’t finish your story about Gavin,” Tris said. “You obviously worked him over, but…?”

      “He wouldn’t give up whoever’s behind this, which was fucking weird,” Jackson said. “The little bitch always squealed the minute you lifted a fist, but now?”

      “He’s found someone bigger and more powerful than him to hang off,” Len said. “The first fucking rule is you don’t dog on them, which of course makes me wonder who would give that little fuck protection.”

      “Let’s theorise about this on the way to the compound,” James said. “This place reeks. What the hell did they do?”

      “Probably jerked off on a bunch of surfaces, marking their territory,” Jackson drawled like this was no big thing. He shrugged when we just stared. “It’s fucking stupid, as it leaves DNA evidence everywhere—”

      “So we need to get the police involved,” James said.

      Len smiled then, something much darker than I expected to see, then shook his head.

      “Cops will just hamper us. I’ll have a cleaning company come through, toss out anything contaminated, and clean the place thoroughly.”

      “Then what?”

      Tristan’s voice was sharp, but the waver at the end had me hugging him close.

      “Then we keep our omegas safe, happy, and satisfied in any way they’ll let us,” Len promised.
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      “Keep the omegas happy,” Len ordered Jackson from the front seat. “Their scent…”

      “Fear is not a pleasant scent in omegas,” James said, stiffening beside him. “It blows my bloody mind that people would want to deliberately try to induce it.”

      “Gang life is pretty savage,” Len explained. “Alphas with no hope of finding an omega but through illicit means? Nothing to soften all those hard edges.”

      “So how did you turn out the way you did?” James asked. Did Len hear the edge of suspicion in his voice?

      “I guess I had some moments of softness to look forward to.” He glanced at Jackson, who flushed, then tried to pull Tris and me closer on the backseat. Tris resisted though, sitting there stiffly and staring out the rear window. “I wasn’t born into this shit, and neither was Jacks. I drifted into it, because what other option was there? Betas didn’t trust me, and I certainly wasn’t going to be mixing it with the likes of you, James.”

      “So how did you meet?” I asked Jacks, trying to lighten the heavy mood in the car.

      “You wanna know about that?” he asked, looking down at me. “Nothing all that interesting. I was drinking underage at one of the gang bars when he walked in. You like him now, but fuck…you didn’t see him when he was running with those boys. Under that nice guy façade is something feral.”

      “Jacks…” Len said sternly as he steered the car out onto the road.

      “Something that’ll tear the world apart to protect what he loves,” Jackson continued. “I worry about what’ll happen when Len gets his hands on the guys that did this, because there won’t be much of them left.”

      I glanced at the rear vision mirror and saw Len’s blue eyes watching mine, but Tris drew my attention quickly enough. His eyes flashed as he did the exact same thing.

      “You’ll bring me in on that.”

      “Tris…” Len rumbled.

      “You want to get your hands dirty, omega?” Jackson asked. “Can you throw a punch?”

      “Keep pushing and you’ll find out,” Tris shot back.

      

      “No more fighting for you,” Len told Jackson sharply when we arrived at the Chadwick compound gates. “You’re fucking drunk on it. The omegas need soothing, not riling up.”

      “How do you know?” Tristan challenged him.

      “Because we can scent it on you,” Len replied in a quiet but firm voice.

      “Maybe what would soothe me is seeing the fuckheads, who think I’m some sort of possession to reach out and snatch, bleeding before me.”

      “You tell me that’s what you want, Tristan, and it’s done,” Len said with deadly certainty. The gates swung open when the guard manning them spied James. “I’ve said I’ll do whatever it takes, and if that’s it for you, I’ll make it happen. You’re my omega, and I provide.”

      That seemed to mollify Tristan somewhat, so when I reached out and took his hand, he didn’t shake me off. I held onto it right up until we walked inside the house.

      

      “I’m so glad you’ve decided to accept my offer,” Greta said after being introduced to everyone inside her grand foyer. Her nose wrinkled slightly, no doubt scenting the strange alphas that had infiltrated Len’s house. “James indicated in his call that you’ve had some issues with errant alphas?”

      Errant? What a mild world to describe potential kidnappers or human traffickers.

      “It’s handled,” Len said, “but thanks for asking.”

      “Well, I only bring it up because I believe Neal can be of assistance.”

      The man stepped forward then, and there was one of those moments when the alphas eyed each other and took their measure, then Len took the outstretched hand, both their biceps flexing momentarily as they each squeezed the other’s.

      “We can talk about it once the omegas are settled,” Len said.

      “And I’d like to be in on that conversation,” Tristan said.

      Len gave him a long look, then held out a hand for him, drawing him closer and then wrapping an arm around him, but Tris remained stiff within his embrace.

      “I told you, if you want it, I’m getting it for you. You can be in on anything you want. Assume you’re always invited,” Len said.

      “Well, let’s get everyone settled and then some dinner?”

      “Gran, it’s late. Maybe just a sandwich or something,” James said.

      “Ah, well, you know how I get with visitors,” she replied sheepishly, an expression I never expected to ever see on Greta’s face.

      “One course only, Gran,” James said firmly.

      “Of course, we’ll set up a buffet arrangement, that way people can help themselves to what they want. Now, let’s settle you in one of the rooms until you make a decision about where you’re staying.”

      

      One room? I mouthed to James as we walked upstairs, and he looked back at me somewhat helplessly, at what was about to be revealed.

      “Now, if you prefer private spaces, please help yourself to any of the adjoining rooms,” she said, opening a door onto a most peculiar bedroom. It was almost entirely bed for one, like a nest, but the bed had normal proportions, wasn’t low lying like a nest would have. We just stood there, silence stretching on, until James broke it.

      “Thanks, Gran. When will dinner be ready?”

      “Will twenty minutes work for you?” she asked.

      “Of course.”

      

      When she was gone, there was only us and a massive bed. As a piece of engineering, it was fascinating, as it didn’t seem to be made from several different beds joined together. The heavy carved wood inferred it was all one piece. It was what it symbolised that had everyone standing around like stunned mullets.

      This was a glimpse into the future, of a time and a place where the five of us lay across its surface, entangled in each other in a million different variations.

      “There’s plenty of other beds,” James said sheepishly, raking his hand through his hair. “My grandmother, she’s a very loving person, but…” He let out a little sigh, then faced down the rest of us. “She sees what must be and tends to want to steamroll every objection until that goal has been achieved.”

      “So she wants us all to be one big, happy, polyamorous family?” Tristan asked, throwing himself back on the bed, his arms stretched wide. “So we what? Report our progress on each key performance indicator over breakfast?”

      “Tristan…” I said with a frown, his harsh words grating.

      “I’m serious,” he said, rolling up. “I’m in yet another cage, ‘for my own good,’ so I need to know what the expectations are here. What level of alpha satisfaction am I aiming for here?”

      Right then, I loved Tristan, but I didn’t like him very much. I didn’t know what he’d gone through, but it wasn’t as if I hadn’t had my choices dictated to me as well. If he thought this was a gilded cage, then I had a reality check for him. Only James stepped in.

      “None whatsoever, other than that which you choose. If you wish to be left alone until we can secure things for you, then just let us know. The choice is always yours, Tristan, and I think that’s the problem. You’re so used to feeling powerless and striking out at those that keep you down, that when you have your freedom, you don’t know what to do with it.”

      James studied him for a second, no doubt catching the way my omega went pale.

      “Work it out. Please.” That last bit was tacked on at the end. “You have a whole lot of people invested in your happiness, just waiting to help you achieve it, if you’d only let them in.”

      He turned to the rest of us.

      “Let’s get something to eat. If I know Gran, she’ll have catered for thousands hoping to find your favourite food.”

      I didn’t want to walk away from Tristan, and by his look, he’d been pretty sure I wouldn’t, but I had to. My teeth were gritted tight, biting back the words that I wanted to say. We’d made sure he was safe and secure, it was now up to him what he did with that. If he wanted to see this as another imposition, that was for him to deal with, not me. I took a deep breath and then let it out, feeling better as I took the first step.

      “So she knows what we’re like, right?” Jackson asked with a whole lot less certainty. “Like, she knows where we came from.”

      “More than me, I’d suggest. Neal keeps her abreast of everyone and everything that comes within our sphere of influence.” James shook his head, then led us down the stairs to the dining room. “She may seem all sweetness and light, but she’s a frighteningly pragmatic woman with her fingers in some very powerful pies.”

      “Is that what the bed was about?” I asked. What Greta had done was much like what my dad had—they both made purchases, using the power of their money to direct choices and options. The difference, however, was her vision of the future was informed by ours. She obviously had seen the bonds between us and just catered to them.

      “I think she imagines us exactly as Tristan said—one big happy family curled up around each other. One of the rooms would be converted into a studio for me, another into an office for Len, and then whatever the rest of you would like. Money is no object, trust me,” James said wryly.

      “But why?” Jackson asked. “Like, I’m not one for looking a gift horse in the mouth but…I came here fully expecting to have to fight to keep a place with you and…she’s rolling out the red carpet.”

      “Because of my father,” James replied in a tight voice. “And that’s a story for another day. After a few drinks,” he amended.

      With that, we walked into a room crammed with food.
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      “Oh wow,” I said as we stepped inside. “Greta, this looks amazing.”

      “Thank you, darling.” She swooped in, placing kisses on each cheek in a way that I would need to get used to again if we were going to participate in the season. “I have been longing to have you all over after that debacle at your father’s house, and when he called me…” Her eyes softened. “I thought a celebration of sorts was in order. Please dig in. Let’s not stand on ceremony. There’ll be all too much of that in the next few weeks.”

      She settled down at the head of the table and sighed.

      “Is Tristan not joining us?”

      “Sorry I’m late.” We all turned to see him fill the doorway, then smile at the attention, before walking up the table to come and sit at the opposite side of Greta. “I just needed to…powder my nose.”

      “Of course,” she said, reaching over and giving his hand a squeeze. “You’ve been through something terrible. I haven’t had a chance to show you yet, but we have several nesting rooms available if you’ve a need of them. Everything inside is brand new, unscented. The cleaner who goes in there to maintain the rooms wears a hazmat suit of sorts to keep from leaving her scent behind.” She chuckled at that. “I wasn’t sure if you’d want the one nest or two.”

      “I…” Tris swallowed hard then. “I know what a nest is, obviously, but at the academy, we weren’t allowed anything like that.”

      “Oh, Tristan…” Greta said.

      “We were told we would earn a nest when we snagged an alpha, and I hadn’t found mine so…”

      “You’ve never had your own nest?” Greta asked with the horror only someone who hadn’t grown up with that kind of deprivation can express. “And how old are you now?”

      “Twenty-six,” he replied, his eyes dropping down to his plate, but he jerked them back up again.

      “James, you must—”

      “I know, Gran,” James said quickly, and I watched Tristan squirm as the whole table’s attention was transferred to him. Like he always did though, he faced it head-on when he was ready.

      “I…don’t know if I really am an omega, Greta,” Tris said. “Sometimes I feel like I am, and sometimes I feel like anything but, like I’m meant to be something else. Up until now, I’ve avoided having much to do with alphas because I didn’t know if I wanted to be with them or be them.”

      “Is this…?” Her eyes flicked around the room, trying to read us all and work out if this was OK to say. “Would you be prepared to speak to someone about this?”

      “What, like a shrink?” Tris had been on his best behaviour, but there was the boy I knew. His face flushed, his eyes flashed, and his frown was severe.

      “No, not unless you wanted to. A dear friend of mine has had quite a complex journey to discovering who she truly is. I suspect what you describe is a lot more common than acknowledged.” Greta’s smile was somewhat sad. “We tend to just plump for the designation given to us and assume it’s right. Questioning that or any of the other social norms we hold dear can be a very difficult place to be in.”

      It was right then, I thought I understood why Greta was being so cool about all of this. James’ dad, he wasn’t here, and I hadn’t heard James speak about him at all, or his mum, and I was willing to bet that he wouldn’t either, not unless he had to. Something bad had happened between them, something related to this. Greta was atoning, but for what?

      “But let’s eat before everything gets cold,” she said briskly, turning to the rest of the table.

      

      It was a surprisingly pleasant dinner. The food was sumptuous, and we all ate well past satiety, unable to resist the rich tapestry of tastes and experiences. Greta egged us all on, seeming to glory in our sensual enjoyment of it all, but at some point, it was eat more and be sick so we stopped. Staff appeared from nowhere, removing our plates and the food, hopefully to finish off themselves, and instead, a collection of bottles was placed in the middle of the table, along with a cheeseboard.

      “A sweet wine?” Greta asked me, as it was the usual tipple of an omega.

      “That looks like a damn fine Glenfiddich,” I said, peering at the label.

      “A Scotch drinker? Well done, James,” Greta said, smoothly pouring both of us a few fingers in a glass. “You’ve found an omega with taste.”

      “It was, of course, the deciding factor in my pursuit of Kit,” James said wryly, opening a bottle of wine and pouring himself a healthy measure before offering it to the others.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a cab sav of that quality in the flesh,” Len said, pushing a glass towards James. “So yeah, I’ll taste it.” I watched James pour a little in the glass and Len pick it up between those massive fingers, taking a deep sniff of the bouquet, then swirling it before tasting the contents. “God, yes.” James topped Len’s glass off when he set it down.

      “I’ll give the Scotch a go,” Jackson said, accepting a glass from Greta.

      “Tristan?” she prompted.

      “Please.”

      He took the glass between both hands, staring at the contents before raising it to his lips and throwing the lot back in one gulp.

      “Tristan…” James said, but Greta raised a finger to silence him. She poured my omega another measure, and he downed that too before regarding the rest of the table, his eyes slightly dulled now.

      “This isn’t really fit dinner table conversation, but I feel like if I don’t get it out, I never will. I don’t accept help.” The boy who’d led our childhood games, Theo and I scrambling to obey Tristan’s commands, he was here right now in the sharp gaze with which he dissected the table. “I never have. It’s why they thought I’d emerge as an alpha, because I’m a wilful fuck. Sorry…”

      “Don’t be,” Greta said. “It’s a valid word in some contexts, but I think you already know that.”

      He nodded then, the gesture slightly exaggerated.

      “I don’t know how to be any of the things I’ve been prepared to be. Not an alpha, because I get all whiny and needy, aching for…” He frowned again, his eyes going unfocussed. “Not an omega, because I can’t find it in me to bend far enough to submit. I’m claimed.” He pulled down his shirt to reveal my scar. “I thought that was enough, but it’s not because I belong to another omega, not an alpha.” He took a long shuddering breath in. “I was supposed to be an alpha, then I was supposed to be Theo Grayson’s mate, filling in the gaps in his alpha façade, then I’m Kit’s mate, and now….”

      The alcohol was hitting him now, and he’d planned it this way, I realised, knowing it’d take a while to hit his system, ready for this.

      “I don’t know how to do any of it. I can’t sit still and be decorous, like I was trained in the academy, let some faceless alpha ream me over and over, then bring in a beta surrogate to impregnate and give me a child to care for. I can’t be an alpha, Kit’s alpha, like I was supposed to.” His eyes jerked to Len. “I can’t protect or provide for her. I can’t do anything.”

      When his eyes switched to meet mine, I knew I was about to cop a hit to the face and there was nothing I could do about it.

      “Kit, you left me with Jacks and Len in Abaddon because in your twisted imagination, you could see a future I’d be happy with. They’d claim me, keep me safe, and you…you’d be left to live out whatever upper-class horror show your father could force you into. Well, I feel the fucking same.” He glanced up the table, raking his eyes across everyone there. “They love you, Kit, every single one of them. You’re the omega they need. You are. They’re just waiting for you to let them.”

      “Tris…” My voice broke on his name, knowing what he was going to do, and I felt the need to stop him with every breath in my body, but that wasn’t how it worked. He was the leader and I was the follower, and so he continued.

      “I can go back to the academy.”

      “No, Tris—”

      “They’ll keep me safe and I’ll be fine. I might get transferred to somewhere less salubrious, but the government won’t allow them to throw me to the wolves.” He stared at me now so fucking intently, it felt like green knives being stabbed into my heart. “People don’t end up with their childhood sweethearts. I knew that if I really loved you, I’d let you go, let you evolve past whatever the fuck we have.”

      “We’re mated,” I ground out.

      “Except no one but us will recognise that. Another alpha would set his or her teeth over that mark and obliterate it in a second.”

      “Tris…”

      There were fucking tears in my eyes now, and the fact we were in an almost stranger’s fancy arse dining room didn’t seem to matter. I had zero chill when it came to Tris.

      “Move beyond this,” he commanded, all the alpha coercion he could muster in his voice. “Move beyond me, because I have no fucking idea what the hell I am or where I fit, and you deserve better than that. You’re building something here, Kit. You’re safe. No one, not even fucking Richard Greyson, can touch you here.”

      He shoved himself to his feet, frowning when he swayed slightly, but his grip on the table steadied him.

      He’s leaving, my mind screamed. He’s leaving me.

      Only he underestimated the way this pack worked. Greta watched in bemusement as every man stood up, forming a wall of muscle between Tris and the doorways.

      “You think we’re not here for that?” Len asked. “Every man here is thanking his fucking lucky stars he gets to come with you on that journey, see you finally discover who you are, and I don’t think anyone’s threatening to pull away at any of the possible outcomes.”

      “I spent my fucking life pining after a bloke I hung out with in my teens,” Jackson said. “If I knew how to quit people, I wouldn’t be here.”

      Tris snorted at that, a tiny moment of levity, but not for long.

      “Tristan,” James said, “anyone who’s attracted to you is drawn to something special—”

      “Fuck, enough with the special shit, hey,” Tristan said, dragging his fingers through his hair. “Everyone tells me I’m fucking special, when I know the fucking truth—I’m some weird little freak with a pretty enough face and a scent that forces alphas close.”

      “It’s not enough to keep them, though.” Greta’s comment was delivered in a mild tone, at odds with everything in the room. “I apologise for any slight, but while you are very pretty, I’ve seen some truly breathtaking omegas, and even their stunning looks were not enough to keep their lovers by their sides.”

      She swirled her Scotch around in her glass.

      “You say you don’t understand what it is to be an alpha or an omega? They’re just instincts, dear boy, not a life sentence. An omega’s scent will draw us closer, force us to take a closer look, but if we aren’t compatible? Don’t have enough in common? Nothing to build a relationship on? Then it becomes merely a dalliance and nothing more. If that were the case, these men here would be happy for you to leave. What you’re doing now is very omega—you have instincts that are telling you to test them, push them, make sure they are actually strong enough to be worthy of you. Are they?”

      “I want strong mates for Kit,” Tris retorted.

      “Are they?”

      He fell silent then, a familiar mulish expression on his face, but as he surveyed every single one of them, he finally nodded.

      “Well then, they will need to be patient…” A sidelong look up the table came from Greta. “Be prepared for a bumpy ride, because it appears that along with an uncertain designation, there is a history of trauma.”

      “I’m not…” Tris started to say.

      “If you had felt you were just an omega, in theory, someone would be there to shepherd you through that process—a parent, a caring teacher, someone without a sexual interest in you that would help you find your way with the different facets of your designation. Let you explore nesting, try different fabrics, or whether you wanted one at all. Make you aware of different power dynamics between alphas and omegas, and help you determine which one suits you. That’s what I’d suggest for you now.”

      “Of course, Gran,” James said.

      “It might not be you that takes that role, James. You have things to teach Tristan, but if he doesn’t choose you? He needs to have the freedom to explore what he wants, who he is, with a kind of acceptance someone sexually drawn to him is unable to provide.”

      “Why?” Tristan shot back. “Why don’t you just kick me out? I’m gonna cause James and everyone grief.” His jaw tightened then. “I cause everyone grief.”

      “Because I’m a very rich, very powerful old woman who’s living in a massive empty house that should’ve been filled with her family, and instead, my son, my daughter-in-law, and their lover are all dead and all I have is James, who shuns this place, haunted by their ghosts as it is.”

      The room held its breath then as Tristan just blinked and kept on blinking, his green eyes shining.

      “Yeah, Greta, I think I’d like that. I’d like it a lot.”
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      “Take Tristan to one of the nesting rooms,” Greta said to me as we walked upstairs. She moved over to one of the doors, opened it up, then stepped backwards to let us in without crowding our space, but when the others tried to join us, she stopped them. “Not yet. They are very raw. Surely you can feel their energies?”

      “Of course,” James replied, “but…the usual rules don’t apply with these two.”

      “Until they do. Self-soothing is terribly important. How can you self-regulate within a relationship if you can’t regulate emotions on your own? I’m guessing Kit was not given access to a nest herself?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      I gave a low hiss at that as I stepped inside, toeing off my shoes as soon as I felt the soft plush of the padded floor.

      “Take your shoes off,” I told Tris.

      “What? I’m not worried about the bloody carpet,” he snapped.

      “Just do it or I’ll rugby tackle you to the bed and pull your stinky boots off myself.”

      His eyes jerked my way then, a smile threatening to form as he did what he was told.

      “Are you sure you’re not a bloody alpha yourself? So bossy. Oh!”

      That was the moment his foot sank into the floor. It’d been covered with this kind of super soft shag carpet that felt a bit like a mink blanket. He pulled the other boot and sock off with a gratifying haste, then wiggled his toes in the pile.

      “God, this is so soft,” he said with a groan.

      “I know. It’s insanely nice. Just let yourself feel it. That’s what building a nest is about—layering all this sensory information together.”

      “But why?” he asked me.

      I reached out and held his hand, and his eyes opened at that. Tris gazed down at me then, waiting for me to respond.

      “Because we feel everything, Tris. More than alphas, more than betas, and sometimes, that gets really tiring. Like the tag of a dress Dad forced me to wear would be irritating the back of my neck until I was ready to scream, or he’d push me into wearing this stiff brocaded thing that just felt wrong on my skin the minute I put it on, but then I’d have to listen to endless alpha drivel for hours while wearing it. Even when we can control what we wear or see or feel, sometimes you just want to…”

      I stepped back and flopped down onto the low bed, knowing somehow, it would be so soft and so deep and it was.

      “…surrender. Sometimes, you just want to give in. James forced me to do so before, but you don’t always want to be made to. Then your happiness is entirely tied to them. Take your shirt off.”

      “What?” he asked, his eyes finally returning to the audience at the doorway.

      “Not for sex. It’s so you can feel the bed.” I patted the spot beside me. “I should’ve showed you how to do this. It never occurred to me that they were depriving you of this at the academy.”

      “As your father did you,” he said, standing over me.

      “Yeah, but at my fancy arse school, we had nesting facilities and our own materials. It was only on holidays that I had to hide them all away.”

      His lips thinned but he did it, pulling his T-shirt up over his head in that one-armed way only men seemed to be able to.

      “Don’t look at me like that, omega,” he said as I traced the lines of his chest muscles with my eyes. He was so big and taut, just like an alpha, but when he flopped down beside me, his eyes closed for a second, like an omega would, soaking in that softness. “God…”

      “I know, right?”

      “This is like a freaking cloud.”

      “So good.”

      He rolled over onto his side facing me, his knees pulling up in a familiar foetal position.

      “I just want…” He sounded sleepy then, but also wrung out, as finally, my omega grabbed at a small sliver of surrender for himself. “I just want to cuddle into this bed forever.”

      “That’s how it works, Tris,” I said, curling up myself, feeling the need to hug him but resisting right now, because that was when I realised my own role in his misery.

      I’d stepped into that harness, knotted him and bit him, making him mine, but in any normal circumstance, that would be followed by a honeymoon period where we would have just hung out, taken things easy, worked on consolidating that bond. Instead, what? We’d been thrown from one drama into the next. I’d had some time and useful training in becoming a mate and I was still struggling to get my head around it, but Tris? I let out a long breath.

      “Tris, usually, your alpha or your mate has to ask permission from you to come into your nest. If this is to be yours, I would need to ask to come in first.”

      “You would never need to do that,” he said with a frown.

      “Yes, I would. Everyone needs boundaries, and omegas have a notoriously difficult time maintaining them, hence the rules,” I replied. “So, Tris, is it OK for me to be in here?”

      He was going to answer yes on automatic, but I made him stop with a finger to his lips. I watched him consider what I said, his eyes sliding to the room, not me, to be able to discern what he wanted rather than take his cues from his mate, but when he looked back at me, he seemed certain. He nodded.

      “Then I’m going to ask if we can cuddle now. No sex or anything, just holding each other. Is that OK?”

      “Please, Kit,” he said, with an intensity that shamed me. “Please.”

      I moved then, curling my body around Tris’, and experienced something we almost never got a chance to.

      The cost of Apothecary and the room there made something like this seem ridiculous, and the problem with two omegas was we weren’t especially good at after care for ourselves. So when I felt my big, strong omega in my arms, something broke inside me. We could lie in here for weeks, watching the days pass by through the window if we pulled up the blind. That luxury, it felt almost wanton right now, infinitely more intense than our frantic couplings. I was with Tristan and he was with me, and we could just be.

      “They have what they need now,” Greta said. “You have two very dysregulated omegas there, and the home invasion must have been the straw that broke the camel’s back.”

      “But—”

      “No buts. Not yet, not now. We are alphas, we will do what we do best—devise a way to see that they are appropriately cared for. Now come along. If they are feeling better in the morning, you may see them then.”

      The door was closed with a little click, a soft, grey darkness falling over the room, swallowing us in its warm embrace. Time ceased to exist, and there was only now, punctuated by the feel of the plush mattress beneath us, the soft whistle of our breath, and the feel of Tristan’s body pressed against mine. Our fingers tangled, our legs twined around each other’s, and I felt now something I had always felt, that we were meant to be together. Finally, that bond was allowed to settle.

      “I love you,” he whispered in the darkness.

      “I love you too, always.”

      There was a brief press of his mouth to my forehead, and then sleep claimed the both of us.
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      “Mm…”

      Tris made the sweetest sound waking up, and my heart was in my throat as I watched him do it. It must seem strange, to hear me get so excited about something so small, but that was my life. Every intense sexual scenario you could describe, we had experienced it, but this? Just being together, watching each other sleep, watching Tris’ consciousness swim up to the surface until his eyes opened, fuzzy and unfocussed at first. I saw then that the lines on his face, that felt like they’d been there so long, had disappeared with the night. He looked rested and radiant, my omega, and my heart beat faster in response. He smiled lazily at me, then snuggled into the bed.

      “Damn, they were really holding out on us,” he rasped out. “Like, if I’d known this was what a nest was, I’d have been racing off with the first alpha who’d shown any interest.”

      “Tris…” I snarled.

      “Just talking shit,” he said, pulling me closer and tucking me in under his chin. “Fuck, Kit, this feels so right. You fit against my body like you were made to be there, and this softness…”

      He rolled us over until he was lying on top of me, as if to make me focus on the way the mattress gave underneath us, swallowing us up. Then his mouth found mine, even when I squeaked something about morning breath, but he was never going to be put off by something as small as that. He had me right where he wanted me, and that was a problem.

      “Tris…” I said between kisses, his growing deeper, hungrier. “Tris!”

      “What?” He stopped finally, staring at me for a second. “What, Kit? No one’s going to walk in. No one’s going to interrupt. No one’s going to burst in here, put a gun to our head, and threaten to disinherit us. Nothing’s going to happen, nothing we both don’t want.” I let out a little whine as I felt his hardness grind into me with perfect aim, finding where I ached the most, a smile spreading across his face as my hands slapped down on his hips.

      “Tris… Oh, Tris…”

      Except while he’d been sleeping, I’d been thinking. Seeing him sink into the nest in a way I’d never seen him do before shamed me, and my mind couldn’t let that go. I loved Tris with my whole heart, but I’d done a terrible job of looking after him. I’d claimed him, just like an alpha did, and while my style of caring for him would always be different to Len and James’, it was no less valid. I shoved my omega on his back, and he grinned, reaching with one hand to pull me down on top of him, the other going to his jeans, but that smile faded when I stopped him.

      “Tris, I was thinking.”

      “Well, that’s never a good thing.” I kneeled beside him now, so he went up on his elbows. “What were you thinking, Kit?” His voice grew darker, more alpha growl. “What?”

      “We’re going to go into heat soon.”

      “What?” He stared down at me then, questioning something mentally his body knew was true.

      “The way we’re playing…being together all the time.” I slid a finger down his breast bone. “Everything feels so much more intense.” His hand slapped down over mine, then he grabbed me around the waist, rolling until he had me under him. “We can’t keep our hands off each other.”

      “We never have…” he rumbled, pressing his mouth to mine.

      “But there’s nothing to hold us back now.” I held him off, his body straining against my hand, but he could have closed the gap between us if he really wanted to. He was always physically stronger than me, and part of me loved that. He seemed to sense this, grabbing my wrists and stretching me out on the bed, forcing my spine to lengthen. “No Dad, no suppressants, no Cress even telling us to be sensible.” That rumbling sound of his grew in his chest as he forced his hips between my thighs, rocking his hard length against me in a way that was so distracting. “We’ll burn, Tris, burn so brightly.”

      “Yes…” he crooned, moving with regular thrusts now, but was it to tease me or ease him?

      “And you’ll find instincts you’re not ready for slamming into you.” Tris’ eyes flicked open, a small frown forming. “What will that be like, if you’re still finding yourself in all of this? Impulses hammering you to bow down, to submit.” His grip tightened around my wrists without thought. “Begging for them to knot you. Spreading your legs, slick running down your thighs, presenting your—”

      His mouth slammed down on mine in the world’s tensest kiss, silencing me completely. The door opened abruptly, and Len filled the doorway, brows creased, his eyes searching the room and sizing us up in seconds.

      “Can I come inside, omegas?” he asked.

      “Can he?” I prompted Tris.

      I could see the pulse beating frantically at the base of his throat as he looked over his shoulder at Len, then back at me.

      “Yes…” One word, ground out between clenched teeth.

      “Everything OK?” Len asked, evidently having felt our turmoil down the link he shared with me, but he just came to sit on the edge of the bed, not moving any closer.

      “Just Kit ramming home some unpleasant realities, right when I want to be ramming something else,” Tris replied before rolling off me and flopping down on the bed. “We’re in frenzy.”

      “I know,” Len replied.

      “We’re going to go into heat soon.”

      “I know.”

      Tris scrubbed at his face then, letting out a long groan.

      “And that’s gonna be a problem for me.”

      “I know.”

      Len had said the same thing three times, yet each one with a completely different inflection. He stared down at the two of us, then tried for a smile.

      “We sat up late last night discussing it. Greta’s a fine lady. I didn’t want to leave my place, since I’d worked damn hard to create a space perfect for the two of you, but…” Len glanced around at the fancy arse room. “But this place will be good for you. We have a plan to get the both of you through frenzy and then safely through your heat.” He snorted then. “We actually have a lot of different plans, depending on how things go with the two of you, but the goals are the same. Try to act surprised when they talk to you about this.”

      

      And so here we were, sitting around the dining table, tea and breakfast things before us, as Greta and the rest of the pack filled us in on their thought processes.

      “It seems to us,” James said, leaning forward and doing his best to keep his voice even and calm, “that we have an inevitability and some complications associated with that. You two can barely keep your hands off each other.” Tris and I looked down to where our hands had slid to each other’s thighs, stroking them down the other person’s legs. “Your scents are ripening. You’re tipping closer and closer to going into heat, and therein brings the complications.”

      He glanced at Len then.

      “Kit, that might be something you go through with just Len. He’s your mate…”

      But his voice trailed away as I made a small sound of distress at that. Part of me wanted that. I could feel the way my head was tilting to one side, unconsciously baring my neck as we spoke. Len would clamp his teeth down on my mark… My hips twisted at that thought. Or maybe he’d create new ones in his desperation, needing the world to know I was his.

      But the other part?

      To have James pacing around outside my nest, wanting, needing to come in but not willing to or…stalking naked in another room, towards a wanton Tris, his eyes conflicted, even as his cock throbbed.

      “No…” I whispered breathlessly. “No…”

      “What are you saying no to, Kit?” Greta said in that warm maternal voice of hers. “Tell us, and we will ensure everything is just perfect for you.”

      “Together,” I said definitely. “We must be together. Tris?” I looked at him then, my omega, my alpha. “Can we do this?”

      I saw the fear flash in his eyes then, his brows creasing, but he took my hand in his and squeezed my fingers, becoming the boy I’d fallen in love with again, not his designation.

      “You know I’d do anything for you, Kit, absolutely fucking anything. If this is what you want, if you want all of us in on your heat, then that’s what’s gonna happen.”

      “But you—”

      “No buts. You were always the beginning and the end for me, and I’m not about to walk away from that now.” When he turned back to the table, his eyes flashed hot then. “Which means I need some things beforehand.”

      “Anything,” James replied.

      “We need to go back to Abaddon,” Tris said. “And I want Jacks to be the one to take us.”

      The beta smiled then, something a little smug and self-satisfied.

      “Nothing would make me happier.”
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      Of course, an awkward conversation was had then with James’ grandmother, about what Abaddon was, but he was left to do that as the rest of us stared at each other.

      “You going to be able to keep them safe?” Len asked Jacks. “Seriously, there are risks—”

      “I know,” Jacks replied.

      “The state they are in currently, people will take their scent as an invitation,” Len continued. “They’ll be pushy and insistent. Some will go fucking nuts just because…”

      Jacks put a hand on Len’s chest, and for a second, the big man went quiet.

      “I know. We talked about this, remember?” Len nodded slowly. “I think I get why they want me to take them—Athena runs a clean house, she doesn’t tolerate bullshit, and anyone who tries to insert themselves into what we are doing will get ejected.”

      “Didn’t stop Theo and his bullshit,” Len grumbled. “And what if he’s there, or Gavin?”

      “After the beating we gave him? Not likely. As for that alpha fuck?” Jacks’ smile was slow, toothy, and feral. “I wouldn’t mind getting some alone time with him in one of the cubicles…” Then he shook his head. “He won’t be walking the floor if he’s stupid enough to front up to Abaddon. Athena wants a word with him.”

      “So you’ll drop in to see her and check if any info has made it back to her.”

      Jacks moved toward him then, pressing his forehead to Len’s before darting forward and kissing him.

      “You think I’d let anything happen to them?” Jacks demanded.

      “Well, no—”

      “You think it didn’t break my fucking heart when Kit was crying her eyes out because of that stupid family of hers?”

      “Yeah, but—”

      Jacks silenced him with another kiss, a chaste but firm one.

      “They’re mine too, mine to look after, mine to keep safe, and you know I’d never let anyone hurt either one of them. I might not be a fucking alpha, but I’ll fight the whole damn club if that’s what it takes to keep them safe. I’ll bring them back to you happy, settled, and maybe even sated.”

      Jacks’ eyes slid our way, and then he winked before pulling away from Len.

      “Tris wants to explore without having some overbearing alpha flapping around in the background.” Jackson watched the two of us, reading our expressions, our body language. “Two omegas teetering on the edge between a frenzy, and their heat? You must want to jump on in to that vast sexual ocean that is the club and see what you find.”

      “Is that what this is, Tris?” I asked him, feeling sweat prickle across my brow as I could imagine vividly what we would see when we got there—bodies of every size, shape, colour, and description, writhing in unison. The thought was heady to say the least, and not just a puerile fascination with watching exhibitionists fuck, there was so much more. When we stepped into Abaddon, we had walked into a whole other world, one far beyond the strict codification of alpha, beta, and omega. Sexuality, designation, it was all so much more fluid.

      Just like Tris.

      “It’s the only place I’ve ever felt home in,” he replied, then stroked my hair. “Len said there’s floors and floors of different kinks. I need to know which ones are mine.”

      “You’ll take a security detail,” James said in a voice that brooked no argument.

      “I can look after my omegas,” Jacks said with a growl, and I admit, my little omega heart went pitter-patter at that.

      “There’s no shame in bringing backup,” Len said. “They’ll be discreet?”

      “You won’t even know they are there, unless the need arises,” Greta said.

      “I’ve gotta get home, grab a few things,” Jacks said with an infectious grin. “Make yourselves even more beautiful, and I’ll be back tonight.”

      The beta swooped in then, kissing me on the cheek, then moving in to do the same to my omega.

      “This OK, Tris?”

      “Sure,” he said stiffly, but when he presented his cheek, I caught the flutter of his eyelashes, the flush of his skin. Jacks laid a chaste little kiss right at the top of Tristan’s sharp cheekbone, then he was off, walking out of the room.

      

      For the rest of the day, Len was off making calls, trying to get more information, and James was working with his grandmother to work out which social events would be the least heinous for us to attend, while I took Tris back to the nest.

      “I think going to Abaddon is a good plan, but there’s more to going into heat than sex,” I told him as he hovered in the middle of the room. “You’ll need a nest.” I watched his eyes flick around the room warily. “I know you’re not super comfortable with that idea, but trying it out before your heat hits…” I dropped a handful of nesting materials on the bed. “I can make you a nest” —his eyes jerked up then, meeting mine with a look full of hunger— “but I don’t know what will settle you. Take your shirt off.”

      He stared at me, the muscle in his jaw flexing before he nodded and then jerked it off, standing there like a picture of defiance. Except I wasn’t pushing him to do anything. That didn’t seem to matter, as I saw his muscles tense.

      “Some fabrics will soothe you, some will set your teeth on edge. Did they not teach you anything about this in the academy?” I asked.

      He snorted at that, then shook his head.

      “Personal preferences? They tried to extinguish every single one of them. It wasn’t our job to have needs or wants. We were to be amenable, pliable, and decorative—that’s it. Nesting was more a performative thing, something to be done to drive your alpha mad.”

      He scooped up a handful of material and then did an exaggerated striptease routine, rubbing the fabric over his bare chest as he bit his lip in a faux sultry way, making me giggle, which then set him off, helping to lighten the mood.

      Or distract me away from my purpose.

      I moved closer and pushed him down on the bed, his burden of nesting materials spilling from his hands because he looked up at me then, all trace of levity gone. He stared and he stared, like he had to store me away for later, burn me on his retinas, just in case he never saw me again. It was as I was gazing into his eyes that I had an idea, one that had me walking over to the cupboards and rifling through to find something that might work as a mask. He eyed the red silk scarf suspiciously when I returned.

      “I want to blindfold you, Tris.”

      “Why?” So quick, so sharp was his reply.

      “I’m going to rub the different nesting materials over your skin, and you’re going to tell me which ones work for you,” I replied. “If I take your vision away from you, you can stop anticipating, stop using your brain to overthink shit, and just feel. Are you OK with that?”

      He stared for a few beats longer, then let his breath out in a long huff.

      “Only for you, Kit.” He shook his head. “I can’t say no to you.”

      He did, often, though not this time, so I tightened the scarf in my hands and then bound it over his eyes.

      Len had provided us with new phones, as Tris and mine had been attached to Dad’s account and, of course, they had been locked. Once I had Tris blindfolded, I pulled my new one out and then sent a message to James.

      K: Come up to the nest. Don’t knock. Slip in silently.

      J: On my way.

      “OK,” I said, sorting through the materials, discarding the satins and the fake furs immediately. I wasn’t sure why, but I just couldn’t see Tris going for them. “I’m going to touch you with each swatch of fabric, and you’re going to tell me how they make you feel.”

      “So we’re gonna sit here and—Oh!”

      He started out snarky, all his defences up, but I’d selected a cotton knit that was stretchy and had been treated somehow to make it feel slippery and smooth, like it’d been washed a million times. I smoothed it across his chest, focussing on rubbing it all over him, as his mouth fell open, right when Len and James crept in, taking a seat on the floor by the wall and watching me work. Their keen gazes quickly figured out what was going on.

      “How does it feel?”

      “It’s nice,” Tris replied simply, but the change in his breathing told a different story.

      “Tell me more. Sensations often evoke feelings, memories. What comes up when you feel this?”

      There was a pause at first. He didn’t want to reply, but as I slowed my strokes, then went to pull away, he changed his mind.

      “It’s…” The word came out like a little groan. “It’s like a T-shirt that’s been broken in, worn until it fits you like a second skin. It’s soothing, familiar.”

      “So this one’s a keeper?” I asked, moving to pull away, but his hand covered mine, sweeping it across his chest again.

      “Their T-shirts feel like this,” Tris continued.

      “Whose do?”

      “Jacks and Len. They always wear these worn-out shirts, and sometimes they’re so thin, you can see their skin beneath the weave of them.”

      “So is it relaxing or stimulating?” I asked, sweeping the swatch over his shoulders. “Nesting materials can serve dual purposes. Sometimes it’s to ground you, settle you…” I looked over my shoulder and saw we had the alphas’ rapt attention. “Other times… You’ll want the old clothes or the bed linens of your alpha in your nest, as it helps you get ready for them. You can’t breathe in anything but their scent. It clogs your nose, fills your head, makes your body ache…”

      I pulled my hand free now, and Tris just sat there, blindly seeking me, even as he stayed where I’d put him.

      “I think that one’s both,” he replied finally. “It makes me want to snuggle down into it, wrap it tightly around me, but if it was scented?” His tongue flicked out, coating apparently bone-dry lips, and I held myself back from kissing him. “I think that would have quite a different effect.”

      “OK.” I tossed the fabric over my shoulder to the two alphas. Len picked it up, rubbing it over his neck and down his chest, then passed it to James to do the same. “Let’s try something else.”

      There was an expensive length of fine silk, the lustre and the suppleness of the fabric giving away its quality. I let it trail over his shoulders, light as a feather, making him shiver in response.

      “Stimulating,” he ground out. “I want you to wrap that around my cock and—”

      “Got it.” I discarded that into a pile we could use when the rut started in earnest. “How about this?”

      I went through piece after piece of fabric, working out a pattern pretty quickly—softer, almost beaten-up fabrics, always made from natural fibres, were his soothing preferences, while silky, slippery fabrics riled him up. I gave those to the alphas, letting them scent mark them.

      “How about I build you a nest now, so you can get a feel for it?” I asked.

      “A nest?” Tris immediately stiffened at that. “I’m not a fucking bird—”

      “No, you’re an omega, or part one, so let’s see if your instincts kick in like mine do,” I replied. “What would it hurt?” He let out a long-suffering sigh, but I knew I’d won before I began, though I pressed my advantage anyway. “For me, Tris. I’ll build you the nicest nest—”

      “Kit.”

      “You might like it. I’ll only use the fabrics you like.”

      “Kit—”

      “I’ll tuck you in tight, wrap you up in this cocoon of sweet sensations. You’ll feel what it’s like then, what it’s really supposed to be like.”

      “Goddammit, Kit!” His hands went to his blindfold, but I stopped him and he went still, taking a long breath in and out. “Of course I’m going to say yes.” He angled his lips up then, as if offering them to me, and I partook, slowly and softly kissing him until I was forced to pull away or abandon this whole nesting thing entirely. “It’s always yes, Kit. Always.”

      “Except when it’s not,” I muttered.

      “I fucking heard that,” he snapped, but his words were softened by his smile. He flopped down on the bed in a pose of surrender. “Nest me, babe. Show me what they teach you omegas in those posh schools.”

      “Get comfortable,” I said. “For me, it’s lying on my side in a foetal position, but you…” He moved easily then, turning to his left, his wrists crossed as his hands went limp, curled against his chest. “Good omega…” I barely breathed the words before moving to do exactly as I’d said.

      This was as much an exercise for me as it was him. My instincts were rusty, atrophied from lack of use, a strong need to nestle down with him pulling at me as I worked. Still, I hummed lightly to myself, sorting the rest of the fabrics as I went into piles. Stronger structured fabrics that would irritate him were used to create the walls of the nest, tracing his outline on the bed.

      He wouldn’t perceive it, not yet, but even that small narrowing down of space was affecting him. His breaths became deeper, slower, as tension gradually leached away. It sped up again as I pushed softer fabric against him, wedging it between him and the walls, but that was just out of surprise. Everything he’d been taught about this experience was negative, and I had to show him something different. It was me, I liked to think, my touch, my presence, my tuneless hum as I worked, and finally, my scent, that let the tension unfold again, releasing into the nest. Except my ability to perceive his reactions lessened as I moved, a familiar rhythm taking over. I didn’t even sense the alphas anymore, working until finally, I knew I was finished.

      It was such a strange thing, this instinct, some hangover from our distant humanoid ancestors, but the results were inarguable. I sat back on my heels and felt a deep sense of satisfaction, it throbbed inside me like a living thing. And Tris? He looked so utterly vulnerable, wrapped up in the layers of fabric, his eyes bound, and yet, as I traced the rise and fall of his chest, he was at peace. It was then that I turned towards the alphas, because in some ways, this was as much a test of them as it was for Tris.

      Omegas severely estranged from their instincts could turn feral when going into heat. All the usual means to soothe them only riled them further, pressing hard on old wounds. I needed to know how Tris would respond before we got too far, but there was also this—Tris’ academy had it somewhat right.

      Alphas found a nesting omega intensely erotic, because often it heralded the sexual maelstrom of heat, so them forcing him to make it performative would have appealed to so many of the academy’s charges’ prospective mates. I needed to know that Len and James weren’t like that, that this wasn’t some kind of striptease for them. They rolled to their feet with a stealth that made me shiver, padding closer before each one handed me the fabric they’d wiped across their skin, leaving it up to me to decide what to do with it. I nodded then, in acknowledgement of their restraint. I leaned over and tucked the last two pieces of fabric in, one by Tris’ face, the other near his chest, and then I waited.

      The crease of his brows was the first sign, then the flare of his nostrils. A slow whine escaped his lips, his face seeking the site of those alpha pheromones by smell alone.

      I needed to know this too.

      Omegas didn’t partner up. We were like oil and water, provoking territorial, jealous instincts when our heat hit, even if we were the best of friends normally. Omegas had been hurt when housed too close together during a heat. Tris was right—he was divorced from his omega instincts by his experiences, by his will. Except what happened when they were triggered? He’d eschewed so much of the omega experience, just chasing knots for sex in our playroom, I had no idea how he’d respond when forced to deal with them.

      I stood quickly then, pulling off my dress and balling it up, the alphas not seeming to know where to look—at me, naked except for my underwear, or Tris, shirtless and vulnerable. Instead, they strove to rake their eyes over the both of us, taking in every detail. I nodded to them as I moved closer, placing my dress just under his chin. Tris went rigid then, his breath coming out in a hiss, every muscle trembling, ready to…? What, I didn’t know. I watched and I waited, then heard a long pain filled groan.

      “Mmph…”

      A little grunt escaped him as he raked his fingers through the piles of fabric, finding the scented samples with ease and clutching them greedily to his chest. More little sounds came from him, both of pain and pleasure, muffled now by the wads in his arms. I reached in carefully and pushed his blindfold away, his eyes blinking and unseeing for a second, but then they focussed. His pupils were huge, his breath coming in frantic little pants now.

      “Ki…it…”

      “Oh, Tris…” I said, reaching across and stroking his forehead. He was deep in it, something only an omega would understand. “It’s OK. You’re safe in your nest.”

      But then his eyes flicked down to see the two alphas standing at the end of the bed.

      “They can’t come in, not unless you say so,” I said in a firm voice, but was that for his benefit or theirs? “Do you want them to?”

      I was probably rushing things. Greta had mentioned someone who wasn’t sexually involved in this guiding the process, but I couldn’t seem to find a way to wait. Tris was mine, and my responsibilities to him hit me hard and fast, now that I realised I had them. He would do anything for me, he just didn’t realise I’d do exactly the same for him.

      “We can dismantle the nest, the alphas can go. You’ve already come so far, Tris,” I said in a soft voice, but a low whine from him put paid to that idea.

      “You’re needy, omega.”

      James was so sweet normally, but sometimes, there was something cool and hard like a steel bar in him, and that was what came forth now. His voice was sharp and crisp, with just a twist of oh so slightly humiliating amusement, as if he couldn’t believe we’d found ourselves in this position but he was happy to exploit it.

      “Easy…” Len said with a growl.

      “No,” James replied, shooting my alpha an inscrutable look. “I don’t believe that’s actually what he wants.” He dropped down into a squat, hovering by the edge of the bed, peering at the two of us. “You don’t want to be put over my knee and spanked like the naughty Miss Rafferty” —Tris shook his head vehemently at that— “but you want some of that surrender, don’t you? To be able to put it all away, just for a minute.” His voice softened now, becoming more soothing. “To just give up, to not fight the war that’s constantly waging inside you.”

      Len and I stared at Tristan as he gazed at James, and then, my omega nodded.

      “You need time to be the alpha, to control those you play with, force them to submit, but how can you truly understand your nature if you don’t do the same?” James asked mildly. “No one will knot you or mark you or do anything other than please you. Would you like that?”

      Tris nodded slowly.

      “Then you need to give yourself over to us. To Kit, to the beautiful nest she made, to Len, who’s barely holding himself back by a string here.” James smiled then with some of Tristan’s usual maverick air. “And to me, Tris. Give yourself over to us, and we will always, always take care of you.”

      The air in the room became thick with anticipation, tension building and building, until finally, Tris nodded.

      “I’m going to need your words, Tristan,” James insisted.

      And that was when they came.

      “Yes, alpha.”
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      “What I want to do is bind your arms and your legs,” James said, loosening the cuffs of his shirt and rolling them up over his forearms.

      “James, we need to talk this through,” Len said.

      “After I’m done, I’ll leave Tris to your tender mercies,” he replied, turning to the other alpha. “There’s no way he’ll take being struck, not with his background, but immobilised?” He glanced back at Tris when a little sound escaped my omega. “Forced to feel every single sweet thing Len wants to do to you. Able to stop it with just one word, but made to feel like you can’t, right up until the point you don’t really want to.” James grinned, then shook his head. “I won’t do anything other than bind you.” The smile faded then. “Honestly, I don’t trust myself to do anything else.”

      “That definitely needs discussing further, but later,” Len grumbled.

      He dropped down to his knees, and both Tris and I felt a thrill at that. Such a big alpha, kneeling for us. He reached out slowly, so slowly, then placed one hand on Tris’ stomach, my omega’s muscles jumping at the contact. So he kept it where it was, letting Tris get used to his touch.

      “Is that what you want, omega? You’re needy, I can smell it, so thick in my nose. It makes my mouth fill for the wanting of it, of your taste.” Len’s eyes flicked to me. “Of both of you.”

      “Make this about Tris for today,” I said between gritted teeth, feeling the need to shove Tris out of the way and take his place, but able to hold it back. “I made him needy.”

      “We made him needy,” James corrected, then jumped lightly off the bed, going through the cupboards and retrieving some silken rope. “Why don’t we try the ropes out for size, just like you did the nest? If you hate the feel of them, you say so and they’re gone.”

      Who the fuck was the alpha in the room with us? Because gentle, desperate James was gone. Instead, there was this aristocratic Dom in his place, one that waited for Tristan to respond, forcing him to reply before he stretched Tris’ arms up so they went behind my neck, tying them there with a few quick and well-practised knots, before moving down lower.

      “This is the position I want to put you in,” James said, pushing Tris’ knees up to his chest, then splaying them wide. My omega still had his jeans on, but all of us could see he was rigid beneath them. That didn’t mean he was on board with this idea, though. “You’ll be open to Len, feeling very vulnerable…” A little groan from Tris. “But you can keep your jeans on, your underwear on, or be completely naked. It’s up to you.” He stepped back, and Tris held the pose like a good little omega. “Sit with the pose for a moment, get a feel for it.” His eyes twinkled with a devilish light. “If you want me to tie you down so you can’t be anything but open to your alpha, just let me know.”

      I tipped Tris’ head back then, his eyes finding mine, our gazes locking together as I stroked his face.

      “We can stop right now, Tris. You’ve done so well. This is a lot to take in, but—”

      I was silenced by a short, frantic shake of his head. This wasn’t how it should go, I was supposed to wait for explicit verbal consent, but as I stared, I knew exactly how he felt.

      “Like this, Tris?”

      My fingers went to his jeans, undoing the first button, the zip seeming to part on its own.

      “Omega…” Len rumbled, spying the spreading circle of slick on Tris’ boxers, and when his eyes slid upwards, they felt like they burned with a cold blue light. “Are you all wet for me?”

      “Yes, yes, yes….” The words came babbling out of Tris as Len pulled Tris’ jeans off, then his underwear, and James smiled when our omega’s legs snapped right back to the position he’d put him in originally.

      “Let’s try it then,” James said, moving fast with the rope and binding each calf to the thigh it rested on. They weren’t super tight or anything, just something that allowed Tris to relax into the pose, no longer having to hold it himself.

      He looked beautiful.

      James pulled back, forcing himself to keep his hands to himself, instead studying the way the two of us looked together with an artist’s eye. He smiled then at me, as if in recognition of what I had gifted him, even if he had to limit the ways he took part.

      “How are you doing, Kit?” Len asked, not moving until I answered.

      “I’m…” Every eye was on me now, something shifting, rising in Tris at my reticent response. “I’m fine. This is good, right, Tris?”

      His eyes narrowed slightly then, as if he could detect something wasn’t quite right, and that was when I realised what it was like to be an alpha. They had to shut down these kinds of responses, thoughts, struggles, and pretend everything was fine to provide an omega with a strong, sure presence that would settle them. Right now, I was Tris’ alpha. My mind raced, trying to think about what I would want right now, so my hand slid down Tris’ chest, just stroking him, grounding myself in the feel of his skin under my fingers, able to sense which muscles were tensed and which were relaxed.

      “You look so beautiful like this, Tris. Such a good omega.” He stared at me now, eyes softening, totally in omega head space. “You’re open for our alpha, and he’s going to make you feel so good…”

      Len nodded then, as if in recognition, then rubbed those big hands of his across Tris’ sensitive inner thighs. That brought him back to the here and now, to what was happening. Tris gave a thready little moan in response, full of need and hunger.

      “I know, omega,” Len said, that rich deep voice wrapping around us way tighter than the nest we sat within. It was all warmth and sweetness and understanding. “You need me.”

      Fuck… Len, he managed to make what was sometimes almost a shameful part of being an omega seem like the most perfect thing.

      “But I’m gonna take care of you now, give you everything you need.”

      “No knotting,” I said in a low hiss. Tris hadn’t signed up for that.

      “That’s not what he needs, not yet,” Len said, moving closer, his hand sweeping over Tris’ chest before it covered mine. “We’re going to give him what he does.”

      That was when I settled into this. I’d gone in blind, not really knowing how to explore this with Tris but blundering on in anyway. We’d gotten further than I’d expected, so much further, and I was floundering now, trying to catch up. When Len gripped my hand, when we both felt Tristan’s skin under ours, a strange kind of alliance was built. I didn’t need to know what to do myself. We would work it out together.

      “What does he like?” Len asked me. “Show me how he likes to be touched.”

      Then bam, I was right back in a position of strength. This was Tris, my lover, the other half of my heart. The scene was a different one, but he was always Tris. So I pulled my hand free of Len’s, and I showed him.

      “He has really sensitive nipples,” I said, moving to circle each one of them with a fingertip, hearing the hiss of his breath, seeing the way the skin crinkled in response. “Sometimes, you can’t touch them because they make him too riled up. He always said he can feel it in his cock when I do this.”

      I plucked at one, just gently, enough to make him feel it and anticipate what a more direct caress might make him feel. Sure enough, I got a little groan in response, along with a restless shift against his bonds.

      “The harder you do it, the more he responds. Watch his cock.”

      Len’s eyes slid down, and I was sure Tris’ did too. I worked my fingers up to it, pinching down tighter as I rolled that tender tip between them, every little pant from Tris telling me I was on the right track. On cue, his cock started twitching, a long stream of pre-cum starting to flow. Both our eyes jerked down at the desperate pitch to Tris’ groans.

      “It drives him mad and makes his slick flow, because it feels like his cock is being stroked but not. He said he feels it deep inside somewhere.”

      “I think I know where,” Len said with a wicked smile. “I’m going to touch you now, omega.”

      “Yes…yes…yes…” Tris panted in response.

      “Not where you want to be touched though.” There was a slight edge of cruelty to Len’s voice. “Not yet.” As if to drive home that message, he drew a long finger down Tris’ cock, making it strain hard for more. Len traced the shape of each of Tris’ nuts, then swept both hands down the crease of his thighs, before tilting his hips back.

      Fuck… My teeth found my lips, sinking deep into them, because I knew what position Tris was in. He was totally open to Len, and by the look on the alpha’s face, Tris was leaking slick for him.

      “Here, omega.” I sensed rather than saw when Len slid a pad of his finger across Tris’ arse. “This is where you ache, right? When your tricksy little omega plucks at your nipples…” A nod to me to remind me of my end of the bargain, both my fingers clamping down on Tris’ nipples in response. “You feel it right up in here.”

      “Oh!”

      Tris’ mouth formed a perfect O, his back arching as far as his restraints would allow.

      “You like that?” Len asked the question with a chuckle that indicated a response wasn’t needed. “I like it too, especially when you press down here.”

      Tris’ cock wept helplessly now, the two of us working together now to milk every sensation we could out of him. My omega’s cries filled the room, his body undulating now in waves, because that was how the pleasure would be rolling through him.

      “Is that good, Tris? Is that where the ache is?”

      Tris couldn’t answer, too far gone in what was happening, so I eased up, then cupped one hand around his jaw. Omegas could go deep, surrendering to a place few could go, or so I’d heard, but that had some risks to it. Coming back to reality, then coming down from that high, could feel like falling from a multistorey building, your body smashing into the concrete below.

      “Tris?” I said, coaxing him up again. “Tris?” His eyelids fluttered, and then they opened, his eyes staring at me. “Has Len found where the ache is?”

      “Yes,” he replied, exhaling sharply. “Yes, yes, yes. More…” My eyes flicked to Len, and he nodded in response. “Please, alpha, more.”

      “Always, omega, you know that.” Len’s voice cracked on the words, but they were still delivered in that sweet, nurturing way he did everything. “I’ll always give you everything you want. You just need to ask.”

      I knew by the sounds Tris was making that Len had pushed in another finger, that Tris was starting to get an approximation of what it would be like to take an alpha’s cock. We’d practised plenty together, using different dildos and vibes to simulate the process, so I knew exactly where he was at with this.

      “He’ll need more,” I said to James, his eyebrow jerking up at my sharp tone. I knew Tristan, knew what he was feeling right now, knew what he would need, because I’d done my best to see him through the process before. James rustled through the cupboards and then unwrapped something that was perfect.

      I didn’t really want to think about James’ grandmother buying alpha dildos right now, but I was grateful she had. James handed the rubber sex toy over to Len, then looked closer.

      “Lube?” James asked, all the alpha command gone from his voice, replaced now with awe.

      “He’s so fucking wet, I’m not sure if he’ll need it.” Len pulled his fingers free, then parted them, showing the other alpha just how slick he was.

      “That’s only a small knot,” James said. I eyed the dildo speculatively, then stared back at James, my eyebrow rising. He smiled smugly back, as if to let me know he was much bigger, and didn’t that have me squirming where I sat? “He can take it?”

      They looked to me to be the one to inform them, because Tris was mine, my omega, my love, mine, and I knew him best. I looked the sex toy over and then nodded.

      “But he’ll need more than that,” I informed them.

      Len started to ease the toy inside Tris, his body tensing, then relaxing when he felt the head push in. Using long, slow breaths, the way he’d always taught me to bear the intrusion of an alpha cock, he focussed on unwinding his body to stop it from fighting what he needed.

      “I can find another—” James started to say.

      “No.” I gestured for him to come closer, and that was when I saw real fear flare in the alpha’s eyes. Still, he came, slowly but surely.

      James dropped down onto the bed, staring at the two of us before coming closer. I reached down and collared Tris’ cock with my hand, his cries starting in earnest now, and offered it to James.

      “Kit, I—”

      “He needs it,” I replied. “He needs you.”

      “We’re rushing into things. We didn’t mean to go this far,” James said, but Tris cut in.

      “Alpha, please!”

      That was all it took. James broke, covering my hand with his before swooping down and sucking Tris’ entire length down his throat. He moved quickly, brutally, working Tris over in a way that was solely designed to get him off, and it worked. Tris thrashed against his bonds, struggling, striving, but everything he needed was right here.

      “That’s it, omega,” Len crooned. “You’re taking my knot so fucking well. Nearly there. Nearly…”

      “Uh!”

      I knew the second it popped in, because Tris went completely and utterly limp in my arms.

      Well, not entirely.

      It was then his cries grew hoarse and desperate, as the three of us worked together to wring every damn note of pleasure we could from his body.

      “Oh fuck…” The words sounded like they were being ripped from Tris’ soul, and perhaps they were.

      “You’re doing so well, omega,” I said, my voice shaking on the words because I wasn’t an alpha—I didn’t have that unshakeable sense of confidence that they all seemed to possess, that just seemed to flare brighter in these sorts of situations. Instead, I was just me.

      I needed this for Tris as much as my next breath. Part of me gloried in the way he surrendered. He was experiencing a side of himself he’d never allowed out, and to me, that was super important going forward. No matter where he landed, without this, without feeling how this felt, he’d never know a whole side of himself, even if in the end, he felt it wasn’t right for him. He’d come out of this knowing exactly how it was to be an omega.

      Only I’d never felt a moment’s doubt in that regard, so it was difficult for me to put aside my own instincts, just for this moment. To not be the one who was doing the surrendering. To keep my wits about me and make sure he was safe doing so. Still, as I pressed a kiss to Tris’ neck, as I reached down and ran my fingers through James’ hair, something just as beautiful rose, and my eyes were drawn to Len’s, because somehow, he’d been waiting for just this.

      We were people, not our instincts or the roles society determined for us, and that meant this—our relationships with each other were the things that mattered. Tris and I could pin Len down, while James tied the big alpha up, and we could torment him to our heart’s content, or perhaps we could turn the tables on James. Somehow, I could easily see Tris bending the alpha over his knee, forcing his head down with a hand on his neck and spanking his arse red. We could come together and keep coming together in all these different ways, exploring who we were and what we preferred, until finally…

      I smiled then, just a little, as I saw the way our heat would be. My lips parted, my pulse racing as I replaced so many things. It would be us, all of us, connected together by pleasure, but also so much more. My little omega heart fluttered at the thought of it, of teeth digging into flesh, of claiming every single one of us, and that was when Len’s smile curved wider.

      Some alphas were flashy, showing their claws and their teeth, making sure you knew they were predators. Others were like sharks in sharp suits, swimming in amongst all the little fishes until their razor teeth came out. Len, he’d lured us in close with all that sweetness, like a honey trap of an alpha, and as his look grew more heated, I knew that had been his plan all along.

      “Fuck…coming!” Tris ground out, and then all our focus snapped back to him, soothing him through the pleasure that looked almost painful, his whole body racked with it, jerking against his bonds over and over, emptying himself into James’ willing mouth.

      When James pulled away, when Len stroked Tris with long, slow movements, as James undid the ropes, checking the state of Tris’ limbs, rubbing them before carefully placing them back against the bed, my omega came back to me. His eyes rolled up, finding mine on automatic, searching my face as I was forced to confront one last lie.

      I’d told myself before that the only thing holding Tris back was him, his inability to reconcile himself with his designation, his sexual identity, but that wasn’t all. I tried to imagine myself doing this, playing these intricate little games with alphas we didn’t know, who didn’t give a shit about me or Tris, and I knew then that was a step I wouldn’t have been able to take. Tris had protected me from needing to.

      So when he was finally released, I held him close, wrapped my arms around him, buried my face in his neck, and just breathed him in. He curled around me, just like he always would, holding me just as closely as I held him, while Len removed his toy and went to the bathroom to clean up.

      “We need to administer after care,” James said, reaching for his cool voice and failing. “Is that going to be OK, Tris?”

      “You just sucked the cum out of my fucking dick,” he replied, his voice muffled by me. “I’m pretty sure I can handle a cuddle.” A few beats of silence. “I think I might even like it.”

      That was the breakthrough I’d hoped for. I lay down on the bed then, slotting myself into Tris’ arms, his limbs and mine interlocking as James settled in against Tristan’s back, but it didn’t feel complete, not until Len lay down behind me, the heavy weight of his body pinning me to the bed.

      We lay there, in the timeless place of afterglow, where remembered pleasure reigns and brings with it a strange kind of peace. Only that couldn’t last, it never did. Tristan’s head lifted, then his body pulled away.

      “I’m going to have a shower now, nice and long and hot.” When he stared down at me, that devilish light was back in his eyes. “While I’m gone, I need you to tend to my omega.” His grin was sharp. “Get her hot, get her worked up, but don’t let her come.” A chorus of low growls came at that. “You taught me something very useful today, helped settle a bunch of fears I didn’t even know I had, but the lessons for today aren’t over.”

      His teeth looked sharper now somehow.

      “Jackson and me, we’re going to take you to the depths of hell tonight with a weepy little omega pussy, aching for everything we’re going to give you. You wanted me to feel what it’s like to be an omega? Well, I want you to feel what it’s like when I’m an alpha.”

      Then he pressed a kiss to my forehead and rolled off the bed, sauntering away, leaving me with two very hungry alphas.

      “Given permission to tease a very naughty omega whose sweet little cunt was perfuming the air the whole time we played with her lover?” James asked, filling the gap Tris had left. “What a lovely opportunity.”

      “But we can’t let her come,” Len added, smiling as he peeled my underwear off. “Tris wants her dripping, aching…”

      “Oh, omega, you’re about to wish you’d never invited us into this room.”

      I sucked in a breath, my chest feeling tight, even as a flush of something intense washed over me. Tris looked back at me from the bathroom doorway and winked. I might have shoved my wants and needs to one side to see to him, but he was about to make sure I got the exact same thing. Then he nodded and left me to their tender mercies.
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      I was pacing the floor in Greta’s very fine drawing room, no doubt wearing a track in the beautiful Persian rug beneath my feet, but I couldn’t sit still.

      “Maybe we should go outside and wait,” I said.

      Night had fallen, Jackson was coming, and whatever the hell Tris had planned was in play. The man himself was sitting back in his chair, watching me move with a predatory gaze, because everything was going exactly to plan for him.

      Tris was loose, calm, and centred in a way I didn’t know if I’d ever seen in him, his fingers tracing the carved wooden arms of the chair, but his eyes were entirely trained on me. Len and James, they’d done exactly as he’d asked—stripping me naked, teasing me with their fingers, their tongues, and their lips until my slick flooded my thighs. Tris had come out rubbing a towel through his hair, staring down at me as they drove me to the very edge, then pulled away, leaving me to pant, unsatisfied, before beginning all over again.

      He’d smiled then, wicked and full of mischief, but there was more there. His gaze was possessive, of all of us, all at once. We were his minions doing his work, and he was pleased by the results. Finally, the two alphas had let me up with swollen lips, reddened skin, aching nipples, and a clit that throbbed so hard, it took my breath away.

      So now here I was, pacing back and forth as Greta grew more alarmed.

      “Kit, sit,” Greta said in a gentle but firm tone. My butt planted itself on a beautifully upholstered chaise lounge. “Is everything all right?”

      “Yes, Kit, are you OK?” Tris asked in an arch tone, his shit-eating smile just widening.

      “I’m fine,” I answered, without actually meaning it.

      I was sure Greta had heard saucier tales than what we were up to, but I couldn’t tell her. It was pack business, and she wasn’t pack. So when she started to talk about the social events she and James had planned on us attending, I just nodded along absently. I couldn’t, wouldn’t, hear her, even though I knew that was terribly rude, my only reprieve coming in the form of a knock on the door frame.

      Jacks had showered, his hair still damp and pulled back into a neat bun now. He smelled of a spicy soap, a woody cologne, and clean skin, and I fought the urge to get up and lick it. In his arms, he held a huge bouquet of flowers. Ferns and other greenery sheltered a wild spray of delicate white orchids.

      “Hope I’m not interrupting,” he said. “Sorry I took a little longer than I expected. I wanted to get just the right flowers for Kit.”

      He stepped closer then, my fingers twitching, right up until he offered the bouquet to me.

      “Jacks…” I hissed.

      “Didn’t want to just go with carnations or roses. You’re not an everyday flower kind of girl.” He dropped down in front of me, his fingers almost brushing mine as we touched the arrangement. “Orchids are delicate and so pretty, but they’re also tough as hell as plants, growing in tiny cracks between rocks or on the trunks of trees. They’re not commonly used as a cut flower, so it took me a bit to find them so—”

      I cut him off with a kiss, hearing the cellophane crinkle as I did so, being careful to arch my body over them and not crush his gift before pulling away. I was treated to the sight then of Jackson’s eyelids fluttering, his face a mask of surprise. That made me want to kiss him again, to see his brain go completely offline, but Greta got to her feet and approached us.

      “I’ll put these in water for you,” she said, taking the flowers from me with a conspiratorial wink, and then disappeared out the door.

      “Well, we better get going then,” Jacks said, recovering and putting his hand out to me, tucking me into his side before offering the same to Tris.

      My omega stared for a moment, looking all too closely at Jacks’ well-formed fingers, the big broad palm before putting his own inside it. I let out a little whine as I watched the way their fingers linked, Tris smiling down at me at that, and couldn’t help but wonder if they did the same the other night when they explored things together. I didn’t get to think more on that, though, as Jacks swept us out the door and towards the most beautiful of cars.

      Len had a massive black muscle car that looked like the Interceptor in Mad Max, but this? Where Len’s was all understated menace, this was flashy retro cool. Painted in a burnt orange with seventies black racing stripes down the centre of the car, he let us go to walk over to the backdoor and opened it with a flourish.

      “Milady…”

      I smiled before slipping into the cavernous backseat.

      “And sir?”

      Jacks was less certain with Tris, but I could see the draw between them as they both stood there a mere hand’s width apart. Tris looked back at me, seeing the hopeful look in my eyes, the need for him to help me put out the fire he’d very deliberately lit.

      “I’ll ride shotgun,” Tris said, so Jacks shut the backdoor and then ushered him into the front seat. Tris looked back at me for a second, searching my face, but Jacks got behind the wheel so we all buckled up.

      “Off to Abaddon then?” Jacks asked, a small frown forming as he saw me begin to fidget, left alone in the big, bare, backseat.

      “About that,” Tris said. “We’ve had some developments that I want to explore tonight, if you’re amenable.”

      

      So in I walked, wedged between the two of them, my skin feverish with the weights of their bodies, their scents in my nose, but Jackson stopped us before we got to the door of the club.

      “So, I don’t imagine omegas get a whole lot of choice,” Jacks said, turning to the two of us. “I think I’d like to change that. What were the two of you hoping to get out of tonight?”

      “Kit showed me what it was like, being an omega today,” Tris replied with a slight smile. “I want to show her what it would be like if I were her alpha.”

      Jacks smiled at that, then nodded.

      “I reckon I know just the people to help.”
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      “Jesus, Jacks, the second time in a bit over a week?” Glint asked, ambling closer, a thin robe billowing around her body but doing little to hide her nakedness. She went to swoop in and kiss Jacks on the cheek, but the two of us let out little growls. She froze where she was midair, then drew back, her eyes on me. “I think I know why—things have progressed with the omegas.” Her nostrils flared, and then she took a step closer, but someone else stopped her.

      Tai.

      Her omega lover twined her body around her alpha, green enamelled nails scoring Glint’s pale flesh.

      “Not too close,” Tai said in that raspy, whiskey voice of hers. “They’re in frenzy.”

      “So they are.”

      I’d never had much to do with female alphas, as Dad was determined I’d have a male partner—all the easier to produce more little baby Greyson hybrids. Right now, though, Glint had all the power and potential menace of an alpha in the presence of receptive, unmarked omegas. I went to put myself in front of Tris, feeling suddenly that those sharp eyes were seeing and taking too much, but Tris wrapped his arms around me, burying his face in my neck, then his teeth in Len’s mating mark. Glint’s eyebrow shot up at that, but Tai shifted restlessly now, as if seeing us, or perhaps Tris, for the first time. I felt Tris’ growl in my skin when Tai moved closer, the glittery green dress she wore shifting over her body as she came, but she heard Tris’ unspoken warning and stopped well short of us.

      “Well, well, aren’t you interesting?” Tai didn’t clarify who or what she meant, so I assumed it was both of us. “You’re bonded?” Her eyes widened, then sharpened as she peered closer at us, but she didn’t move her feet an inch. “What…?”

      Her academic interest was nothing compared to my much more visceral one. Tris had bitten me over and over, trying to mark me as his, and each time, it had set my body on fire, but this? I panted frantically, no doubt sounding the picture of a breathless little omega, then let out a pathetic little whine.

      “Tris…”

      I was needy, so fucking needy. They’d been playing with me and teasing me all fucking day, and I needed—

      “I know what you need, omega.” Tris had pulled back his fangs, then whispered this into my ear, and that was when I stilled. “I’ve got you. I’ve always got you.”

      That was what drew everyone closer. No one entered our little bubble, but they screened off the rest of the club from us.

      “Tristan, you want to tell them your story?” Jacks prompted.

      Tris’ hand slid down my chest, just rubbing it across the bare skin of my décolletage before he spoke.

      “Everyone thought I’d reveal as an alpha, but I didn’t. Kit and I were in love before we found out what we were, and when she revealed as an omega, I was determined I’d be her alpha.” He let out a sigh then. “I wasn’t. Instead, I got hit hard by instincts that made me whiny, needy, soft…” Tris’ voice started out harsh, then eased, presumably as he remembered what happened today. “Today, Kit showed me how it’s really supposed to be as an omega, and I’m feeling a bit more comfortable about that, but…”

      “It’s not all of you,” Tai said with a smile and a nod. “You’re more than the label they gave you when you revealed.”

      “Yeah.” There was so much in that one word—wonder, suspicion, fear, and reconciliation. “Yeah, I think I am. I don’t know anyone else that feels like that,” he replied, and both Glint and Tai snorted at that.

      “Out there in the real world? There’s heaps,” Glint said, her smile dazzling. “Omegas who feel like they’re alphas. Betas who feel like both or one or the other, depending on the day. Alphas who live like betas, but fuck like omegas.” I saw my brother, then those strange creatures we’d seen at play here with their captive alpha in tow. “ABO is a power dynamic, not a life sentence. It’s easier to be an alpha with all that extra testosterone pumping through you. Higher sex drive, easier to put on muscle.”

      She lifted her slender arm, flexing it, and her well defined bicep was put on display, something that had Tai moving closer, wrapping her arms around the other woman.

      “Is that why you’re here?” Glint asked. “To find your inner alpha?”

      “Find it?” Tris drawled. “Maybe it’s more I just want to let him out.”

      “Well damn, boy,” Glint said with a grin and a wave. “Come this way. I’ve got a room booked, so it’ll give us a bit of privacy. You in for some more play time, Tai? I think you could be most instructional.”

      “You going to knot me again?” Tai asked. “I’m still feeling a little tender.”

      “Of course.”

      “Good.” Tai moved into her alpha’s side, Glint’s arm wrapping around her waist as they led us deeper in the club.

      

      Whoa. If I’d thought the playrooms at Apothecary were well stocked, I’d had no idea. This space was all clinical stainless steel and fitted out like some mad doctor’s laboratory.

      “Don’t get too caught up in all of this,” Glint said with a wave of her hands. “It’s a space booked by people with medical kinks. Unless you’d like to indulge in a little medical play?” She picked up a gleaming speculum encased in a sterilised bag. “Tai and I like to play gynaecologist and patient sometimes. I do some very, very deep pap smears—”

      “We probably don’t want to cloud the issue with kinks tonight,” Jacks said.

      “Spoilsport,” Glint said with a comedic down tilt of her lips. “Though, maybe you might like to have a go…” Her voice trailed away at the sound of growls from us. “OK, looks like we have some boundaries. Jacks is yours?”

      That forced us to look at the beta, his expression growing wary, then carefully blank as we stared.

      “He’s mine,” Tris said. “Ours. Don’t touch our beta or either of us—that’s a firm limit.”

      “So who do you want to top?” Tai asked in a feline little purr. “Jackson or your omega?”

      Now it was my turn to go still. I had a dark aching need inside me that felt like only Tris could satisfy, but despite what my nature dictated, I wasn’t going to get between them unless I had to.

      “Why would I choose?” Tris replied, both Jacks and I jerking in response. “They’re mine.”

      “Keep that energy,” Glint said before walking over to a similar apparatus that she’d strapped Tai into beforehand. She tapped the vinyl seat, and Tai sauntered over. “That’s what being an alpha is about.” She reached out without even looking at Tai, but the omega took her hand before her alpha moved to boost her up, then display her as she fitted Tai’s legs to the device, then her arms. “You OK there, sweets?”

      “Always with you,” Tai replied, and then a familiar look came over her face.

      She went limp against her restraints, her eyes entirely on Glint in a way that made perfect sense. I knew how she’d be feeling right now, her heart feeling full, too full, and her body alight. With every little gesture Glint made, from tightening the straps around her arms and legs, to checking carefully that Tai’s circulation wasn’t impaired before the alpha grabbed the stirrups and locked them into a position that would force Tai open for her, Glint made everything about Tai. The omega let out a little whimper just then, her glittering façade of cool utterly fractured.

      The omega was trapped, but in a position I knew well. The tension in her thighs, the need to pull them closed, to make herself ladylike again, even as she was forced to face that she needed exactly this—to be made to reveal herself in all her needy glory, to be forced to submit. Glint brushed past Tai, the offhand disregard for her omega all part of the theatre of the scene, but that didn’t stop the omega from making sounds of distress.

      “Your girl,” Glint said, staring down at me, arms crossed, smile showing her very sharp fangs, “she’s dropping down into omega space already.” She glanced over her shoulder, then back at me. “You want that, don’t you? It’s disgraceful and lewd, to let yourself be displayed like that.”

      She moved back to Tai, flipping her dress up to reveal she was wearing no underwear underneath, showing off her omega to us.

      “Your clit’s just like Tai’s, right?” Glint’s perfectly manicured fingers covered Tai’s genitals, stroking her with her whole palm. “Throbbing oh so distractingly, making it seem like this is a good idea, even when you know it’s bad.”

      Tris put me behind him, blocking my view of the two of them.

      “She’s mine to tantalise, not yours. Tell me, show me what to do, not her.”

      Glint chuckled then. “You don’t need me to show you anything. If your omega had the same genitals as Tai, maybe I could show you some techniques… Actually, there is one thing. People who use penises for fucking sometimes get so very literal.”

      She stalked over to a cupboard, using a key to unlock a cabinet before retrieving a hermetically sealed harness and a plastic cock that went with it, which was oh so familiar. I’d used something just like it on Tris. My fingers dug into his sides as I revisited that, as I remembered the way I made him mine. Glint stepped into it, then gave it a waggle with a laugh.

      “A few hundred years ago, female alphas weren’t even recognised. In the minds of men, we were just uppity betas with ideas. Only they could knot an omega. Only they could make one theirs.” Her fangs flashed as she grinned at that. “My cock never goes down, never comes too soon, and my knot?”

      She rather theatrically wrapped her fist around the base of the dildo.

      “Mine’s bigger, harder, and makes an omega squirt more than anything any man’s packing.”

      Tai’s whine cut through the conversation, getting higher pitched and more desperate as time ticked on.

      “You know, don’t you, baby?” Glint’s voice was completely transformed now into a soft one. “You know what I can do to you, how I can make you feel. You want me to knot your sweet little pussy?”

      “Glint…” Tai panted, the self-assured woman of before gone.

      She was a needy mess now, tied down for her own protection, assured of having her every pleasure catered to. In other words, in omega heaven. An aborted whine started in my own throat, but before I could get anywhere with it, I was scooped up and brought over to a table, then laid down upon its cold surface.

      “You need that too, don’t you, omega?” Tris asked, but it was entirely rhetorical. He wasn’t listening to my words, he was reading my body, seeing down, deep down into where my instincts lived. Part of me rebelled against the hard surface, needing softness, sweetness, but the other? Something inside me preened as Tris’ hands kept mine pinned to an impervious bench top. It was hard, and so was he. “You need me. You need to be teased and stroked and made to feel like a little princess, and then you need me to kick all that sweetness aside and force you to take my knot.”

      This was something we’d tried before, but the difference now was belief. Right here, right now, Tris was entirely alpha. He saw what I needed and had a plan on how to get it for me, one that promised to be agonisingly pleasurable, because here he was, free of social norms and constraints. He was free to be who he really was. Then he turned to Jacks.

      “I need you in a support role for this,” he said to our beta, in a cool, confident voice. “Come here.” Jacks frowned slightly but found himself moving closer. Tris smiled then, a catlike thing, then he moved in, and Jacks went perfectly still as Tris pressed a kiss to his neck. “I want you. I want to mark you and make you mine.”

      “Fuck, yes…” Jacks hissed.

      “But it’s always Kit first. Always. Anyone that’s with me has to see that, accept that.”

      When Jacks looked down at me, his eyes were heavily lidded, but his smile was wide.

      “You want help taking care of our girl? Fuck, mate, I was made for that.”
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      Which is how I came to be strapped down naked to some kind of device, listening to the sound of Tai and Glint’s orgiastic pants, while joining them with my own. Tris had stripped me with brutal efficiency, praising me for being such a good little omega until he tied me into a device much like Tai had been. I fought against it, the way it splayed my thighs wide, the lack of movement, but he just stroked a hand up and down my torso.

      “You look so beautiful, omega,” he said in a low hush. “I’ve wanted to see you like this for so long, perfectly open for me to treasure. I made you so needy before.”

      “Yes, Tris. It hurts!”

      His fingers slid between my legs, stroking through my folds, passing all too easily due to my sodden state.

      “I know, but Jacks and I, we’re going to make you feel so much better. Jacks, a small plug and some nipple clamps if they’ve got them. Something padded.”

      “You got it, chief.” I squirmed at that, at the mental image each request pushed into my head. “Here you go. Got lube as well.”

      “We might not need that,” Tris said. “She’s so fucking wet.” A single fingertip slid down, past where I wanted it to thrust deeper, following the drip of my slick. “You’ve been such a good little girl, simmering all the while with this wet little cunt.”

      “Yes…yes…”

      “But I’m gonna need all of you this time,” he said, leaning over me as he drove another finger inside, watching me come apart as he did so.

      Tris studied my face, my reactions, his fingers moving ponderously slowly. I felt every push inside me, which was what I needed but not enough. For once, that made him smile that somewhat cruel alpha smile, when they saw just how much you needed them. They’d give you what you need, more than that, but just on their time table.

      “Tris…” I pleaded, just a little breath, my eyebrows creasing, and he just nodded. “Tris?” The fingers inside me stilled as another teased my entrance, promising to give me the stretch I craved, but not yet. “Tris!”

      I bucked against the restraints, and Jacks stepped closer, looking to my alpha first, waiting for his nod before he stroked a hand over me, smooth and soothing. I could feel every callus, every warm inch of his palm as he traced the curves of my body.

      “You look so fucking beautiful like this,” Tristan said. “Doesn’t she, Jacks?”

      “I feel like she’ll be burned onto my retinas the longer I stare at her,” Jacks said.

      “Yes…” I panted, because he could give me what I needed. His eyes were soft, so soft, and he seemed to look down at me with just the right look of pity and love. I could use that, play on that, and then he’d—

      “Play with her tits,” Tris said almost carelessly. “Make her nipples bead up hard, then put the clamps on. Not too tight…at first.”

      He chuckled then at my outraged expression. Tris was treating me like I was nothing, just some little omega to be used.

      I kinda loved it.

      Only our beta stepped in to mediate. His hand slid up across my neck as he looked over his shoulder at my alpha.

      “Any rules here? Can I kiss them, suck them? They’re so fucking pretty.”

      “Would you like that, omega?” Tris asked, shoving all three fingers in now and making me buck against the restraints. “Would you like Jackson to suck on your aching nipples before he clamps them?”

      “Yes, yes…”

      What was I agreeing to, though? Tris’ fingers that were now corkscrewing inside me, making me feel every inch of them, or Jacks’ hands sliding down to cup my breasts gently? I was caught between two extremes of sensation, unable to decide which was what I wanted.

      So I went for both.

      I arched my back as best I could, thrusting my breasts into Jackson’s face, and he made a delighted little sound. A hand closed around one breast as his head dropped down, his eyes staring into mine as his tongue flicked out. It felt like my entire focus was on him, so that I felt the initial slick slide of his tongue, right up until it captured my nipple.

      

      I was dropping down deep.

      Tris wrapped me in a cocoon of pleasure that I was so very sensitised to, due to what he’d made James and Len do before, and they were pushing me deeper. I couldn’t move, couldn’t respond, couldn’t fight my way free, and so I was forced to surrender to the sensations of Tris’ fingers working their way in and out of me. He was conspicuously avoiding my clit, not wanting to tip me over, forcing me to just feel him. He opening me up, delving deeper, dragging those fingertips over that sensitive place inside me, and as he went, I found my hips straining now, not to close my thighs like before, but to open them farther. I was an omega, and my alpha was readying me to take his knot.

      And Jacks? He’d said he was a caregiver, and that was never more true than now. He traced the curves of my breasts with his fingertips, as if casting them anew. He thumbed my nipples, forcing them to spring up again, then grasped those tender tips between his fingers and gave them tiny little tugs. When I gasped, moaned, made it clear I could take more, he got more and more insistent. Both at the same time, I felt a regular sensual tug that felt like a tide I was being swept along on, and a forceful one that was developing into a heady swell. Then, right as I felt like my throat was going dry with all my moans, came the prickling feeling of his beard against my skin as he sucked my nipple in.

      Having your tits sucked was such a weird sensation, while also being gloriously good. It was all soft, pulsing motions, less defined than fingers, until the suction started. Then every nerve ending was forced hard to the surface, stroked by the mobile pressure of his tongue until every muscle in my body was tensed.

      “Relax…” Jacks hissed as he pulled away, grabbing a scary-looking metal clamp and setting it against my nipple. Padded jaws were tightened as my eyes went wide, then wider as I felt the first little bite.

      “Just there, no more,” Tris said, knowing exactly what was needed. “Now do the other one.”

      As Jacks scrambled to do his bidding, Tris turned and grabbed a shining stainless steel object. Made with a flanged base that tapered down to a rounded point, he smiled as he pulled his fingers free with a yank, my cries of complaint stifled when he brushed the cool metal through my folds. He didn’t push it inside, just coated it with me, the hard surface making me shudder.

      “You’re so wet for me, I don’t need to use lube, do I?” he asked, an entirely rhetorical thing. I shook my head anyway. “No, not when you’re producing so much slick. Your body knows what it wants, doesn’t it, omega?”

      Before I could reply, he pushed the plug against my arse, the narrow point pushing inside without too much effort.

      “It wants me in you, deep, locked down tight inside you, but you’ll fight to take me.”

      I nodded again.

      “Only that’s a battle we’ll both win,” he assured me before pushing the plug all the way in with a smooth movement. I jerked at the sensation of it, so hard and unyielding. We’d done a fair bit of anal play before, which was how he knew what I could take, and that sat with me for a bit. Tris knew me, knew my reactions, knew what I needed and wanted, knew what I loved and hated. My eyes found his, his gaze unwavering as he watched me have that realisation.

      We’d been so caught up in the way our genitals were configured, in what society told us was the way it worked, that we didn’t realise this—bodies were just bodies. Sometimes you were born into the right one. Sometimes you didn’t care, able to accept the socially proscribed rules. Other times, you felt that this was absolutely right, either the one you were born with or the one you worked hard to alter until it was. A body didn’t make an alpha or an omega, though, a spirit did. My head rolled sideways, and I caught the way Glint and Tai were playing, Glint’s fist buried deep in Tai, both of them gasping out their pleasure, before Glint licked her tongue along Tai’s clit.

      “That’s it, omega,” Tris crooned, settling me, letting me drop even deeper into this, until there was no Kit, Tris, or even Jackson. There was just alpha and omega—a coming together of an active force and a more passive one. Tris held his fingers up, coating them with lube as he formed them into a duck shape. He smiled then, an expression of complete and utter lightness, as his hand moved down and then pushed in.

      

      “Go slowly, real slowly. She can take it. Omegas always can,” Glint said, hanging over Tris’ shoulder now, watching us work. I was a delirious fucking mess now, just nerve endings and a throat to cry out my pleasure, nothing else. Tris was burrowing inside me, forcing me open in ways I hadn’t ever experienced before. “She’s made to take you—you’re her alpha.”

      Jackson’s fingers slid across my clit, teasing it, working the little hood back and forth, wringing more and more pleasures from me until Glint passed him a small vibe. I cried out as the small buzzing implement was stroked across me, the line between pleasure and pain so messy now. I needed in ways I’d never needed before, hanging on the edge of orgasm but unable to jump off, not until he said…

      “You’re going to do it, aren’t you, omega?” Tris’ alpha façade cracked slightly just then, or he became more completely alpha. This was what it was supposed to be—a working together of the two of us, locking down our bond as he locked down inside me. “You’re going to take me.”

      I wasn’t so sure. That familiar pinching feeling, where it felt like I had all too much of what I needed and I couldn’t take anymore had me stiffening, but Jacks praised me over and over again, telling me in a ragged voice how beautiful, how pretty I was.

      “That’s it,” Glint said, watching the three of us closely. “Just ease your knuckles in. Slowly but surely…”

      All of the teasing of today had led to this. It was harder, sharper, more intense than any knot I’d ever taken, and when it popped in, my eyes went wide. At first, there were only breaths, sucked into my lungs in rapid succession, then there was a bone deep groan. I was sensation, feeling fuller than I’d ever been before, and that made sense, because this was Tris. His eyes bore into mine, staring deep, searching my face for my response.

      “Tris…!”

      “Here, omega. I’m here.”

      He leaned forward, which forced his knot deeper, making me whimper in response, but his lips found mine and I hungrily sucked at them, needing his taste.

      “Tris…Tris…” I had all I needed, and yet…

      “I’ve got you, omega,” he said against my mouth before pulsing his knot back and forth slightly. My fingers clawed at my restraints, making him slow until I moved my hips experimentally, testing the sensation.

      Oh, yeah…I could get used to this. I worked myself on his knot now, getting braver, faster, deeper with my thrusts.

      “Now you see,” Glint said. “She’s going deep with it. Lube your cock up and then feed it in, slowly, and there you have it. You’ll be knotting her like the alpha you are.”

      I was only partially conscious of the logistics of it, too caught up was I in the tides of my body. But Tris was a wave, coming for me, in me, thrusting deep, and I sobbed out my pleasure as a result. This, this was what I’d been waiting for my whole life.

      “Kit,” he said, rasping out my name with all the desperation the two of us had felt over the years. “Kit!” I gave in then, my body softening, my head turning to one side. “Kit, you’re mine. Say it!”

      “Yes, alpha. I’m yours.”

      What came next was a messy tumble of pleasure, pain, his fangs digging into me, feeling longer, harder, biting deeper than before, right as he worked the two of us up, up, up…

      We fell off the cliff of pleasure together, falling down caught up in each other. I felt something rush in then, a sense of Tris I’d never had before, even when I claimed him. Something hot, desperate, and needy rushed up and then burst into flames, my every nerve ending singing as he brought me completely undone. As he bit me, he exploded inside me with long, hot shots of cum, while my poor pussy tried to wring out every drop.

      Then it was Jackson unbuckling me, checking my skin for marks and circulation, before Tristan scooped me up, laying me back on the table, his body pressed against mine

      “My omega…” he said, over and over, licking my bite mark like a cat, long shuddering aftershocks racking me. “Mine.”

      “Tris, I can feel you—”

      “Shh, I know. I can feel it too.” He looked up at me, eyes a soft hazy green now. “This is us, Kit. We’re mated. Whatever the fuck we’ve been doing, it’s settled. It’s…”

      I wrapped my arms around him, his sigh being an articulate summation of everything we felt right now. I clung to him like a limpet, never wanting to let him go, feeling Jacks’ hand sweep through my hair, then Tris’, the feel of our beta somehow just binding us tighter.
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      We floated home after this, Jacks bundling us up into the car and then into our nest. Tris held me tight to his chest, as much to soothe himself as me. We’d just gone through something huge, and this time, there was no family to try and take that away from us, only Jacks to join us in our nest, the two of us curling up in his arms. Then the alphas came in.

      “Something happened today,” James said, scanning the three of us with a smile. “Something good.”

      “Come here,” Tris said in a voice that resonated with command, James falling down on the bed beside him with a blink. Tris’ fingers slid over my neck, making me shiver as he pushed my head to one side. “I’ve bitten her more times than I can count, but this…this will stay—I know it.” I let out a little whine as he continued to rub the sensitive skin. “I made her mine.”

      “And something’s settled inside you as a result.” James nodded then. “Tristan, this is such good—”

      “But there’s more.” Tris pulled away from me, but not before he checked that Jackson was moving in to fill the gap he left, the beta’s big hands stroking my skin. Tris grabbed James, throwing him down on the bed and covering the alpha’s body with his. I perked up at this, shifting so I could see better, Jackson chuckling in response, because Tris pushed the alpha’s hands up above him on the bed, holding him in place until James’ breath started to come faster. “I know who I am now, what I am. I lashed out at everyone because externalising that pain was easier than tolerating it, but now?”

      Len came and joined Jackson and me, pulling the two of us into his lap as we watched Tris grind his cock into James’, only the thin layers of their clothes separating them.

      “Now there’s no pain, only pleasure.” Tris watched James’ mouth fall open with a wicked smile, his hips shifting in long, slow strokes. “That’s what I want for us going forward.” He glanced over at the three of us, his smile widening. “I don’t want designation to dictate the way we come together. We each have physiological differences, but it’s not our genitals that tell us how we fuck, it’s us. Kit and I are getting close, I can fucking feel it. We’ll fill this room with potent omega pheromones that make everyone ache. We’ll have days of just pure animalistic rutting, but that doesn’t always have to mean you guys fucking us.”

      “You want me to take your cock, Tristan?” James asked, his eyes blazing. In theory, Tris was topping him, but it didn’t seem like it. It was like two equal forces meeting head-on, and the results promised to be explosive. “You want to tease me open and then drive yourself inside me?”

      Tris frowned slightly then, seeming to sense the power shift, but I don’t think he disliked it.

      “I told you already—I’m yours and Kit’s in any way you allow it. You want to fuck me while I knot her, or vice versa?” James reached up and pulled Tris’ head down, my mate taking over pretty quickly after that. They had practised kissing in the car ride over to Dad’s, but it appeared that they had mastered that art now. It was slow, sensual, but full of a passion that made me hiss.

      “Wanna fill me in on what happened?” Len asked, sliding his hand up my thigh. “You smell good, omega, satisfied.”

      I turned around then, wrapping my arms around Len’s neck and kissing him before doing the same to Jacks, then watched them kiss each other with that kind of slow brutality that came from being together for so long.

      “What do you think happened today, Jacks?” I asked.

      “Tris was himself,” he replied, stroking his hand up and down my arm. “In that place, all the rules were taken off the table and he was free to just be. He’s known all along what he is, who he is. He just needed permission to do that.”

      “And you helped him find that,” I said.

      “Nah, I just—”

      I shut the beta up with a kiss, his hands sliding to the back of my neck, taking over and deepening it until I was digging my fingers into his hair for more. I pulled away eventually, then looked guiltily at Len.

      “You two look beautiful together,” Len said in a warm voice. “When you start playing, bring me in, even if it’s just to watch. You’re the people I love most in the world—”

      “Love?” Jacks asked, his voice catching on the word.

      Len’s hand went to the back of Jacks’ head, then drew him closer.

      “What else is this? I didn’t see it, not for a long time, that need for an omega burning too hot to see anything else, but…” Len kissed Jacks much more slowly now, a sweet thing rather than heated. “I love Kit.” I felt a sharp stab of something so intense, it took my breath away, as those blue eyes came to rest on me. “She’s everything I dreamed of and more, so much fucking more. You left everything for me—”

      “I left nothing for you,” I interrupted. “Sorry to fuck up your declaration, but you did all the work. You got me out of that fucking cage.”

      He snorted at that, then moved in, nuzzling the side of my neck until I began to squirm.

      “Maybe we saved each other then.” Len let out a long sigh. “It’s hard not to see this as anything other than it was meant to be. Everyone here needs more than what one person can give them. I do love you, Jacks. I think I always fucking did, but my instincts were just stopping me from seeing it. And you love me.”

      “Always,” Jacks croaked out. “You have no idea how fucking much.”

      “But you’re gonna show me, right?” Len prompted. “We’re gonna show each other, and each of us is going to show Kit and Tris and James. This is it, this is us.” Then his fingers dug into Jacks’ neck, making the beta’s eyes flutter closed. “When the heat hits, when I’m balls deep in you, or you are me, I’m gonna bite you, Jackson.”

      “Fuck, Len…” It was gratifying to hear that betas got all needy too.

      “I’m gonna claim you, claim every fucking person here that’ll let me, and then you’ll be mine, all mine.”

      A sharp knock at the door stopped any reply from coming.

      “Just letting you know dinner will be ready soon,” came Greta’s muffled voice. “Come down whenever you’re ready.”

      James let out a protracted groan, his body going limp on the bed. Tristan chuckled before jumping up and offering the alpha his hand. Only when he hauled him up, he pulled James closer, cradled the alpha in his arms, and that was when I saw it.

      The problem was everyone expected Tris to take the passive role because of his designation, but his personality would never have allowed that. James stood there, eyes downcast, in theory the picture of an omega, but I knew exactly what he was feeling. A want, need, an itch desperate to be scratched, but he was waiting for Tris to make his move, and that to me was the perfect illustration of our relationship. Society created gender and designation roles to make it easier for people to interact. Like proscribed steps to a dance, everyone knew their role.

      Except for some people, dancing those steps kills their soul.

      Some needed the freedom to make up their own steps, just like Tristan was right now. He placed a kiss on James’ neck, then nuzzled in closer, breathing him in.

      “Fuck…” he said. “You smell so damn good.”

      “Took the words right out of my mouth,” James said with a little pant. “Tristan, are we doing this?”

      “Shh…” Tris replied, stroking his nose along the other man’s neck. “Stop trying to control things. Let me.” Silence filled the room for a few seconds as he stroked his hand down James’ chest. “If we decide to take things further, we work out what your limits are first, right?”

      “Um, yeah…”

      Tris pressed one last kiss to James’ neck and then pulled away, taking the alpha’s hand and pulling him towards the door.

      “Then we’ll sort that out when we get to it.”

      When. That was the word we all heard, the mood in the room growing taut in response.

      “Well, as we’re working out a way forward, Jacks and Kit are with me tonight,” Len asserted. “I need some time with my mates.”

      “I think we’ll find a way to amuse ourselves,” Tris said with a snort before opening the door and disappearing out, James in tow.

      “You need me?” I asked Len, turning in his lap. I was able to meet his eyes briefly, but I found my gaze sliding away all too quickly.

      “If things had gone the way they usually do, I’d have been locked up with you in a room for a week or so, showing you just how much I need you.” He pushed my chin up so I met his eyes. “Every fucking day, I ache for you, Kit, for both of you.”

      Jacks flushed at that, then tried to smile, failing utterly. The beta had well and truly lost his chill.

      “That gonna be OK?” Jackson asked me, tugging me closer until his forehead was pressed against mine. “I feel like I’ve been watching you for so fucking long, princess, but…”

      “But you want to try something a little more hands-on?” I grabbed his hand and pressed it to my breast, but he took over pretty damn quickly. The strap of my dress was pulled down, the top button fiddled with until it popped free.

      “I was so fucking hard as I was tending to these.” He plucked at my nipple, pulling a little moan from me. “You’re so soft and plush, and I feel like I just want to grab you and drive myself into all that softness while you come apart beneath me.” Jacks glanced at Len then. “Len and me, we always did work well together. We can pamper you, spoil you, make you so fucking happy, right before you—”

      “Should we do the same to Len?” I asked. “Maybe we should work together to please him too.”

      This was an olive branch of sorts, because I felt there was a little residual tension between the three of us. I was Len’s mate, which usually meant he was hands-off to the rest of the world, and outside of our pack, that was true. Except Len was Jackson’s as much as he was mine, maybe more so. I might wear Len’s mark, but he and my alpha had years of memories they shared.

      “You’d like that?” Jackson asked, his eyes sliding down to my lips. “You want to suck Len’s cock while I work his knot? Or ride his face as I suck him off?”

      “I want us to be happy, satisfied, and have everything we need—that’s really what being an omega is about,” I replied. “As for whatever you have in mind tonight… As long as it covers those bases, count me in.”

      “Well, we are getting downstairs now before I come in my fucking jeans,” Len rumbled. “Though I’m not sure how I’m gonna get through this meal with the visual image of the two of you working my cock.”

      

      It turned out we were all going to struggle.

      When we entered the dining room, James and Tris were already seated, but so were some other people. We blinked as we took in the strangers.

      “Come and have a seat,” Greta said, getting to her feet. “I took the liberty of inviting a few old friends over.”

      “A few…” James muttered, but his grandmother just smiled.

      We were introduced to each one of them, but the names didn’t stick, because it was their eyes that caught my attention. Looks of idle curiosity, slight concern, confusion, and even a little scorn coloured their gazes as they tried to work out our dynamic. I smiled tightly in response, then not so tightly, because they couldn’t do what they wanted to—to ask questions, to just bluntly inquire what the hell we were doing. Not under Greta’s roof.

      “And what do you do, Kit?” the woman closest to me asked, the gateway phrase to all conversations with the middle and upper classes. I was supposed to answer, to tell her something that indicated where I sat in the social strata. Cite Daddy’s name or my lineage, my contributions to various charities or something. Anything but this.

      “I’m Len’s omega,” I replied with my social smile perfected over years but finally deployed for my benefit, not my family’s.

      “Oh, well—”

      “And I’m Jackson’s and James’. Tris’ as well. You have to be wondering.” I nodded to the staff member who appeared at my shoulder with a bottle of white wine. I watched it poured, then said thanks before taking a sip. “We’re a pack,” I told the woman finally.

      “All…of you?”

      She blanched at her own words, knowing she was being rude but unable to help herself. In some ways, that was easier to deal with. It was honest, real, able to be faced head-on, unlike some of the sidelong looks.

      “Yep, all of us. And what about you?” I asked, nodding to the older guy beside her, who seemed to be listening in on the conversation while trying very hard not to.

      “Ah, well, Philip is my mate, and I’m the chair of a board of trustees that looks after the conservation and preservation of our state library.”

      People often will relax if you get them talking about themselves, so I peppered the pair with questions about the library as we ate a delicious meal. And Greta? She nodded to me, as if in acknowledgement of what I was doing, because there would be a lot of this going forward if we went through the season.

      When dinner was finished, our stomachs were full to bursting, and the last person had left, we turned, thanked Greta for dinner, and then ran up the stairs on kitten feet.

      “In one of the bedrooms or the nest, omega?” Len asked, a dark shape in the low light.

      “The nest,” I replied, opening the door and leading them in.
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      “Aren’t you Richard Grayson’s daughter?” the guy asked, like I hadn’t heard this question several times today.

      I swallowed a sip of the very nice Chardonnay they were serving at the garden party we’d decided to attend. Greta was here, and so was James and all the rest of the pack, but right now, I was standing with Len, whose fingers carelessly toyed with the hair at my nape while he spoke to someone who was interested in buying a few cases of high-end Scotch from him. We couldn’t afford to blow off customers after what Dad and Pa had threatened, so I smiled tightly at the man who asked the question.

      “Katherine Rafferty, née Grayson,” I said, offering him my hand. He took it, but frowned slightly as he shook it. “Len is my alpha.”

      “Len?” He looked up at my alpha. “I heard you were mated to the Chadwick boy.”

      “James?” I snorted at that. “He’s one of my—”

      “No, I heard the whole story, how you blew off James and he took up with some academy omega, and now that omega is being sidelined…” Len broke off his conversation mid-sentence, turning to me as he felt my nails dig into his forearm. Len’s nostrils flared as he took in the other man, but the guy continued, oblivious. “Richard said this had been all a big misunderstanding.”

      “Does this look like a misunderstanding to you?” Len said, pushing my hair away from my neck and revealing my claiming mark. The man frowned again, unable to argue with the proof in front of his eyes, but the fact he wanted to was just weird.

      “Right, right, my mistake,” the guy said, holding up his hands in surrender, his focus quickly shifting to the man who had been speaking to Len. “John, I’ve seen Smythe. I need to catch up with him about next weekend’s golf game.”

      “Smythe’s here? I need to catch up with him as well,” John said, then smiled at Len and offered his hand. “We’ll talk further about that Scotch. You’ve got my card?”

      “Do you have his card?” I asked in a low voice as I watched both men wander off.

      “No.”

      “Do we want it?”

      “Not really,” Len replied. His arm went around me and pulled me tightly into his body. “I don’t need to sell some twit a couple of cases of Scotch. What I do need is you.”

      I turned and stared up at him and suddenly felt like a fragile little thing, held in the palm of Len’s hand. He was so big, the neat, Egyptian cotton button-down Greta had supplied him with seemed to only emphasise his size rather than minimise it, but there was more than that. He’d heard the men’s blather, just like I had, yet he seemed completely unfazed by it—an attitude I decided to adopt, right up until Tristan found us.

      “This isn’t going to work,” he blurted out, arriving in front of us with a harried look on his face.

      “Tristan…” James said, putting a reassuring hand on his shoulder, but Tris just shook it off.

      “Oh, don’t do that. I’ve already been basically declared a home wrecker by at least a few of the busy bodies here. Apparently, I ‘stole’ James from Kit.”

      “What?” I said.

      “This was always going to happen,” James said evenly. “I know Gran made it seem like it was all straightforward, but it’s really not.” He glanced around himself, taking in the beautiful grounds and the massive pool with a jaded eye. “This place, all of the others like it…” He turned to the rest of us. “There’s a reason why I avoid it, why Kit hates it. To get in here you’re supposed to look, act, and fuck in certain ways, or at least pretend you do.”

      His lips curled slightly.

      “It’s all the usual bourgeois bullshit, but it remains. Kit’s father is trying to make things hard by circulating rumours to explain why Kit isn’t doing just as he asked, why she’s being seen on the arm of Len.”

      His eyes narrowed, then he pulled Tristan closer, and while my omega resisted for a moment, he soon softened, turning towards James and wrapping his arms around him, pressing his forehead against the alpha’s before kissing him just once. That made me ache, seeing him taking comfort from someone else, but I felt Len’s hand rubbing up and down my arm, right up until Jackson returned.

      “I’ve got drinks…” he started, then really looked at all of us. “Fuck, what’s happened now? I was only just here and—”

      “Everything’s fine,” Len said, snagging our beta around the waist and pulling him closer. “Or it’s all going to shit, depending on your perspective.”

      “The point isn’t to become accepted,” James said to all of us, but it was Tristan’s eyes he looked into. “It’s to show how impervious we are to their bullshit, all of the bullshit. If we show the world nothing matters but each other…”

      “They’ll find other, easier targets,” Tris said, a wild smile spreading across his face.

      He pecked one last kiss on James’ lips before turning to me, a familiar look on his face. It was the self-same one from when we went to Apothecary, where we treated the club as our personal playground. He ambled over, grabbing me around the waist and swaying closer and closer until his teeth were digging into my bottom lip, scoring his mark on me. He spun me around, dipped me theatrically in his arms, and then presented me to Jackson, our beta grinning, shoving the beer bottles he’d been holding at our alphas before he planted a kiss on the deep valley of my cleavage and then worked his way upwards.

      “Tristan, this might be harder for you,” James said when I was righted, smiling breathlessly now. “You… What you are is so new and fragile.”

      “Fragile?” he repeated with a shake of his head. “Omegas are tough as nails, putting up with the crap we do. Knowing I don’t need to do anything to impress any of these fucks? That if the mood takes me, I can drop to my knees and service any one of my lovers right here and now?”

      “Dear god, don’t do that,” James said, pinching his brow. “I’ll need to have legal counsel on speed dial throughout this whole season.”

      “But as long as we keep it in our pants, we’re all good?” Tristan asked, pulling my back against his chest and running his hand down my body, something James followed closely. He held out a hand, and when I took it, he yanked me out of Tris’ embrace. I stumbled towards him, all the loose carefree energy of before stuttering slightly. I didn’t have that same degree of casual relationship with James, not yet.

      “No genitals out in parties,” James confirmed, but it was me he stared at, not Tris. “If you are so moved, go and lock yourselves in one of the guest bathrooms like any other party-goer. Now, I’m stealing Kit away. There’s some strawberries flown in from Hahndorf and an Eden Valley Riesling with her name on it.”

      

      And so the two of us settled down at one of the plush outdoor settings, a platter of strawberries and two wine flutes in James’ hand before he put them down on the table.

      “Taste the strawberry first,” he said, plucking a perfect red specimen from the plate and then putting it to my lips. I felt a moment of shyness, because it wasn’t too much of a jump to imagine him pushing something else against my mouth. His nostrils flared, his eyes widening slightly before becoming heavily lidded. “Omega, are you thinking of something naughty?”

      I opened my mouth, making a show of wrapping my lips around the fruit and taking a bite, liking very much the rumbly sound that came from his chest when I did. I was being a very good little omega, and my alpha was happy—perhaps that was why I darted forward when he went to pull away, grabbing his wrist and then sucking the strawberry juices from them.

      “You’ll be the death of me, Kit Rafferty.”

      “And what will I become when you claim me?” I asked with a cheeky grin. “Will we have to create one of those awful double-barrelled names? Triple if Jackson claims me.” Except, it appeared the joke had fallen flat, and I felt suddenly cold as I stared into his serious face. I let his wrist go, brushing my hands against my dress. “Of course, that assumes—”

      “What?” he broke in sharply. “That I want to claim you?” A strong hand went under my chin, tipping my head back. “You know that’s on the cards, Kit. If you want me—”

      “I think I’ve made that plain,” I said with an uneasy chuckle.

      “Then let me be plain as well.” He picked up the wine glasses and handed me mine, holding his out, as if in a toast. “I’d be bloody honoured to mark you as mine, Kit.” He paused then, the sounds of the party barely filtering in. James had my focus, and nothing else could get through. “As for last names? Well, I have put some thought into it. Artists put a lot of emphasis on names, you see.”

      I shook my head with a smile, then asked, “And what did you come up with?”

      “I think we’ll need a new name for what we are, when we’re done. However long that takes, I think we should come up with a last name all of our own, divorced from our heritage and history, as an indication of how we intend to go forward.”

      I stared into those warm brown eyes and could almost see the wheels turning, his mind never really stopping. He didn’t give too much away, but I was willing to bet James thought long and hard about most things.

      “A new name for a new beginning?” I asked, no longer giving a goddamn about the party and anyone in it, anyone but my pack. I put the glass to my lips and drank the wine down, setting it back down on the table when I was done. “I’ll drink to that.”

      “You little minx.” He plucked up a strawberry, taking a bite and chewing it before fixing me with his twinkling eyes. “I had this whole wine snob experience set out, where we’d compare the tastes of the wine and the fruit paired together.”

      “I don’t need wine snobbery,” I replied, feeling utterly vulnerable and yet strangely comfortable with that. “Let me experience you—that’s all I need.”

      The fruit was tossed aside, the glass landing on the table with a click as he swept in, placing a hungry, desperate kiss on my lips, my tongue tasting his and the sweet and sour contrast of what we’d been consuming.

      “I’m an alpha,” he said. “I think you’ll find I’m very committed to seeing to what my omegas need.”

      Then he kissed me some more.
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      “I need Kit tonight,” James said, only looking up when he was met with an uncomfortable silence. Len was driving us home, and Jacks looked back at us from the front seat sheepishly.

      “I think the problem is everyone needs our princess,” our beta said. “How about you, Tris?”

      “Only always,” Tris replied through gritted teeth, his fingers raking at his thighs as we drove home. “But sharing, I’m committed to it.” His eyes flicked to Len. “Maybe you can show me how you’re an alpha with Jacks.”

      “Maybe we can all take turns being alphas tonight,” Len said, holding his eyes in the rear-view mirror for as long as possible.

      A low rumbly noise had me stiffening, and when I looked sideways, I saw that it had come from Tristan. I blinked, having never heard him make that sound.

      “You like that,” Tris said.

      Len nodded and then focussed back on the road with a slow smile.

      “You showed Jackson how it all went, but damn me if I don’t want to see it. The Tristan, the one who knows what he wants? I wanna see him real bad.” But then Len’s focus flicked to me. “After you two are done, everyone’s back in the main bed. I want to sleep with my whole pack around me.”

      “I want that too, Len,” I said with a nod. “We’ll be there.”

      Len smiled to himself then.

      “That’ll make these shitty parties and intrusive dickheads all worthwhile, if I can just have that.”

      Except when we got home, when we got to the top of the stairs and the three guys started to move off to the other nest, my muscles strained to follow them. It wasn’t a matter of preferring to be with them rather than James, though. I wanted it all.

      “My greedy girl,” James said with a smile, rubbing his hand up and down my spine. “You just have to remember you can have them in every incarnation you wish, including me.”

      My head jerked up as a small note of vulnerability messed with all that alpha control. I searched his face, saw James smile, then he reached out to me slowly enough that I could pull away and go with the guys if I liked.

      “You’ve waited for this for some time,” I said.

      “Yes. Haven’t you?”

      When he said the words, I realised he was right—I had. I’d been drawn by him, teased by him, spanked and disciplined by him, and now? Now I wanted to know what came next if I went into a nest with just him.

      “Yeah, I think I’ve been waiting for this for longer than I realised.”

      Apparently, that was the perfect thing to say, as he tugged me closer, holding me hard against his body, rocking me there before his head came down.

      “Well, then, as an alpha, it’s my responsibility to make sure you don’t wait any longer.”

      He grabbed my hand and pulled me after him, into the soft darkness of my nest. He didn’t flick the lights on, seeming to know already that I needed a little soothing. This was my first time with him alone, and that was a little daunting. He flicked on a lamp instead, shrouded by a thick shade, which dampened a lot of the light. Then he came closer, just running the tips of his fingers down my arms, across my cheeks, before his hands sunk into my hair. He balled it up against my neck with one hand, the little pinch of my hair being pulled up forcing my lips open, and he smiled at that, right before his fingertips slid over my mating marks.

      “You’re so beautiful, Kit. I could spend my life trying to capture this, capture what you are on paper, and never succeed. I know I’m supposed to be commanding and dominating—”

      “No,” I interrupted, “be this—be you. Do I want to see exactly what’s in that bag of tricks of yours, with your Miss Rafferty this and omega that? Yeah, I do.”

      He let out a little huff of breath at that.

      “I would very much like to spend a whole day tying you up and seeing what sounds I could provoke from you, but right now, I need you. I need all of you, Kit. You know what that means, right?” I nodded, completely and utterly transfixed by the dark eyes boring into mine. “I don’t want to mark you, not until you’re in heat…”

      I felt a pang then. We hadn’t talked much about him marking me other than this afternoon, but as soon as it was off the table for tonight, I wanted it. Peak omega, here. Still, I nodded slowly, seeing the sense of what he was saying.

      “I just want us to experience each other first, make sure this is real. I’m half expecting to find that we’ve built this up too much in our heads—”

      I went up on my tiptoes and pressed my mouth to his, and that was when it happened. He was getting too much in his head, but I wasn’t, and a willing omega is quite the inducement to an alpha.

      “Oh, Kit…”

      That little exhalation between kisses was all I needed. I was ready to jump off that cliff with him, but I needed him to be ready to jump with me.

      And he was.

      Something loosened in James, and for once, I was glad the cool, calm, slightly cruel alpha wasn’t present right now. Tris had said we wouldn’t fuck like our designations dictated, and right now, that was true. He swept me up into his arms, and my legs locked around his waist, not wanting to let him go. His mouth was everywhere, kissing my lips until they were bruised and stinging and never feeling more sensitive, then trailing kisses down my neck, scratching me with his stubble, that faint form of mark a suitable substitute for the real thing, for now. My hands were wrapped around his neck, holding on so hard until he laid me down on the bed.

      “No!” I said, clawing him back when he went to pull away. He was lying hard and heavy over me, and that deep bodily pressure was exactly what I needed.

      “Oh yes, omega,” he replied. “I don’t want anything between us when my body lies on yours. Skin to skin, Kit—that’s what I need.”

      It was what I needed too, I realised that as soon as he said it. As he pulled back, I tried to scramble out of my clothes, but as he undid the first few buttons of his shirt, I stopped. I leaned forward, batting his hands away to the sound of his amusement, and then went to work.

      My hand smoothed over the hard plane of his chest the moment I had enough buttons open.

      “You had an advantage on me,” I said in a low voice.

      “And what’s that, omega?”

      His hands went to my hair, stroking his fingers through it until he found the buttons at the back of my dress and began to undo them.

      “You had that drawing of the two of us to stare at for so long.”

      “And stare I did, so very often.”

      “So you had something to spank the monkey to.” I found his nipple pulled tight and then carefully traced the outline of it. “I’ve just seen small glimpses of this body. Little snatches of it. It’s quite mysterious and alluring.”

      He tipped my chin up with his free hand.

      “And yours now, whenever you want it. Everything I am, Kit, is yours.”

      I was sure he didn’t expect me to go lunging for my bag, but I did. I told him to stop where he was, and then I sat cross-legged on the bed and pulled my phone out. He was a study in shadows and light right now, the shirt half pulled out of his pants, partially undone. I snapped off pic after pic before going back to undo more buttons.

      “You know you don’t have to—” he began.

      “Shh!” I took more photos as I kept revealing more of him, until finally, he took over and removed the shirt altogether, and that was when I stopped.

      I had every admiration for artists. They could record a reality that conveyed both the physical and something else beyond, meaning that we injected into a moment, a fleeting emotion, a feeling so strange, we didn’t have words for it. I was no artist, so I couldn’t hope to capture how I felt right now. I just stared and stared until he started to get a little uncomfortable, and then I looked up at his face.

      “You’re my alpha.”

      “Yes, I’ve been trying—

      “No.” I pressed my finger to his lips. “You’re my alpha.”

      The possessive idea of it hit me like others felt the lightning strike of love. James was mine, mine, mine, and right now, my selfish little heart gloried in this. I loved Tris and wanted to share everything with him, but I was glad James insisted he didn’t. I wanted this moment, one of connection just for myself, just for now. We would share the wealth we had with our pack always, but we also needed moments to just experience things ourselves.

      As Tris was right now.

      He was exploring things, being who he was in ways I needed to witness more than my next breath, but he needed this too. He needed to have some time to generate something ready to share.

      “And what does that mean to you, omega?” James’ voice was strong and deep, but there was a tiny little waver in the words. “How am I your alpha?”

      “You… You’re not going anywhere. You don’t want to just knot me and fuck off. You’re not going to judge me or Tris, try and force us into some sort of predetermined role, even if everyone your family mixes with will want you to. We’re a risk to you, aren’t we?” He didn’t answer, just waiting for me to exhaust myself. “People won’t go to your exhibitions because of us, because of our weird pack structure. You might lose sales and—”

      “And I couldn’t give a flying fuck what any of them think. I’m in, and I think you’ve known just how far in I am for some time.” He stroked the side of my face, staring down at me with a kind of tenderness that was hard to bear. “I’m in love with you, Kit. I didn’t want to say something for fear of scaring you, that maybe this was just all pheromonal bullshit, but everything that’s happened between us has made it clearer and clearer. I want to be with you and the rest of the pack for the entirety of my life. I can’t imagine living without any of you…”

      His expression faltered slightly then, darkening before he consciously cleared it, and that was when I remembered what Greta had alluded to with regards to his father.

      “Right now, though, I feel like I might just die if I don’t get a taste of you.”

      As he said the words, his hands went to my dress, ripping open the back, buttons scattering everywhere before it was torn off my body. My underwear and bra got the same treatment, and when I was finally naked, I was a gasping mess.

      I didn’t grab my phone when he stripped off the last of his clothes. Some things belong only to you, to your heart, and I knew that trying to capture James’ beauty was like trying to put lighting in a bottle. Anyway, as soon as he was done, he lay back down, slowly letting his weight press me deeper into the bed.

      He smiled when I let out a little groan.

      “You like that, don’t you? I feel like I’m squishing the breath out of you.”

      “Never.” I wrapped my arms, then my legs around him, trying to keep him where he was, and he just chuckled. “You feel so big and strong, and I feel—”

      “Like heaven,” he finished for me, “and I’ve just enough hubris in me to want to taste that heaven. I can do that, can’t I, omega? Taste the wet little pussy that’s all mine?”

      I thought I didn’t want that yet, but as soon as the words were out of his mouth, my cunt started twitching, making clear its thoughts on the matter. I put my hand on the top of his head and began pushing him down to the sounds of his laughter, punctuated by kisses that wound their way down my body.

      “Yes.” That was all I could say, over and over, until he reached his final destination. I looked down my body, saw him hovering there, and said, “Yes, please, alpha.”
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      Could someone give you head in a reverent way? That was what it felt like with James. He kissed his way across every inch of my slit, resisting my attempts to shove his head where I needed it to go, working slowly and methodically to drive me out of my mind.

      “James…!”

      “I’m marking what’s mine, omega,” he said in a low voice. “I’m claiming every bit of you. The feel of you against my mouth.” A kiss was pressed against my skin, but not where I wanted it to go. “Your fucking delicious taste.” His tongue slid up and through my folds, collecting my slick, and I let out a long groan. That was much more like it. “Your impudent little clit, sitting up proudly, just waiting for my attention.” I whimpered as he traced the shape of it with his tongue. “And then there’s this greedy little part of you.”

      He tipped my hips back a little, splaying my legs wide as he reared up and then pushed his tongue inside me, my hand slapping down on his skull. I wanted, needed him to stay just there, but I should’ve known what was going to happen. His tongue flicked inside me, too wet, too soft, too mobile, and yet exactly what I needed, even as he began to slide it in and out of me. Except he pulled away all too soon, drawing a cry of frustration from me.

      “I’ve got you, omega,” he said in a soft voice and then pushed two fingers in. He proved his words, as the harder, rougher, more intense friction was exactly what I needed. He worked his fingers inside me, only pulling back to add another, then another, while his other hand trailed across my arse. “I need all of you, Kit. I’ve waited for so long and—”

      “Yes!” I said as the pad of one finger teased my anus.

      “I want to knot you here and in your hot little cunt. I want to mark you over and over and in every way I can as mine. You are, aren’t you, omega? Tell me you’re mine.”

      I stared at him for a moment and saw his alpha instincts were riding him hard. He was harsh and demanding, none of my refined artist left, and I loved seeing this side of him too. I nodded, just a little thing, which drew a growl from him, and then I said the words we both knew to be true.

      “I’m yours, James. All yours.”

      “Good girl. Now, you’re going to come on my tongue, and then I’m going to fuck everything I have into you.”

      I felt a shivery thrill at the sound of his words, but that didn’t last long, because he did exactly as he’d said. His tongue swept across my clit a few times, but as my moans grew louder, his lips fastened around my clit and then he began to suck, rolling it around in his mouth in long, slow motions, ones that seemed to ignore the increasingly loud sounds coming from me. When I tried to move to change things, I felt a groan rumble through both of us. His fingers delved deeper and deeper, feeling like they were opening me up and forcing their way into me, readying me to take all of him. When his fingers curled up and pressed hard on my G-spot, the twin sensations made me scream.

      “Oh fuck, alpha!”

      My father had tried to tell me that waiting for something would only improve the experience of having it, and I’d dismissed it like all the other twaddle he’d tried to shove down my throat, but right now, I felt it. Pleasure came screaming through me like a gale, whipping my consciousness up, up, up and twirling me around in a way that made me never want to come down. I had barely finished when his fingers were ripped away, his hand slapping down beside my head as he came forward.

      “I need you, Kit. Tell me I can have you. Tell me you want me, all of me.”

      “Yes, please, James. Now.”

      That was all the warning I got before he drove himself into me, my oversensitive body responding with gusto to the intrusion. Everything else had just been a lead-up to this. Our eyes dropped down, staring at the place we joined, feeling more than seeing it. James’ fingers clawed at the bed as he thrust inside me, and

      I wrapped my hands around his neck, kissing everything I could reach as my hips pushed up to meet him, stroke for stroke. It felt like there was an explosion of sensation each time our bodies slammed against each other, James going deeper and deeper, but not deep enough. My hands slipped to his hips, not letting him pull back so far, because I needed the thick heaviness of him inside me for as long as possible.

      “James…” I said, and he jerked his eyes up to look at me. “James…”

      “Now?” he rasped out, his face a picture of pleasure and pain. “But, omega, you feel so fucking good, I don’t want this to end. We could go on and on—”

      “And we will, but I need you now. I need your knot. I need your teeth. You said you needed all of me? Well, I need all of you.”

      He stilled then, staring at me, his hips still pulsing, but so much slower now.

      “Everything, omega?”

      There was the alpha bite in his voice, and it had my head turning away from him, revealing my vulnerable neck.

      “I love you too, James,” I said. “So I need everything you’ve got to give.”

      He murmured sweet words as he worked himself deeper, my sobs of pleasure reassuring him that it was OK to stretch me this far. My body fought to take him, somehow harder than it had with Len, but the payoff when he popped inside was insane. All I could do was make incomprehensible noises, conscious thought a thing of the past, right up until he placed the gentlest of kisses against my neck.

      “Then I have to give you that then, don’t I, Kit?”

      As he rocked back and forth, letting that delicious knot rub right where I needed it, as I panted out my pleas and demands, as my fingers clawed at his back, as something hot and immediate swelled inside my chest, James’ teeth clamped down on my neck, burying deep.

      We came apart then, but in the process, we fused into something else altogether. I was dimly aware of Len and Tris’ heads jerking up from whatever they were doing, marking the occasion, Jackson asking what was up, but then there was only James.

      “Fuck, Kit…” he hissed. “You’re mine. You’re mine.” And he pumped everything he had to give deep inside me.

      

      We lay in the darkness hours later after his knot had softened.

      “We need to go back to the others,” I said sleepily, and James’ grip on me tightened.

      “I’m now realising than Len is a fucking saint, as a terrible part of me wants to barricade the door and keep you all to myself,” he replied, kissing the back of my neck. “But we can’t.”

      “We can’t,” I agreed with a drowsy nod. “This is who we are—we’re connected, all of us, or we will be. Once our heat starts…”

      “You’re right, but…you’ll give me little moments like this, right? I am committed to the idea of the pack.”

      “But sometimes you need more than all of them.” I turned around and kissed his mouth softly. “I love you. It’s in my very nature to make sure you have what you need.”

      “And mine is to see you have what you need.”

      With that, he scooped me up, carrying me like I was nothing back to the big bedroom and setting me down on the bed. Tris and Jacks were passed out, but Len turned towards us, pulling me closer and kissing my shoulder.

      “Better, love?”

      “So much better,” I replied. “And you?”

      James settled down on my other side and then wrapped an arm around me, turning me to face Len.

      “Tris fucks like the devil. I’ll be aching for days,” Len replied.

      “And loving it,” I said, looking down the line of his naked body, where his cock twitched. “You’ll think about it every time you feel a twinge, and it’ll make you so horny.”

      “Sounds like you know something about that, omega,” James said, his hand sliding between my legs to play idly with my clit, forcing a gasp from me every time my poor sore cunt clenched in response.

      “You made our omega ache, James?” Len asked, his hand joining the other alpha’s to torture me further.

      “No…” I protested.

      “Yes,” James said, tipping my head his way. “You want to come again? Just a little one, something to put you off to sleep, but you’ll have to be very quiet. You can do that, can’t you, omega? You can be very, very quiet.”

      I couldn’t, and Tris woke up, rolling over to peer over Len’s shoulder, then tweaking his alpha’s nipples as they worked to make me come again. For a moment, I feared his response, as Tris saw the new mark on my neck, but he just reached over, tracing his fingers across it, which just sent me over the edge, and then he smiled. He pressed a kiss to his fingers and then set it against the mark before tipping Len’s lips his way for another kiss, and as I shook my way through the aftershocks of another orgasm, I caught the moment Tris shoved his fingers inside our alpha.

      “Oh fuck, Tris…” Len said on a groan. “I don’t know if I can—”

      “Just another one, a quiet one, before you go to sleep.” Tris’ grin was sharp in the darkness as he echoed back their words. “Kit, suck all the pre-cum I’m about to make our alpha leak away, and do it quietly.”

      I scrambled to do his bidding, palming Len’s now thick cock before giving it a long lick.

      “Well, if sleep is completely off the table…” James said, slotting his body behind mine and rubbing his cock against my cunt. “I need you, Kit. Over and over, I need you.”

      I was in omega heaven, tasting one alpha as another drove himself into me, while yet another ordered us all about. I stared up the line of Len’s body into Tris’ eyes and saw the glitter of his smile. Everything was working out perfectly.

      

      Of course, that was the moment it all went to hell, wasn’t it? Human beings weren’t meant to experience perfect pleasure. I hadn’t realised it was important at the time, but I was going downstairs for a drink sometime late in the night, wearing only Len’s shirt, when I heard a man talking. I ducked into a darkened room, not wanting one of Greta’s staff to catch me in my current state.

      “Yes, I know, Marcus,” he said. Neal, I quickly realised as I peered around the doorway. “It’s just bloody risky is what I’m saying.” There was a pause as he listened to the caller’s reply. “You better. Cerise, she won’t forgive me if this doesn’t work out…”

      Cerise? My mother’s name was such a surprise to hear him say, I struggled to put two and two together for several moments. I listened in until the call ended, but they didn’t say very much more, then Neal walked away, his footfalls growing more and more faint. I slipped out and went to the kitchen, getting a bottle of cold water, but my mind wasn’t on hydration. What the hell was my mother up to?
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      We had several weeks of happiness, the kind so complete and pure, it came as no surprise when it stopped. Secretly, we’d known on some level that this had to all come to an end. We’d achieved exactly what Greta had suggested, swanning through exhibitions and soirees, parties and brunches, completely oblivious to everyone else around us because we were so fucking in love. When people described the emotion as soft or squishy, I found that difficult to reconcile. Every time I looked at one of my mates, I felt a wrench so abrupt, it took my breath away.

      It was intense, all encompassing. I couldn’t give a single fuck about the people around us, only them. Mine, mine, mine, my heart beat frantically, as if it could sense what was coming. For a time, one or more would catch me staring and sweep in to take my hand, wrap their arms around me, and hold me tight, pressing a kiss to my forehead.

      “Things are settling,” Greta said one morning over breakfast. “Just as I said they would. Didn’t I say they would, Neal?”

      “You did, Greta. Your assessment of the situation was frighteningly astute, as always,” he said. “I think I’d give good money to see someone get one over you.”

      I stared at the man across the table, remembering his conversation, thinking for the umpteenth time that I should talk to my mates about it the moment breakfast was over. What did Mum want? Why was she working with him and Marcus of all people? Except by the time the dishes were cleared away, we’d had a million little conversations and I’d felt countless caresses, tearing my focus away from my mother and back where it belonged—with them. Love brushed away all of my questions and thoughts. Love lulled me into a state of complacency. Love made me think that not a single negative thing could touch me.

      Then I saw my parents at one of the parties we were attending.

      

      “God, I can’t get enough of your scent.”

      Tris and I were seated on the fancy retaining wall in someone’s garden, dusk finally starting to settle. The sun, the clouds, the air, all felt soft, so soft, and then there was Tristan. He gripped me with such confidence now, because I was his and he was mine, but with that came a complex jumble of things. He had me pulled tight against his body with all an omega’s possessiveness of their alpha, but it was the cocky arrogance of an alpha that had him kissing the side of my neck as we sat away from the throng of the party.

      “It’s changed since you’ve chosen your pack,” Tris said, breathing me in. “Your perfume has gotten richer and more complex. How long do we need to stay at this bloody party? Surely people have gawped at us enough that we can just stay home now. I’m sure they’ll be pleased for the opportunity to gossip about us without having to wait until we’re out of the room. I can think of things I’d much rather do—”

      Only before he could tell me, someone or someones decided to rudely shoulder their way into the little cocoon of pleasure we’d created.

      “And there she is—Mummy’s little girl, all grown up.” My eyes flicked open at the sound of her arch voice, the sneer on my mother’s face apparent before I even focussed on her.

      “Mother…” I breathed the title out, because that was all she was to me now—just someone who’d brought me into this world, then done little else to care for me since. I took in the perfect makeup and well coiffed hair. She was wearing a devastatingly chic sheath dress that few omegas could pull off, but Mum could. Didn’t do much for the crimson curl of her mouth or the baring of her very straight teeth in the most vicious of smiles.

      “Well, well,” Dad said, stepping forward, forcing us to look up, up to take in his bulk. “If it’s not the omega who likes to delude himself that he’s an alpha, and the little whore that tries to pass herself off as a girl worthy of the Chadwick’s patronage.” He chortled to himself then, his face looking way too flushed. “Though if we ever needed evidence of the fact the Chadwick’s power base is on the wane, it’s here.” He looked down his nose at the two of us. “I said Chadwick would mark Kit as his. The boy’s blood runs true there at least. Though letting you fiddle with his mate in such a salubrious setting?” Dad snorted then. “Should’ve given you a position as a cabana boy or something. Let you slip in the backdoor when he wanted to spice things up a bit, just like we used to do with your parents when they were still young and attractive.”

      Tris uncoiled then, and my eyes flicked between the two men, unable to see how Dad could talk like this to Tris. To me, it was beyond apparent the power that lay hidden within my mate. I jerked myself to my feet, forcing Dad to take a step back, and clasped Tris’ hand.

      “Lucky you were already born by the time they came to work for us,” Dad continued with a smirk. “Otherwise, you might be able to add incest to your list of sins.”

      “And what about yours, Dick?” Tris asked, and at the sound of the diminutive name, all of Dad’s veneer of good humour disappeared. “Mistreating your children. Trying to force them into a mould they don’t fit, not really caring what you have to lop off to get them to. A crackhead wife in couture, a miserable beta daughter, and an omega son.”

      “Theo is not an omega!” Dad hissed, but his eyes flicked around the garden, as if spies hid behind the trees, waiting to hear all the dirty secrets of our family. No, their family.

      “So why does he paint the words omega slut all over his body?” I said in a perfectly flat tone. “Then refuse to set any limits as he lets alphas abuse him? We’ve got video of it. So much video…”

      It was then I realised that Mum knew but Dad didn’t. Her eyes glittered with a strange light, but for once, just this once, Dad’s went wide and staring. I knew then he liked to think he had an awareness of all the potential points of weakness in the family, and now here was me, pointing out another one—one he’d had no idea was coming.

      “Well, if the fact I’m a crackhead is out for common consumption,” Mum said, waving over a waiter with a tray full of wine flutes. “I may as well get pissed, mightn’t I?”

      She took a glass for herself, then thrust one into my limp fingers, then Tristan’s as we stared Dad down.

      He recovered though, the fucker. The smug smile was reapplied, and he grabbed his own drink, lifting it then in a toast.

      “Here’s to the silly little pack everyone’s twittering on about,” Dad said. “I know what Greta Chadwick had planned. It’s apparent to everyone, especially those with memories long enough to remember James’ father. Killed himself, didn’t he? When his sordid little love triangle was revealed. His omega and his best friend and him, all caught up in each other, until the truth came out. It didn’t set him free, and it’s not likely to do the same for you.”

      “You fuck—” Tris started to snap, but I held up a hand to stop him, not looking away from Dad for a second.

      “Here’s to dying a miserable bastard, all on your own. You’re a complete disappointment to your own father. Mum is drinking herself into an early grave to stop herself from setting you on fire. Theo obeys you on the surface while jeopardising the Greyson family’s position every day, and Cress? Cress is too good and right to do what’s needed, but she hates you and everything you do because of that. If you died right now, there would be literally no one to mourn your passing. No one would care but those sharks you invite into your fancy home, and even then, it would only be to mock you in ways they were too cowardly to do when you were alive.”

      I took a breath in then, feeling like oxygen inflated my lungs in ways I hadn’t experienced before, my rib cage more expansive than it’d ever been.

      “You’re nothing, Richard Greyson,” I continued, Mum’s eyes widening. “Nothing but a miserable prick who’d be better off dead.”

      “Well, I’ll drink to that,” Tris said, wrapping his arm around me, sheltering me from the storm of stupidity that raged just outside his grip. We clinked glasses and then downed the white wine inside it, and that was a mistake.

      Mum sipped hers, watching the two of us like you would a specimen under a microscope, her gaze ice cold, but Dad? He was a whole other kettle of fish, setting his glass down, that smug smile coming back with a vengeance. I could smell the sour chemical blast of his scent, saw the glint of his fangs in the moonlight, right as a strange feeling washed through me.

      “I might be a miserable bastard,” he said to me, his words sounding elongated and distorted. “But misery loves company. You could’ve slipped away, lived in glorious anonymity in that shitty little house of your alpha’s in the city. You could’ve kept a low profile, and then I would’ve controlled the narrative about your departure. You could have steered clear of the Chadwicks. I’d already alerted Cress that she needed to make a play for James. Instead, you had to brandish what you were to all and sundry, shoving it in their faces, forcing my hand.”

      “Kit…” Tris said, but his grip on me was slipping now, as was mine. Our bodies were too heavy, overly inflated, and our hands slapped around unable to grip, to hold anything now.

      “You wanted to throw my failure in my face? I wore a hole in the carpet, pacing back and forth, replaying all the gossip I was confronted with every evening around my dinner table. You disrespected me, and I worked out why.”

      “Tris…” I said between lips way too big, with a mouth filled with cotton wool.

      “Tristan. If we’d never allowed that boy into our house, Theo would’ve become the alpha he was supposed to be and you a dutiful omega. Instead, the two of you were twisted by his perversions, becoming something beyond the pale, and so like every parent, I have to make the difficult decisions…”

      He said more, so much more, but I wilted like a winter flower in the summer sun, collapsing down to the ground, all sounds, all sensations now a frantic jumble. I clawed wildly for Tris, but he was yanked out of my grip, and then I couldn’t even do that.

      “When you wake up, go to Neal,” a feminine voice said, right into my ear, her words echoing around in my head until all that was left was silence.

      

      “Kit? Kit!”

      I woke with a start, staring at the ceiling of a strange bedroom, seeing a ring of strange and familiar faces around me.

      “Kit, darling, what happened?” Greta asked, moving forward to take my hand as the three men bristled beside me.

      “She was drugged, obviously,” James snapped. “Richard was seen on the premises—”

      “Surely Richard Greyson wouldn’t stoop so low as to…”

      The strange woman’s voice trailed away as Len crouched down beside the bed, holding my other hand. He tried to keep his voice calm and even, but I heard the thinly suppressed roar there.

      “Kit, where’s Tris? What happened to Tris?”
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      “Where is he?” I snapped, my voice and determination cutting through the artificial haze in my head. “Where is he?!”

      “Kit, Tris has gone,” Len said, squeezing my hand tighter and tighter. “That’s what we need to find out. What do you remember—?

      “Not Tris,” I said, jerking myself upright, James rushing in to support me. I glared at him, needing that support but not wanting to need it. I needed to move, to act. “Dad’s taken Tris as some kind of sick revenge. He drugged the two of us with wine that came from a waiter here.”

      “Someone gave you drugged wine?” the host of the party said, a fluttering hand going to her décolletage. “At my party?”

      I knew her name, her background, and what this party was in aid of, but right now, I couldn’t recall any of it. She didn’t matter, Tris did.

      “I need to see Neal,” I said.

      “Neal?” Greta pushed her way forward, and it was then I saw some of the alpha that lurked under her perfectly clad form. “What has Neal to do with this?”

      “I came down one night after James claimed me and heard Neal talking to Marcus McCallum. He mentioned my mother,” I said. I frowned then, rubbing at my forehead. “I should’ve said something about it. I kept meaning to, but…”

      “But we were too caught up in each other to see the dangers,” James said grimly.

      “I think Mum told me to find Neal.” I tried hard to summon the memory, but my brain felt like wet bread, falling apart in my fingers whenever I tried to do anything with it. As if summoned by the conversation, Neal appeared, looking suitably harried, but was that an act or real?

      “Greta, they’re gone,” he said, his voice tight. “People saw Richard ‘escorting’ Tristan out. Some had no idea who the two of them were. Others knew the history between them but didn’t think to try and stop them.”

      “Just another academy omega being manhandled by a powerful alpha?” I asked, sliding off the bed. Len surged forward, holding me up when my knees gave out on me, and I clung to him. My eyes flicked up, finding his, feeling like I was sinking into that deep blue gaze. He knew.

      “Dad took Tris,” I said, forcing the words out because each time I did, they sliced across my skin. “He did it to spite me, to spite us.”

      “He might have taken him,” Len rumbled, and for the first time, I got a sense of the Len of before. His eyes flashed, and I shrank as far back as I could in the face of his sinister tone. “But he’s not fucking keeping our mate. Tris is MINE!”

      “And mine,” James said. His deadly certainty was a finely hammered blade, ready to cut anyone down in his path, where Len was a wrecking ball, ready to take everything in his path out. “So, Neal, you appear to have a role to play in this shit show?”

      “It’s not the gangs,” Jackson said, striding back into the room, then stopping short when he saw me. He hovered there, like he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. “God, Kit…”

      He rushed in, pressing into the small space Len allowed, dragging his hands through my hair.

      “What the fuck happened? I found you laid out on the grass, pale as milk.” His eyes darted up to meet Len’s. “We need to get Kit to a hospital.”

      “No,” I snarled, Len snarled, and I felt my alpha’s grip tighten to the point of pain. I rolled my eyes shut at the feel of it, leaning into that ache, because it was a faint echo of the one inside me.

      Tris was gone, not to the academy, not to somewhere I could call him, connect with him, just like before. My father, knowing now that he had no place in my heart, had sliced it in two, tearing it apart with a wantonness that forced my teeth to grind together.

      “It appears we have much to discuss,” Greta said. “Felicity, we’ll take our leave of you now, let you get back to your party. Neal, you’ll ride with us.”

      “Of course, Greta,” he replied.

      

      If we’d thought we were grist for the rumour mill before, we had nothing on now. We left the glorious estate, walking past beautiful people in chic summer dresses, the well manicured grounds feeling like salt in my wounds. It had no right to look so perfect, hiding the sins that it did. Still, Greta had effectively silenced us until we got to the carpark, but not beyond that.

      “Answers,” I snapped as soon as we reached the car. “Now.”

      “I can tell you, or I can show you,” Neal replied, a weird closed down expression on his face.

      “The fact that you had any role in this at all…” Greta said, her voice so perfectly enunciated, the words seemed to cut through the air. “That you had prior knowledge of a potential threat to my family and chose not to share it with me. Do I or do I not pay you very good money to protect the family from such threats?”

      “You do,” he said, then smiled, a mirthless twist of a thing. “But some things even I can’t protect you from.” He shook his head and then unlocked the car. “Get in. I’ll take you to the people that can explain.”

      I felt hollow and strange as I got in the car, wedged between Len and James. The pressure of their bodies helped ground me just slightly, but as we moved, a curious sense of weightlessness, of numbness, settled over me.

      “There’s nothing, you know,” I said in little more than a whisper, but my alphas heard me, each grabbing my hand. “There’s no pack, no love, no mates, nothing without Tris.”

      “He’s always been at the core of you,” James replied in a low voice, eyeing Neal in the rear vision mirror. “The two of you have grown around each other like two trees planted in the same pot. We’ll get him back.”

      I snorted at that. James came from a happy and apparently well-adjusted background, not knowing the depths my father would sink to, but I did, and that made me shift restlessly in my seat.

      “Or we’ll tear the fucking city in two to get him back,” Len rumbled.

      His fury, it drew my eyes back to him over and over, and that was when I felt a moment of real fusion with my alpha. His massive body, his flexing muscles, his huge hands forming fists, they were mine as much as his. He’d use them for us to tear through every obstacle, every hurdle, but I don’t think either of us were expecting the first one to be within my old home.

      We pulled up to the front, the façade looking blank and empty right now, and that was an accurate description. We got out of the car, then rushed up to the door, finding it already open a crack when we arrived. I turned back then and saw Neal and Greta were following behind us, and then I shoved the door open, the clatter the door made as it slammed into the wall satisfying. I stalked now, in a way I’d never dared when I lived here, across gleaming marble floors, when Cress came running downstairs.

      “Kit? What’re you doing here?”

      She slowed once she got to the bottom of the stairs, flinching when I saw her clearly, stepping out from under the glow of one of the ceiling lights and into the shadows. Her eyes flicked to the other intruders, and for the first time, my sister looked actually vulnerable. She was wearing a ratty old pair of flannel pyjamas that Dad hated but were always dragged out when she was feeling like shit, and it was immediately apparent why. A sullen bruise had formed on one side of her face, and she flinched when we took it in.

      “Dad’s gone fucking mad,” she said, approximating an alpha’s growl quite well, but then her eyes darted upwards, as if our father might be summoned by her words. “I don’t know what the fuck is wrong with him, but, Kit… When you found Len, when you left with him… He’s changed. I don’t…” I heard a little sob then in her voice and went to move forward, but she held me off with a hand. “I’m packing some stuff and going to stay with a friend, but you need to get out of here.”

      “You’ll stay with us,” Greta said firmly before moving closer. “Shh…” She made the soothing sound as she reached out, pushing Cress’ hair away with a gentle finger before turning to Neal. “This will be reported and followed through on. Let the commissioner know I personally want to be updated on this case.”

      “You can’t…” Cress said, her hands balling, a tension vibrating through her I knew all too well—impotent rage that was shoved down, down, down, hopefully never to rise up again. I rushed over then, wrapping my arms around my big strong sister, feeling hers do the same to me so much more tentatively.

      “He’s gone mad, Kit. You can’t let him get to you, because I don’t know what he’s capable of right now,” she warned me in a shaking voice.

      “I do,” I said. “He drugged us at a party and took Tristan.”

      “Tristan?” She gasped out his name. “But… Oh god, Kit, he can’t… He’ll…”

      Somehow, I needed that—someone to articulate the fucking horror of living in this house. It was such a beautiful collection of elegant architectural features that it was hard to believe the shit that happened here went on. I gripped Cress tight, feeling her hands going to my hair, stroking it, comforting me, when it was her he’d belted.

      “I know, Cress. I know. We need to get everyone the hell out of here, so he can’t find any more victims.”

      “So it’s started.” Both our heads jerked up at that to see Theo walking down the stairway at a much more sedate pace than our sister had. “Neal,” Theo said to Greta’s fixer, and the man nodded slowly in response. “Let’s get to Apothecary and sort this out, once and for all.”

      

      There were questions, so many questions, but perhaps in recognition of that, the two of them went in Theo’s car, leaving us to devise more and more to ask them as we followed their lights to the club.

      “I don’t know what the fuck he’s done this time,” drawled Brendan, one of Marcus’ mates, as soon as we got out of the car. “We told the fuck he needed to stop with this shit, but…” His jaw flexed as he shook his head. “It’s like trying to tell a dog not to lick his nuts—just not gonna happen.”

      “Well, I hope he’s feeling chatty, because I think we’re just about at the end of our rope,” James said. “One of our pack mates has been drugged and kidnapped, our omega was drugged to make that possible, and it appears Richard Greyson isn’t above brutalising his own daughter.”

      Cress flinched as all attention shifted to her, but then she consciously straightened her spine.

      “Your dad did that to you, love?” Brendan asked, the menace barely controlled. “You come with me. We’ve got the commissioner on speed dial for some bloody reason. You give your statement to the police, and then I’ll get you an ice pack for that eye. It’ll reduce the swelling quick smart, make you feel a lot better.”

      Cress looked down to where our fingers were linked tight, and we both had to consciously untangle them.

      “Get him back, Kit,” she told me, her voice vibrating with anger and pain. “Dad—Richard is a fucking monster. We’ve always known that, but we thought if we jumped to his tune…” She tried to smile, but it just came out looking like a grotesque twist of her lips. “We thought if we just did what he wanted, we’d be safe with him, but…” She shook her head then, over and over, the motion getting more violent as the tears came. “But we, Tris, you, everyone, no one was ever safe with him, ever.”

      My eyes jerked to Brendan then.

      “You look after my sister,” I snapped, all that Greyson imperiousness rising now. “You make sure she’s OK.”

      “Don’t worry, love,” he said. “No one hurts a woman in this place, not while I’m around. We’ll nail that fucking bastard to the wall.”

      

      I watched them go, Cress flinching when Brendan reached out to put an arm around her, then thinking better of it, but when I turned to face my brother, there was no room for empathy in me.

      “You knew,” I said. “That’s what this whole thing’s been about. The sex tape, Gavin, all of it… You’ve been in on whatever this is from the start.”

      “Our mother loves us,” Theo stated, his arms crossing his chest. “Not in a way that’s easy to recognise or respect, but…it’s there. Who knew what Dad was capable of more than her?”

      He sighed when I just glared at him. Mum? She was a drug addled mess, checking out over and over each time we needed her, needed someone to stand between Dad and us.

      “Ah, there you are,” Marcus said, appearing when the lift doors slid open. A harried-looking Rhys, Cyn, and Orion at his back.

      “Kit, I just want to apologise,” Cyn started to say, rushing over and taking my hands. “Marcus told us he was done with this kind of meddling, but—”

      “Let me explain what’s happened first,” Marcus said, fixing me with cool amber eyes. “Then we can ask for forgiveness. Come through.”
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      “What the fuck is going on?” Len snarled as we entered the room. “You messed with my pack?”

      “You know where Tris is,” Jacks said with a frown, then stepped forward. Orion and Rhys did the same, each man’s considerable muscles tensed at the potential threats to their pack, and that was when I lost it. This would all devolve into a bunch of posturing real quick if someone didn’t put a pin in things, and I was going to be that prick.

      “Sit down!” I snapped. “Everyone, now.”

      I admit, I felt a rush of something strange as people did as they were told, sitting down around a large meeting room table, Marcus at its head. He smiled then, that catlike grin of his, ready to expound forth, relishing the opportunity really, but I didn’t want to hear from him, not yet.

      “Theo, then Neal,” I said, feeling like that was the right order of things, nodding to myself. I shook my head as I remembered Theo’s words. “You said Mum loved us. Are you saying…?” I could see her then, clear as day, mimicking my movements in the video recording my brother had taken of when I marked Tristan as mine, my fingers going to the bite he’d left on my neck before I snatched them down. “She did this?”

      “We did this,” Theo said, settling in his chair, that haunted expression I used to see in his eyes after he’d been in the playrooms here back again. “Cress has finally seen behind the mask, and so have you.”

      “You think I was fooled by Dad’s bullshit?” I asked, my eyebrow jerking up. “You think I don’t know what he could do? He drugged Tristan—”

      “And took him. I know. Mum and I, we were waiting for something to happen after you defied him so openly. He wouldn’t be able to let that lie, ever. Dad lives in a world where everyone reinforces the idea that he’s this great big alpha with all this power, everyone but his family. He couldn’t turn that rage against Pa. He was too high-profile to just go missing, but the rest of us?”

      He smiled then, turning the good-looking visage Theo presented to the rest of the world into a Death’s head.

      “You engaged in your petty little rebellions, Kit, but you always kept them under the radar, prepared to maintain the façade Dad had invested in so heavily. You towed the line.”

      “I had to!” I shot back. “What the hell was I going to do? An omega can’t just go and rent a cheap flat somewhere and find a job stacking shelves at a supermarket.”

      “No, I don’t suppose you could…” Theo replied, his voice fading away to nothing before his eyes jerked up, narrowing and focussing on me much more closely now. “That’s why we did what we did. Dad was never going to loosen the death grip he had on Mum, then us kids when we came along, so Mum and I, we decided to stage a jailbreak. We’d get everyone out, and Dad wouldn’t be able to do a damn thing about it.”

      “Entrapment, I believe it’s called,” Marcus said with a smile, his mates grumbling at his sides. “To alleviate my mate’s concerns, I didn’t instigate or insinuate myself into this situation. I was drawn in when I intercepted a clumsy attempt to hack into my surveillance records. Some very specific videos were their target, which led to me asking questions.”

      I stared at Theo, seeing the well-dressed alpha now and the naked, beaten, degraded man who’d crawled out of the playrooms, superimposed over each other.

      “You wanted to recover all the videos that could be used against you,” I said through gritted teeth.

      “I wanted us to be free!” he snapped, and I recoiled at the violence in my brother’s tone. My alphas and my beta surged up then, ready to eradicate any threat, make my brother a proxy for my father, but Theo wasn’t Dad. Theo was a stranger, I realised. I might have grown up with my brother, but I didn’t know him at all, and that was confirmed when he let out a low keening whine.

      The whine of an omega.

      “He was never going to stop. Never! You don’t know what he was prepared to do, how far he’d go. I’d watch you with Tris at the clubs and feel it—that crawling feeling in my guts. I knew exactly what Dad would do if he found out. I tried to stop you, but you kept…”

      This was all very familiar, my brother’s fussing over my supposed infractions, but if he’d shown me this side of things, I might have been convinced by it. Theo collapsed in on himself, his big body seeming to shrink by the second, until he became something so much smaller, weaker.

      Omega.

      But a very specific kind—a beaten down one, a brutalised one. An omega who’d had his very nature turned against him, twisting a knife inside him over and over, long after the abuse had stopped. I saw it then, something that made me feel ice cold and utterly divorced from my body.

      Those fucking videos… That record of my brother’s debasement, some hardened bastard of an alpha whipping the shit out of my brother just for the fun of it. For the sheer sadistic glee of hurting Theo.

      “Dad…”

      It wasn’t hard to superimpose my father’s face on those grinning alphas’ faces, to replace their brutal hands with his. I grit my teeth, a whine of pain still escaping then, and that was when Theo met my gaze. He was right, I’d escaped being treated like…that, but—

      I was up and out of my chair and striding around the table until I went to my brother’s side, my hands hovering in the air because I had no idea what to do with them. Theo was…an anonymous, solid presence in my life, an extension of my father’s will, used to keep me in line when Dad wasn’t around, but what if…? My mind didn’t want to accept what I was considering, even as I knew I had to.

      “Theo?”

      That was all it took for his arms to snap out and drag me closer, for his face to bury itself in my stomach, my own arms moving much more slowly to rest on his shoulders.

      “He knew,” he said, mumbling the words into my abdomen. “He knew what I was up to, what I let people do. He said he sent some of his contacts there to take me for a spin, but I don’t know if that was true. He was going to get access to the videos and then—”

      “Shh…”

      Was I quieting my brother for his sake or mine? His voice was ragged with pain, and I couldn’t bear to hear it, not now, maybe not ever, but I understood it now, I thought. So as I stroked my brother’s hair, as his tears soaked the front of my dress, I turned to Neal.

      “You told him to shoot the video in Abaddon?” I asked, Greta spluttering in response, but Neal just smiled slowly.

      “The better question is why,” he replied. “And I think you know.”

      My eyes flicked back and forth as I stared at the table, following the line of faux wood grain printed on the Laminex. I’d bitten Tris, not the other way around, and subconsciously, there was a reason for that.

      Even though I’d finally managed to claim him as mine, I would’ve returned back to the house, to my room, slotted myself back into the cage I’d been born into, unable to imagine doing anything but slipping free of it for a few minutes, hours, or perhaps at a stretch, days. Only the video…it’d taken that all away from me, kicking me unceremoniously out of the family, the cage, and into… I looked up then, facing down the rest of the table, or those that mattered. God, I’d been wrenched free of one family, only to find the one I was supposed to be with.

      I said as much to Neal, to Greta, to my pack, and each person, other than the fixer, responded in the way I knew other people expected but I’d never dared hope for. Their eyes shone as they told me exactly how much they wanted me a part of the one they shared. Then I looked down at my brother, who had none of that, which was perhaps why he clung to me so hard right now.

      “So what’s your role in this, Marcus?” I asked.

      “Yes, what is your role?” Cyn repeated through gritted teeth.

      “Not my plan, so my hands are clean,” Marcus replied, holding them up as evidence.

      “Why do I very much doubt that?” Orion asked.

      “As clean as they can be. I contacted Theo when I saw attempts were being made to access his video files, and with a little persuasion, the story came out.”

      “Persuasion…” Neal said with a snort.

      “But that doesn’t explain your role in this, Neal,” Greta said with a steely sidelong look. “Or why you were plotting against my family’s best interests while in my employ.”

      “No, I don’t suppose it does.” The man ran his finger along the edge of the desk, then looked up, meeting the collective gaze of those around the table. “No one’s going to seriously hurt your Tristan. Cerise won’t let Richard.”

      “Mum?” Whatever calm I’d managed to claw back was torn to shreds at the sound of his words. “What the fuck is Mum going to do? Exactly what she’s always done.” My eyes jerked down to stare at Theo’s back then. “How can she stop Dad from hurting Tristan when she couldn’t even stop him from hurting her own son?”

      “It’s because she couldn’t stop him from hurting her own son that she’s able to stop him now. She’s going to make sure he can’t hurt anyone ever again,” Neal insisted.

      The sound of a phone call cut through the conversation, and Marcus answered his mobile with a theatrical flair.

      “You’re ready to move? Good. I have his pack right here. I appreciate that, but I don’t think they’ll be prepared to wait. OK, we’ll meet you there.”

      “So are we going to find out what the hell you had going on behind our backs, Marcus?” Rhys asked. “Or is this yet another one of those wait and see things?”

      “The police have closed in on Richard and Tris’ whereabouts. That call to the commissioner was a nice touch, Greta—it’s meant that a tactical team has been deployed as well as the usual detectives.” Marcus got to his feet, forcing us to follow along with him. “I alerted our local constabulary that a potential kidnapping would take place, but they weren’t especially responsive. That changed when I gave them access to a video stream of a crime taking place. They have all the evidence they need and are closing in. Of course, this will be the time when further video evidence, provided by Richard’s own family, will be handed over to support the case against him, and perhaps further charges of child abuse.”

      Theo started to pull away then, and I watched him shove all that was real, raw, him, behind the alpha façade he’d been forced to wear, but that wasn’t him, I realised. I had no idea who my brother really was, but right now, I was looking forward to finding out.

      But first, Tris.

      “Theo should stay here,” I said, feeling a rush of protectiveness the like I’d never felt before. I glanced down at him and then added, “And he needs to nest. He’s seriously dysregulated, and I’m not even sure he knows how to nest… Theo?”

      His brows pulled down in a severe frown, but as Cyn and I stared, something softened. He shook his head once, that was it.

      “I can take care of that,” Cyn said. “It’s the least I can do. We’re talking about this when I get back,” she promised Marcus.

      “I wouldn’t expect anything less, my love. Now, let’s go.”

      I watched Cyn shepherd Theo out of the room, his back stiff, him towering over our fellow omega, but she was in control. She steered him out the room and down the hall, and that freed me to think of Tris.

      “We need to go, now,” I said, my voice rising and rising. “We need—”

      “Gimme the keys, Neal,” Len said, holding out a hand, and the other man reluctantly slapped them down into his palm. “Greta, you wanna jump in with the others so you’re not included in the traffic offences I’m about to commit? Gimme the address, Marcus. We’ll meet you there.”

      

      “If he’s laid one fucking finger on Tris…” James snarled as the four of us burst out of the elevator and strode up to the black SUV we’d come here in.

      “We’ll break every single one of them when we get our hands on him,” Jackson promised as he wrenched open a door. “Make it so he never touches anyone ever again.”

      “Oh I dunno,” Len said, getting in the driver’s seat and then shooting me a dark smile through the rear vision mirror. “His cellmate will probably want him having full use of his hands.”

      At that, a chorus of dark laughter filled the car, but I pulled my seatbelt on, then clawed at my thighs.

      “Let’s get Tris, please. You can do whatever the hell you like to Dad, but Tris…”

      “Whatever you want, omega,” Len said, then turned the car on, throwing it into gear before sending us screeching out of the carpark.
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      Len sent the car thudding over the curb of a place that was deep in the industrial area. It was the weekend, so the place was desolate and empty, and that just raised my hackles further.

      “Steady…” James said as I let out a little growl, staring at the big metal door between us and our mate. Still, I wrenched open my door and spilled out onto the dead grass of the verge as the others did the same.

      “We go first,” Jackson said, pulling a bloody gun out of the waistband of his jeans, making my eyes widen. “I know you want—no, need him, love. We’ll get him for you, but your dad is a fox in a trap and he’s ready to chew up anything to get free.”

      “I need all of you, every single one of you, in one piece,” Len rumbled, pulling out his own gun. “No one does anything stupid, and you let us go first. We’ve dealt with this kind of shit before.”

      “Hopefully, none of us will deal with this ever again,” James said with a deadly intensity. “And after the dust settles, Neal, Marcus, and I will have a little chat about keeping things from us.”

      Len nodded at that and then led us farther in. There was a lock on the door, but he made quick work of that, wrenching it and the hasp off with a kind of casual brutality that had my breath catching in my throat and my heart fluttering. Then he and Jacks slid the door open slowly. They peeked inside at the gloomy darkness, then stiffened when they heard voices. James hauled me backwards, slapping a hand over my mouth when I went to protest, but we needn’t have worried. Jackson and Len, they were like a pair of hunting dogs at work, slinking through the shadows and then jerking the strange men back into the light, their eyes popping as they were silenced first with a hand to their mouths, then a knock on the back of their heads with the butts of my mates’ handguns.

      “Perhaps we should wait for the police?” James asked, looking down at the limp bodies, but then we heard the harsh sound of someone shouting. “Tristan…”

      Any attempt at rational thought was lost as my mates’ bodies went stiff, like dogs catching scent of prey. I went to push past them, to get to him, my Tris, but he was our Tris now, just like I was their omega, one they would do anything to protect. The three of them moved as one then, entering the warehouse and leaving me to trail behind.

      Several men were similarly dispatched. There didn’t seem to be many of them and they weren’t expecting us, so they were taken out easily, left dropped on the concrete floor like dolls before Len waved us forward. Then, past racks of goods and forklifts, past crushed boxes and parts littering the floor, that was where we found him.

      I sucked in a breath but did it so, so slowly, smothering my natural responses as I always did in my father’s presence. There he was, tie wrenched loose and his shirt partially open, but he wasn’t what drew my eye. Dad was done, gone, a mere obstacle right now, but hanging from a hook, his bound wrists looped over it, forcing him to stand tall, was my Tristan.

      “You will submit!” Dad shouted, using all of his alpha bark, something that had the guys turning rigid but made my knees weaken as soon as I heard it—an instinctive need to appease the rage I heard. Then I heard Tristan’s response.

      He laughed then, wild and crazy, just like he always was, but also with a razor-sharp edge to it. Tris couldn’t have made clearer how little he cared for what my father thought. He laughed right up until Dad drew his meaty fist back, a scream rising in my throat at the sight of it.

      “Wait for it,” my mother said, appearing from the shadows, but her focus wasn’t on my aghast face. It was on Tristan’s.

      Len surged forward, Jackson raised his gun and flicking the safety off, James grabbing me and trying to turn me around before Tristan’s response cut through the atmosphere souring in the room.

      “You submit.”

      There was a reason why people had assumed Tristan would become an alpha—he’d managed to get people to follow along and do what he wanted all the time when we were kids. Despite his prickly façade, people just got sucked in by him, doing his will despite themselves, but whatever it was that coiled within my mate, it came roaring out now. He couldn’t have been more perfectly an omega or an alpha than he was in this moment. His tone betrayed all the pain and anguish that seemed indelibly part of being an omega, but with that came all of the self-assured command of an alpha, making my father’s attempts seem like a pitiful shadow by comparison.

      “Get on your knees like the bitch you are,” Tris said, his alpha bark cracking across my father and forcing him to do exactly as he bid.

      Len was there in seconds, cutting Tris down. Jacks put the muzzle of his gun against Dad’s temple, keeping him exactly where he was. James, he took a staggering step forwards, as if he couldn’t believe what he was seeing, but not me. I had none of his reticence as I sprinted past all of them, slamming my body into Tris’, his bloodied hands going around me.

      “Tris…”

      “I’m here, omega,” he said, his voice careworn and ragged now. “I’ll always be here for you. No one will ever take me away from you again.”

      At that, he tilted my head up, forced me to stare into his face, look past the blood and bruises and split lip, and just see him—my alpha, my omega.

      “I need you, Tris.”

      Those selfish words stumbled past my lips, but as they did, I saw a flame flare to life in his eyes. He nodded slowly, and then I took a deep breath in. Woody, musky, and so male, his scent made my mouth water and my body burn.

      “It’s time,” he said, then ripped what remained of the bindings from his wrists. “Boys” —he looked at the other three members of our pack— “I hope you’re well hydrated, because we’re going into heat now.”

      Tris announced it so matter-of-factly, it took them a moment to register his words, but then they caught a whiff of us.

      “Their scents…” James said on a groan.

      “Fuck…” Jacks’ grip on the gun loosened, then he forced himself to firm his grip. “Even I’m getting it.”

      “Of course you are,” Len said, smiling, really smiling for the first time today. He moved forward, looking at us like we were the cleverest people in the whole world.

      Only that was the point when everyone else rushed into the room. Police brandished guns, Jacks and Len tossing theirs away as they took control of the crime scene, but when they went to put my mates in cuffs, I marched over to where Greta was talking rapidly to some senior police officers.

      “It’s all on video—everything,” I said. “We’re going into heat, and I need my mates now.” I glanced at an abashed-looking Neal, who now had his arm around Mum’s waist. “You’re a fixer. Fix this.”

      With that, I went and collected my mates and marched us out of the warehouse.

      “Get us home,” I snapped, crawling onto Tris’ lap on the backseat, ignoring the need for seatbelts. I couldn’t bear anything but the feel of him against my body, even clothes feeling like too much. “Get us to our nest and don’t let anyone or anything stop us.”

      “Anything for our girl, right, fellas?” Tris said, brushing a kiss against the crown of my head.

      “You got it, chief,” Jacks replied, settling into the driver’s seat.
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      If I’d wanted a display of just how much sway James’ family had, I got it just after we rescued Tris. When we should have been fronting up to a police interview, instead we were padding into the nest within Greta’s house like a pack of hungry wolves, and we had our alpha. Tris’ face was a mottle of bruises, he licked at the weeping sore on his lip, but he looked the four of us over with a kind of possessive eye I couldn’t get enough of.

      “I need a fucking shower before I avail myself of every inch of your bodies. I need to wash the stink of that fucking arsehole off my skin.”

      “We’ll do it,” I said, stepping closer.

      “Yes, you will, my omega,” he told me, pulling me close and stroking my hair. “We all will. There can’t be clothes or anything between us, not while this happens.” Tris glanced at the others. “There won’t be anything at all between us. Not anymore. We do this, we’ll be welded together in ways no one else can understand. Life will be easier if we don’t. God knows what we’d do if we brought a kid into this situation.”

      “A baby?”

      I had never really thought about becoming a mother. My own had so thoroughly soured that idea for me, I’d not bothered to think about it, but at the sound of Len’s voice? The hope there, the hunger, the need for exactly that… My eyes dropped down, my hands resting on my flat belly, trying, really trying to imagine it swelling.

      “You want to become fathers?” I asked, my voice sounding all thin and thready, but there was something else to it—a strange kind of whine I’d never heard in my voice before.

      “How about we focus on the breeding part first, Ms Rafferty?”

      Oh fuck, James’ voice had shifted too, taking on a steely tone I now associated with dark and delicious things.

      “How the fuck do you do that?” Tris asked. “You sound like a bad Bond villain, and my girl here starts dripping in ten seconds flat.” His gaze sharpened then. “If you’re going to play any of your spanking games this time, I want in.”

      “Dealing them out or on the receiving end?” James asked.

      Tris reached up and placed a finger against the bruises on his cheek.

      “I don’t think anyone’s going to be hitting me anytime soon.” I watched James’ face fall at that, a rush of remorse filling his eyes. “I’m not even sure I can tolerate you doing that to Kit, but I figure if I insert myself into things, I’ll be able to cope with it better.”

      “You need to take control back,” Jacks said with a slow nod. “Makes sense. This is about the two of you.” He breathed our scent in and then let out a shuddering breath. “We’re here to fulfil your every fantasy.”

      “Yeah?” Tris’ voice took on a sharp edge now as he moved away from me, pressing his forehead against Jacks’, then ducking his head down to trail his nose along Jackson’s neck. “And what if part of that is seeing you lose your fucking cool, beta, and letting all that need and lust and desire come rushing up?”

      “You wanna be certain you want that,” Jackson rumbled, glancing at Tris, then Len. “I’ve wanted this, all of this, for a fucking long time. I wasn’t gonna bring my shit out to play, not while you two were vulnerable, but—”

      “All of it,” I murmured, my skin feeling sticky now, my hands going to my dress bodice. “I need all of it.” I let out a little sound as my fingers turned to sausages, lumpy, strange things that were terrible at removing clothing. “Tris…!”

      “We’ve got you, omega,” he said, appearing by my side, all of them approaching as he pulled the zip of my dress down, then forced it off my shoulders and down around my feet. I panted at the sudden feel of cool air on my skin, but it wasn’t enough.

      “All of us do,” Len said, taking my hand and leading me into the bathroom. My underwear was removed and their clothes fell away, until finally, finally, it was just us. “Go to your Tris.” The warm hand of my alpha pushed me forward under the cool water, to where Tris was starting to wash himself off in more and more rapid strokes until I took the soap from him.

      “Kit…”

      I caught the moment the alpha façade cracked in Tris, when he winced, even as I smoothed the soap over him as gently as I could. I saw the pain there as I set the soap aside, and then more still when I stepped in close.

      “Kit, he was going to—”

      “I know.”

      “It was all going to happen. Everything that’s fucking hung over me—”

      “I know, Tris. I know.”

      “Fuck, Kit, he wanted to stop this.” His hands dug into my skull, raking across it painfully. “He wanted to stop us!”

      “But he never will. You and me…” I looked over his shoulder, where the others stood at a slight distance. “All of us. We’re not walking out of here until we’re tied together so tight, nothing can get between us.”

      With those few words, something changed in my body. My breath came in rapid little pants as something felt like it swelled up deep inside me. It grew and grew, a hot liquid feeling deep in my pelvis, like a balloon inflating, and then, just like a balloon, it popped and something came rushing out, splattering the tiles beneath us.

      “Omega?”

      Tris’ voice was deep and throaty, full of a kind of silky threat I’d never heard before. He smiled then, a strange crooked thing, his pupils blowing wide, the dark swallowing the green.

      “Her heat slick has come in,” Len said, trying for instructional, but as he sidled closer, it was all dark promise, something that had Tris snarling.

      “Mine!” Tris snapped.

      “That’s right,” he said, moving behind Tris, even as my lover’s body grew taut as a string. Tris jumped when the first broad hand landed on his lean chest, but he didn’t seem quite so tense when Len settled his body against Tris’ back. “I want to see you knot our girl. I want to feel you thrusting everything you’ve got into our mate as I knot you.”

      Another jump came as, I was ready to bet, Len worked his fingers up inside Tris, because when I looked down, his cock let out a steady stream of clear pre-cum.

      “You want that, right?” Len asked, a question that wasn’t a question. He was just reading our minds like a good alpha should, giving us exactly what we needed.

      “Out of the shower,” Tris ordered, slapping a hand on the taps and cutting off the water before hauling me along after him.

      Our wet feet sank into the plush carpet, the soft pile feeling like it sucked at us as we passed, but I wasn’t allowed to tarry. Tris picked me up and laid me down on the bed, staring into my eyes for just a second before turning to the others.

      “I can’t make it good for Kit,” he stated baldly. “I just need to be in her as deep as I can get.”

      “That’s why we’re a pack,” James said, moving forward. “Can you handle us being close to Kit, touching her while you rut her?”

      “Rut…” It was a term mostly used to describe the way alphas had sex, because of course they couldn’t just use fuck, but Tris seemed to test the term in his head and then nodded sharply. “This is Kit’s first heat. It has to be good for her. It has to be.”

      “We’ll do whatever she needs,” Jackson said, lying down beside me, and I reached for him on automatic. His focus shifted to me, staring down with a gentle smile on his face. “That’s right, isn’t it, princess? Time to be spoiled?”

      I was dimly aware of a part of my brain that told me perhaps we should be dealing with Tris’ pain, what he’d been through, or even my siblings, but I wasn’t Kit right now. I was omega.

      “Please…” I said to Jackson. “Please, Jacks.” My hands roamed across his arms and chest, feeling the taut muscle there and needing it pressed against me.

      “Anything for you, princess. You know that.”

      And with that, he bent down slowly, pressing his lips to mine, which caused some kind of spontaneous combustion. A white light exploded behind my eyes, forcing my mouth open to admit his tongue, turning the kiss from sweet to hungry.

      “God, I can smell it—her need.”

      “So give your omega what she needs, and we’ll give you what you need.”

      I couldn’t decipher who was doing what with whom now. I just felt the slip of someone’s hair between my fingers, the rasp of someone’s beard, the cool damp fingers of another pulling at my nipples until they ached and my clit throbbed, then another set of hands spread me wide.

      “So fucking wet…”

      “She’s made to take an alpha’s knot over and over, just like you are. We’ll be fighting to keep up with the two of you. Now show me how you knot our girl, Tris.”

      The first finger pushed inside me was an irritation. It was a tiny sliver of what I truly needed. The second finger wasn’t much better. It forced a few little huffing pants out between kisses, then a slow whiny keen. The third was starting to improve things, and I might have been satisfied with the fourth, but today wasn’t about settling.

      “You ready, Kit?” Tris’ voice was full of promises of forbidden pleasures. “You ready to take my knot?”

      “Fuck…” Len hissed as Tris pushed his hand in.

      My body went rigid as I fought to take him. The knots the alphas had on their cocks had some give to them, but not Tris’. It was hard and unforgiving, just like he was, but somehow, that was what I needed.

      “Tris…”

      “You can take me,” he replied with complete confidence. “You were made to take me because you are mine, Kit Rafferty. All fucking mine.”

      And at that, the terrible stretch gave out, and it felt like I snapped around him, gripping him tight.

      “That’s it, baby,” he purred, his voice rolling physically across my skin. “You’ve locked me down tight, and now it’s time to give you everything you need.”

      “Yes, Tris…” I pawed at him ineffectually as he reared above me, forming a massive wall of muscle between the rest of the world and me. James and Jacks pulled back then, seeming to know this moment was Tris’. I eyed their hard bodies, their aching cocks though, knowing that their time would come too, but my alpha, he pushed himself inside his knot, into me, and that was when something that’d been chasing its tail since I woke up settled.

      “Tristan.” I stared at him, and he stared at me. “I love you. I’ll always love you.”

      “I know, Kit.” His alpha cool started to waver then, as something hot and hard rushed into his eyes. “That’s why it’s always been you for me. You’re this beautiful girl who makes my cock weep and my heart ache, who’s looked past what people think I am and has always seen me. You see me.” He moved more frantically then, starting to thrust now, both of us breathless with it. “I’m gonna lock you down in my heart forever, because you’ll always, always be my girl.”

      The time for words was over, and feeling rushed in. The hard thrust of Tristan’s cock, the snap of my hips as I tried to meet him stroke for stroke. His scent filling my lungs, saliva filling my mouth, wanting to bite him, claim him on every square inch of his body until the world knew better than to try and fuck with him. And then came Len.

      He rubbed a big hand up and down Tristan’s spine, trying to accustom him to what was coming, but Tris’ spine bowed in response. He threw his head back, lost now in the two sides of his nature. I reached out, grabbing Len’s other hand, dispelling the tiny flash of doubt there, before he settled himself against my omega-slash-alpha’s body, and then began to work himself inside Tris.

      Tris stopped then, and I could feel the frantic beat of his heart, saw the moment his eyes went wide, then wider, heard his ragged little pants, my own a twin of them, and then Len’s deep grunt.

      “Fuck, how do you feel so fucking perfect?” Len rumbled. “I just want to jam my fucking knot inside you and lock you down tight.”

      Tris looked at me and smiled. We shared something in that moment, an understanding that no one else in the room could hope to comprehend. Alphas either thought they were imposing their knots on us as an extension of their mighty wills, or fought to give it to us as gently as they could, so as not to hurt us, but we knew different—we were made for this. Taking a knot was hard, but it was the most satisfying thing we could ever do.

      “Did you do this before?” I asked Tris in a small voice, not sure I wanted to hear the answer but asking anyway. “When you and Len and Jacks played.”

      “I was wondering when you’d ask me about that,” he said, then let out a little sigh as Len’s hand curled over his shoulder. “We…fucked.” He panted that out. “But he didn’t knot me. I was waiting….” A low groan escaped him, and I felt his cock flex inside me, jerking helplessly in response to what Len was doing. “I couldn’t do it, not without you.”

      “Take a deep breath,” I said, feeling tears fill my eyes, “then let it out slowly, and when you do, open yourself to our alpha. Let him in, Tris. Let everyone in.”

      I’ll never forget the look on Tris’ face, as rhere was something so terribly vulnerable about him then, and Len? He stared down at the two of us, eyes shining, creased up almost in a look of pain as he pushed himself deeper.

      “Kit…!” Tris rasped out. He’d taken alpha knots in the dildos we’d used sometimes, but this was so very different. Rather than both of us frantically trying to make up for what we believed we lacked, we shared something with those that we loved. “Kit, Kit, it’s so… Fuck, Kit!”

      Something broke in Tristan then. He lunged forward, finding the mark he’d left on my neck and fitting his teeth to it. My hands slapped down on his sides as he bit down, re-marking me as his all over again. Len’s fingers linked with mine, the two of us joined, just as Tris was to the two of us, and then he began to move.

      “Full…” Tris said on a groan. “So full…”

      We were, of sensation, of connection, of love and need and desire and all that was good in the world, and that was the moment I spared a split second of a thought for my father.

      He’d been a ‘good’ alpha by society’s standards. He’s ruled the roost, kept all of us jumping to his tune, made lots of money and secured the family name, but he would die never knowing what this was like. As I kissed Tris’ face, as I stared into Len’s eyes, as I watched my alpha bare his teeth in response to everything that was happening.

      “Tris…” Len snarled, low and rumbly, making the two of us shiver. “Tris!”

      “He’s gonna make you his now,” I told my mate. “He’s going to sink his fangs into your neck and claim you as his.”

      “Yes!” Tris panted, stabbing deeper and deeper inside me, and that was when I felt it. Just like before, it was as if my body were swelling, swelling, filling up with all that was them, and then…

      Sparks burst behind my eyes as I watched Len bite and claim Tris, as his cock exploded inside me, as my own body went into riot, clamping down on his knot, his cock and wringing every drop from him.

      

      Afterwards, when we were finally able to pull ourselves free of each other, Len scooped the two of us up, limp as dolls, and held us against his broad chest. We snuggled in closer, to him and to each other, until I pressed a finger to Tris’ new bite.

      “Don’t.” He batted my hand away. “Makes me hard again. Too fucking tired.”

      “Rest now, my mates,” Len said, and I stared up at him then. He just smiled, something so completely and utterly satisfied, and perhaps that was why it came—a low, rumbly purr that took me a few moments to recognise. “You’re mine, all mine.”

      

      Just as I’d said before to Tristan, we were able to lie on the bed and watch the world go by, caught in a sleepy haze, but when Jackson came and lay down beside Len and James curled up beside me, that was driven away. There was a fire in my blood, and each time one of my mates touched me, I was set alight again. I looked up at James through my lashes, and he smiled in response.

      “Ms Rafferty,” he said. “Are you thinking naughty thoughts?”

      “Always,” I replied.
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      So if I was experiencing my first heat with four men I loved, why was I on my hands and knees, presenting my weeping cunt to the room like an animal? A hand smoothed itself up my spine, up and down, up and down, making me arch my back in response.

      “You do look so beautiful when you position yourself like this, Ms Rafferty.” A brush of fingers across my sopping seam had me parting my knees frantically, but the hand was pulled away and all I got was an indulgent chuckle. An impatient little groan escaped my lips at that, which drew further comment.

      “How can you do this?” That was Tristan. “She needs you—I can smell it. She needs you inside her, your knot, and you’re—”

      “Teasing her?” Another finger traced my seam with almost methodical efficacy. “Think about when the two of you were kept apart.”

      “I’d really rather not,” Tris snapped. “That’s never happening again.”

      “No, but remember what it was like when you finally got your hands on our Kit. What was it like?”

      “Desperate, hard. I wanted her so fucking much, I could hardly breathe.”

      “Well, imagine all that desperation, but it comes from playing silly games rather than real deprivation. Love rather than abuse.”

      I’d been making annoying little sounds of protest as they spoke, trying to remind them that I was here, that I needed them, but it just earned me a sharp slap right where I wanted it the most.

      “Oh god, James…” I said on a moan, spreading my legs wider.

      “I love your omega. I love her responsiveness.” Another slap came, and that one stung a little, but the low simmering, glorious burn that set in once it was administered more than made up for it. “I love how fucking beautiful she looks like this. I love that keen mind that’s trying oh so hard to top from the bottom, spreading her thighs wider like a naughty little omega, thinking that baring herself to me, drowning me in her perfume, will be enough to make me relent.”

      Several fingers were shoved inside me then, the slight pinch a ghost of what it felt like to take a knot, and that had me pushing back, trying to take as much of James as I could. Of course, that was when he pulled away again. I turned my head, looking over my shoulder to complain, when I caught James licking his fingers like a cat, swiping every drop of me he could catch before offering them to Tristan. He stared at James, then me, clearly at war with something inside him, before going to work sucking James’ fingers clean. Our alpha looked eminently satisfied by that, then turned to face me.

      “Don’t look back here,” James said in that same cool tone. “Watch them. Watch them come apart. Your slick runs so freely when you watch Jackson and Len together.”

      Ah, that was why I was in this position—before us, Len had pushed Jackson down on the bed, the two of them kissing in a wild and crazy mess of things, before Len stretched Jackson’s arms out on the bed.

      “Keep them there,” Len ordered.

      “Yes, alpha,” Jacks replied, all compliance, but there was something a little more there. Another slap across my cunt had me tingling, but I was already feeling so damn hot. It was like I was burning from within, and Jacks was too, I realised, as he watched Len straddle his hips, pouring lube across their dicks before gripping the both of them in his hand. “Oh!” A little exhalation came from our beta at the first thrust of Len’s hips, our alpha a picture of muscular perfection, every muscle flexing with each movement. “Len, I—” Jackson’s hands clawed at the sheets, his surrender fracturing as soon as Len began to rut against him.

      “I know, Jacks,” Len said, and when you heard his rich, deep voice, you believed him utterly. “I’ve got exactly what you need.”

      They both did, these damn alphas. I closed my eyes, relaxing into the slow, comprehensive exploration of my folds James was now performing. It was as if I were wet clay for him to mould and shape to his specifications, the artist indulging in a much more carnal act of creation.

      “James…” I panted, but his fingers slid inside, finding my G-spot with well-practised ease, then pressing down hard. Slick splattered down on the sheets, my body preparing me for what was to come.

      Only not yet.

      He yanked his fingers free, and by the sounds of it, was licking them clean again.

      “Mm…your taste. I want long, lazy afternoons where I get to just lick every taste of your slick away before working to produce more. Promise me that, omega.”

      James’ voice was harsh and hungry, and I nodded my head, willing to agree to anything right now. The mental image he’d created of the two of us lying head to tail, his cock in my mouth, beading pre-cum every time I pulled away, and then I’d go back for more…

      “I love her so much. I want Kit to come so hard, she sees stars,” James said to Tristan. “I want her to feel, to need everything I’ve got to give her like she needs her next breath, maybe more. I want her out of her fucking mind, like I am the moment I’m around her, swept up in some kind of burning haze, loving what I’m doing to her.” I tried to affirm just that, but another slap landed. “I want the pleasure to cut her in two, just like it does me when I push myself inside her.”

      “Fuck, you need to teach me this shit because—” Tris’ voice was harsh and corroded.

      “I know.” I looked bleary-eyed over my shoulder to see the two of them staring at each other. “You and I, we feel just the same, about Kit, about…”

      “About what, alpha?” Tristan asked the question in a dangerous little coil of a voice, his eyes dropping down to trace the shape of James’ mouth. “About what?”

      James worked his fingers back inside me, not missing a stroke as the other hand went around Tristan’s skull, drawing him down. I clenched around his fingers when I saw them kiss, heard the rapid intakes of their breaths, but Tristan wouldn’t let that go on for long. He pulled away, then nodded to me.

      “Kit’s quivering with this. It couldn’t be more perfect for her. Everyone here, sharing, being sweet with each other.” Tristan moved his head then, pushing it into the crook of James’ neck to breathe him in. “Take care of our girl, and I’ll take care of you.”

      James’ expression—a brief, wide-eyed blink, then a flare of triumph—was a perfect replica of my own. He turned to me, reaching down and cupping his hand around my throat, forcing my head back until I felt his cock press against me and his lips land on mine.

      “I had a lot more planned for you, Ms Rafferty.”

      “Later,” Tris said with all that alpha assurance, followed by the pop of a lube cap.

      “Your omega is terribly impatient” —James’ arch tone fractured then as Tristan pushed his fingers inside him— “but I can’t seem to find it in me to complain.” He turned then to Tristan. “I won’t be able to take your knot, not yet. I haven’t…had the same practise as the others.”

      “Don’t need to knot you to make you mine,” Tristan replied. “Because you are, aren’t you, alpha? Mine and Kit’s, forever now.”

      “Gods, yes…” Was James’ exhalation due to Tristan’s ministrations or what he had to say? I couldn’t work it out, but I didn’t need to. “I need inside you, omega,” James rumbled at me. “I need in your perfect little cunt.”

      “And I need in you, alpha,” Tris said, right as I panted through the first swipe of James’ cock against my seam. He collected the slick there, baptising his cock, before thrusting deep.

      “Yes!” I hissed, feeling the heavy weight of my alpha against my thighs, his hand on my throat. “Yes….” The weight of him doubled as Tris worked himself inside James. “Yes, yes…” we all panted the minute we were connected.

      I needed the harsh, abrupt thrust of my alpha inside me. I needed his hissing song of pleasure, a twin of my own. My fingers clawed at the sheets as I thrust back at him, stroke for stroke, feeling him sink deeper and deeper inside me, the only time I felt an approximation of what burned inside us. All while Tris was dictating the pace, that sharp snap of his hips echoing down through James and into me, until James pulled out abruptly.

      “No!” I squealed, fighting to rejoin us, but he picked me up with shaking arms and then flipped me over, finding his place back inside me in seconds, treating me to the sight of the two of them, wild and unhinged for me.

      “I need to see you,” James said, tilting his head slightly to stare down at me. “I need to see you come apart, not just feel you. I could stare at you forever, Kit, and it would never be enough.” He settled down then, and that was when I felt his knot begin to nudge at my entrance. “You’re going to take me, omega, all of me. Everything we have to give.”

      My legs wrapped around James’ waist, Tris gripping my ankles as he drove himself into James. Every downstroke forced James deeper into me, my body stretching to fit him, until finally, he was in. We were all sobbing with the effort of it, and then Tris leaned down.

      “Time to claim our alpha,” he told me, and I nodded furiously in response. James, he just tilted his neck to one side, baring his unmarked neck as he stared into my eyes the whole time.

      “Please.” That was all James said to me, to Tris, and who were we to hold out on him? Tris struck like a snake, his fangs bared with a kind of savagery that took my breath away, but when they dug in, everything went sideways. We all moved then, like we’d been collectively struck by lightning, rutting, moaning, clawing, shifting, seeking something that humans always look for and rarely find.

      Completion.

      That was what I felt when I burst around James, when I felt his cum jet inside me, when he jerked on Tris’ dick like a fish on a line. That warm, sweet feeling just grew and grew, leaving me rolling around on the bed in some kind of reflected ecstasy, ten times more powerful than anything we could conjure with our bodies.

      “Rest…” Len said when we finally came back to the room, to the bed, to everything. He sported a new bleeding bite mark on his neck, and so did Jacks, the two of them collapsing down beside us. The fire inside me, it’d banked down, the flames just little flickering things, but I would burn again, over and over, until we were complete.
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      Several weeks later.

      “I can’t do this,” Theo said. We were standing in the nest that Theo had set up in Greta’s home with her help. He rubbed his hands on his black wool suit for the umpteenth time, scrubbing away nervous sweat that had the harsh chemical scent of anxiety. Thank god we’d picked something subtle for his debut at the Omega Ball, so the marks weren’t visible on the expensive fabric.

      “Of course you can, honey,” Tai said, stalking closer, wearing an emerald green dress that fit her willowy form perfectly. She pushed my brother’s chin up with an elegantly manicured finger. “You’re an omega, and what’ve I told you about omegas?”

      “We’re strong, we’re resilient, and we can take shit no one else can,” he mumbled back, the phrases ones she’d asked him to repeat back to her over and over.

      Both my siblings had moved into Greta’s house while I went into heat, and now she finally had the house full of family to spoil she’d always wanted. I didn’t know who lived in the Greyson house anymore. Not Dad. He was currently sitting in jail, because apart from all the evidence Mum and Neal had been collecting on Dad, New South Wales’ finest couldn’t disregard the live stream Marcus had broadcast of Dad’s kidnapping of Tristan. I didn’t care about that, though, or about the family bullshit or who took over the Greyson name. My siblings belonged to me, my selfish little omega heart had decided. They weren’t Greysons anymore. They were free to be whoever they needed to be, and right now, Theo needed to declare himself to the world as an omega.

      “But…” Theo’s eyes darted around the small room he’d gotten changed in. “All of Dad’s friends, all the people I went to school with, everyone I know will be out there, and they’re going to see me step out and—”

      “Theo,” Tai said, staring into his eyes, moving to catch his furtive gaze. “No one out there knows you. They think they do, but they don’t. This is you taking your first step at showing the world who you really are.” She brushed some imaginary lint off his shoulders and then squared them by physically pushing them down. “How’s the hormone therapy going?”

      Tai, apart from being Glint’s partner and someone who liked to play at Abaddon, was also a doctor. She worked mostly in a research capacity, but her work on the endocrine system and its impact on people with either gender or designation dysphoria was revolutionary. When Theo had talked to Greta about his situation, she’d instantly put a call in to this hotshot doctor she knew. Imagine our surprise when Tai walked in.

      Her professional name was Dr Thalia Beecham, but she was still every inch the elegant omega in a pantsuit as she was in kink gear. She’d started Theo on hormone therapy, and decreasing his testosterone levels while increasing things like oxytocin seemed to help him. It was still a shaky time, the rapid change in mood difficult for everyone to weather, but slowly, I started to see the real Theo emerge. I was still getting to know him, but I liked the omega that was beginning to emerge.

      “Kit!”

      My head jerked around to see my sister peering through the door. She looked harried, which immediately put me on guard. The bruises on her face had healed, but something inside her was still hard and jagged. She’d tried so hard to be the perfect beta. When everything came crashing down, starting when our father beat her and ending with Dad being arrested, it had thrown my super capable sister into a tailspin. She’d given up her job in the law firm, wanting to work out what the hell she wanted, but as per usual, that was put off until we were safe and settled. She waved me over, then dragged me outside into the ball.

      “Mum’s here.”

      “What?”

      In typical Mum fashion, she hadn’t hung around or touched base with us after whatever the hell her crazy plan had been fell into place. I could’ve spent time wondering how or why, but I couldn’t seem to bring myself to. I had what I wanted, what I needed, right here. Still, she couldn’t just leave us like that, could she? I shook my head and then followed my sister to the foyer inside the front door of the house, where a very stiff Greta was standing.

      “What on earth would make you think it was a good idea to come back here?” she asked Neal.

      “I’m not here for you, Greta,” he replied.

      “No, I don’t suppose you would be.” She eyed the way he wrapped his arm around Mum, holding her tucked protectively into his side. “You were infatuated with Cerise the moment she presented herself at the Omega Ball. Everyone noticed it.”

      “Before that,” Mum replied, her spine jerking straight. “Neal and I…” Her voice trailed away as she finally spotted us. “Where’s Theo? I want to see my son.”

      “But not your daughters?” Cress asked, stepping in front of me, always protective. She crossed her arms, making clear Mum wouldn’t be getting any closer to us. “Theo is out of his mind with anxiety and doesn’t need drama right now. He’s presenting himself at the Omega Ball.”

      That was when I finally saw Mum’s hard mask crack. Tears welled in her eyes, and her shaking fingers went to her mouth.

      “So he’s done it?”

      “Transitioning to become the omega he truly is?” I replied. “Yeah, he has. They’re still messing with his medications to try and get the right levels, but…” My jaw tightened then. “He knows who he is, and today, he’s going to announce that to the world. Surely you can see that he doesn’t need any further stress while he does that.”

      “I want to see Theo,” Mum said, all that imperiousness back in her voice, but with it came a waver. Neal gripped her tighter then, glancing at the two of us with a not entirely friendly eye. “I did this for him. I’ll go, but I need to see him.”

      “You did what for him?”

      Cress spluttered at her claim, but I stopped her with a hand. I stared into my mother’s face, still beautiful despite what she’d done to her body over the years, then stared even harder when it appeared she was sober.

      “That’s what this was? Getting Tristan kidnapped? Letting Dad—”

      “Kit.” Cress shook her head slowly, then eyed the stairs. We needed to keep a lid on things, for Theo.

      “Nothing was going to stop Richard. If I divorced him, he would have been left to do exactly as he pleased. Richard Greyson, paragon of virtue, bringing up his perfect alpha, beta, and omega children.”

      For anyone else, that would sound like a good thing, but in us, it sent a shiver of terror. All parents had aspirations for their kids. They tried to steer them towards goals that they thought would be beneficial and away from stuff they didn’t, but reasonable parents did so in conjunction with the child, recognising that they weren’t just a carbon copy of themselves but actual living, breathing, complex people with their own wants and needs.

      But not Dad.

      I’d read that in the original Cinderella fairy tale, the ugly stepsisters lopped off their toes to try and fit the prince’s glass slipper, the passage of their feet into the shoe lubricated by their blood, and that was what Dad reminded me of. He’d ruthlessly prune everything and everyone until they were there, broken and bleeding, but now fitting inside the box he’d created.

      “I spoke to your grandfather and my own father…” Her lips formed a thin line at that. “I went to the police, to anyone that would listen, until finally…” When she turned to face Neal, I saw an expression I’d never expected to see on my mother’s face, one of openness, of vulnerability, and then something that made me feel unreasonably, desperately jealous.

      Love. Mum was in love with Neal.

      “You won’t ever be able to forgive me.” Mum’s focus was back to us, and that same hard look was there, but was it more fragile now? I found myself smiling then, seeing her lift her chin, peering down at us with a look I now recognised well.

      Mum was apparently the OG defiant girl.

      “It’s too late to patch things up after everything that’s happened, but I just want to see Theo once before he’s presented.”

      “Why?” I asked, but not so much in response to her words, as I felt like I saw her now in a whole other light. “Why did you do all of this? The sex tape, trying to hack Apothecary’s database, helping Dad kidnap Tristan. Why?”

      Cress’ focus increased perceptibly. We’d asked ourselves the same question late at night, when everyone else was in bed.

      “You were all just like me,” she said, “and so you could be caught in the same traps. Cress trying to be the perfect beta and marry that idiot to please your father. You would’ve been terribly bored at best, and at worst… When Kit started to act up, I felt heartened, thinking that she might be the one to make a break, but she engaged in petty acts of rebellion under the radar—not complying, but never actually outright defying him. You were going to turn your back on it, Kit, all those alphas who actually gave a fuck about you, and for what? Your father was a monster, one my family was delighted to marry me off to, irrespective of what I thought about it.”

      She turned then to look at Neal, making me remember his comments about Mum when I first met him.

      “And he would have married you off to other raging type A personalities or upper middle class sociopaths. You would have been trapped like I was. You would have had to endure what I had, what Theo had.”

      Her voice broke as she said our brother’s name, something I’d never heard her do for any of us.

      “He was my first child. I loved him so much, and then it became apparent that he was different.” Mum blinked furiously then, her eyelids fluttering as slender fingers dabbed away any tears. “Then your father…”

      We all had an idea of what Dad had done, and as we each recalled the pieces we’d been able to glean, a heaviness settled in the air.

      “I know I’m never going to have a relationship with any of you,” she said, some of the old Mum back now. “But I just want to see him before he presents himself. He’s the only one that’s ever really understood.”

      Because Mum had let Theo in on the plan. We’d gotten that much out from conversations after my heat broke. Theo had shot the video of me and Tristan on Mum’s behest to force me to make a decision—jump with Tris and Len, or stay under Dad’s thumb forever. She was right, we probably wouldn’t have much of a relationship. I got how desperate she felt she’d been, but damn if she didn’t move the lot of us around like pawns on a board, not really caring which ones got knocked off. It was hard to trust someone who could be that bloody cold and manipulative, even if they had good intentions.

      “What do you think?” Cress asked me, and I snorted at that. No more for your own good this or maybe you shouldn’t that anymore, apparently.

      “Don’t upset him,” I snapped, injecting as much of my own dictatorial bullshit into my voice, forcing Mum’s eyebrows to shoot up. “He’s bloody terrified, and I don’t need him upset as well.”

      And so, the three of us returned to the room to find Tai and the others fussing over my brother.

      

      “Mum?” he asked, stepping free of the scrum of people. “What’re you doing here?”

      “You’re going to present yourself as an omega,” she said, blinking back tears while maintaining her social smile. She put her hands on Theo’s arms and then squeezed. “I had to come. I couldn’t be more proud of you, darling. You’ll be the toast of the ball.”

      “Mum…”

      Theo wasn’t settling, I could see that. Cress and I stepped forward as one, ready to drag our mother away if she was going to upset him, but he pulled her into his arms and held her close and then his eyes fell closed. Greta, Cress, and I, we all looked at each other in confusion.

      “We did it.”

      He breathed out the words, little more than a sigh, as Cress and I watched Mum rub her hand up and down his back, actually soothing him in a way we’d never seen, which of course begged the question—how long had she been doing this for our brother? What kind of bond did they share behind the scenes, that they could offer each other this kind of comfort? And more than that, what did that mean for our understanding of both people? Did we actually know them at all?

      “Yes, we did,” Mum said, finally pulling away to wipe tears from her eyes. She blinked then, as if that would dislodge them, her face collapsing when she couldn’t. Neal rushed forward, ready to soothe her, but she shook her head. “I’m going to go—”

      “No, Mum.” Theo grabbed her hand, and it was then I could see yet another example of the omega nature that was finally allowed to emerge. He rubbed his hands across her knuckles, a cloud of soothing omega pheromones settling over all of us. “I want you to present me.”

      I glanced at Greta and saw her go pale. He’d asked her to introduce him to society in his new designation, but apparently, that was no longer needed. She nodded slowly, a serene smile spreading across her face as she considered the two of them, and that was when I knew this would be all right.

      “Greta, the limousines have arrived,” said one of Greta’s secretaries, poking his head in through the open doorway.

      “Well, it’s time to get these omegas to the ball then,” she replied, winking at me. “You’ll ride with me, Neal. I think you’ll find I’m very interested to hear about your role in this.”

      

      I could have done with that distraction. We all piled into the limousine, Mum and Theo sitting together, hand in hand, which just made me stare. For the first time ever, I saw Mum…well, behave like a mother.

      When we got out of the limousine at the steps of the venue, Mum fussed, straightening Theo’s tux jacket, brushing away non-existent lint, until finally, he grabbed her hands and squeezed.

      “We talked about this over and over, darling,” Mum said in a hushed tone. “You’ll be perfect.” She straightened up and stared my brother in the eyes. “You are perfect.”

      Theo looked up the steps, saw men and women in evening wear walking up the stairs to the brightly lit building, and nodded then, having attended so many of them before, but never like this. When he was ready, we walked up to the entrance to where someone was checking people in.

      “And who do we have here?” the woman asked before looking up, her polite smile faltering. “Oh, my apologies, Mr Greyson. You’re here—?”

      “To present myself as an omega,” he said, his voice clear and calm, even as the woman blinked. She flicked through her paperwork, found his details, and then nodded, picking up the white ribbon badge that all omegas wore to indicate their designation at the ball. Mum took it and pinned it to his jacket, then nodded before we all swept in.

      

      “God, they’re already starting to talk,” I muttered to James as we took our place on the outskirts of the ballroom, my eyes seeming to pick up every whisper spoken behind a hand, every sly smile.

      “They don’t matter,” James assured me.

      “Except they do. They’re going to say something shitty to him, or worse, what if they fucking laugh? James? James?”

      He smiled down at me and then shook his head slowly, giving me that damn Chadwick smile, and that stopped me in my tracks.

      Time felt like it stood still for a moment as I just stared at him, enjoying that feeling of being jerked out of the grasp of my chattering mind and just being with him. Then a formal voice said, “Theodore Chadwick, omega of the Greyson family.”

      My brother stepped forward as a deathly silence fell over the ballroom. He stood there, head tilted slightly down, and in an omega, that kind of graceful reticence was seen to be terribly attractive, my deportment teacher having tried to teach me how to do exactly that until she finally gave up in disgust. People stared and stared, and I stared at them, watching, waiting for them to react. My heart rattled in my chest, my grip on James’ hand tightening, until finally, I saw people murmur, confer, but as I searched the crowd with hungry eyes, I noted something important.

      Desire, for one, naked and open. Interest was another. Eyes caressed my brother’s form, which was kind of gross to witness, but this was what he’d said he wanted. He wanted to live his life as he really was, as an omega, and he wanted to go through the same rituals any other omega would. It was then that some of the alphas performed their part of the ritual. One by one, men and women stepped forward, alphas all of them. Alphas that were interested in my brother. Alphas that wanted to wine him and dine him and send him dancing across the floor in their arms. Alphas that saw the omega in my brother and wanted to sink into all that softness and make him theirs.

      “This is going to work…” Cress whispered, half prayer, half self-congratulation. “This is actually going to work.”
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      A year later.

      “Oh my god, it’s a bloody scrum in here,” Cress said as we walked up to the gallery entrance. The place was packed to the gills with people, and the show wasn’t due to open for an hour or so. We’d thought we’d sneak in early, but apparently, so had everyone else.

      “This is the hottest ticket in town,” Jackson said, squeezing my hand. “Everyone wants to see our boy.”

      “And us.” Tris looked pale as he peered over the heads of the crowd, scanning the walls. “It’s—”

      “Don’t ruin it,” Len said, smoothing a hand across his back. “James will tell us what the show is about when he’s ready.”

      Except we already knew. We couldn’t see the works clearly, peering through the big glass walls as we were, trying to get in, but the glimpses I caught? I knew that sweep of honey brown hair, those steely blue eyes, those finely drawn fingers, and then…

      “That’s you!” Cress said excitedly, then flushed when she realised how I’d been drawn. Curled up naked and asleep, tucked against Len’s chest, I remembered exactly when that was. “Oh.”

      “Yes, I believe there’ll be a whole lot of oh’s.”

      We turned at the sound of a familiar voice and saw Theo had joined us. His eyes twinkled as he smiled at us. He held up a brochure for the exhibition, and there, in a long looping hand, was the title of the show. Longing.

      “I’m assuming that darling Kit’s pack is the subject of all this longing?”

      Ian was one of several alphas dancing around my brother, trying to convince him to become his. Oddly, he was exactly what Dad would have wanted for Cress or me in a mate. He was from England, from a seriously connected family there, but like a lot of people secure in wealth and position, he had a kind of born to rule easiness about him that seemed perfect for my brother. I saw it in the way he slung his arm around Theo’s shoulders, bringing him back into the safe harbour of Ian’s arms on a regular basis. The alpha brushed his nose absently across Theo’s neck, breathing in his scent, right before my brother shook him off, squirming free. But Theo’s small self-congratulatory smile? It made clear that he was enjoying the push-pull of being an omega with an alpha.

      “Only way to find out is to go in,” Jacks replied, and then we entered the gallery.

      I kind of understood the title of the exhibition, because as soon as I got inside, I was longing for some kind of anonymity. People were staring at the many massive drawings all across the walls, because of course they were. Then, as they noticed us, they stared at my pack, trying to work out who was what in each drawing, I was willing to bet, or the circumstances that led up to the creation of each artwork. Still, their penetrative, intrusive gazes fell away as we came closer to the first artwork.

      “Fuck…” Len hissed, staring at the drawing like it was a map leading to buried treasure, and maybe it was.

      On it, he and Jackson were entangled. Caught in a moment of both lust and tenderness, their bodies were welded tight together, even as their mouths explored each other with much greater gentleness. To me, James had recorded them with a kind of precision that was breathtaking. A photo could have captured the moment, and in the hands of a great photographer, something transcendent could have been made, but James drew them. So when you looked at the drawing, you didn’t just see Len and Jacks holding each other, loving each other, you caught all that same care James imbued it with as he wielded his pencil.

      “He loves us,” Tristan announced as he moved closer, then shook his head slowly. “That’s what this is. All of this…”

      He moved abruptly away from the artwork but stumbled when he got to the next. People in the crowd around us looked affronted until they saw who it was, because on the wall, and standing in front of the artwork, was Tristan. The one now was dressed beautifully in some of the many clothes Greta seemed to love to buy for us, but on the page? Tristan was asleep, the pencil having captured that strange kind of vulnerability that only seemed to come when he did. The real Tris’ eyes bored into it, as if commanding his other self to wake up, but the tousle of his hair, the lines of his muscles, the slight part of his lips? They stayed there, perfectly frozen.

      “So what do you think?”

      This voice was also familiar, but there was a hesitancy that wasn’t usually there. We turned then to see the crowd had parted and James stood there, looking slightly sheepish. He refused to let us see anything of the show or its pieces before the event, getting more and more squirrelly as his work had progressed. He’d disappeared for days off to his old house, working in his studio from dawn to dusk, then coming back exhausted.

      To do exactly as Tris said—to show us how he felt about us in the way that made the most sense to him. I pulled away from my pack then and stepped up to James almost shyly. People were watching, I was aware of that, but of none more than him. There was a distance between us, a small pocket of awkwardness created by this, by all of this. He’d pulled away from us to create something, then turned around and showed us that it was a meditation on everything that made us a pack.

      “You love us,” I said, echoing Tristan’s words, and he sidled up behind me, equally interested in what our alpha had to say.

      “So bloody much…” James rumbled under his breath.

      “That’s what this is all about, what you’ve been drawing,” I said.

      “I tried other things. Honestly, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to put this up on a wall.” James glanced at the drawings, then back at us. “I feel like I just ripped out my own heart and splattered it against the wall. Not especially post-modern” —he snorted at that— “but…I couldn’t draw anything else.” This was a rawly delivered excuse, a plea for absolution, an offer… “There’s only you. All of you.”

      Before I got right of reply, the sound of a spoon tapping the side of a wine glass drew everyone’s attention. The gallery owner, the one who’d the insulting comments about whether we could be in the gallery unsupervised, he smiled and regarded the crowd.

      “Thank you, everyone, for coming to see this magnificent exhibition from our James,” he said.

      “Our James…” Tris mouthed, his eyebrows jerking down.

      “Now, as much as I’d like to deliver a sermon on why I think this is a pivotal shift in James Chadwick’s career, the artist himself has asked to speak. James?”

      He hissed then, casting a quick look over his shoulder at us, and that was all the warning we got of what was to come. Len and Jacks shifted closer, shielding us with their bodies, seeming to know we’d need it, because James, he came out swinging.

      “There’s been a shift in art,” he said, nodding to the people around him. “Away from the highly subjective individual genius of modernism into the much smarter, much more analytical frame of post-modernism, but what do you do if you’ve got nothing smart to say?”

      It was a rhetorical question, but he gave the crowd a moment to consider that.

      “What if every time you sit down to create something, the only thing there to be drawn upon is an ache that settles down deep in your gut, your head, and your heart? What if you can’t think of a single glib thing to say or to make? What if you’re so full of them, of wanting, needing, and longing for them, even when they’re in your arms?”

      James blinked then, looking impossibly alone, and I jerked forward, ready to take all of that away, but my pack’s hands clapped down upon me, holding me where I was.

      “In this show, I was forced to expose myself more than I ever have in my life,” James continued, speaking to the crowd, but his eyes were glazed over, seeing something else. “I couldn’t stop myself. There was something of a ritual about it. This longing to be with them, yet to pull away from them to record every element of my pack, as if I were racing against the clock, like they’d slip away if I didn’t… I was trying…to fix them into place.”

      He glanced at the artworks then, frowning slightly at what he saw, but I couldn’t work out why. What he’d drawn, what he’d made…

      Raw emotion wasn’t enough to make great art, because otherwise, I’d have been knocking da Vinci off his perch. We all had moments of rarefied, intense feeling, but an artist, sometimes they could use the same raw clay we all share to create something eternal.

      “We have to buy every piece,” I said.

      “Fucking oath we do,” Len agreed in a low growl, like he needed to protect the pieces from the hungry crowd, and I could see why—attention was fading away from James and back to the drawings.

      “So anyway, that’s what it’s all about,” James said with a shrug. “Nothing grand or glorious, just…” He nodded then, searching the crowd and finding our eyes. “Just love—obsessive, maddening, consuming love.”

      I pulled away then, feeling the same damn thing as I pushed my way through the crowd, the gallery owner saying something, but the crowd was breaking up, ready to inspect the works in this new light.

      “Obsessive, maddening love?” I asked the minute I stumbled before James, looking up at him, completely ignoring everyone else.

      “Was there any doubt in your mind, omega?” James countered in a low desperate tone. “Because if there was—?”

      I threw myself at him then, feeling his arms go around me and realising I hadn’t been able to really relax until he did. I clawed at my alpha, needing more, more, and then I got it. Another body pressed into mine, sandwiching me between them and James. Tris, I quickly realised.

      “You can’t sell any of these,” Tris said stiffly. “You are heir to a mega fortune, so—”

      “I know, Tris,” James said. “Carl is having conniptions, but all we’re selling are a limited edition of prints. Even that was a compromise.” I looked up to see James’ gaze sweeping across the gallery. “The thought of someone putting one of these drawings over their fireplace or in their drawing room….”

      “So we’re taking them home?” That was Len’s rumble. “Good, I was thinking I was gonna have to bankrupt myself buying every bloody one for the pack.”

      “No, not this time.” James let out a sigh. “I don’t like having my own artwork around after it’s done, but this time…I’ll make an exception. I have to.”

      “So show us what you’ve made,” Tristan said. “You’ve been distant, absent—”

      “I know.” James raked his spare hand through his hair, then looked down at me. “It’s not an excuse, but I had to…I had to get this out. It’s impossible to draw at Gran’s, and there’s not enough room at my place.”

      “Enough excuses,” Jackson said, an impish smile on his face as he looked around the gallery. “You haven’t let us near a single piece for months on end. Now’s your time to share.”

      

      Everyone wanted a piece of James that night and I could see why. He was brilliant, my alpha, and I felt a hot, hot rush of pride as a result. He refused to allow anyone close that night, though, fobbing off critics and buyers by redirecting them towards the gallery owner or with promises he’d catch up with them later. He talked us through each artwork, explaining in an intense stream of words what each one meant, until he came back to the one of me naked, curled up against Len’s chest.

      “This one was a funny one,” James said as he stared at the work, as if re-experiencing its creation. “I sketched it out quickly one morning, when the two of you were sleeping, then blew it up for the final artwork. I felt like I could feel your essence and Len’s, but it wasn’t just the two of you.”

      He frowned as he raked his eyes over the two of our forms.

      “Sometimes, it feels like I can see inside my subject’s mind as I’m drawing. I’m focussing so hard on who they are, how they need to be represented…” He left out a long, whistling breath. “I was Len in this moment, holding you close, feeling the way you slotted in against my body, but also… While I was alone in my studio, just scratching out one drawing, then another, I knew he was there, holding you in his arms when I couldn’t.”

      James turned, facing the rest of the pack.

      “All of you were—that’s what I wanted to represent in that work. Len’s the symbol I used, but really, we’re all in it.” He looked down at me then. “All of us curled around our Kit, like we will, always.”

      I stared then, my eyes flicking from the artwork to James, to Jackson, Len, and Tris.

      “I’m glad you didn’t sell these pieces,” I said finally. “I wouldn’t want to have to hurt you.” They chuckled at that, even though I didn’t. “But part of me wishes you had.”

      “What?”

      “I love them, James,” I said, my voice choking on the words, “and I hate them. Because every day I walk past them at home, I’m going to be reminded that you were able to articulate the way we feel for each other so completely perfectly.” I paused then, my lips thinning. “And I can’t.”

      “Can’t you?” James moved closer, something smouldering and intense, sweet and hot, in his eyes. “Darling Kit, I think you just did.”
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      A few months later.

      I was woken in my favourite way ever—slow kisses dotted my skin, reminding me I had it, that I was lying on the bed in my nest, snuggled down into the softness of the bed. I wasn’t in heat, but everyone else had gone for the day. Jacks went to his bar, and Tris was with him. Tristan was giving bar work a go, because he was happier and less snarky when he had something constructive to do and the novelty of being able to do actual work was still there. Len was at his work, James was at his studio, and then there was me.

      I’d been raised to run a household, to bring up children, to be a decorative fixture in my mate’s life, but even that wasn’t needed. Greta ran a tight ship in her house, and while she was trying to engage me with her charity work, I hadn’t found anything that spoke to me yet. So here I was, napping, until now. Prickling kisses scored lightly at my skin, letting me know exactly who this was.

      “Jacks?”

      I rolled over, blinking to find my beta on his hands and needs, looming over me. Oh, yes please, my body insisted. I reached up to stroke his hair, to touch the beard that had scratched at my skin, to feel those soft lips, and then my fingers slid down his neck to play with the marks we’d all left there.

      “Uh-uh,” he said, grabbing my hand and then placing a kiss on my palm. “I’ve got a meeting to go to, and I thought you might like to come along.”

      “A meeting?”

      I blinked then, dealing with the twin emotions of being elated to see my mate and then my heart sinking when I heard the word meeting. It was important to him and Len that their businesses continued to do well, but attending a meeting with him? I imagined boring conversations about forward projections and taxation implications, and my heart sank, but…

      We’d faced the issue that neither Len nor James’ house were set up to house a pack of our size. Len had sold his but retrieved that lovely pile of nesting materials that I’d clutched to my chest like an omega dragon until Tris wheedled some out of my grip, and James still slipped away to his when he needed to draw. We needed to build a house that was just right for us, and while Greta was obviously happy to pay for that, the boys really wanted to do that themselves, so we waited.

      “Who’s the meeting with?” I asked, bracing myself for an accountant or bar owner associate.

      “Marcus.”

      Jackson grinned then, as if he’d been reading my mind, watching my thinly veiled disinterest turn to surprise.

      “You’re taking me to Apothecary?” I asked, my voice getting a little breathy despite myself. We went and played there sometimes, so I couldn’t help but associate the place with a Jackson that had a whole lot less clothes on and was letting that deeply sensual creature that lurked within him out.

      “But not for that.” He dipped down, breathing in my scent, then smiled at me. “As much as I might like to. He rang me, asked for a meeting, and said you should come, so here I am. You don’t have to come.”

      I cut off any response he might have, wrapping my arms around his neck and kissing him, something he got caught up in despite himself, but I flipped him over, grinding into the lump in his jeans before springing free. I threw open one of the wardrobes, pulling out clothes willy-nilly until I found what I was looking for. A sheath dress in a structured linen, it was chic but the fabric was soft enough not to irritate my skin. I changed into it, Jackson watching me with lazy eyes the whole time.

      “I’ll never get used to the fact I’ve got a right to lie here and watch you make yourself even more beautiful,” he said.

      “I’m still trying to reconcile myself to the fact you’d want to,” I replied, slipping on a pair of black heels before walking over to him. I stood towering over him now, feet either side of the muscular thighs that hung over the bed.

      “Oh, I want to.” He rolled up, his voice little more than a velvety purr, his hands going to the outside of my thighs and skimming up until he met the hem of the dress. When he shifted that slightly, my lips parted, the meeting completely forgotten by me.

      But not by him.

      “But we need to take this meeting. Marcus is a big deal in the club scene, and word is he’s looking to get out of it and moving onto some secret project. At the very least, I’m aiming to find out. Shit, maybe we can collaborate on what’s coming next.”

      I let out a little hiss of frustration when he got to his feet, forcing me backwards, but then he took my hand.

      “Anyway, the meeting isn’t at Apothecary. It’s some place an hour or so out of town. I figured we’d go for a drive, take the meeting, and if you’re a good little omega, we’d find some secluded little spot in a national park or something and I’d pet that sweet little pussy until she purrs.”

      “OK, I’m in,” I said, and he grinned at the haste with which I retrieved my bag.

      

      Sitting in the car with Jackson was a special kind of hell. The enclosed space, with the warm sun pouring in through the windscreen, just made his scent multiply. It was thick and sweet like honey, and it filled my nose. He caught me raking my eyes down his body, his back pressed against the seat, his arm straight as it gripped the steering wheel. He was a picture of casual proficiency, and that had my hand sliding over to find its home on his thigh. Then it slid upwards.

      “Omega…” he rumbled.

      Jackson might be a beta, but he could make that rumbly sound just like an alpha, and that was what had me shifting in my seat. I leaned over, rubbing my hand up and down his thigh, getting higher and higher until he flicked on the indicators to turn left. I smiled then, thinking I was going to get my reward before the meeting, not afterwards, but he pushed my hand firmly away after we’d turned onto a smaller road. Acres of green rolling hills surrounded us, and there was what looked like a posh private school in the distance.

      “Is this the right place?” I asked, eyeing it suspiciously.

      “It’s the one I was given directions to,” he said with a slight frown.

      Sure enough, when we pulled in, there was Cyn Rhodes waiting for us. She smiled and waved as we got out of the car, then said, “You must be wondering what the hell this place is.”

      “That’s about right,” Jackson said, hooking his arm around my waist and holding me against his side. “Looks like some kind of institution.”

      “It is, just not what you’re thinking. Trust me,” she said with a rueful smile. “You’ll never guess what’s inside, and explaining won’t do it justice. Come, I’ll give you a quick tour, and then you can meet with Marcus.”

      

      The first thing I noticed when we got inside was the sound of voices. Like a school, there were young children and older ones, their voices echoing down the halls.

      “These are the people Marcus has invited over?” a woman said, bustling forward with a friendly smile.

      “Char, this is Jackson and his omega, Kit. Guys, this is my mother-in-law, Char, but she also works here.”

      “Lovely to meet you!” she said, shaking both our hands.

      “And what is ‘here’?” Jackson asked, trying to peer down the hallway.

      “Let’s go and see, shall we?” Char said.

      

      “It’s a school?”

      We walked past classroom after classroom, mostly filled with teenagers. Omega teenagers, my nose told me as I breathed in that tough mix of so many omegas in one place. But why would they have so many omegas here?

      “It’s a refuge,” Char said, her voice growing grim. “There’s so many young omegas, mostly from the academy system, but then…”

      “We built this place when we discovered Orion had quite a few half siblings,” Cyn explained, her expression sober. “I don’t know what his father was thinking. Perhaps he was breeding children like prize cattle, ready to be sold off for influence and to forge connections. It took Orion a while, but he recovered them all from the situations they were in. In doing that, though, he, then we became aware of how many others were out there suffering. Like you were, Kit.”

      I stumbled then, but not over anything real. I stumbled on the idea she was putting forward.

      “How do you…?” I was ready to snap something high-handed, then let out a sigh. “Marcus.”

      “He followed the situation quite closely, beyond providing the footage to the police,” Cyn said with a shrug. “He’s a manipulative shit, but he’s one with a conscience—a big one. When he found out what Orion built here, something seemed to unlock in him. It was as if all that nutfuckery that’s inside his head finally had somewhere to go.”

      “And now he wants to see if you’ll join us,” Char said.

      “Char…”

      Obviously, the woman wasn’t supposed to let the cat out of the bag, but she was unrepentant. I was willing to bet the small, soft-looking woman got away with quite a lot with the mother of all air she carried around with her.

      “So what would you want us to do?” I asked with a snort, looking down the corridor through narrowed eyes now. “Teach geography? Because I was not an apt student by any stretch.”

      “No,” Cyn said, frustration seeping into her voice. “Let me show you something else.”

      

      So on we walked, past classrooms with their glass walls and open spaces, to ones much more closed off. Cyn fished out a swipe card, ready to put it through the reader, when she paused.

      “Just…tread carefully in here,” she told us. “No raised voices, no sudden moves, and keep your body language neutral.”

      “What the hell is inside here?” Jackson asked with a frown.

      “Children,” Cyn replied. “Traumatised children. We’re taking a huge risk, bringing you in here, but Marcus insisted. Just come inside, take a seat, and watch.”

      So the door was pulled open, and when we walked in, several children’s heads popped up, like meerkats on patrol, protecting their colony. They froze in what they were doing, the adult carers getting to their feet and speaking to them in quiet, hushed tones. Some were redirected back to what they’d been doing, but others…? I looked around and found some empty chairs, the low kinds they used in primary schools. I sat then and tugged Jackson down beside me, knowing instinctively that we needed to make ourselves small. Threat! That was what the wide-eyed children’s brains were telling them, and they wouldn’t see us anything else until we’d proven we were safe.

      “What…?” Jackson started to say, but I put a finger to my lips, and that was when Cyn nodded.

      She and Char moved out into the room, the kids just sparing them a sidelong look, obviously not triggered by them. Actually, they were anything but. A child moved away from their carer and presented the LEGO construction he’d been working on to Char. She went down to his level instantly, changing the power dynamic, and then listened to his halting story, peppering the monologue with excited little noises to encourage him. On he went, talking in detail about all the different elements of the building, how it was created to suit the needs of his minifig, but that wasn’t all.

      Once we’d sat down and shown we were going to maintain a safe distance between the other kids, they went back to their play. Sometimes with each other, but many on their own. Those kids were shadowed by their carers—people in comfortable clothes who maintained a soft, gentle tone and didn’t move too fast. People who were trained to help traumatised kids. Something shifted below my breastbone, a fluttering feeling, a bit like a bird trying to work its way out, each time I saw the kids doing normal kid things, and even more when they didn’t. Then a little boy came idling our way, pushing a toy car along on the carpet, making little rumbling noises in place of the engine.

      “Hello,” he said.

      He didn’t look up at us, so Jacks and I traded glances, not sure to whom he was aiming his greeting.

      “My name’s Bruce,” the boy said, turning the car into a severe tailspin, then sending it tumbling over and over in a carefully choreographed crash sequence. Then a pair of green eyes met ours. “What’s your name?”

      “Me?” Jackson said, putting a hand to his chest. The boy nodded, then resurrected the car. “My name’s Jackson, and this is Kit.”

      “Have you got a car?”

      “Ah, yeah. It’s outside and—” Jacks answered.

      “What kind is it?”

      Jackson frowned slightly, the boy holding the car still, making the vrooming sounds of a motor being revved while idle, but not moving forward.

      “Um, a big one—”

      “What model?” The boy’s delivery was kind of unnerving. He seemed to cut through Jacks’ answers like an investigative journalist, determined to get to the heart of things.

      “Model? It’s a Holden.” Jacks straightened up then, though he didn’t rise from his seat, but I saw the boy go still when he did. “A Holden Monaro, 1973 HQ with—”

      “With the racing stripes?”

      “Yeah, with the racing stripes,” Jackson replied. He leaned forward, but stopped himself when the boy shied away. “How did you know?”

      “It’s the coolest one,” the boy said with a shrug, then he met my mate’s eyes for a moment before focussing back on his car. “You look like you’d have the cool one.” He took a little breath in then, and I wasn’t sure if anyone else would’ve noticed the small shudder there. “Can I see it?”

      “Ah—”

      “Char can take you out to the carpark to take a look,” Cyn said, coming over, somehow sensing she was needed. “Jackson and Kit need to see Marcus.”

      “Marcus drives a Lexus,” the boy said with a nod of his head. “It looks fancy, but…”

      “Bruce used to live with his grandfather,” Cyn explained. “He was a master car restorer, wasn’t he?”

      But Bruce didn’t, couldn’t reply. His fingers tightened around the car until his knuckles went white.

      “Everything OK, Bruce?” I asked in my lowest pitched, softest voice.

      His eyes jerked up, locking with mine, and that was when I saw it—longing, need, pain, devastation. He couldn’t hold it back, caught up in the ritual of playing with the car. I felt a whine begin to build in the back of my throat at the sight of it. He was a child. I needed to protect him, help him, save him—

      “We need to go now, but Char will take you to see the car, OK, Bruce?”

      Just like that, the connection was broken. Bruce scrambled to his feet, the car left forgotten as he rushed over to Char’s side.

      “What happened?” I gasped out as soon as we were outside the room. “What happened to his grandfather?”

      “He died,” Cyn replied, short and clipped, as she drew us farther down the hall, the hair on the back of my neck feeling like it was rising until Jackson slid his hand up there, rubbing his thumb against the skin. “His mother was a gang omega. None of the alphas wanted to mate her permanently, so they got her addicted to drugs and kept her around that way. She had the foresight to leave Bruce with her father to raise, and he did, until he died of a heart attack. Bruce was on Marcus’ radar.”

      How, I wanted to ask, but didn’t. The man seemed to have some kind of prescient knowledge.

      “But the gangs got to him first. They intended to keep him until he revealed. If he was an alpha, he’d be inducted into the gang, and if he was an omega…”

      Cyn stared into my eyes, and we shared a moment then, not needing to describe what would have happened to Bruce. I’d been warned about it, threatened with it often enough, and I was willing to bet so had Cyn.

      “We have no idea how he’ll reveal,” she finished, “and bluntly, we don’t care. This place is about helping kids, whether they’re alpha, omega, or beta.”

      So why were we here?

      “And that includes older omegas who’ve revealed,” Cyn added. “Which I’ll show you next. Jacks, you’ll need to stay outside for this one.”
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      When we reached the door, a cluster of young women stood waiting, looking all the while like a senior school class about to start, but when Cyn opened the door, we saw quite a different setup. There was a circle of chairs in the centre of the room, but in the corners were mounds of pillows tangled up with nesting materials—little self-soothing spaces.

      “Hi, everyone,” Cyn said, taking a seat in one of the seats, then gesturing for me to do the same. “I just want to introduce you all to Kit. She’s an omega from the city.”

      “You’re the one who’s dad kidnapped your mate,” said a girl with dark hair and sharp eyes, peering at me. The others made small noises at that. “Yeah, he drugged you, didn’t he?”

      “Something along those lines,” I said, wondering what the hell I was doing here. The girl noted the way I shifted in my chair, as did others.

      “So Kit and her mate have come to see how we run things here,” Cyn said. “As long as everyone’s comfortable with this, I’d like her to sit in on one of the sessions. Can I see a show of hands of everyone who’d be OK with that?”

      I kinda didn’t want them to be. I was being thrust into a completely unfamiliar environment with nothing to orientate me, and that wasn’t cool, but the hands started to go up. Some slowly, some much more quickly, but one by one, each girl raised their hands.

      Damn.

      “OK. So, Kit, what we do each week is create a sharing circle. It’s a place to share what’s going on with you, and any thoughts or feelings you might have that are bugging you. We don’t critique. We don’t give advice. We listen, and if we have a similar experience to share, we do. Make sense?”

      I’d been dragged in here for group therapy? I bristled then, my back going ramrod straight, but I nodded, unable to think of a graceful way to get out of this. That was when I knew this had to be deliberate. Pulling strings, throwing people into situations? It had Marcus’ fingers all over it. I’d been manoeuvred into this spot, and now I had to wait it out.

      “Who wants to start?” Cyn asked.

      At first, there was that awful, awkward silence. I felt a need to fill it, all my deportment training rising, but I stuffed that back down. This wasn’t a place to make nice. My job was to watch and listen, so I did.

      “I’ll go,” one girl said. She smirked then, but it seemed to be a self-deprecating thing, if the weary look in her eyes was anything to go by. She settled back against the back of her chair, leaning on it from an angle, her arms crossed. “My mum called again.” There was a little murmur at that, which made it seem like this was a regular thing. “We talked, the same as always. She asked me how I was, what I’ve been eating” —her teeth gritted at that— “when I’m coming home. I kept it simple, only answered what I had to answer and didn’t bother to explain my choices.”

      She looked at Cyn then for confirmation, and the omega nodded in recognition.

      “It meant the conversation didn’t last as long, but…”

      Here it comes, I thought, feeling a prickle of fear inside me, and why was that? What the hell was I expecting?

      “In the absence of my input, she took over,” the girl said with a savage grin. “She abandoned all attempts at a conversation and went straight to lecturing.”

      Fuck, fuck, fuck. My own fingers dug into the arms of my chair.

      “How I have to be careful about eating too much or no alpha will want me.” Her hands slipped then to her sweetly rounded stomach, the usual softness of an omega, but her fingers dug into that softness with a kind of brutality that few alphas would deploy. “That my job was to come home, find an alpha, and become a mother, not… ‘moulder away here.’”

      Her voice transformed from her own into her mother’s, the tone becoming savage.

      “That this is a waste of time. That I’m embarrassing her because every time she goes out, she has to answer questions about where I am. That I have a job to do, and trying to escape that…”

      It was then I saw her fingers tuck under the long sleeves of her cardigan, stroke raised red flesh there. Then the girl shook her head, as if dislodging everything that had been put upon her.

      “Anyway, despite everything I’ve learned here, shit still happened. She used her time to dump all her crap on me, and I just took it.”

      “Cut all contact,” came a strident reply from one of the other girls.

      “Helen—” Cyn started to say.

      “No, seriously, Cyn. How can you expect Dana to keep putting up with this crap?” another girl said.

      “I don’t expect anyone to do anything when it comes to their parents, because each girl has a very unique relationship with her family,” Cyn replied. “What do I always tell you?”

      “Not to give advice,” the first interrupter said, sinking into her chair.

      “Dana is working out what she wants and needs from her relationship with her mother,” Cyn said. “It’s a journey, and she’s taken another step.” Her focus shifted to the first girl then. “A great one. Let’s talk about what Dana did well.”

      Of course, they mentioned the fact that she’d refused to explain her actions to her mother as a plus. It stopped people from thinking there was a conversation to be had about what you did, that somehow, they had a say in it. Others commented on the fact that she hadn’t let her mother catch her losing her shit was another plus, and it was then I could see the benefit of the group. They were just girls, each one going through some shit, but unlike friendships, where sometimes the relationship dynamic wasn’t conducive to setting healthy boundaries and developing better coping skills, these women helped Dana see what she had achieved. When I looked back at her, the omega’s expression had lightened somewhat, but not entirely.

      “I get it,” she said. “I did better than I did last time, but…” She threw up her hands then, the only way sometimes you could express emotions so bloody complex, because the words wouldn’t come.

      Or sometimes it was to stop them from coming, because when they did, they cut like knives.

      “I want to ban the words babies and pregnancy. I don’t want to hear her say a single word about them,” Dana said, staring into the carpet, seeing her mother, not us. “I don’t want to think about becoming a goddamned mother, no matter what she might think. How can I?”

      That came out so much quieter, sadder.

      “How can I consider bringing a child into this world, when I can’t even look after myself?”

      Silence reigned after that, everyone giving space for what Dana was saying, but it was an uneasy one for me. I had something to say, but I didn’t want to. This wasn’t about me, wasn’t about my own struggles, so I tamped it all down viciously until Cyn turned to me.

      “Kit, did you have something to add? As long as you’re not giving advice, you are free to contribute.”

      Was I? My eyes jerked up, and I regarded the whole circle then. Could I? I licked my lips, my mouth bone dry as everything I’d thought when Dana spoke rose up.

      “It makes you question your own ability to become a mother,” I said, my voice sounding gravelly and rough. I coughed then, and someone offered me some water, but I charged on. “She’s not hearing you, not considering what you need. She’s dismissing your pain, moving right on to the next turn of the wheel, your baby, without ever acknowledging you. I don’t know about you, but I question my ability to become a proper mother. What if I turn out like her?”

      There was a restless shift in the room there, that question seeming to contain life beyond what I imbued it with.

      “What if I give having a child a red-hot go, and I turn out just like her…”

      Dana had lost sight of the room, and right now, I did the same. I watched my mother sneer and ignore, unable to see me at all when the drugs she’d been given hit her hard. Then there was her ferocious mocking of my role in the video she’d shot, all too….

      “You tell yourself you won’t, that you’d never be like her.” I fairly growled the words now, realising I was oversharing, taking over the conversation, but I couldn’t seem to stop. “But what if you were?” I blinked, blinked, coming back to the room and seeing everyone staring. I felt a flush of shame, but I had a few more words to say before I was done. “What if you tried as hard as you could to not be exactly like her, and ended up that way anyway?”

      For a moment, there was only a kind of quiet, punctuated by the regular breaths of the women in the room. Then Dana spoke.

      “Yeah,” she said with a shaky laugh. “That. I don’t want to be confronted by an existential spiral about whether or not I’d make a good mother until I’m ready to deal with that.”

      “OK, so let’s problem solve,” Cyn said. “What are some strategies we’ve discussed that Dana could use?”

      

      After the session ended, I felt like I stumbled out of the door trying to follow Cyn.

      “Are you OK?” she asked me once all the girls had left and it was just the two of us. “I’m sorry. I feel like we threw you in on the deep end there.”

      “You did, but Marcus told you to, right?” Her fragile smile betrayed a lot. “So why not take me to your leader. I’m assuming that’s where Jacks is.”

      She snorted and shook her head then.

      “Gladly. You should be bloody grateful you didn’t end up with alphas with megalomaniacal ambitions.”

      “Have you met Tristan?” I asked. “The only thing that’s stopping him is us.”

      “Yes, well, even we can’t stop Marcus,” Cyn said before ushering me into an office.

      We walked in to find Marcus sitting at his desk, Jackson on the other side, each man with a half-full glass of Scotch in front of them.

      “So, what do you think of our little setup?” Marcus asked.

      “Why were we brought here?” I countered.

      “He wants us to put in a good word with Greta,” Jackson said, putting out an arm to draw me closer, but as I sat down on his lap, I fixed the alpha in my sights.

      “No, he doesn’t. Or rather, yes, he does, but that’s not why we’re here,” I said to Jacks, but Marcus just smiled in response. “Spit it out, Marcus.”

      “First, let’s go to the carpark. If you don’t see the sense of my offer, you’ll be able to make a quick getaway and forget I even said anything,” he said. “Bruce would really, really like to see the inside of your car, Jackson.”

      “Yeah, sure. Anything for the little guy.”

      

      Jackson’s reply was the offhand one clueless adults always give kids, but when we got outside, we found Bruce and his carer standing by the car, the kid giving the carer an A class education in Australia’s history of muscle cars.

      “This is the original colour,” the boy said, tracing his finger in the air to follow the racing stripes. “It’s been repainted, and they’ve matched the colour very closely.”

      “Is that right?” the woman with him said, obviously baffled by a ten-year-old speaking with such authority on the topic.

      “The interior looks pretty good too.” Bruce craned his neck to peer in the windows, unwilling to put his hands on the vehicle.

      “Let’s take a look, shall we?” Marcus said, turning to Jackson.

      Bruce flushed then, obviously not having heard us walk over. Jackson fished his keys out, shaking them for dramatic effect before handing them over to the boy. He blinked, then closed his hand around them, slotting the key into the door and opening it in a careful way that had Jacks nodding. Older cars apparently had big, heavy doors that needed babying a little bit. When it was open, though, Bruce hung back, looking to Jackson.

      “Go in, mate,” Jacks said with a nod. “As long as you don’t mess with the park break, you’ll be fine.”

      That was when I saw the child in Bruce reveal. He clambered over the seat, exclaiming over all the different features, while Jackson hung his arms over the open door, adding some comments here and there. Bruce listened dutifully, and that was when my heart hurt.

      His grandfather had obviously decided to instil the same passion for cars in his grandson, and he’d probably shared many a conversation with Bruce about his restoration work. It’d been their way to connect, and finally, Bruce could do that with someone else.

      “Why did you bring us here, Marcus?” I asked again. “It can’t just be for Jackson’s car. There’s plenty of classic car networks that do nice things for sick kids, and it wouldn’t be hard to bring them down here. What did you have in mind for us?”

      “Have in mind?” He sighed, then shot me a sly smile. “That’s a dangerous question, because I’m always formulating something.”

      “Is he ever?” Cyn said with a sigh. “I’d apologise, but it’s kinda nice to have that laser focus directed at someone else for once.”

      “I would very much like to make a connection with Greta Chadwick. We run in different…circles. She’s aware of me, but has never had a lot of time for my ploys. Still…” Something seemed to settle in the alpha as he watched Jackson leading Bruce around to the front of the car, my beta lifting the hood up and then propping it open, the two of them pouring over the engine. “It’s not just about money. I have many, many charges with complex needs in this place, and I find it very hard to ignore an opportunity to provide them with better means of healing.”

      He looked at me then.

      “There’s a lot of betas in this place. Smart, well-trained, capable betas, but you would know yourself that there is a limit to what we can understand of another designation. I hit that wall myself all the time, surrounded by so many omegas. I can smell their scents, feel the pain inside them, but I’ve had to accept the fact that I can’t think my way out of this problem. You can.”

      “What?” I asked with a frown.

      “Part of me wants—no, needs to be everything to everyone I care about. I want to be their mother, father, saviour, protector, provider—”

      His passions were rising, I could see that now, those strange amber eyes glowing gold now.

      “You mean like every other normal alpha,” I interrupted.

      Cyn cracked up then, slapping a hand over her mouth at Marcus’ dark look, but just laughed into it rather than stopping.

      “There’s nothing Marcus likes more,” Cyn said through gasps, “than being lumped in with everyone else.”

      “I’ll show you just how unique I can be later,” he rumbled, dragging his mate closer and then nuzzling against her neck. That seemed to shut Cyn right up. Her eyes were smoky and hot when she returned his gaze.

      “Before I was rudely interrupted,” he continued, “I was going to say that by having my own omega, working here, I’ve realised the limitations of my ability to help. While I experience moments of weakness, powerlessness, that is not the same as what an omega goes through. We each have our lot, and sometimes, its only omegas that can help other omegas.”

      “We’re not encouraged to spend much time with each other,” I countered. “We’re often schooled to steer clear of fellow omegas.”

      “And why is that?” he asked with a broad grin.

      A sharp beep of a car horn had our heads whipping around, and we all saw that the hood had been put back down and Bruce and Jackson were in the car. Jacks waved me over when he caught my eye.

      “What’re we doing?” I asked through the open window, Bruce beaming as the engine throbbed, Jackson having turned the car over. “We can’t steal children away.”

      “We’re just going to do a couple of circuits of the carpark for Bruce,” Jackson said. “Then we might let him have a little drive.”

      “Jackson!”

      “It’s automatic,” Bruce informed me. “I don’t have to change gears or anything. Please?”

      God, don’t ask me! I thought furiously, but the two of them grinned my way.

      “Jump in, pretty lady,” Jackson said, then revved the engine for emphasis.

      Which was how I came to be driving around a carpark with a very loquacious kid and my mate, the two of them talking a mile a minute about the car. But the look on Bruce’s face when he was given an opportunity to drive the car? He did little more than steer it and give it enough gas to keep it puttering along, but that look of sheer fucking pleasure?

      

      “Kit,” Jackson said on the way home, after we’d said goodbye to Bruce, Cyn, and Marcus, promising to talk further about what he had in mind.

      “Yeah?”

      “I think…”

      I knew what was coming. I knew it because I knew Jacks and I knew me. I just smiled slightly, rubbing my fingers across the nubby texture of my linen dress.

      “I think I want to come down here again.”

      “OK.”

      He was darting me looks, trying to get a read on me and make sure we got home in one piece.

      “Boys like that? I’m sure those ladies are all very nice, but… I grew up without my dad around, and I craved that kind of male attention. Someone to talk footy and cars and…”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “What?”

      “Yes, Jackson.”

      He flicked on the indicators, steering the car over to the shoulder of the road.

      “Yes, what? And are you sure? You seem kind of quiet. You don’t have to—”

      I cut him off with a kiss, that strange omega instinct showing me exactly how this would go. We’d come out here, just for the occasional weekend or something, to try and help out, then that would become one day every weekend, then maybe some days of the week. I didn’t have anything else on, and the guys were pretty flexible with their work arrangements. We could help so much, I knew that, and I heard Marcus’ words again in my head as I realised it.

      I want to be their mother, father, saviour, protector, provider—

      Marcus had to know he couldn’t be everything to everyone. Maybe he knew he was limited in what he could provide others, even with his endless machinations. But if he could manoeuvre the right people into the right place, getting the kids what they needed… I smiled then, shaking my head.

      The bastard would make us want to do exactly what he wanted.
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      Another few months later.

      “Kit,” Tris said, sauntering in the door, still dripping from the shower.

      “Nope, nope, nope,” I said, holding out my hand, then going back to scrabbling through my stuff. Where the hell was my bloody phone and car keys? “I’m due out at the institute in…” I looked down at my smart watch. “Shit, I’m already supposed to be there.”

      “Looking for this?” he asked, shaking my stuff in his hand.

      “Jesus! Where the hell did you find them? Hand ’em over because I’ve got to go.”

      “No.”

      “What?” I blinked as I looked up at my mate. “Tris, seriously, Cress and the others are meeting me at the institute. We have a big thing—”

      “No, you don’t,” he replied, just as obstinately.

      “Tris, for fuck’s sake.”

      “You have to be surprised,” he said, the urgency in his voice stopping me where I was. “Don’t let the others know, but you’re not going anywhere today. Everything’s been rescheduled.” I let out a hiss at that. “But…”

      He threw a look over his shoulder as we both heard voices coming up the stairs. I took my phone and keys when he thrust them at me, diving into the bathroom to pull some clothes on, emerging as Len filled the doorway. Our alpha looked at me, his eyes dragging over every inch of my body before they slid to a Tris emerging from the bathroom.

      “I…” Len didn’t speak often, but when he did, it was with purpose, so hearing him pause was a strange thing. “I’ve got something I need to show the two of you.”

      “What?” I asked, blinking.

      “If this is a big song and dance about what’s in your pants, you needn’t bother. I know what I’m getting in the knot department, and I say” —Tris threw himself at Len, who caught him in his arms— “take me, Daddy.”

      “How many times have I told you, don’t call me Daddy?” Len rumbled, then softened his words with a kiss. “It’s fucking weird.”

      “Makes you hot though,” Tristan said with a cackle, getting free of him and sauntering over to me with a wink.

      “I… Just come with me,” Len said with a huff.

      

      “What’s this all about?” Jackson asked, looking a little flustered where he stood in the foyer of Greta’s house. Our house, she assured us over and over, but… She’d told us we could redecorate or customise it to suit ourselves, yet every time we considered doing so to this grand old house, we freaked out and forgot about the idea.

      “Is it going to take long? I’ve got to get to the studio,” James said. Our artist was in the middle of another creative frenzy, and that meant disappearing off to the studio for hours on end.

      “It’ll take as long as it takes,” Len said firmly.

      Well, OK then.

      “Now get in the car.”

      He bundled the lot of us into one of the generic black SUVs that always seemed to be in the garage, and the four of us tossed around ideas about where we were going, right up until we veered off down the new road that cut through Greta’s grounds, avoiding the front gate altogether.

      “Are we finally going to take a look at the new guest house Greta has been building?” I asked, gazing at the high industrial fences erected around the building site. A bloke in high vis clothing and a hard hat nodded to us as we approached, then pulled open the gate. “Ohh…” The gasp escaped me completely involuntarily as I was struck instantly by the beautiful building before us.

      James and Greta had argued long and hard about the guest house and its architectural style. James thought something new and modern should be erected, but Greta felt like it wasn’t in keeping with the house and the grounds. I believe she said something about a pustule on the backside of the property. As we drove in, we saw that Greta had won. Some specialist team, some wizard with wood and stone and brick, had built a house, a full-fledged sprawling house, within Greta’s grounds, and that was when I got an inkling of what this was. I glanced then at Tristan, who looked very pale, his green eyes popping as he stared at the building.

      “Len…”

      My voice trailed away as we got out of the car, walking up a brand-new foot path to the massive front door. James frowned as Len fished out a key, then his eyes went wide as Len turned the key and led us inside.

      “Len…” I breathed his name out now as we walked inside.

      There was so much to take in, I found I just couldn’t. Subtle wallpapers were on the walls, with white mouldings and ornate ceiling roses, but while you could see the Federation style inspiration of the house, that changed once you got deeper inside. It was much less fussy, the furniture all oversized and plush, but also with clean and simple lines, situated in spaces large enough to make it feel spacious but small enough to stop my omega hackles from rising.

      A massive TV. A fireplace piled high with resinous firewood. Soft heather grey lounge suite. White plush rugs. Scents of eucalypt, lemon myrtle, and lavender that soothed me, making me feel brave enough to go farther in.

      “Oh, Len…”

      That was barely even a whisper. There before me was a massive open plan dining and kitchen area, complete with a lot of blonde wood and stainless steel. While it could’ve been all Scandi cool, whoever the designer was had added lots of little features to take that edge off.

      Little mosaic tiles that had been handmade and glazed, each one a small moment of subtle imperfection, formed a wall of texture. The cupboards were all inset with a textured glass, hinting at what lay within. Then there was the massive, almost lumpen dining setting. It probably wouldn’t have looked out of place in a Viking mead hall. The rough-hewn wood had been smoothed, sanded, and varnished, yet the inextricable parts of the original timber, including the bark, had been retained.

      “Through here,” Len said, biting off the words, then flushing when he did. He just jerked his head, taking us deeper into the house. “Bedrooms are on either side here.” He gestured to them negligibly as we passed, even though what I saw within made my steps slow. Masculine spaces, a feminine one, and then—

      “Not yet.” Len grabbed my hand, drawing me away from one room, shutting the door firmly before pulling us into one final room, and when I saw it, I sucked in a breath.

      The wall was all glass except for the door, and Len pulled a key off the ring and handed it over to James. The alpha just stared for a moment, shaking his head slightly, and then pushed the key into the lock. When I stepped in, I had a sense of déjà vu, of remembering the very first time we entered James’ studio, so long ago.

      The wall of glass was there, but now some of the roof was glass as well. Natural light streamed in, but Len moved to a remote on the wall and clicked a button. A flexible metal shade moved on runners, closing down some parts of the room depending on the button Len pressed. A massive drafting table took up one part of the room, as did a huge table. It was a much bigger version of the one James used to cut off his pieces of paper. Shelves where everywhere, with map drawers to store each drawing safely, and then there was a familiar green chaise longue.

      “You…” James let out a little sigh, raking his hands through his hair. “You…”

      “Do you like it?” Len asked with a wrinkled brow. “If there’s something you want to change?”

      “Change?” James ran his hand over the tabletop, seeming to like the feel of the smooth wood of the table under his fingers, before he went to the drafting table. He sat down in the high chair, wiggling it around a little, then correcting the height before finally settling. “What on earth would I change?” He looked back at us over his shoulder, a smile starting, then spreading unchecked. “It’s…”

      “I figured you’d need a place to lock yourself away and work,” Len added hurriedly. “This way, you can and still touch base with your pack. You’ve got the key, so no one’s going in or out without your permission, but even just seeing you through the glass walls… I think the omegas need that sometimes.”

      We all did, I was willing to bet.

      “You’ve been working on this for a while,” James said. “With Gran?”

      “She wants to keep us here and knows that we’re never going to find a block big enough in Sydney, particularly in the inner suburbs, so she started talking to me about building something here.” Len rubbed his hand along the back of his neck then. “Lemme show you the rest of the space.”

      He opened one of the bedroom doors, and I was willing to bet I knew whose bedroom this was. Jackson moved closer, brushing against Len when he went to take a look, and the alpha looked like it took everything he had not to grab our beta right then, watching Jackson’s response eagerly.

      “For me?” he asked, and Len nodded, smiling then.

      Jackson then considered the room more closely, taking in the raw honey-coloured wood, contrasting with deep lacquered ones, bamboo-coloured walls, a retro-looking amber light fitting, and deep leather embossed panels on the bed. Jackson threw himself on the bed, lying down on his back, then spreading his arms and legs out.

      “Yeah, this is all right,” he said, real awe in his voice.

      “There’s an en suite through here,” Len said, opening a door on a pure white bathroom. “And my room adjoins yours.”

      We followed him through into a much cooler, more spartan space. The walls were a soft blue grey, his bed made from a simple, blocky frame, the bed coverings all in a nubby white cotton, but it was what was on the wall that caught our eye. The room seemed so plain because it was a frame for this—James’ drawing of Len and Jacks together, frozen in a moment of passion. When Len woke up every morning and went to sleep every night, he’d see the two of them together.

      Except he breezed past that to go out into the hallway, drawing us farther on.

      “Oh, this is very nice,” James said, walking into his room.

      For many people, it would seem terribly spartan. Just white on white, with a natural cotton coloured carpet, but each part of the room was subtly textured, with raw woods, white textured wallpaper, mulberry paper in light shades. It was a subtle place, one where James could let go of all the intense visual stimuli he was working through each day and just be. Then James drifted closer to the next drawing, the one of Len and me, and I remembered what James had said, about it feeling like it was just as much him as it was Len holding me in the image.

      We were whisked through another bathroom and this time into a space that I already knew. The pale wisteria walls, almost grey, the massive low bed set in the middle, the soft plush carpet. The blinds on the window, allowing us to control how much light came in. Tris grabbed my hand, hauling me after him, and then threw the two of us down on the bed, our eyes rolling shut at the feel of super thick, super plush memory foam. When we opened them again, we saw the main feature of the room, because all across the ceiling were James’ drawings.

      Each one was in a frame, large or small, and as we stared up, we could see all of us. Linked together or caught in repose, touching, sleeping, cuddling, sighing, every damn glimpse James had managed to record of us together was up there, creating a kaleidoscope.

      “This is probably where we’ll sleep the most,” Len explained, some of the awkwardness finally leeching from his voice. “The omegas are the heart of the pack, so I tried to make that clear in the design. When we lie there together, we’ll see it, everything that James has managed to create. Everything we’ve created. Everything we are together.”

      I felt bodies come to lie down beside me and smiled as I turned to see James settling down on my side and Jacks down with Tris. We all snuggled in tight, feeling it, feeling them, just as Len meant us to. Finally, he had to show us the rest of the house.

      He’d built us a separate nesting room, one which could be divided by a sliding wall or kept open for all of us, and then he came to the room he’d shut the door on. He just stood there for a second, his hand on the doorknob, and if I’d thought he was sweating before, I hadn’t seen anything yet.

      “This…” He swallowed then, and I broke away from the group, coming to his side, and he held me close when I did. “The whole house was my dream for our future, but this…”

      He pulled away then, jerking the door open, then gestured for us to go in, and we saw why he was so hesitant as soon as we stepped in.

      It was a nursery, but no pinks or blues anywhere. He’d used some warm neutrals, much like the colours on the walls in my and Tris’ room, but there was no mistaking what this was. The small white cot in the corner, the piles of stuffed animals on top of a big chest of drawers made that clear, as did a nursing chair, a changing table, and a beautiful mobile hanging over the cot.

      “Len…”

      “It’s OK, omega,” he said, coming to my side. “We don’t ever have to use this room, or we can repurpose it. When we were building, Greta mentioned the possibility of a nursery, and… I admit, when she said the word, I kinda went nuts. I couldn’t seem to stop looking at cot mattresses and co-sleepers and—”

      I reached up and pressed my fingers to his lips and then smiled, feeling my eyes ache as I did.

      “You want to become a daddy, for real, not Tristan’s weird kinky shit?”

      “I…” Watching my big alpha fall apart right now, feeling the fine tremor in his hands, just slayed me, even after I’d been killed so thoroughly by everything he’d done. “Do you?”

      That was the question, wasn’t it? One I asked myself every day while working with the kids at Orion’s school. Could I do it differently? Could I avoid hurting a child like those kids had been? Could I raise a son or a daughter, an alpha, beta, or omega, in a way that made them healthy and strong? The fact I pondered upon that so much told you something.

      “Yeah,” I croaked out. “I think I might.”

      He swept me up into his arms then, my body moulding to his, because that was the thing—I didn’t have to raise a child on my own, paranoid that I was being just like my mother. We’d do it together, going above and beyond to make sure everything was OK. The tears that had been welling in my eyes spilled out now, and Len jerked me out of his grip.

      “Are you all right, Kit?” he asked, low and tense. “We—”

      “She’s just happy,” Tristan said, sidling closer and rubbing his hand up and down my back until I started to cry in earnest now, all the while cursing my omega sensibilities. “If you take a breath, you’ll be able to feel that.”

      Everyone moved closer then, filling in all the gaps around me, pressing me hard against their bodies, until the storm inside me subsided and I was left feeling drained, dizzy, but so damn happy.

      Of course, that wasn’t the end of things.

      We walked back out into the house to see Greta and Cress and Theo were there waiting for us, looking like kids on Christmas Eve. Cress’ new guy was there, holding her close, and Ian was eyeing Theo like he was a very tasty snack, but their focus all shifted to us when we arrived. Everyone exclaimed over the house and décor, then the process Len had gone through was discussed, but all the while, Tristan was very quiet. I watched him, saw how pale he’d gotten, his hands diving into his pockets and then out again, then back in, over and over, and I frowned.

      “Tris…?” I asked, and his head jerked around, his eyes meeting mine for a second before he shook his head slightly and then surged forward.

      “Can I have everyone’s attention please?” he asked, and suddenly, there was quiet. People searched Tristan’s face, trying to work out what he was doing, but as soon as he wrenched his hand out of his pocket, I saw it. Small velvet covered boxes were slammed down on the kitchen bench, and then, with shaking hands, Tris opened them up. Bands of platinum and tungsten, of silver and gold, were carelessly caught in the hollow of his hand before he dropped down to his knees.

      “Oh my god…!” Cress’ sharp little exhale spoke for all of us as my mate held out his hand.

      “I half killed myself trying to work out how to do this,” he said, his eyes flicking around the whole crowd. “I haven’t slept for bloody days, which is stupid as I know what you’re going to say.” He frowned then. “At least I think I do. I wanted to do this for each one of you, say something beautiful, poetic.” He shook his head slightly, staring at the tiled floor. “But I can’t make things like some of you can. I’m shit at making big statements.”

      I snorted at that.

      “Bullshit, Tristan, you’re extra as fuck.”

      That was when the nerves broke and that crooked smile of was resituated. He twisted towards me, eyes dancing, and then held out his hand.

      “You gonna marry me, bad girl?”

      Of course, we all said yes.
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