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        Rebel & Her Knights

        Pack Bonds

      

      

      My name is Rebel, and I’m the only Omega resistance leader.

      

      I should be hiding from my dad who marked me as a Reject. But instead, I fall into the path of the impossibly beautiful, wealthy, and influential Knight pack, during my first heat. Surely, I won’t be claimed by these enemies of the resistance? The captivating Alphas, their Beta bodyguard, and gorgeous but broken male Omega stand for everything that I’m fighting against.

      

      Can I survive my heat in the arms of my enemies? Will they reject me, sending me to the Omega Institute to be sold, if they discover that I’m not their cherished Omega but a secret rebel?

      

      But then, the Knight pack have as many secrets as me.

      

      A rebel. Her knights. A pack bond that changes everything.
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        For Omegas who are unable to raise your voice: You are still heard.
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ARE YOU AN ALPHA, BETA, OR OMEGA?

        

      

    

    
      
        
        We’re assigned at birth the instincts and physical attributes of an Alpha, Beta, or Omega.

      

      

      
        
        Which are you?

        Are you a proud, dominant Alpha who leads the way in business, banking, or politics? A calm, supportive Beta who backs up their Alpha as a secretary or bodyguard? Perhaps, you’re a rare, treasured Omega, obedient moms to our next generation.

        So, who are the liberals who want to break ancient pack bonds with the Omega Reform Bill?

        Are they bleeding hearts, playing into the hands of the secret resistance, who’d break the foundation of our great nation?

        Or are they the true heroes in the shadows for Omegas in need everywhere?

        You decide.

        By April Lavere, Alphas Today Magazine
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REBEL

      “Is this the night that I’m finally caught?” I mutter. “The first ever Omega resistance leader is arrested and sold to the highest bidder. I can see the lurid headlines now.”

      I shiver, before straightening my shoulders and scanning between the computer screens and phone on my cluttered desk in front of me.

      The Internet and phone signal is patchy in here; it’s safest to have options.

      I clench my hands at the blurry sight of the headcam’s recording: the Omega Institute’s dark walls, which are topped with barbed wire.

      I hate being the one stuck behind in HQ, while my pack are in the field.

      Please, let them be safe.

      I adjust my headset, knowing that my pack won’t risk sending messages to me, unless it’s an emergency or their mission is successful.

      At least, that’s if they’re not already in cuffs.

      I rap my long, violet painted nails on the oak desk. “What am I missing?”

      It’s so hard to think through the humid heat of summer, which is making my temples throb.

      I wince.

      The brown leather desk chair is hot and sticks to my skin. The ancient AC in the corner of the room splutters like a sick dog, before dying. I push the sweaty strands of my ice blond hair out of my face and then undo another button on the white shirt that I’m wearing over black pants.

      I borrowed the shirt from my brother and Chief Alpha, Lucian, because there’s a rule that when it’s so hot you’re dreaming of putting ice cubes down your bra, then you officially don’t have to do your own laundry.

      At least, there should be.

      I let out a frustrated huff. I wish that I’d argued harder with Lucian in the meeting yesterday to slow down and find a less risky approach to the rescue.

      Lucian was excited, however, because this was our first mission to save a male celebrity.

      Roman is a rock star, and he’s trapped in the Omega Institute.

      As an Alpha, Lucian has the luxury of being excited about saving Roman, who he’s given the code name Songbird. I’m simply horrified by the idea of anyone being sent to the Institute, where Omegas are trained and disciplined who don’t conform, before being auctioned off to a new pack.

      It's every Omega’s nightmare.

      And it’ll be my reality, if I’m caught as part of the resistance.

      My breathing becomes ragged, and I push my nails into my palms.

      Worthless, rebellious Omega.

      You should be seen and not heard.

      Act like a Reject, then you’ll be marked as a Reject.

      I’m the world’s only Omega resistance leader now but I can’t free myself from the memory of my Alpha dad.

      He’s still in my head.

      Shaking, I pull my knees up underneath me on the chair.

      I can’t fucking breathe.

      In and out.

      I can do this.

      In and out.

      It’s like my brother’s calm voice is in my ear now, repeating the mantra along with me, as I nuzzle at the scent gland in his neck to calm myself down from the panic attack.

      Come on…in and out.

      Fuck it, I can do this.

      With a final deep inhale, I steady my breathing.

      I twist the steel bracelet at my wrist. I trace over the twisted R that hangs like an ugly charm from it, holding technology inside that will alert the cops, if I try to remove it.

      My shame.

      I was never a quiet, submissive Omega, prepared to be hidden away and sold.

      No fucking way.

      There are two reasons to be marked as a Rej.

      
        	Be defective

        	Be rebellious.

      

      Dad assigned me as a Rej 2.

      Yet I turned the stigma on its head and instead, wear the name with pride.

      Rebel.

      Lucian is still a swaggering Alpha, even if he’s gentler than most, but he rescued me from our old Marshal pack. We ran together and created our own pack along with our Beta best friend, Angel.

      Then we created the first Omega Society to provide information and support to Omegas as the legal front for our seriously illegal schemes to help the most abused Omegas.

      I glance up at the violet plaque on the wall above the door:

      For Omegas who are unable to raise your voice: You are still heard.

      I smile, sniffing the collar of my shirt. Lucian’s scent of tangy, citrus Limoncello washes over me.

      I can do this. I am worthy. I’ve got this.

      The new Omega, Roman, needs me to have my shit together. He’ll be a mess if…when…he’s rescued from the assholes in the Institute.

      I must be strong because there are others who need me to be.

      The back of my neck is still tingling with danger.

      I steady my hands and click on the headset.

      “I know you can’t reply,” I whisper, “but be careful, Luc. You’ve been singing this hot Omega’s songs secretly in the shower. Don’t deny it. But don’t let that throw you off your game. Something’s off about all this almost like it’s…” The press circus. Leaked information. Not enough guards.  “…staged. So, you’d better come back to me and not leave me here alone or you can kiss your alphabeticized vinyl collection goodbye.” I bite my lip. “I’m already sweating into your favorite shirt. Soon, it’ll smell of such sweet Omega pheromones, you’ll never be able to wear it without it working like natural lady repellent.”

      The picture on the screen wobbles like Lucian has missed a step.

      I grin, wickedly.

      I knew that’d work on my brother.

      I click off the headset and burrow further into Lucian’s shirt, which is definitely mine now. Then I throw myself to my feet, anxiously pacing.

      My legs are heavy with exhaustion, and my muscles ache.

      When you’re a pack of only three in a small town, and you’re running a legitimate charity in the day and a rebel organization at night, it’s hard to keep up the porcelain doll look that reality TV shows project as the perfect Omega.

      Still, I’m a Rej. We’re expected to be defective.

      The loft is dark with shadows, apart from the glow of the computers and the strings of fairy lights along the ceilings and around the domed window that looks out over the roofs of our town, Haven.

      Haven is a small town in Virginia, which is in the shadow of the mountains and buried in lush forests. It’s large enough to hide in as an unbonded Omega, but small enough to be safe from the scrutiny of officials.

      Not that an unbonded Omega is ever safe.

      At least, it’s kept me hidden for almost three years now.

      Each footstep is loud on the dusty, marble floor. I dodge around piles of files and magazines that make precarious towers around the room. My broken bike is crammed next to Lucian’s vast vinyl collection. The dirty wine glasses belong to my best friend and Beta, Angel.

      I get a pass on the whole cleaning thing since I’m a rebel. I don’t tidy, dust, or…

      Okay, it’s a long list.

      Lucian does the cooking, which is why he’s a liberal Alpha, and we don’t all starve.

      I do the decorating, which is the why the walls are painted bright violet in swirling roses (my favorite flower), the floor in front of the fireplace is covered with a comfortable shaggy sheepskin rug that makes me desperate to dive on it and snuggle up, and the giant bookcase is overstuffed with a mixture of romance novels and treatises on Omega, Beta, and Alpha equality, at the same time as being covered in purple sparkles and sequins.

      What’s life without a little glitter?

      Once, this HQ was a wing of Mayor St Clair’s conservative offices, before they built him a swanky new pad on the other side of town.

      Mayor St Clair is a traditional asshole. I get a kick out of the idea that our rebel pack has taken over his old offices and how horrified he’d be that the resistance has his territory and have sprinkled it with a rebel sparkle.

      Two worlds are colliding in Haven.

      My stomach growls, but I’m too anxious to even reach for the half-eaten chocolate bar that lies on the coffee table. And that’s saying something because Angel claims that my scent is like melted chocolate only because I eat my weight in it most days.

      I simply think that if my scent chose chocolate, then who am I to argue with nature, right?

      When I catch a glimpse of Alphas Today Magazine, which Angel must’ve been reading, on the arm of the pink couch, I snatch it up.

      I wander back to the screens, clutching the cool pages to my stomach.

      Lucian’s over the wall of the Institute now without setting off the alarms…

      My chest tightens.

      I glance down at the cover of the magazine, trying to distract myself from the crushing anxiety. Then I startle as I recognize the glamorous Omega, who’s featured there. He’s wearing an ivory suit and large sunglasses: Roman.

      He’s adorable, gazing out coyly but seductively under heavy makeup. He’s the token Omega in a boy band, Knotty but Nice, who write their own songs and sing rock more than pop.

      But they’re still manufactured.

      What makes them unique is that Roman is lovingly bonded to the Alpha lead singer.

      Except, the press leaked last week that their relationship is less loving and more toxic. When Roman refused to deny the claims, he was labeled a Rej and sent to the Institute.

      Since both Lucian and Angel are fans, and it was obvious that whatever pack bid on Roman would not be planning to keep him as a cherished Omega but more a chew toy, we threw together this rescue plan.

      Fuck knows what we’ll do with a high maintenance famous singer once we have him here.

      Is cuddle, protect, and never let him be hurt again an okay option?

      I’m about to glance back at the screens, when I notice the smaller figure in the corner of the magazine under the heading TEN MOST ELIGIBLE ALPHAS, see page 24.

      I grimace.

      Are they kidding?

      I stare at the picture of Senator Falcon Knight.

      How does Falcon manage to be even more beautiful than the Omega in a boy band?

      My stomach flutters, and I hate it because I hate the Senator.

      I can’t help skimming the next line, which is written in garish, gushing crimson:

      What lucky girl will catch the eye of America’s youngest Senator?!

      I growl.

      There are some Alphas who support Omega rights. Some who are indifferent. Some who oppose them.

      And then there’s Senator Knight.

      I stroke my finger over the picture, before I can stop myself.

      Falcon is tall and broad shouldered. He’s dressed in a well-tailored charcoal gray suit and tie. His brunette hair gleams in a neat cascade like it wouldn’t dare do anything else. His jade green eyes look so fiercely out of his beautiful, pale face that it’s as if he sees me even through the photograph.

      His gaze is piercing.

      A predator’s.

      Is it wrong that Falcon’s so dominant, there’s a tiny part of me that wants to know what it’d feel like to be caught by him?

      Just once?

      My fingers itch, desperate to flip open the magazine.

      I’ve never read traditional trash like this before and I won’t start now.

      On the other hand, it wouldn’t hurt just to take a peek, right? For research purposes?

      My gaze darts to the screens.

      Lucian’s edging through the shadows towards the strictest section of the Institute, where the worst abuses take place.

      With a growl, I give in to temptation and flick to page 24. My heart is beating faster, and I’m flushed.

      The magazine falls open at a photo spread dedicated to Eligible Alpha Number 3: Senator Falcon Knight.

      The resistance’s Enemy Number One.

      My breath catches.

      Why the fuck does the bastard have to be so impossibly gorgeous?

      The photo is a rare one of the Senator, which was papped outside what appears to be a charity event. He’s smiling and relaxed in black tie that makes him look like James Bond, if Bond was more likely to wrap you in his arms and protect you from the world than kill you.

      Falcon’s green eyes are so bright that I’m caught in them.

      Shit, he’s addictive. Like something that’s bad for you in too large quantities (like coffee or chocolate), but hell, he’s so fucking delicious.

      It’s criminal.

      In the middle of the page, between an ad for a company that sells equipment for Nesting, Knotting, and Heats, is an aerial photo of Knight Hall, Falcon’s grand estate on the edge of Haven, which is as much a fortress as anything because no press have ever been able to get inside: mansion, formal grounds, and forests.

      It’s breathtaking.

      I stroke over Falcon’s cheek. “Is any of what they write about you true? I mean, most of what they say about Omegas is propaganda. I don’t believe what I read on the Internet or…well, anywhere. I’m not paranoid, right? Nobody could be this much of an asshole all the time. It’d take too much energy. Why waste it on being a knothead, when you could spend it dancing, drinking, or knowing you, doing something posh and boring like collecting art that’s worth more than my charity costs to run in a year. Fuck, why couldn’t you be in your sixties and a grumpy old Alpha like most of the other snarling Senators? Why do you have to be so charming?”

      I bite my lip, whining.

      Last week, when I was touching myself in the shower, Falcon’s beautiful face popped into my mind just before I came, and hell, it was like the water turned all the way to freezing. I nearly had a heart attack.

      And that ended my happy times.

      Does it destroy all my ethics that I feel this way?

      A hate wank isn’t wrong, right?

      Especially, as I can fantasize about how I’ll make him get on his knees to grovel and apologize to every Omega (which’ll be televised, of course), once the resistance wins?

      I sigh happily at the image.

      Still, Falcon’s normally better at keeping himself out of the press. This arranged interview must be part of a wider plan.

      Hmm, suspicious.

      He’s highly secretive about his pack. Unless you move in his elite circles, you’ll never meet his other pack members.

      Why would I want to, unless it’s to destroy them?

      No one can get close enough to the beautiful but mysterious Knight Pack to discover their dirty secrets or pasts to use against the Senator.

      A highlighted section of the article by the legendary Beta journalist, April Lavere, catches my eye.

      Is Senator Falcon Knight on the hunt for a female Omega?

      If so, ladies get in line, because this notoriously private Alpha will have his pick from the most exclusive packs from across America.

      Senator Knight is sitting in his office in the Capitol Building, the stern but kind picture of the traditional Alpha.

      “Is it true that the Knight pack is the only one who had all three dynamics — Alpha, Beta, and Omega — sign the Declaration of Independence? And does that mean you allow the same equality within your own pack?” I ask.

      The Senator’s gaze becomes steely, even if he doesn’t lose his practiced smile. “Come on, April, you know that all talk about my own pack is off limits. I will say that my dynamic does not make me — or anyone — who they are. But it does drive my protective instincts. No one is more important to me than my pack. I cherish them like I cherish this country. That’s why their privacy is tantamount to me.”

      “How do you square that with being such a vocal opponent to the Omega Reform Bill?”

      The Senator leans forward, earnest and serious. “I believe in traditional values. But I’m still a regular guy who loves Nirvana and keeping fit with MMA. Look, fundamentally, I’m an Alpha. Everyone’s happiest when they know their place. As the Knight motto says: Alphas lead, Betas follow, and Omegas obey.”

      I snarl, slamming my fist down on Falcon’s beautiful face.

      Arrogant jerk.

      See? Fucking delicious. Addictive. But bad for you.

      If I ever meet him, I’ll show him what I think of his Knight motto. Or shove it up his ludicrously perky ass.

      If my Omega resistance wins or the Reform Bill passes, then the whole of America will.

      Plus, Nirvana? I bet he’s more a Bach and cigar sort of guy, while he spanks his Omega over his knee.

      All of a sudden, my phone pings with a message, startling me out of my thoughts.

      I jump, flinching.

      The clink of a whiskey glass.

      Coppery taste of blood.

      Worthless, rebellious Rej.

      My chest is tight, and my heart speeds up. I’m breathing too fast, and my skin is crawling.

      “It’s not Dad,” I mutter to remind myself that he can’t touch me anymore, tracing over the steel R on my bracelet. “Not him. You’re in the HQ. You’re safe.”

      With shaky fingers, I reach for my phone.

      Has something gone wrong with the mission?

      I hold my breath as I glance at the screens. They show the blank white walls of the Institute, as if Lucian is hiding by facing them or has been forced face first against them.

      My shoulders tighten.

      Is Lucian okay?

      I struggle to force myself to peer down at the message.

      Is my brother safe or have my pack finally been caught?
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      I pull myself into a stiff ball in the chair, dragging my legs beneath myself.

      I clasp my iPhone so tightly that my knuckles become white.

      The ominous crack of the screen jolts me back into the reality.

      I hiss out a breath.

      In and out.

      I can do this.

      In and out.

      I let the memory of Lucian’s voice fill my mind, as his reassuring scent cocoons me from his shirt.

      Let my brother be okay.

      I force my gaze to drop to the message on the phone.

      Are you safe, Princess? X

      Only one person calls me Princess, and it isn’t my brother.

      I let out a relieved huff of laughter.

      I’m an idiot. I’m on such high alert that I’m imagining my brother being caught, while I’m hauled off to the Institute, but instead, it’s a message from our only other Alpha resistance member.

      I loosen my death grip on the phone, uncurling my legs.

      When I glance at the message again, I can’t stop my lips tugging into a smile.

      It’s the same message every week.

      I never know when it’ll ping onto the screen, but if I did, where would be the surprise in that?

      Or the fun?

      Delicious anticipation tingles through me, which makes my skin goosebump even in the summer heat.

      Hurriedly, I type back the standard coded message:

      For now. Are you safe, Prince? X

      Blame Angel for the code names. She thought that it was funny like something out of a fairy tale.

      An Alpha contacted us anonymously on our secret resistance network. I still don’t know how they hacked it. After…a lot…of paranoia on both sides, Prince became the Alpha wing of the resistance.

      Yet the agreement was no exchange of identities or locations to keep both cells safe, in case one was captured.

      “You’re the Omega Rebel Princess,” Angel teased. “And he’s our Alpha Rebel Prince.”

      A prince who I can never meet…

      For now. Can we talk, Princess?

      Butterflies flutter in my stomach, and my smile widens.

      I scan the computer screens.

      Lucian is edging forward again. He’s in a dark cellar. There’s movement in the corner. Is it Roman?

      My heart aches.

      What the hell have those bastards been doing to Roman?

      I press my headset on again. “Hey, Prince.”

      “What’s wrong?” Prince demands.

      Clearly, his Alpha protective instincts have been alerted by the strain, which I haven’t been able to hide in my voice.

      It’s hard to hide things from Prince, even though he doesn’t know who I really I am.

      I wish that he did.

      Prince’s voice is a low rumble, which is deep and distorted just like mine is. It’s masked by the headset to not give away our identities. It’s the only way that we can talk like this.

      I live for these moments, when we connect. It’s hard to admit but it’s fucking true. It’s lonely being an unbonded Omega with a secret identity. Prince is the only one who gets what it’s like.

      If we’re caught, I’ll be sent to the Institute, but he’ll be sent to the Alpha Center, and from the horror stories that I’ve heard, that could be worse.

      “You know that I can’t tell you,” I warn. “My pack’s on a mission. Are you being a naughty Alpha and trying to break our rules?”

      Prince laughs. “I wouldn’t dare, my fierce Omega. Are you feeling dominant tonight? Want me to call you sir?”

      “Hmm, now you’re just trying to turn me on.”

      I love playing like this with Prince. No other Alpha would let me do this, but Prince is different. We’ve known each other for two years now and we’ve negotiated a contract for our play. I know that he has his own pack, but they let me be a part of it, which means the world to me.

      “Is it working?” Prince teases. “Taking your mind off your anxiety?”

      He’s always looking out for me and thinking of ways to destress me. It’s special to have someone in my life like him. If we weren’t separated by the revolution that we’re fighting for, then I know I’d have fallen for him.

      Has he already fallen for me?

      I flush. “Maybe.”

      “Want to try something special tonight then? Let me take control?”

      Against my will, my gaze slides to the open magazine spread of Senator Knight.

      I swallow as I’m caught again by Falcon’s jade eyes.

      Shit, stop it.

      I force myself to imagine Prince, instead. He’s never told me what he looks like, so I’ve created a fantasy: bronzed, blond, and blue eyed.

      I lick my lips, dropping the phone on the desk.

      This is Prince and not Falcon.

      Blond, not brunette. Blue, not green eyed.

      “Princess?” Prince asks, more hesitantly. “We don’t have to. It was only a suggestion to distract you from the mission. I know how protective you are of your pack. I’m the same. But I’d never do anything that you weren’t comfortable with or didn’t consent to.”

      “I know that. How about we do the debrief first?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I chuckle. “Are you saluting?”

      “What if I am?”

      “Just because you’re—”

      “A courageous fighter for equality? A shadowy, mysterious enigma? The Alpha you’d most like to fuck?”

      Fair enough. He’s right.

      Still, it’s never good to inflate an Alpha’s ego. They already inflate their knots enough.

      “A pain in my Omega ass.”

      “Ouch, sounds painful. Can I kiss it better? Plus, is that any way to talk to your brave co-leader, Princess?”

      Warmth unfurls through me at the way he purrs Princess like he’s kissing me each time he says it.

      “No matter how kinky you make Princess sound, it’s still not your pet name for me.” I narrow my eyes. “Now, it’s time for the debrief, my pain in the ass co-leader.”

      Who I’d protect the same as my own pack.

      I hope he hears it. I wish that I could say it out loud.

      “Everything’s quiet on the mission side of things here. The Omega Reform Bill is an issue.”

      I rake my nails down the picture of Falcon. “Senator Knight is the fucking problem. That asshole is blocking the bill and arguing against it at every turn. All that acceptable face of traditional values schtick is more damaging than the Institute. He’s a jerk.”

      “You really want to talk about Senator Knight again?” Prince says, lightly. “Don’t you want to join the Knight Fan Club? Word’s out that he’s looking for a new Omega, and online there’s already over ten thousand members, calling themselves Knight’s Hopefuls.”

      I gag, before I get myself under control.

      “That’s nothing, Tom Holland has over sixty million followers.”

      “He’s not an Alpha, and I’m beginning to think that you’re obsessed with our dear Senator.”

      I scowl. “You’re the one who knows all about his fan club. Have you joined then?”

      “Sadly, there’s a no-knot policy. I should raise a case of discrimination.”

      I grin. “You do that.”

      “Apart from the problem with your favorite Senator, the male Omega, who I bonded with to rescue him a year ago, is in heat,” Prince’s voice is suddenly brisk and professional.

      I wince.

      Sweat is dripping between my shoulder blades and plastering my hair to my forehead. I feel like I’m stuck to the leather seat.

      I’ve never been in heat and I can’t imagine what it’d be like to fall into heat in this savage humidity.

      What a nightmare.

      “Is he okay?” My shoulders stiffen. “Why the hell are you talking to me? You should be with him in his nest. He needs you.”

      “Easy, Momma Omega,” Prince soothes. “I’m taking a break, and he’s not alone. It’s lucky my dick isn’t worn out because I’ve already been rutting for twelve hours. The second Alpha in the pack is with him now. I’d never leave an Omega in distress. He has a comfy nest. He’s pampered and spoiled, which he deserves after the abuse he suffered for being marked a Rej. Have I passed the Rebel inspection?”

      My guts roil. I can’t be jealous, right?

      I don’t want to be a pampered Omega. I can’t. My work is too important.

      Then why does hearing about this other Omega with Prince hurt so much?

      I run my hand through my hair. “How’s he coping with the trauma now?”

      “He’s doing better, but it’s a hard journey.” I can hear the anguish in Prince’s voice. “It’s going to take time. I offered him professional help, through one of my Beta’s friends. I’m relieved that he’s recently decided to take that up. Just giving him a safe space to talk and process stuff is helping, slowly.”

      I arch my brow in surprise.

      Wow, Prince has hired a rare specialist, who’s trained in Omega issues…?

      Even I didn’t expect that.

      I feel weirdly close to Prince’s Omega and his entire pack because I’ve known them for two years now, even though I don’t know their names.

      “He’s our broken ray of sunshine.” It’s like I can hear Prince’s smile through the headset.

      I wish that I could reach through and trace over his lips: steal some of that smile for myself.

      “He’s lucky to have you,” I say, quietly.

      “I’m lucky to have him,” Prince counters. “But now, you’re the one who needs me, and I think we both need this, or am I wrong, my Omega?”

      I can’t hold back the whine.

      My Omega.

      Prince’s deep voice reverberates through me.

      It’s a primal, raw call. This is more than play between us.

      I know it is.

      Neither of us is bonded or belong to the other. But what if one day, my Omega could be true?

      “My Alpha,” I murmur.

      He moans. “Christ, do you know what you’re doing to me? You’re simply my ray of sunshine amid this whole nightmare. Look, we both need relief, and no one else gets the stress that we’re under to pretend that we’re always coolly in command of everything, even if we’re not. So, what do you need from me?”

      “It’s not that easy.”

      “To admit that you truly want to bond with a pack whose identities you don’t even know or that you need to bond with a pack who you do know?” His voice is soft and distressed.

      Is he right?

      Is it what I’m craving…what I need?

      I’ve resisted it, avoiding my own needs for three years. I can hold out a little longer.

      I don’t have a choice.

      “I have a pack,” I say more sharply than I mean to. “And a cause to fight for. Every Omega is my family. I don’t get the luxury of bonding with an Alpha right now; it doesn’t matter what I want. You know that.”

      “So, what’s the harm in us playing? Control or giving it up?”

      What other Alpha would offer that with no promises or commitment? Equality and choice?

      I rub at my neck, sliding down further in my chair.

      What’s the harm?

      Lucian’s arms are clasped around a shaking Omega. Roman doesn’t look glamorous anymore but small, young, and terrified.

      I swallow. “Okay, you take the lead.”

      Maybe I only want this because Prince is safe. He can’t touch or rut me. I can only touch myself at his direction. Even if I pretend to let him be in charge, I’m still in control. We both know that.

      “Like always, say red if you need me to stop.” Prince’s voice is warm and reassuring. I could dive into his voice and never surface. “I’ve got you. You’ll always be heard.”

      Not quite knowing why, my throat is tight. “So will you.”

      Silence.

      Then Prince replies, “That’s why everybody trusts you with their lives and…this.”

      My eyes burn with tears. “Not bad for a Rej, right? But I can’t look away from the screens.”

      All of a sudden, something shifts.

      Prince’s voice lowers and becomes more sultry, “Then don’t you dare take you beautiful eyes off the screens, my brave Omega. But since you’ve turned me on, I think it’s time that you did something about it.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Oh, I think you can do better than that.” His warm chuckle is like life itself. “Call me sir, or I’ll smack your pretty ass until it’s cherry red.”

      I draw in a sharp breath, as the image floods my mind of being over Prince’s strong knees, as his hand slaps down.

      “Yes, sir.”

      Prince’s own breath catches like he didn’t expect me to truly say it, but I can roleplay.

      Kinkiness is half the fun, when we play like this.

      “What are you wearing?” His voice is more confident now, and the dominance in it makes me squirm in my seat.

      Does he want me to lie? Should I pretend that I’m wearing a PVC catsuit, stiletto heels, and no panties?

      I blush. “Ehm, a men’s white shirt, black pants, and rose print boxers.”

      This time, Prince’s laughter sparks my own snicker.

      I sprawl more comfortably, propping my feet on the desk. This is more like it. We are who we are, and I don’t want to wear any more masks than I already am.

      “I’m not even going to ask whose shirt it is because I may come over all Alpha,” Prince growls. “Now, you’re going to undo your pants and slip your hand to the edge of those adorable boxers.”

      “Dick.” My lips quirk.

      “Oh, we’re getting to that.”

      I slip down my zipper and hiss in a breath, as I edge my fingers over the soft material of my underwear.

      “Tease yourself,” Prince’s voice is slower, and I have to fight not to let my eyes flutter closed. “Dip underneath the boxers but don’t touch yourself yet. I’m in control of your pleasure.”

      My pupils dilate, and I flush hot and cold.

      Why have we never played like this before with Prince in control? Is his dominance because he’s still horny from his other Omega being in heat?

      Perhaps, it’s because I know his Omega is in heat, and I want to experience what it’s like to have a bonded Alpha?

      “Do you want me to spread my legs?” I whisper.

      “Why am I not surprised that you’re topping from the bottom?” Prince’s voice is light with laughter. “That’s right, spread for me like a good Omega.” I whimper, and my skin prickles at the praise. “Like that do you, Princess? Then since you’re being so good for me now, you can edge your fingers down to your cute clit. Circle it. Slowly. Now touch it like you love most. Show me how you want me to touch you.”

      I shiver. Hell, he’s good at this.

      I do want him to touch me. Too much.

      I sigh, stroking my finger across my clit, pretending that it’s Prince caressing me with his strong fingers.

      That I’m not alone here.

      I shiver, giving myself over to the pleasure. It winds through me; I’m desperate for it to release and calm me like it always does.

      I moan.

      “You’d better not come before I give you permission,” his voice is powerful, relentless.

      This isn’t enough.

      I need his touch and scent.

      “Prince,” I gasp, “I need you.”

      “You’ve got me.”

      But I don’t. Not really.

      “What are you doing? Look, I know that you shouldn’t tell me, but just describe where you are right now. I want to pretend that I’m with you.”

      It’s wrong.

      We don’t give clues to our location.

      But tonight, I need this.

      We’re in dangerous territory, and all I want is to tumble so far that I can finally tell Prince who I am.

      “Really?” Prince sounds unexpectedly shy and pleased. “I’m standing alone at my desk in the study, which overlooks the gardens.”

      My eyes widen, and my gaze darts to the magazine.

      Why did he have to say desk just like Falcon in the photograph?

      All Alphas are powerful assholes with desks, studies, and wealth.

      But now, all I can imagine is Falcon at his desk, scrutinizing me with those intense green eyes. I want to slide to my knees in front of him…

      “Fuck.” I curl my finger lower toward my pussy.

      I seriously need to give in my resistance credentials after tonight.

      “My jacket is off and thrown over the back of the chair. I’m in my rolled up shirtsleeves. The drapes are open. It’s a beautiful night. Can you see the full moon too?” Prince asks.

      I love this. He’s driving me out of my own head and the danger of my thoughts.

      I can only feel and hear his voice rumbling through me. I can do nothing but see the seductive pictures that he paints.

      I force my gaze away from Falcon and out of the window.

      My heart clenches, as I gaze at the light streaming through my window  from the full moon. Somewhere, Prince is looking up at the same moon.

      We’re in this together, even if we’re apart.

      “Keep touching yourself,” Prince commands.

      My breath picks up. “Touch yourself too. Tell me what you’re doing. I want to share this with you.”

      Like the moon.

      I’m fucking falling for you…

      I want to bring Prince pleasure too or some relief like he always does for me.

      “I’ve taken my dick out and I’m stroking it slowly, wishing it was your small hand on me,” he murmurs.

      My back arches at the sound of his panting. “And what if your pack walk in and see you, naughty Alpha?”

      He growls. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? Me touching myself in my study, playing with my Rebel Omega. What if it was my other Omega? Or my Beta, who’s busy fixing food right now for all of us involved in the heat? My Beta’s a voyeur. He’d love to watch us together…”

      “Yes…” I shudder, as a wave of pleasure washes through me. Prince’s breathing quickens the same as my own. We’re both close; teetering on the edge. “What are you thinking?”

      Let it be of me, his sunshine.

      And not his broken sunshine, or am I broken too?

      “Don’t come yet,” he groans. “I’m thinking of all the wicked things I’m planning to do with you, when the resistance wins. I crave to bite you, bond you, fuck…make you mine forever like I’ll be yours.” I freeze. Does he mean it or is this just him getting carried away with dirty talk? “I’ll protect, possess, and tear you apart at the same time. I swear, I’ll make you scream my name in pleasure, while you can take charge and mark me as your Alpha.”

      I give a shocked breath, at the same time as I touch myself faster and faster.

      I’ve never been so fucking turned on.

      He isn’t demanding that I become his Omega but that he’ll be my Alpha.

      Even most liberals would never dream of offering that.

      Prince is fucking unique.

      I want to claim him now.

      And it’s wrecking me that I can’t.

      “You’re my Alpha,” I snarl.

      Prince moans. “I’ll be whatever you want, whenever you need it. And when we’re finally free of the shadows, I’ll fuck you on camera, live streaming it to millions. I’ll rut and breed you, as you command, until the whole world knows that I’m yours.”

      “Then for fuck’s sake let us both come,” I gasp.

      I’m desperate, teetering on the edge.

      I can’t hold back.

      Can’t…

      “Pushy bottom,” Prince teases. “Only after I kiss you. Can you feel my lips against yours?”

      And I can.

      His lips ghost tingle against mine. Here in the dark of the loft, Prince is with me by force of imagination and love.

      “Can you feel my tongue caressing yours?” He murmurs.

      I squirm in my chair, and all of a sudden, that’s it.

      I can’t hold back any longer.

      “Prince,” I whimper.

      And just like that, he understands.

      He always does.

      “Come, Princess.”

      A wave of pleasure crashes through me, more intense than I’ve ever experienced because I’ve been holding it back. I moan, arching out of the chair.

      Then I sprawl, loose and more relaxed than I’ve been all week.

      I drag my hand out my pants and just for a moment, my eyes flutter closed.

      I’m surrounded by the sound of Prince’s panted climax.

      “I love you,” he murmurs so softly that I almost miss it.

      What. The. Fuck?

      My heart races, and my calm flees.

      Did he mean me to hear? Was it just the post-orgasm bliss talking?

      My eyes snap open.

      It’s then that I see the screens have cut out: I’m staring at nothing but blackness.

      What the fuck has happened to Lucian and Roman?

      “No, no, no.” I scramble out of the chair, and it topples backward with a bang.

      “Princess?” Prince says, startled. “Are you okay? Tell me what’s…?”

      Dazed, I cut off the headset, snatching for my phone, but there’s no signal.

      I growl, frozen in horror.

      I only looked away for a moment, chasing my own pleasure, and I’ve lost my brother: the most important person to me in the world.

      Now it’s reality crashing down on me, and it hurts like hell.
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3 YEARS AGO…

      “There’s no need to cry, sis.” Lucian wipes at the tears on my cheeks with his thumbs, but I can’t help more tumbling from my eyes. “I’ll live, and you don’t want to make your mascara run and end up looking like a panda for the rest of your shift.”

      I give a huff of laughter but don’t stop clinging to Lucian.

      He’s a year younger than me and just finished high school. He’s barely taller than me, even though he’s an Alpha.

      Yet he’s known to the Omegas who giggle and follow him around campus with doe eyes as the Pocket Romeo: all golden hair and tawny eyes.

      He’s the most popular Alpha in the pack. Probably, because he’s not an asshole.

      A light drizzle stings my face, driving from the gray, evening sky. The alleyway behind Marshal’s Grill, which is my pack’s vast red brick restaurant with barred windows, stinks of garbage and the greasy stench of mingling dinners that waft in meaty blasts from the open kitchen door beside us.

      It turns my stomach.

      This dark alley with its dumpsters is the only place that Lucian and I are allowed to hide on our breaks between shifts.

      Our only privacy.

      I hate working in the restaurant on weekends.

      I study Lucian’s swollen, purpling eye, and guilt licks through me.

      Carefully, I adjust Lucian’s cheap waiting uniform. It’s too tight and bright scarlet to match the restaurant décor, just like my own uniform.

      Because it’s not objectifying at all, right?

      At least our underwear isn’t on display and we aren’t in kilts. I’ve heard of worse costumes.

      When Lucian was knocked to the ground, his shirt became wrinkled. I furrow my brow; one of the buttons is missing. I’ll sew a new one on later. It takes Lucian longer to thread a needle than it takes me to cook an egg.

      Luckily, he’s the cook in the house. At least we’re good at sharing roles.

      “I’m sorry Dad hurt you because of me,” I mutter. “I should be able to protect you better.”

      “Don’t.” Lucian loops his arm around my shoulders. “I choose to protect you, and Dad chooses to hurt me because I stand up for you. Anyway, that asshole diner deserved what you did to him, right?”

      My lips twitch into a smile. “Keep your voice down, Luc.”

      “I’m glad you tipped the soup into his lap. I hope you burned his fucking knot off,” Lucian growls. I stare at him in shock. “The stuff he was saying about going to pick out a Rej1 Omega who’d been nicely broken in for him from the Institute like it was a candy store and loudly enough for everyone to hear. It’s bad enough…”

      Lucian angrily gestures at the sign over the kitchen door: No Omegas.

      Dad had the words hung over every entrance into the restaurant.

      I shrug. “Apparently we’re fine to work here though.”

      “Yeah, if tips are anything to go by. You get more than the rest of us combined. You’re an awesome server. Especially, when an Alpha needs spraying with soup.”

      I snicker. “Hey, I’m a natural at that.”

      “Seriously,” Lucian clenches his jaw, “you balance the accounts and keep control of the staff like a military operation. You’ve been running the place since you were a kid. You’ve always kept me in line, when we both know that everybody expects it to be the other way around. Dad swaggers into his favorite booth with his friends or hits the bottle, while you’re doing the work, which you’re brilliant at. Why can’t he see the truth?”

      I flush at Lucian’s praise, glowing inside.

      No one has ever complimented me like Lucian does.

      What would it feel like to have your bonded Alpha say those things? I squirm, blushing more deeply at the thought.

      “I don’t know.” I rest my head on Lucian’s chest, shivering as rain trickles down my neck. “Maybe he doesn’t want to see it. You know, what kind of Alpha or Beta can come out to our pack’s restaurant and leave their so-called cherished Omega at home?”

      I shudder.

      Lucian shakes his head. “I’ll never be that type of Alpha or part of a pack like that. I’d rather fucking die.”

      “When we’re out of the house, my Alpha will be proud to be seen on my arm.”

      I’m delighted to notice that Lucian’s easy smile has returned. “Yeah, you tell your future imaginary Alpha.”

      “Jerk,” I tease, pushing Lucian away.

      He laughs, dodging back.

      Unfortunately, he catches his foot on the dumpster and slips on the wet floor. He groans, as his bruised face cracks against the wall.

      I gasp. “Shit, sorry. What the fuck is wrong with me today?”

      Lucian pushes himself upright, shooting me a watery smile that’s not at all convincing, when you know what to look for; he’s good at hiding his pain. “I’m clumsy; you know I am. It’s not your fault. Any of it.”

      “It’s hard to remember that when Dad’s saying…when he forced me away from you, before he… I hate that. It’s worse than anything. He’s been making threats. He’s Head Alpha of the entire Marshal pack. His word is law. What if he truly intends to give me to one of his gang?”

      My breathing is ragged. My skin is clammy.

      I’m shaking.

      The clink of a whiskey glass.

      Coppery taste of blood.

      My chest is too tight. I can’t draw oxygen into my burning lungs.

      All I can hear is my rapid heartbeat.

      Thud, thud, thud.

      My fingers compulsively trace over the R on my cold, steel bracelet.

      Worthless, rebellious Rej.

      “In and out,” Lucian’s gentle voice breaks through my spiraling thoughts.

      When did I sink onto the wet ground?

      My knees are soaked through.

      I’m cold, shaking, and rocking.

      Backward and forward.

      Lucian’s on his knees next to me, messing up his uniform even worse, but he doesn’t seem to care: he’s only focused on me. His warm arms are wrapped around me, pulling me to his chest. His chin rests on my head.

      Being cuddled like this with my brother is safe and familiar.

      Gradually, my heart slows.

      “Come on,” Lucian soothes. “In and out.”

      I can do this.

      I battle to focus only on Lucian, the steady weight and safety of his arms around me, and his Alpha pheromones that he’s now using to calm me.

      His citrus Limoncello scent cocoons me like he can shield me from the world.

      Lucian is one of the few Alphas who I truly respect. He’s never dominated me with his dynamic. He’s only used it to meet my needs.

      I try to pretend I believe the fantasy that we’re safe.

      We’re not.

      I steady my breathing, nuzzling against Lucian.

      He kisses the top of my head. “Feeling better now, sis?”

      I nod, tentatively.

      “I won’t let Dad separate us,” Lucian says, low and earnest. “We won’t be parted, unless you choose an Alpha to bond with.”

      “Fuck that.” Angrily, I scrub at my tears, pushing away from Lucian to sit with my back against the wall.

      I meet Lucian’s concerned gaze.

      “You say that now but just wait until some gorgeous Alpha — who passes the shovel talk with me, which will make him one seriously brave Alpha — catches your eye.”

      “If you start talking about your jock friend who loves building nests again, then I’m hiding your favorite Metallica vinyl.”

      Lucian mock gasps. “Low blow.”

      I tangle my fingers in my lap, ducking my head. “Anyway, you’ll be leaving for your university scholarship soon. You’ve got options.”

      “Yeah, about that.”

      I glance up, startled by his sudden guilty tone.

      What the hell has he done?

      Lucian gives me the kind of pretend innocent smile that he always tried as a kid, when he’d secretly sneaked into my room at night and scoffed my emergency chocolate stash.

      Everyone needs emergency chocolate.

      Lucian pushes himself around to resettle himself next to me. “I kind of wrote to the university and rejected the scholarship. Actually, my entire place there.”

      “What the fuck?” I hiss. “How could you?”

      I snatch his hand into mine, caressing its back.

      Dad’s going to kill him.

      Shit, what can I do? How in the hell can I protect Lucian from this?

      A cold ball forms in my stomach. I hate the helpless dread flooding me.

      I’m sick with it.

      Lucian tilts his head, and his hair falls over his eyes; I have an irrational desire to comb it for him, as if being well-groomed will somehow save him this time.

      It fucking won’t.

      “You’re smarter than me,” Lucian says, simply.

      I wet my lips, trying to grin. “At least you’re smart enough to know that, Luc.”

      “I’ve always known. But I’m the one with the scholarship, while you’ll be stuck back here, serving dumb Alphas who are drinking themselves even stupider. How’s that fair?”

      My eyes burn. “It’s not. But you shouldn’t punish yourself for that.”

      “I’m not.” There’s something in his eyes like he’s holding back on telling me a secret; I can feel it, deep inside. This moment: it matters. I edge closer to him, and he rests his forehead against mine. “What if there’s a way to balance the odds for everybody, no matter their dynamics? What if we could be part of that: you and me, together?”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Lucian’s gaze darts to the kitchen door, checking that we’re alone, and his voice drops to a hurried rush like he’s worried if he doesn’t get it out quickly, he won’t have the courage to finish, “I’ve been saving up, working as a hacker and…other things…online. I’ve been hiding the money from Dad. Angel’s in on it too.”

      My eyes widen. “Angel…? What the hell does my best friend have to do with…?”

      Lucian gently hushes me. “She wants out of this territory as much as us.” His voice is painfully earnest, desperate. “Would you run, if we did?”

      My breath catches.

      He can’t mean it.

      If we run, we’ll be caught. Dad’s warned me enough times what happens to Rejs who try to escape their packs.

      I’ll be sent to the Institute.

      “You know that’s not how this works,” I reply. “The Head Alpha’s word is absolute. It wouldn’t matter if we had packs of our own, Nobel Peace Prizes, fuck it, the ear of the President. Dad would still have the power.”

      Lucian clenches his jaw. “There’s always another way. We don’t need the President. We just have to break the rules.”

      “I can’t.” I shudder. “It’s too dangerous.”

      Lucian’s expression crumples. “I promise, I’ll make a better life for Angel and you. Don’t you trust me? Nobody would ever touch any of us without permission or consent.”

      “It’s only a pretty fantasy, Luc. I daydream too.”

      “It could be real. We could start a new pack, where we’re equals. Nobody would hurt us again. Then we’ll fight for the same right for everybody else. Think about it. I’ve created new identities for us. Look, you want to protect me, but I want to protect you and I’ve no idea how much longer I can do that here. You’re lucky. Your heats haven’t started yet, but when they do…”

      “What a cute picture,” a cruel voice drawls from the doorway.

      It’s a voice that’s always made me want to hide in a corner.

      Instantly, Lucian pulls away from me. His expression hardens, as he glares up at Clint.

      Clint’s my Dad’s best friend and enforcer.

      Knothead.

      Clint hugs his leather jacket closer around himself against the rain; it’s tight across his bulging muscles. His dark eyes scan across both Lucian and me in a way that makes my skin crawl.

      It always has.

      “Something to say, little Alpha?” Clint sneers.

      I nudge Lucian to encourage him to stay silent.

      Clint’s unstable and dangerous.

      Lucian pushes himself to his feet, edging in front of me, but he doesn’t say anything.

      “Good choice. You are trainable then.” Clint runs his hand over his thick stubble, as he assesses Lucian’s purpling eye. “It seems your daddy already had something to say to you.”

      “We need to get back to work.” Lucian holds his hand out to me.

      Before, I can take it, however, Clint barks with laughter.

      “Brats, I don’t think so. Don’t be rude now, or I won’t be so nice.” He stalks toward us. I clamber to my feet behind Lucian, who clenches his hands into fists. Clint is twice Lucian’s size, but my brother doesn’t back away. “Come on, Omega, why don’t we spend your break together?”

      Frantically, I shake my head.

      Lucian glares at Clint. “She’s not going anywhere with you. She gave you her answer. She’s unbonded and she’s not even started pre-heats. Dad will tear out your throat if you lay one finger on her.”

      Clint growls, launching himself at Lucian.

      Clint snatches Lucian by the throat and hurls him against the wall with an agonizing crunch. Lucian bites back a holler.

      Then Clint pins Lucian against the wall with his arm against his throat. “You’ve got things confused. Alphas don’t have to listen to Omegas.”

      I snarl, launching myself on Clint’s back, battering him with my fists. “Let him go.”

      “Still.” Clint’s voice is infused with Alpha Command: a deep, biological command that an Omega can’t resist.

      The word is quiet but it still resonates through my mind, as if it’s been bellowed into my ear.

      It’s painful and violating.

      The order winds through every cell of my body.

      Neither Dad nor Lucian have used Alpha Command against me before.

      After all, Alpha Command should only be used by an Omega’s bonded and even then, in times of extreme danger or severe punishment.

      Inside, I scream.

      On the outside, I stand as still as a statue.

      “You bastard,” Lucian rasps.

      Clint slaps Lucian casually across the face.

      Lucian’s eyes gleam with furious tears.

      “Shut up, brat.” Clint leans closer to him. “Little Alpha, you’re pretty enough to be an Omega yourself. Everyone here says so. Do you know how many Alphas are making offers to your Dad on not only your sister but you as well? I can command your sister because she’s promised to me. I’ll be bonding with her next week. If you’d both behaved, I’d have courted her more gently than this. Perhaps, I’ll court both of you.”

      “Get. Off. Me.” Lucian struggles, baring his teeth. “I don’t care if you think Dad sold us to you. I’ll kick your fucking ass for this.”

      “What’s the problem?” Clint chuckles. “I’m powerful in this town. I have money and status. You’ll both live in luxury. I need a second Alpha. You can keep your sister in line for me. Your Dad tells me that it’s what you usually do.” He traces down the bruise around Lucian’s eye. “I saw the tantrum with the soup. Maybe I can use your Dad’s system. You fail to make her behave, and I beat your ass.”

      “Touch me again and…”

      “What’s with all this posturing? You do get that you’ll never be a Chief Alpha, right? Look at your size. You’re weak. Your Dad tells everybody that your sister and you got mixed up at birth. Wires crossed or something in your Omega and Alpha dynamics. You’re both Rejs.”

      Lucian’s anguished gaze meets mine.

      A tear tracks down my cheek.

      How many times has Lucian been bullied over not being Alpha enough?

      Yet he’s perfect just as he is.

      What if this knothead forces Lucian into becoming his second Alpha?

      I fight to move, but the Alpha Command still holds.

      Move, come on. Just…let me move.

      Clint eases back from Lucian. “I’ll send you both for training first, of course. The Institute for my feisty Omega, and the Center for my little Alpha.” His tongue darts out to wet his lips. “But not before I’ve had some fun breaking you both.”

      “How fun is this?” Lucian growls.

      Then he kicks Clint in the balls.

      Clint howls, doubling over.

      Lucian’s expression twists with a fury that I’ve never seen before. He looks like he could tear Clint’s head off with his bare hands.

      Lucian slams his fists into Clint’s back, and Clint grunts, falling to the floor.

      I struggle more wildly to break free.

      I need to help Lucian.

      Please…

      Clint roars: a terrifying, savage sound.

      He snatches Lucian by the ankles, tumbling him to the ground with him. They wrestle together in the puddles, and this time, Clint’s not playing. He punches Lucian across the mouth, and his lip splits.

      I’m screaming, crying, cussing but all on the inside.

      This is our one chance.

      Our only chance.

      When Lucian’s eyes meet mine over Clint’s shoulder, I know that he understands. If he loses to Clint, then both of us will become Clint’s property.

      Lucian’s gaze becomes more determined. Yet he sags like he’s defeated, and Clint’s smile becomes vicious in his triumph. Clint grabs his collar, tearing it. Then he drags Lucian closer to the wall.

      Despite Lucian’s frightened whimpers and hunched shoulders, I catch the way that he’s limp like a rag doll.

      It flashes through my mind that he’s letting himself be manhandled.

      My smart brother has a plan.

      Each blow that drives the air from Lucian’s lungs, however, hurts me like I’m being beaten too.

      Clint bares his teeth in victory. “I’m going to fuck you up, little Alpha.”

      Lucian stays still, as if defeated, but at the last moment, dodges to the side. Clint’s blow misses, and his fist slams into the wall. By his howl and the horrific crunch, I’d bet that his fist is broken.

      Good.

      Clint drops to his knees, cradling his hand. Instantly, Lucian grabs Clint by his shoulders and slams him headfirst into the wall — once, twice, and…

      Clint collapses forward. His eyes are closed, and the rain drums against his back.

      He’s not moving.

      Blood trickles from his forehead.

      Immediately, I’m unfrozen. The Alpha Command is broken.

      I sob, reaching for Lucian.

      Lucian staggers to me. He’s ashen, and a patchwork pattern  of blood and bruises.

      Lucian catches me and burrows his nose in my neck, finding comfort in my scent, just as I nuzzle against him.

      Limoncello mingles with chocolate.

      For the first time, I realize this is what home means.

      “Is he…?” I avoid looking at the body on the floor.

      Lucian shakes his head. “He’s breathing. Fucking shame.”

      “Yeah, it is.”

      Lucian draws back from me. “We’re screwed.”

      My gaze becomes steely. “It’s time that we truly protect each other. Remember your plan from before…? You were right. If we stay here now, then we’re dead. So, we run.”
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      There’s still no signal on my phone.

      No message from Lucian.

      No fucking clue what happened on the mission with Roman.

      What the hell went wrong?

      I swore that I’d always protect Lucian.

      I’ve failed.

      I dart out of the purple front door of Omega Society HQ, slamming it behind me. The sound is like a gunshot in the silent night. Then I throw myself onto Bond Street, which runs through the center of Haven; the old side of the town with artisan shops in mock-Tudor styles with decorative half timbering, steeply pitched roofs, and diamond paned windows.

      It's like something off a postcard from the past.

      Lucian, Angel, and I chose it because it was as different to the Marshal territory in Washington D.C., where we grew up, as we could find.

      Less memories that way.

      A fresh start.

      Yet it’s not safe, at least for unbonded Omegas at night. I promised Lucian that I’d never come out here alone.

      This is an emergency, however, and I’ll take any risk to help my pack. If Lucian and Angel are brave enough to work in the field on missions, then I can be brave enough to go out on my own into my hometown.

      If not, then can I truly say that I believe in the equal rights, for which we’re fighting so hard?

      I stare blankly at the phone that’s clutched in my hand. My shoulders are stiff.

      Without the light of the full moon, I wouldn’t even be able to see the screen.

      I growl.

      Come on, all I’m asking for is a signal, not a lifetime supply of chocolate truffles.

      I hunch my shoulders and march down the street, waving my phone around like a madwoman, as if I can catch a signal out of thin air.

      Seriously, sometimes it works.

      “Please, please, please…” I mutter.

      Suddenly, there’s a muted chuckle from the other side of the street.

      Startled, I almost drop the phone, which is my lifeline to Lucian.

      “Shit.” I do an impressive juggling act to catch the phone, clutching it to my chest.

      My heart is beating so fast that I can feel it, fluttering like a trapped hummingbird.

      I twirl around and stare at the only light on the entire street. Unexpectedly, the bakery opposite the HQ, The Dough Knot, is lit up like it’s daytime (when it’s normally closed by five p.m.), illuminating a sleek, emerald stretch limo.

      Except, it isn’t the luxurious limo that holds me mesmerized but the stylish Beta, who’s leaning casually against it. He’s in his late twenties and despite the heat, is dressed in a long coat, high black turtleneck top, and smart trousers.

      The chuckler.

      His gaze meets mine, questioningly.

      My breath stutters.

      He’s gorgeous.

      His jet black hair tumbles over killer cheekbones. His ebony skin glows in the amber light.

      I take a step back.

      Casual as he looks, he has a soldier’s body.

      Why are the lights on in The Dough Knot? Why tonight? The night of the resistance’s most high profile mission?

      Is it a cover?

      I duck my head, pretending to fiddle with the hem of my shirt. My adrenaline spikes, but I force myself to peek at the Beta from underneath my eyelashes.

      His calm, steel gray eyes meet mine.

      He looks casual, but there’s something about the way that he’s standing and the coiled danger that sets my teeth on edge.

      Is he ex-military?

      FBI?

      Fuck, is he undercover on a stakeout of our headquarters?

      I let my hair fall over my face as I steady my breathing.

      I can’t panic. Not with Lucian and Angel missing. Instead, I ignore the spellbinding Beta, who could be preparing to snatch me, and make myself walk sedately down the sidewalk like I’m not shaking inside.

      I won’t look up.

      Just a bit further…

      I gasp, as I’m knocked into by something that feels as hard as a wall. In shock, I put my hands up, trying to push away, but my wrists are grabbed.

      I raise my head, and my eyes widen in alarm.

      I find myself meeting the hungry gaze of an Alpha, who must have deliberately walked out of the dark alleyway to block me.

      He reeks of stale beer and cigarettes.

      He’s pretending to steady me but he’s restraining me instead. I lived in the Marshal pack long enough to know the difference.

      He’s a giant jock with beady eyes and more muscles than manners.

      The type of Alpha A-hole who Lucian hates.

      When he assesses me with a drunken smirk, it reminds me uncomfortably of the way that Clint used to, and it makes my skin crawl in the same way too.

      I grit my teeth. “Let me go.”

      “Nope,” the Alpha slurs, tightening his grip. “I’m doing my civic duty. Are you running away from your pack, bad Omega? I’ve seen you around but always chaperoned by that weak brother of yours. I knew you wanted a real Alpha.”

      And that’s it.

      The moment that the stress, danger, fear, and rage of the evening catches up with me.

      And I snap.

      “Luc is a real Alpha. You’re the asshole who isn’t.” I relax my wrist, before rotating it and then wrenching it back.

      It’s a move that Lucian taught me, when he drilled me in self-defense, as soon as we fled Washington D. C. and our old pack.

      Taken by surprise, the Alpha gapes at me, as my wrist escapes his hold. Then I grab his neck, instead.

      I grin fiercely, bringing my leg up and kicking him hard in the chest. He doubles over with an agonized groan.

      I dodge back, spinning on my heel and making to dive back to the safety of the HQ.

      “Bitch,” the Alpha snarls. “Still.”

      My eyes widen in shock and then that’s it.

      The strange Alpha’s Alpha Command slams through me.

      I can’t resist it, even though I’m howling inside.

      It’s every bit as painful and violating, as when Clint used it on me.

      The order winds through every cell of my body.

      In the last three years, neither my brother nor any other Alpha has used their power over me in this way, and I was beginning to hope that maybe they never would again.

      Alphas, Betas, and Omegas are meant to fit together in perfect symbiosis. In ancient times, it wasn’t about who held the power, rather each dynamic’s strengths supporting the other. We’re biologically created to calm, strengthen, and procreate together in as many different combinations as there are constellations.

      The Greeks were poetic about that.

      Why the hell has such beauty been forgotten?

      All I can do is stand frozen, as the Alpha prowls around me.

      “I’m going to teach you why unbonded Omegas aren’t allowed out alone,” he snarls.

      “She’s not alone,” a cold, deadly voice says.

      The gorgeous Beta!

      My heart thuds faster, and I wish that I could do more than glance at the furious expression on the Beta’s hard face.

      When did he cross the road? Why has he come to help?

      No Beta should take on an Alpha, whose arms could crush him; Beta’s are followers and not leaders, even in the military.

      Beta’s are trained to give way to Alphas, unless a superior Alpha has ordered them not to.

      It’s suicide.

      The Alpha gives a dark laugh. “Fuck off. She’s taken by someone with a knot.”

      “I don’t need to have a knot to do this.” The Beta shoves the Alpha away from me.

      “What the…?” Furious, the Alpha rushes the Beta.

      I wish that I could close my eyes. I don’t want to see what happens next to the poor Beta.

      In one efficient move, however, the Beta smashes the heel of his palm just underneath the Alpha’s chin in a vicious uppercut that slams back his head.

      Instantly, the Alpha’s eyes roll back and he blacks out, crashing to the sidewalk.

      The Alpha’s Command is broken, and I’m freed.

      I sag, hugging my arms around myself but not before rechecking my phone.

      Still no signal.

      Can this night get any worse?

      Oh yeah. I now have a Beta to face who can knock out an Alpha…and is possibly a Fed.

      But would a Fed save the Omega resistance leader?

      The Beta calmly kneels, checking the Alpha’s pulse like that’s something he does regularly or has been trained in. Then his shoulders relax, as he stands and steps toward me.

      Shit, I was right. He has to be FBI or military.

      Is this good or bad? He did save me. Would it be ungrateful if I ran?

      When the Beta wrinkles his nose, I don’t blame him. My scent must be powerful and unpleasant right now: burned chocolate.

      An Omega who’s been in distress.

      “Are you all right?” The Beta’s voice is softer than it was but clipped and cool. “That bastard used the Alpha Command on you, and it must’ve been frightening.”

      I hug myself tighter, taking the chance to slip my phone into my pocket.

      “Are you all right?” I retort. “You’re a Beta.”

      I glance significantly at the collapsed Alpha on the sidewalk. I hope that the Beta won’t be reported for his behavior. Betas work in many job roles and stay for longer in their original packs.

      Is his pack traditional? Will he be punished for helping me?

      He cocks his brow, shaking out his hand. “I’d noticed.”

      I frown. “And that asshole’s an Alpha.”

      “Also noted.”

      The Beta’s back is ramrod straight, as he walks toward me; he’s trying to hide it, but I can tell that he’s still hyper alert, scanning the now empty street.

      “Over an unconscious attacker is not the optimal way to make introductions, but I’m Scott.” His eyes crinkle with concern, as he assesses me as intently as he has the street. “Are you truly all right? Do you want me to walk you back somewhere or call someone?”

      His concern catches me by surprise.

      Is he a good actor or is it simply coincidence that he was leaning by that limo? He doesn’t look wealthy enough to own one; no Beta could.

      I huff. “You mean, like my Chief Alpha? Do you think that I’m a naughty runaway too?”

      His lips pinch. “It doesn’t matter what I think.”

      Weirdly, it does matter to me what he thinks.

      His gaze settles on the Rej bracelet on my wrist, and my cheeks redden.

      Perfect.

      Wearing this  bracelet is like the instant mood killer or cock block.

      “Thanks for helping me. I’m Rebel, by the way.” Why does it matter to me that this cool, dangerous stranger doesn’t think badly of me?

      It shouldn’t.

      But it does.

      Scott shrugs. “You were helping yourself pretty well. Who taught you those self-defense skills?”

      “My brother.”

      “Then I like him already.”

      Warmth spreads through my chest, and I uncross my arms. “Everybody does.”

      Everybody apart from Dad…

      Scott’s beautiful gray eyes narrow, as he assesses me again. I feel like a puzzle that he’s trying to solve and get the feeling he’s frighteningly good at that.

      I have a thing for smart men. A definite competence kink.

      Yet being figured out by this smart, mystery Beta, while waiting to discover if my entire resistance is about to come tumbling down like a pack of cards is not a good thing.

      I swallow. “I need to get back. I’ll have been missed. I’m probably in loads of trouble. So…”

      I try to edge past Scott, but my legs are weak from having been held in the Alpha Command, and I stagger. I catch myself against the wall to hold myself up.

      Instantly, Scott steps closer.

      “May I touch you?” He asks. “I could put my arm around you to steady you.”

      I love this about Betas. They know how to soothe and they don’t dominate.

      Often.

      I nod.

      Scott’s hold is brisk and professional. He settles his strong arm around my shoulders. I flush but I can’t help myself melting against him and resting my head against his chest.

      He smells like a warm Mediterranean day with ripe oranges still on the tree. I take a deeper sniff of his delicious, calming scent: it reminds me of Lucian.

      Safety.

      And at the same time that my brother isn’t safe.

      Without thinking, my hand falls to my pocket.

      “You don’t need to pretend that you’re not waiting for an important call,” Scott says. “I saw your crazy dance, trying to get a signal. I know what that’s like out here in Haven. I’ve done it often enough myself. Sometimes, I hang upside down out of a window or clamber onto the roof just to try and get a signal. I know that the call’s important because otherwise, no unbonded Omega would have risked coming out here alone tonight.”

      Shit.

      I stiffen, and my stomach drops.

      There’s no easy way to pull out of his arms now.

      I wet my dry lips. “That’s not your problem.”

      “Do you mind if I make it my problem?”

      When he draws away from me, I miss his warmth and scent.

      Scott gestures across the road at the limo. “Why don’t you wait with me, and we’ll try and see if the signal’s better over there? I’m uncomfortable with you returning home if that means you being in trouble quite yet. I have chocolate cupcakes from the bakery, and you need to raise your sugar levels after an Alpha Command like that.”

      “Said the bad kidnapper of naive Omegas…”

      Still, a ridiculously gorgeous one.

      “More like, said the guy who rescued a kickass Omega, realized she was about to faint, and luckily had cupcakes because he’d already been sent on a midnight run for nesting snacks.”

      “Wow, you have a demanding employer.”

      Scott’s lips curl. “You have no idea.”

      I glance at the Dough Knot.

      Who the hell has enough influence to get a bakery to open in the middle of the night?

      “They never open this late,” I point out.

      “They do for the Knight pack.”

      I freeze as still as if I’m under the Alpha Command again.

      What the fuck should I do?

      Why couldn’t it have been any other pack…literally any…rather than those knotheads?

      Now, I have someone who works for my worst enemy — the opponents of everything that the resistance stands for — right in front of me.

      I’ve thought about this moment for years.

      Yet it’s not Scott’s fault.

      I bet that Senator Knight and his entitled pack are as much assholes to Scott as they are to everybody else. They have him driving out in the middle of the night to pick up fucking cupcakes.

      How humiliating is that?

      Is Scott as trapped by them, as the entire country is by Falcon’s blocking of the Reform Bill?

      Inside, I’m screaming but I allow a shuttered mask to fall over my expression.

      I’ve trained for moments like this.

      Scott still appears to sense it, however, shooting me a wary look. “Did I say something wrong?”

      I force myself to smile; I can’t miss this opportunity, no matter how fast my pulse is racing. “I’m just thinking how pampered an Omega must be to have a Beta sent out to cater to their whims…or how spoiled.”

      For the first time, Scott frowns. “He’s cherished. Heats are tough on this Omega, and you know how Alphas are, they want to make sure that their Omega’s every need is met.” I stare at him, confused. Nope, I don’t fucking know.  “Come on, cupcakes need to be eaten. And I’d like to kill some more time here, which was what I was doing anyway, before the attack on you. If I’m honest, I don’t mind being sent on this errand because the only situation I find it hard being a Beta is…” He glances away. “It’s just a rutting Alpha makes it clear that a Beta is inadequate. It’s hard to miss that I don’t have a knot.”

      Those Knight knotheads.

      I knew that Falcon would be the swaggering type to hurt Betas and make them feel like second-class citizens.

      I reach up, gripping Scott’s chin to make him look at me. “You don’t need a knot. I prefer Betas.” Scott’s eyes widen in surprise. “Here’s a little known secret: a lot of Omegas do. Why? Because they’re more creative and focused on the Omega’s pleasure, rather than where they’re sticking their knot. Betas actually know what foreplay means.”

      Scott smooths down his coat; his cheeks are flushed. “Thanks for the vote of confidence. Does that mean that you’ll come to the limo now?”

      He holds out his hand, and I clasp it.

      “As long as it’s for chocolate and not foreplay.”

      He tries and fails not to grin. “Chocolate is foreplay.”

      “Touché.” We stroll together across the road.

      I itch to take out my phone and check it but I can’t risk giving away to Scott just how serious it is that I gain a signal; not now that I know who he works for.

      I study his profile, which could belong to a model; he’s dressed like one. “You don’t look like…”

      I search for the right word.

      “A cupcake buyer?” He offers.

      “A chauffeur. Assistant, possibly.”

      Scott tilts his head, and his dark hair falls over his eyes. “It’s the lack of a uniform, isn’t it? I knew that I should have worn the matching emerald uniform with shiny buttons, smart hat, and tight pants.”

      Why did he have to put that sexy image into my mind? I choke on my tongue.

      As if he can tell what I’m thinking, he bumps my hip. “There’s always next time.”

      Next time?

      “Ehm…” I mumble.

      “I see that you’re as suave as me. We must be made for each other.” Scott’s cool eyes become warmer. “I’m a bodyguard, when I’m not on nest snack duty. And before you ask what I can see you’re dying to, the right Beta can become a better bodyguard than an Alpha. It’s all in how you’re trained, and I’ve been trained by the best. The limo was simply convenient because it’d been left out on the drive from a previous elite event, and when an Omega’s in heat…well, you don’t mess around changing cars.”

      Bodyguard.

      Well, that made sense of his military air. I knew Betas often had their own units in the army or law enforcement. Plus, he’d taken out that Alpha like it was nothing.

      If his Chief Alpha ordered him to work in a role that was all about protection, it was no wonder he could tackle one drunk Alpha.

      My shoulders relax, and I let out a breath.

      Perhaps, Scott’s being here really has nothing to do with me and more to do with the sugar emergency of an Omega in the Knight pack.

      This is an unexpected chance to find out more about my enemies.

      I dart a glance at the Knight’s bodyguard. “Bodyguard to the famous Senator Falcon Knight, huh? Tough job.”

      Scott narrows his eyes. “You know his full name. Don’t tell me that you’re part of the Knight Fan Club? If you’re a Knight’s Hopeful, the Senator will have my ass for talking to you.”

      I pale.

      How much trouble am I landing this beautiful man in?

      Hurriedly, I shake my head. “I can say one hundred percent that I’m not in the Knight Fan Club.”

      See, I’m not lying.

      I’m in the Enemies of Knight Club, instead. Scott simply doesn’t need to know that.

      Scott huffs a relieved laugh. “You scared me there for a moment. You don’t need to know the crazy stunts some Omegas have been trying to get his attention. One was lowered from a helicopter onto the back lawn of the Knight Estate last week, and the week before, a foreign princess tried to pressure the President into arranging her bonding to him.”

      I gape at Scott. “You’re kidding.”

      “I wish that I was.”

      “Just a thought, but maybe he shouldn’t do interviews with trashy hacks like that April woman in Alphas Today Magazine.”

      Scott pauses at the side of the limo, leveling me with a look that makes me squirm. The light from the shop casts shadows across his face; his cheekbones appear even sharper.

      “Just something for you to think about too,” his words are controlled and clipped, but I hear the warning beneath them, and it makes me shiver, “the Senator hates doing those interviews. It’s all about political spin. His entire job in the Senate is. It’s all who’s playing whom and fighting for survival. Yet he’s forced to talk to magazines and TV stations because that’s his duty. He doesn’t buckle under extreme pressure. I admire that.” He leans closer, and his breath is hot against my cheek. “Don’t believe everything that you read.”

      I quickly nod.

      Scott stands straight again, before turning to the car and swinging open the car door.

      When his expression lightens, the knot in my stomach loosens.

      I hate him being…not precisely angry at me…but disappointed.

      Why do I care?

      I’ve just learned more that’s real about the resistance’s opponent than I’ve been able to find out in newspapers, social media, and glossy magazines.

      Because none of that’s the truth.

      Scott slides into the wood paneled interior of the limo, which is lit by low lights on its leather floor that matches its seats.

      He pats his lap. “Come on. I promised cupcakes and I never break a promise.”

      “You want me to sit on your lap…?”

      “Close contact settles an Omega’s nerves after an Alpha’s Command.”

      I’d think that it was a pick up line. Except, Scott’s still detached, and his expression is troubled, as he studies my shaking hands.

      I bite my lip, before lowering myself onto Scott’s hard, lean thighs.

      And he’s right.

      The solid feel of him, the way that he strokes my neck, and his citrus scent are all calming. My jangled nerves begin to settle.

      Then Scott slides over a cardboard box with the Dough Knot’s pink logo on the top, and my eyes light up.

      “So, you’re not a kidnapper then,” I tease.

      “Or I’m a very well prepared one.” Scott pops opens the box, revealing a dozen dark chocolate and strawberry cupcakes with swirled frosting.

      He breaks off the corner of a cake and offers it to me.

      I stare at him for a moment.

      No one’s ever taken care of me like this, and I don’t know if I can accept it.

      But hell, the cupcake looks gooey and delicious.

      I nibble at the piece of cake, sucking it from Scott’s fingers, before licking them clean. The flavor bursts across my tongue, rich and decadent. I groan, before I can stop myself.

      The Dough Knot is one of the most expensive bakeries in Virginia. I’ve only ever stared with envy through the glass window at the piles of tiered cakes, tarts, pies, and homemade bread that make my mouth water. For a chocoholic like me, it’s hell to live opposite your personal heaven, smelling the sweet scents on the air every day, but be unable to enter.

      I don’t have the money to spend on luxuries, when I need to support the Omegas that are rescued.

      When I kitten lick the end of Scott’s thumb to get off the last of the frosting, I realize that his pupils are dilated and there’s now something hard poking into my hip.

      He appears to have enjoyed handfeeding me, as much as I’ve enjoyed the cake.

      He coughs. “So, it’s good then?”

      “Amazing.” I smile. “Why don’t you have one?”

      “They’re meant to be heat treats. They’re not for me.”

      My face falls.

      I’m happily scoffing cupcakes that are meant for a wealthy, traditional Senator’s Omega. His bodyguard is more or less stealing them for me.

      How much trouble will he be in?

      Scott hugs me closer. “What are you thinking? You’ve got that panicking look again.”

      “I don’t have a panicking look.”

      “You do. You have this tell…there…you’ve done it again. Your mouth tightens on the right like you’re trying to hide it but can’t quite. Don’t play poker; you’ll lose.”

      “To you maybe.”

      I’m awesome at poker.

      “Everybody loses to me.” He takes a deep sniff of my hair. “You know, another reason that Betas always win is that unlike Omegas or Alphas, our scents don’t get all burned smelling, when we’re in distress or angry. And yours right now is giving you away as much as any other tell. So, what’s wrong?”

      My scent.

      How could I have been so worried about my own safety and not thought about Scott’s? The Omega Reform Bill isn’t only for the benefit of Omegas but every dynamic.

      I trap his hand between mine. “You’re a Beta.”

      He arches his brow. “I’d noticed. And I feel like we’ve already done this dance.”

      “And I’m an Omega.”

      “Again, noted.”

      “I’m sitting in your lap, and my scent will be all over you. How in the hell are you going to safely return to the Knight Estate and another Omega in heat, stinking of me? The Senator will assume you’ve been…” I imagine all the ways that I’d like Scott to touch me; the ways that Betas excel with their fingers and their tongues. I try not to let it show but I’m certain that it does by Scott’s wry smirk. “He’ll think that you’ve been doing far more than your errand at the bakery.”

      “Don’t worry. I may catch some flak for taking so long and not returning on the double, but I’ll tell him what happened. Do you think the Senator would’ve expected me to leave an unbonded Omega to the mercy of an asshole Alpha?”

      I give him a skeptical look. “You don’t have to protect me. I know he’ll never believe a Beta.”

      Scott’s eyes flash. “He will because I don’t lie.”

      “Then he’ll punish you.”

      I imagine all the ways that traditionalists punish Betas in their packs. How Dad disciplined his own Beta. I wince at the memory of the crack of the belt.

      I can’t let that happen to Scott.

      It’s not fair, when it’s my fault. I’ve been trying to use him to get information on Falcon.

      Now I feel terrible.

      Scott’s expression gentles. “Do you always worry this much? I won’t be punished. You don’t have to protect everybody.”

      Yeah, I do.

      When my pocket pings, it takes a moment to realize what it is.

      My phone has a signal again!

      And it’s just received a message…

      I scramble off Scott’s lap.

      He looks at me, startled. “What’s wrong? Can I help?”

      My chest tightens, but I force myself to turn away from him and dart across the road.

      “You don’t have to protect everybody,” I call to him, even though it hurts deep inside to throw his own words back at him.

      Scott’s the Knight’s personal bodyguard.

      A worker for the enemy.

      That makes him my enemy.

      Fuck, I wish that he wasn’t.

      I snatch my phone out of my pocket.

      Dread roils in my guts. I’m shaking but I force myself to press on the newest text.

      It’s from Lucian.

      “Be okay,” I mutter under my breath.

      My lungs are burning.

      I won’t have a panic attack.

      Not now.

      I rest my forehead against the purple door of the HQ.

      Is this a distress call? Has Lucian been hurt, caught, or worse?

      At last, I read the text that I’ve been waiting for with such desperate, aching anticipation:

      Songbird is freed. For Omegas who are unable to raise your voice: You are still heard.
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      “Then the screens went blank, and I almost had a heart attack because I thought…”

      I can’t say it.

      I’ll never say that I thought Lucian was caught — dead — because it hurts too much.

      Like my heart is being squeezed in a vice.

      Yet every mission risks my brother, and that’s always been his choice. We both ran to be allowed to make our own decisions. But that doesn’t stop the fear swallowing my voice.

      Lucian glances at me, concerned. He pushes his golden hair out of his face with the back of his hand.

      He’s standing at the ancient stove in the kitchen. He’s dressed in a casual black t-shirt and jeans, cooking delicious smelling omelets for our post-mission victory breakfast. There are smudged shadows under his wide, tawny eyes, but despite his exhaustion, he looks flushed and exhilarated.

      Partly because he’s an adrenaline junkie, and partly because he survived.

      But only just.

      My gaze darts to the shallow cut over his eyebrow, which is surrounded by a purple bruise.

      I clench my fist. What asshole hurt my brother?

      Lucian shoots me a grin, gently prodding at the egg in the pan. He hops up and down on a high from his successful mission. He’s humming the heavy metal band Sepultura’s “Refuse/Resist” like his war cry against the system.

      After last night and rescuing Roman from the Institute, he’s earned it.

      Lucian’s eyes are bright with a look that he gets, when he doesn’t sleep. He pulls these all-nighters more frequently than can be healthy.

      Bright morning light from the domed window, which looks out over Bond Street, blazes Lucian’s hair into a halo, while he cooks. The entire warm blond oak kitchen is filled with a comforting glow. The stone floor is bright with shaggy, violet rugs, and the cabinets are painted with roses.

      When I first moved into the HQ, I spent my spare time painting its walls and surfaces. It calmed me. I smile, remembering the way that Lucian, Angel, and I managed to get as much paint on our clothes and hair as on the cabinets, but at the same time, how much we laughed.  More importantly, there was nobody to scold or punish us for it.

      Nobody to tell Lucian that he should be the one giving the orders, Angel that she should be more sensible, or me that I shouldn’t have wrecked my pretty clothes.

      “I didn’t know what’d happened and I was scared.” I dive across the kitchen, wrapping my arms around Lucian.

      I nuzzle against his neck, reveling in being wrapped in his safe Limoncello scent.

      He draws back, resting his forehead against mine. “You are still heard.”

      I repeat back the mantra that we always say to each other: ritualistic and safe. “You are still heard.”

      He smiles, happily. “Hey, I’m right here, sis.”

      “You are now.”

      “Don’t pout. It looks like you’re making a duck face.”

      I tickle him in retaliation, and he struggles not to drop his spatula.

      “Don’t distract the chef,” he protests, “unless you want a burned breakfast.”

      I stop tickling because Lucian’s breakfasts are too good to screw-up.

      He sprinkles cheese, ham, and mushrooms into the center of the egg as a filling.

      “So, what happened last night?” I stroke my fingers tenderly over Lucian’s injured eye.

      Lucian flinches. “We rescued Roman with one or two…minor…hitches.”

      “Minor like almost getting caught and having our asses handed to us.” Angel strolls into the kitchen. “But it was worth it to save Songbird.”

      Angel starts to sing Roman’s latest song in a seductive, breathy voice that makes her sound like she should be in a smoky jazz bar in New Orleans. I’ve always been envious of her talent, even though she barely seems aware of it.

      She’s like a beautiful force of nature that you can’t look away from, even though she may tear you apart.

      Angel’s a Beta and should be a calming presence.

      She isn’t.

      Just like her bright red dress, matching lipstick, and sweep of black hair that gleams like onyx, she’s quirky, sassy, and everything that a Beta shouldn’t be.

      She walks to the beat of her own drum.

      Its why she’s my best friend.

      Angel sips at a martini, as she throws herself down dramatically on the bench in front of the large oak table in the center of the room.

      She doesn’t look like she’s been to bed either. It probably feels like evening to her as well.

      Lucian pulls out of my arms to point his spatula at Angel. “Keep it down. Roman’s only just fallen asleep in the secret nest. I don’t want to wake him.”

      The secret nest is a room that we created, which is hidden behind a wall. We hide our newly rescued Omegas there and have decked it out with as many pillows and soft fabrics as we can. Psychologically, it helps traumatized Omegas to nest.

      Angel’s mouth snaps shut. “Tough audience. I should’ve known that it’d be better to restrict my singing to the shower, where I can enjoy my private thoughts about the pretty Songbird like you.”

      Lucian’s eyes widen, and he reddens. “Does everybody in the fucking house know about…that?”

      Angel laughs, delighted. “Well, I didn’t. It was only a joke. But I do now.”

      “Well played.” Lucian turns back to the stove, flipping the omelet, before sliding it onto a plate with practiced ease and passing it to me.

      I carry it over to Angel, and Lucian pours more egg into the pan.

      Angel’s eyes light up. “You are a king amongst Alphas, Luc.”

      His lips quirk. “I don’t know why I’m single.”

      “Probably because we’re running an illegal resistance, need to hide our true identities, and spend all our time trying not to be caught by the authorities.”

      “Oh yeah, silly me.” Lucian stares down at the pan; his brow furrows.

      Sometimes, Angel can be more brutal with her humor than she means to be. It’s like a blade.

      I can feel the stab of her words as well; the wound deep inside.

      I rub Lucian’s shoulder. “You know, we don’t have to be alone.” I can’t forget the way that Prince made me feel last night and then Scott as well. I’ve never felt such a longing to bond. “If you like Roman…”

      “Don’t,” Lucian snaps. His expression becomes serious. “You didn’t see the condition Roman was in last night, when we found him. Shit, it was… It took me two hours just to treat the welts and… How could anyone do that?”

      Because that’s what the Institute does.

      It’s why we’re fighting.

      Not against our dynamics, who we are, or Alphas in general.

      We’re fighting the system that created the Institute and doesn’t promote loving pack bonds.

      One day, our voices will be heard.

      I massage Lucian’s stiff shoulders, hoping that my scent will help him relax. His own scent has become sharp with distress.

      I shrug. “Perhaps, it’s Sadistic Knothead Syndrome.”

      Angel stabs her fork into her breakfast viciously. “A lot of that going around. It must be catching.”

      All of a sudden, Lucian twists to me and burrows his nose in my neck.

      I glance at him, confused.

      After a moment, he pulls back. His face is scrunched in disgust.

      “What is it?” I demand. “I have washed today.”

      Earlier, I almost pulled on the same white shirt as yesterday, just to mess with Lucian, but at the last minute, I wore a casual pale blue summer dress.

      “You smell of Beta,” he explains, before cocking his brow at Angel. “And not this one.”

      I lick my dry lips, waiting for him to slide the finished omelet onto a plate and pass it to me with a fork, before I answer.

      “Famous omelet a la Luc coming up.” He hustles me to sit at the table, before straddling the bench and looking at me expectantly.

      “The Beta part comes after the screens went blank.” I take a mouthful of fluffy egg. Then I moan in delight. “So, how about you tell me that part first?”

      “Busted,” Angel mutters.

      Lucian exchanges a glance with Angel. “It was close last night, probably the closest it’s ever been. Roman was locked down tight with security because of his status, celebrity, and value. I think…it’s possible…they were even expecting us.” I stare at him in shock. Yet part of me knew that something felt off about the entire mission. “It could be that someone wanted headlines about the resistance caught, while trying to steal such a famous singer. Did they put Roman in there just to tempt us to break him out or is it all a publicity stunt for the band itself? Either way, the screens blanked on my headcam because my poor head,” he winces, as he touches the cut above his eye, “was slammed by a guard into a wall. Repeatedly.”

      I pale, reaching for his hand.

      For the first time, the reality sets in that Angel and my brother truly were almost caught last night.

      A cold ball forms in my stomach, and my breathing speeds up.

      “Hey, look at me.” Angel catches my gaze. “We got out. We’re here, and it’s all good.”

      But is it?

      It was a frighteningly close call.

      “So, how’d you get away?” I push my omelet about my plate, breaking it into small pieces.

      The cold ball in my stomach is too large now for me to force anything down my throat.

      “It was Roman,” Angel says, gleefully. “He shouted at the guard to get his attention and then high kicked him. The guard was so shocked that an Omega would still fight back after their training that it knocked him to the floor and…” Angel polishes her long nails on the sleeve of her dress. “…I tied up the guard with his own equipment. Don’t you just love dishing out some karma?”

      Lucian smirks. “Roman was cutely embarrassed about the kick. I thought I recognized it. He admitted that it was a dance move in one of his famous music videos.”

      So, my brother hasn’t watched that music video a lot then.

      I smother my laugh in my palm. “Feisty.”

      “Actually, bratty but he’ll make someone a beautiful Omega.” Lucian ducks his head.

      Angel gives him a knowing look. “You like him.”

      Lucian’s lips pinch. “Right now, Roman’s in shock, understandably. He’s vulnerable. What he needs is a steady pack not a modern Scarlet Pimpernel, who’s waging a dangerous campaign.” My chest is tight; my pulse speeds up. He’s right. Prince is right too that we can’t think about being together until…when? Will our struggle ever be over? “We’ve talked about this before. Our Omega Society isn’t enough. What our rescued Omegas need is a way to start new identities with steady packs, who’ll take them in.”

      My brow furrows. “Vetted ones.”

      “Are we going to dance around the fucking huge elephant in the room all morning?” Angel slams down her fork, and I jump. “Vetted packs and celebrity rescues are great, but we only have funding for our legal front until the end of the month, which is less than two weeks away. You know that the Omega Society isn’t popular. If the Omega Reform Bill doesn’t go through, then traditionalists are going to crap all over any charity that supports Omegas, and that includes us. You know, the Reform Bill was going well, until certain assholes in Senate started speaking against it.”

      “Senator fucking Knight,” Lucian growls.

      “I’m pretty sure that his name is Falcon,” I offer.

      Lucian narrows his eyes and leans closer. “Fucking Falcon works for me. It’s freaky, no one has even seen the Omega who he bonded with last year. Plus, I’ve heard gossip that he’s looking to take another, while keeping his current one hidden away in that massive mansion of his like Alphas used to do in Revolutionary times.” He shudders. “But the really horrifying thing is that he’s becoming a role model for other traditionalists because he has that charming, young I’m the acceptable face of being an knothead thing down.”

      Angel takes a deep swig of her martini. “Certain super-rich circles have begun claiming that Omegas shouldn’t be let out of the house during the day, even if they’re bonded. Alphas like that should have their balls or lady parts…” She wrinkles her nose like she’s trying to think up as nasty a punishment as possible. “…removed.”

      Succinct and effective.

      Lucian and I both wince and cross our legs.

      Angel tips her glass at me. “Don’t think that I’ve forgotten about your mystery Beta. Please tell me that you were up to something naughty. Us Betas know wicked tricks with our tongues.”

      She waggles her tongue in demonstration, and Lucian deliberately lets his hair hang in front of his face to try and block her out.

      I’ve tried that trick before. It never works.

      “And please tell me it wasn’t that,” he mutters. “If it was…no details.”

      I push my plate away from myself.

      Here goes.

      “I lost contact with you,” I explain. “I was terrified for you both. There was no phone signal. So, I went outside to try and get one.”

      Angel raises her eyebrow. “Shit.”

      Lucian blanches. “An unbonded Rej Omega out at night…? Do you know how much of a risk that was?”

      He’s not scolding, not really. He’s concerned. But it still hurts.

      “Actually, I do. Since I’m the one who chose to take that risk. Since I’m the one who has to live my life. Since I’m the one who loves being an Omega but knows the danger it puts me in from others who’ll use it against me.”

      Why am I blinking away tears?

      Lucian edges closer to me on the bench. He strokes down my arm, and I nestle closer to him.

      “I’m sorry, sis. I’m the one trying to smash those stupid rules, remember? I didn’t make them. I’m sure you were okay.”

      I freeze.

      Now this is embarrassing.

      How do I climb down from my high horse? It’s looking a long way down from here.

      I may as well just throw myself off.

      “I wasn’t,” I admit. “I was attacked.”

      Lucian’s eyes widen. “I’m going to find and kill that fucking Beta.”

      I seriously need to learn to speak with more clarity. Haven’t I got Scott in enough trouble already with one pack?

      “It wasn’t the Beta,” I blurt, before Lucian can work himself into a rage. He’s already surging with adrenaline from the mission. “It was some drunken Alpha, and the self-defense moves that you taught me almost helped me save myself. Then the Beta, Scott, stepped up and kicked the Alpha’s ass. It turns out…” this is harder to say than I thought it would be; weirdly, it feels like selling Scott out somehow, “he’s the Knight’s bodyguard.”

      Lucian scrambles to his feet; he pulls his hand through his hair, until it’s standing up at wild angles. “Fucking Falcon…?”

      “Firstly, we’re keeping that as his official name in our files from now on. Secondly, you know how to pick your lovers,” Angel says, dryly.

      “He’s not my lover.”

      “But you like him.”

      “I like Prince too but I can’t have him either.”

      Angel’s expression softens; she doesn’t deny it. “I thought that we were the ones who were meant to be on a mission last night.”

      “Yours was more James Bond kicking ass mode, and mine was more James Bond spy mode.” I hug my arms around myself. “Scott was protective and looked after me. I only tried to do some careful information gathering. I didn’t take any risks.”

      Lucian’s expression darkens. “There’s no such thing as no risk around the Knight pack.” He studies me, alert and intrigued. “They’re one of the most secretive packs there are. Even in press interviews, the Senator doesn’t share anything real, which isn’t spin. Whatever you’ve found out, makes us one step ahead of the resistance’s enemies.”

      I push myself up as well and wander to the far side of the kitchen, fiddling with the drawers. It feels weird sharing about Scott.

      I owe nothing to the Knight pack.

      Yet I don’t want to get Scott into trouble. What if the leak gets traced back to their bodyguard?

      The Senator is known for being vicious to those who cross him.

      “You’re worried about your Beta,” Angel says.

      My stomach curls with warmth at your Beta.

      When did I start letting myself think of Scott like that? How has Angel picked up on it so quickly?

      But then, she knows me better than anyone apart from Lucian.

      “We’ll protect Scott, if you want us to,” Lucian promises. “Once this is all settled, we’ll offer him a place in our pack as well.” I spin to stare at him in shock. Lucian has never offered that to anyone before. Lucian smiles. “I can see it as clearly as Angel can. You’d never worry about someone who wasn’t special. We won’t put him in danger. I swear we won’t use this information in a way that’ll harm him. He’s only an employee, right? I bet that sucks.”

      I nod, relieved.

      Inside, I swirl with conflicted emotions.

      Do I want Scott like that? To become pack? To bond with me?

      Will he truly be safe?

      “I think being sent out in the middle of the night like a slave to get cupcakes for your employer’s Omega because he’s in heat definitely sucks.” I grimace. “I mean, doesn’t he get any time off?”

      “So, the Knight Omega is in heat,” Lucian ponders.

      I huff. “And despite what you told me, appears to be treated like a spoiled prince. Like me, he loves chocolate.”

      Angel throws herself to her feet dramatically. “Let’s run to the newspapers right now. We’ve cracked it! The Senator’s dark secret to bring him down is revealed. He spoils his Omega with chocolate.”

      I arch my brow. “It was a brief chat with a bodyguard and not a reveal all. Scott did say that Falcon despises those interviews with April Devere that he’s forced to do. He thinks it’s nothing but spin like you said. How does it feel to know you think the same as Fucking Falcon?”

      Lucian staggers, pressing his hand to his chest. “I may never recover.”

      I laugh, before turning back to the drawer and pulling out a white packet of pills, which are blank on the front with no name or logo.

      They’re meant to be discrete because they’re seriously fucking illegal.

      They’re heat suppressant pills.

      Most Omegas go into heat, which signals when they’re ready to take an Alpha’s knot, be bred, and become pregnant.

      It’s meant to be a day of celebration.

      Rare Omegas never go into heat. Lucian has pretended to the authorities that I’m one of those Omegas because if I go into heat, I’ll have to bond with an Alpha. If the truth is discovered, the crime will be as well. Lucian will be punished, and I’ll be sent to the Institute.

      I hate taking these pills because I don’t hate being an Omega.

      I love the elements of my dynamic that make me uniquely who I am: my scent, the comfort I get from the other dynamics, and I long to nest. I know that Lucian and Angel feel the same about their dynamics.

      What I hate are the rules, which society has falsely built around us: the way that we’re controlled.

      It never used to be this way.

      If I have anything to do with it, one day, it won’t be again.

      Until then, I can’t enjoy every aspect of being an Omega. It’s one of my sacrifices.

      I don’t have to like it though.

      I push open the packet and pop a pill out of the foil. It’s small and oval.

      It doesn’t look dangerous.

      But it is.

      All of a sudden, Lucian snatches my wrist, staring at the pill in shock.

      “Why’s it not round?” He demands.

      Hell, I hoped to avoid this.

      “It’s a different brand,” I admit. “My normal supplier of the suppressants isn’t selling them. I don’t know, maybe he was spooked or caught. But this one should be okay.”

      “Should?” Lucian’s eyes flash. “It could damage your organs or make you have a seizure. Fuck, what if it doesn’t work and throws you into heat, instead?”

      I stare at him levelly. “It’s better than not taking it because if I don’t, then I will go into heat. Then I’ll have to decide what Alpha to bond with straight away, and you’ll have to do some very fast talking about my miracle cure. My body, my choice.”

      Lucian lets go of my wrist, nodding.

      I swallow the pill dry and try not to choke.

      I really shouldn’t do so many dramatic gestures.

      Lucian pats me on the back. “Hard to swallow?”

      “Jerk.”

      Suddenly, there’s a loud rapping on the front door.

      We all stiffen.

      “Shit, that’s going to wake Roman.” Lucian stalks out of the kitchen.

      Angel and I exchange troubled glances, edging to stand closer together.

      Have we been found out?

      My heart races, and my hand sneaks into Angel’s.

      To my surprise, however, Lucian strolls back into the kitchen, carrying an emerald box. It’s covered in flowing ribbons and looks the type of sleek expensive that you only see on Instagram.

      Unless you’re a millionaire yourself.

      The box is almost as large as Lucian.

      “Presents!” Angel exclaims in delight, making grabby hands for the box, but Lucian dodges out of her way. “Give me the pretty thing.”

      “It’s not yours.”

      “Someone must have impressed the Beta last night.” Angel pretends to salute me. “To the victor goes the spoils.”

      Lucian huffs. “I’m insulted that you don’t think it could be from one of my suitors.”

      “Wear tighter pants and you may get some.”

      I edge to the box, tracing my fingers over its gleaming surface.

      “There’s a card.” Lucian passes it to me.

      TO REBEL.

      I stare at the beautiful handwriting.

      Is it Scott’s? Surely, he can’t afford something as expensive as this.

      But Prince doesn’t know who I am or where I live. Who else would be sending me gifts?

      Warily, I undo the shining ribbons and lift off the lid.

      Angel gasps.

      Inside, is the most gorgeous ball gown I’ve ever seen. It’s purple satin and off the shoulder. It looks like it belongs to a seductive princess.

      It’s perfect and designer.

      There’s no way that I can ever accept this gift from anyone but my bonded pack.

      But I want it.

      I stroke over the silky material with a sigh.

      Then I notice the note that’s inside as well. Uncomfortably aware that my brother and BFF are watching me like this is a soap special, I slide it toward me.

      The note reads:

      
        
        Dear Rebel,

        You are cordially invited to the

        Emerald Ball

        Saturday 8 p.m. at the Knight Estate

        The Knight pack

        RSVP

      

      

      The note drops from my hand in shock.

      This can’t be happening.

      But it is.

      This isn’t a gift. It’s a threat.

      When I stagger, Lucian catches me around the shoulders in concern.

      Angel dives to the note and reads it. Then she whistles.

      “Nobody from Haven gets invited to these events. I mean, possibly the Mayor and his pack. Why the hell did they send this to you last minute? The dress is a fucking insult like they know you don’t have anything worthy of their great presence.”

      “To be fair, they’re right. I don’t. I’ve never been to a ball before.” I rest my head on Lucian’s chest. “It must be because I met their bodyguard. It’s probably a way to get back at me or him. You know, humiliate the pauper Omega like the entertainment or punish the Beta in front of me.”

      I hate that my first ever ball is going to be one thrown by the Knight pack.

      Lucian’s arms tighten around me. “Plus, it’s a serious intimidation tactic. You don’t invite an unbonded Omega without also inviting their pack, especially the Chief Alpha. This is the perfect way for traditionalists to make our Omega Society look weak. They flaunt their wealth over our vulnerable Omega at the event. You don’t have to go. They don’t pull our strings.”

      I clench my hands. “I’m fucking going. They want to invite me into the belly of the beast, then I’ll give that beast bellyache. We’ve just been talking about no one having a way to get close and personal to Senator Falcon. This is our way. Come on, we’ve worked on the resistance for three years, and all our advances could be ruined by one man. This is an amazing opportunity. Plus, we need rich investors or our charity will go under. The assholes have just handed us the perfect networking opportunity.”

      Angel fingers the dress with a sigh. “Gorgeous. But you know, an optimist would say this late invitation came because the Beta is crushing on you and asked the Knight pack to extend it.”

      “And a pessimist would say the Knight pack smelled me on him and are using this chance to humiliate us both,” I shoot back.

      “Either way, Scott likes you enough to have noticed your nail color and spent his night with his employer’s vast wealth, rush ordering a dress that matches them.”

      I stare down at my purple nails and then the dress: exact match.

      Scott’s thoughtfulness could become addictive.

      I mustn’t let it.

      “Either that or he’s a stalker,” Lucian points out. “Plus, attending this ball is more dangerous than our mission to the Institute. Sis, think about this. You’ll be hiding your true identity and mixing with our enemies: Alphas who want to take away everything that you care about. You’ll have to hide what you truly think and play submissive. Can you do that?”

      Determined, I tilt up my chin. “I can do anything for the resistance. The stakes are too high not to. I’ll go, find out everything I can about the mysterious Knight pack, and then we’ll destroy them.”
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        Emerald Ballroom, Knight Hall

      

      

      

      I stare around the luxurious Emerald Ballroom, wide-eyed.

      So, this is what they mean about being a fish out of water.

      I wish Dad could see me now: his Rej daughter rubbing shoulders with America’s rich and famous, even if it’s terrifying to play submissive and not drop my mask.

      I’ve been anxious all week, reading every file that the resistance have on the Knight pack: interviews, social media, and YouTube clips.

      It’s not stalking, if you’re on a mission, right?

      It felt a little like stalking.

      Now that I was looking out for him, I caught the occasional glimpse of Scott, standing behind Falcon in paparazzi shots, always in typical bodyguard stance.

      By the time that I was pulling on the dress that Scott chose for me, I’d stared at so many pictures and films of Falcon and Scott that I felt like I knew them.

      And I desired them both.

      I plaster on a demure smile, as an oil baron strolls past, arm in arm with a playboy socialite and their pretty Omega.

      I smooth my hand down the satiny material of my dress, which cascades all the way to trail across the floor in shimmering purple. Earlier, Angel piled my hair up on my head, fixing it with sparkling violet clips. A few strands have already escaped to flutter around my face.

      Even my hair doesn’t like to be trapped.

      I feel strangely as if I’m floating and this is all a dream.

      The night is humid like that moment before a storm breaks.

      I’m hot, sweaty, and dizzy.

      I sigh, rubbing my hand across my head. Maybe I’m going down with something.

      I rest my back against the wall, hiding behind my glass of champagne, enjoying its fruity scent that at least partially masks the scents in the room: an overwhelming barrage of horny, posturing Alphas.

      The vast, glittering ballroom is decked out in feathers, drips in diamonds, and is draped with sumptuous emerald velvet.

      It’s like something out of a fairy tale.

      I pull a face. It’s more like Grimm’s fairy tales than Hans Christian Anderson’s.

      I study the dance floor: beautiful people in even more beautiful dresses and suits. But all are wearing fake smiles.

      In the corner, a small orchestra dressed in black tie play Strauss’ “Emperor Waltz”, which is as upbeat and triumphant as these elites clearly feel.

      And why the fuck not?

      I scan across the waltzing billionaires, CEOs, and politicians. All are top of their field or socialites living on their pack’s inherited wealth. These are the Alphas with the pick of bond mates, who control and rule our country.

      A movie star Alpha cradles his tiny Omega possessively as he waltzes. Next to me, a handsome Beta hand feeds a canape to his Omega, while a female Alpha gives a nod of approval like she’s a queen.

      I half expect them both to be kneeling at her feet.

      When Lucian explained to me in preparation for this ball to expect to see traditionalists and not to react, he really meant traditionalists with a capital T.

      Would I be tempted to take advantage of my power, if roles were reversed?

      Would anyone be tempted?

      They’re showy, arrogant…but gorgeous.

      Just like Senator Knight.

      I can’t help the shiver, as I remember his jade green eyes looking out so fiercely from his beautiful, pale face like he’s trying to figure out how to take over your Soul…or the world.

      The weird thing is that he’s the only Alpha I’ve fantasized surrendering my Soul to. He’s dangerously compelling.

      He’s also so dominant that he hasn’t yet made an appearance at his own ball, which means his bodyguard hasn’t either.

      So much for my first spy mission or checking that Scott is okay.

      On the other hand, by ducking my head and smiling sweetly, I’ve been able to make a couple of leads for the Omega Society’s funding with rich donors.

      Perhaps, tonight has been worth it.

      Light glitters from three giant crystal chandeliers that hang from the high glass ceiling. I get even dizzier when I peer at it; the dancers are reflected in the glass like there’s a second, alternate world trapped above us.

      Which one is real; which the illusion?

      Another wave of heat hits me, and I whimper.

      It’s too much.

      I shouldn’t have come.

      I grit my teeth, weaving through the dancers, towards the back exit. I drain my champagne, hoping that it’ll cool my fever, before placing the glass onto the gold tray of a passing Beta server. Like all the servers, he’s dressed in tight green livery.

      Does Scott have a uniform like that?

      Hell, he’d look hot.

      I force the wicked thought away to enjoy later.

      “Thanks.” I smile at the server.

      He jolts like he’s shocked to be acknowledged, before shooting me a shy smile.

      When I try to make it to the exit, however, I’m caught in a gaggle of excited Omegas. Their strident, posh voices are raised in excitement.

      “You’re not his number one fan, I am!” One insists, tossing her curls.

      “I’m the admin of the Knights Hopefuls,” another simpers. “I bet that he’ll choose me to be his new Omega. The gossip is that his pack has wanted a female Omega for years. I’ll look after him, as he deserves.”

      “Dream on,” a third protests, narrowing her eyes. “And look after him? You’re the highest maintenance Omega there is. The Senator only picks the best, and my breeding is—”

      “Ladies, no arguing. It’s unbecoming for Omegas. Do you think that it’d impress Senator Knight?” An older Omega scolds, finally hurrying them past me. Maybe she’s the pack guardian. “He’ll choose one of you tonight. I’m going to make certain of that. Who knows. Perhaps, he’ll pick all three of you.”

      They clap in delight.

      Yet I feel sick.

      Why does it matter to me? They sound like Falcon and them deserve each other.

      Still, I wouldn’t wish those types of Omegas on anyone. But would I wish Falcon on anyone either?

      My chest is tight.

      Before I can turn, however, a calm voice stops me.

      “Don’t leave already.” Scott’s marching toward me, and it’s like the heat, lights, and music fade away. His citrus scent winds around me, cooling my fever. “I’m sorry that I couldn’t be here earlier. That was far from optimal, but I had my duties.”

      He’s dressed in a tailored black suit, which makes the steel of his eyes and the sharp cut of his cheekbones even more pronounced. His suit is more relaxed than any of the other party goers’ outfits, but then, I guess he’s only here to work, the same as the other Beta servers. Although, his suit isn’t as tight as their uniforms, possibly because he needs the room to fight if necessary.

      Not that I know that because I checked out his ass in it…

      I smile, leaning into him, as he reaches me. “So, you’re working tonight. That’s a shame.”

      He nods. “I judged it unlikely that you’d show. I’m happy that you’ve proved me wrong.”

      I furrow my brow. “Why?”

      “I needed to see you again. You’re addictive. Plus, it’s not easy to get the Senator to ease up on…” Shit, he did get in trouble. “Well, to trust someone outside our circle enough to allow them into Knight Hall. This event was happening anyway, and it seemed the perfect opportunity. I thought you probably wouldn’t accept the invitation, however, since it was all so highhanded. An invite out of the blue from the Knight Estate to a ball isn’t the typical first date.”

      First date?

      So, the invitation was from Scott, which means he thinks that I’ve accepted his date by coming here tonight.

      What a mess.

      I avoid his gaze, smoothing my hand down my dress.

      Scott looks troubled, stroking a strand of hair behind my ear. “Too much?”

      Just the right amount, if only this could be a real date.

      He’s addictive too. I want him in the same way that I’ve always wanted Prince.

      I flush. “More like I’m just glad that you’re not in trouble for helping me.”

      He tilts my chin up to study me, then his lips tug into a smile. “You were worried about me.”

      “I wasn’t. Okay, a little bit.” I hold my finger and thumb up to illustrate.

      All of a sudden, his expression becomes serious. “I also invited you tonight because I had to find a way to check on you.” When he scans me head to foot, as if for injury, I pull back from him, shifting uncomfortably under his gaze. I know what he’s doing because I’ve done it often enough with Lucian. “Did you get into trouble with your brother for your late night mischief? Do I need to straighten anyone out for you?”

      “Mischief?” I gasp. “And no straightening out.” I twirl, and my skirt flutters out like the wings of a butterfly. “Look, I’m fine. Wow, so you were worried about me.”

      Warmth floods me. It’s a nice feeling.

      Scott holds up his finger and thumb, mimicking my earlier gesture. “A little bit.”

      I laugh. “Do you want to dance?”

      I love the idea of a Reject dancing amongst the elite Alphas.

      Scott sighs. “I can’t now. Duty calls. But can we meet up later, afterward?”

      My face falls. “Of course. You’re guarding Fu—”

      I catch myself just in time.

      Shit, that was close.

      I should kick Lucian’s ass for inventing the whole Fucking Falcon thing.

      Scott ducks his head, quizzically. “Senator Knight.”

      “Ehm, yep.”

      “Do you want me to introduce you later?”

      I shiver, and my heart speeds up.

      I can do this.

      Yet my throat is too tight to answer.

      Am I ready to meet him?

      I promised Lucian and Angel that I’d take this opportunity. It’s probably the best way that we’ll ever get to gain information. Yet this whole night is terrifying.

      I’m alone here and surrounded by people who buy Omegas from the Institute and oppose the Reform Bill.

      Facing Falcon, before the resistance has triumphed and forced him to grovel and make amends, makes my heart feel like it’ll beat out of my chest.

      I swallow convulsively.

      Then I force myself to squeak, “Uh-huh.”

      “Great, then I’ll find you later. I know you’re unbonded, but you’re entirely safe on this Estate. Each Beta server is also trained as a guard and is an official Omega chaperone. I wouldn’t risk you.” Scott leans closer, and I take a deep breath of his delicious scent. “Have fun.”

      I nuzzle at his neck, pushing his collar down.

      I can feel his lips, curved in a smile on the top of my head.

      My own lips press closer to his scent gland but then they graze something: the scars of a bite.

      Two bites.

      He’s bonded.

      I wrench away from Scott in panic, staring up at him wildly. “You’re a bonded Beta.”

      He blinks. “I’m aware.”

      “You asked me on a date. You allowed me to get all snuggly. My scent is all over you. Again.”

      “Again, I’m not oblivious.”

      “Are you playing with me?” I growl.

      Why are all the good guys bonded?

      I can feel the burn of tears but refuse to let them fall.

      Scott’s expression gentles. “I thought you knew. I’m sorry that I didn’t make it clearer. But my pack aren’t controlling dicks. They won’t give me flak for liking a new Omega. We’re open to bringing in new pack members and bonding, if we all get on.” He bites his lip. “I didn’t want to tell you like this… We have romantic music and champagne, but this is still not the setting that I’d have chosen… But my pack would love a female Omega to join us.”

      I huff, shaking my Rej bracelet; it’s the only ugly thing in a room of beauty. “Sure. They’ll love your choice of a Reject that you met like a stray on the street.”

      His gaze hardens. “They’ll respect my choice. Period. Will you meet them?”

      It’s so fucking tempting.

      Yet they’d only be meeting half of me. I can’t share my resistance identity.

      It wouldn’t be fair. But I want it so much that it hurts.

      “Maybe,” I hedge.

      I can’t bear to crush Scott completely.

      His eyes light up. “Stay in the ballroom, and I’ll find you later. Try the mini chocolate éclair things. I made sure that they were ordered just for you.”

      My eyes widen.

      Did Scott truly request a chocolate treat to be added to the catering, simply because he knew that I’d like it?

      Why the hell does he have to be so thoughtful? Come on, think of one flaw that could make walking away from him not feel like my heart is being ripped from my chest.

      I already have that with Prince.

      I mean, there’s the being bodyguard to my enemy thing. That’s a biggie.

      I force myself to smile. “Seduction by chocolate. Smart.”

      “I excel at strategy.” Scott gives me a jaunty salute, before disappearing back into the crowd.

      I sag, letting out a despairing whine. I can’t keep my mask up any longer.

      Determined, I weave through the crowds toward a quiet spot at the back of the ballroom, which is screened by velvet drapes. There are lines of chairs for people to rest in, when they’ve exhausted themselves with dancing. It hasn’t yet reached that time in the evening for anyone else yet.

      It appears that I’m the only one who no longer feels in the mood.

      I sink down, holding my head in my hands. Sweat drips down my neck.

      The sooner the storm breaks, the better.

      My nose wrinkles. Suddenly, I can smell the scent of two Alphas like black coffee: it’s overpowering.

      The scent of Alphas about to battle.

      I pant in distress, toppling off the chair onto the floor. Instinctively, I scramble to the shadowy corner, making myself as small as possible.

      What if I’ve been found out? Are these Alphas here to take me to the Institute?

      I clamp my hands over my mouth to keep myself as silent and still as possible.

      Yet deep down, I know that they’ll smell me in my distress.

      One of the first things that my pack taught me was that no matter how instinctive it is to back away and hide from an Alpha, they’re biologically built to hunt and track Omegas.

      Yet I can just as easily hunt and track Alphas.

      When the Alphas sweep behind the drapes, however, they appear so distracted that they don’t even glance at me. In fact, the elder Alpha looks to have hunted and caught the younger Alpha and is dragging him here to…what?

      And the younger Alpha is Senator Falcon Knight.

      Transfixed, I stare at Falcon.

      How is it possible that he’s even more gorgeous in person than in his photos?

      I can’t look away from him.

      Falcon’s dressed in a dark, hunter green tuxedo with classic silver cufflinks. His green eyes gleam with an intensity that takes away my breath. His skin is even paler and more ethereal than it looks seen through a screen. He’s tall and broad shouldered; more Alpha than any Alpha that I’ve seen so far tonight.

      Apart from the older Alpha who is tugging him roughly to the back of the room.

      This rough Alpha is broader than Falcon with salt-and-pepper hair, which is cut closely to his head. His face looks like it’s set in a permanent snarl.

      He has the same green eyes as Falcon.

      I wish that I didn’t recognize him but after all those YouTube 13 Awesome Secrets You Need to Know About Senator Knight clips, sadly I do.

      General Knight, Falcon’s dad and Head Alpha of his pack.

      The General slams Falcon against the wall, and I’m impressed that Falcon doesn’t flinch.

      “I’ve been patient but I’m now done with your romantic nonsense,” the General growls. “Pick an Omega from this ball, lord knows there are enough silly girls out there who are desperate for your knot. By the end of the night, you’ll announce your new Omega. Then you have until the end of the week to bond.”

      Wow, this Emerald Ball is kind of like Cinderella then?

      Falcon’s the Alpha Prince Charming, and all these Omegas are here, hopeful to be the one to leave the glass slipper and be given his knot.

      Idiots.

      I only just stop myself from snorting.

      I’m shocked, however, that Falcon doesn’t.

      “Or what, Father?” His voice is cold and commanding.

      The General’s eyes narrow, before he slams his hand to the side of Falcon’s head. I jump, but Falcon doesn’t like he was expecting it or is used to it.

      I should be glad about that but I’m not.

      I’ll never be happy about anyone being mistreated. Plus, no one should be forced into bonding, even the entitled, arrogant Senator.

      “Or I’ll choose an Omega out of the Institute for you, taking the decision out of your hands,” the General replies. “You’re Chief Alpha within the Knight Estate, but I’m Head Alpha still over the entire pack. Do you forget up in Washington that I’m the one with the real power and control? If I give you the order to bond an Omega, then it’s absolute.”

      “You wouldn’t,” Falcon hisses.

      “Try me.”

      I’ve seen Falcon in over fifteen hours of video clips and interviews. I’ve watched him be charming, commanding, serious, playful and occasionally, allowing the slightest vulnerability to show.

      I’m pretty sure all of it was an act.

      I’ve never seen his eyes glint with panic, and his hands ball into fists.

      He’s defenseless, in the way that Omegas so often are.

      This is the exact type of weakness that Lucian wanted me to reveal.

      So, why are my guts churning with misery, rather than excitement?

      “I’ve told you,” Falcon says, speaking slowly and carefully like it’s a great effort to control his temper, “I’ll never buy an Omega.”

      The General pats Falcon’s cheek. “Then you’d better dance with a lot of Omegas tonight and make sure that you choose one, hadn’t you?” His expression becomes severer. “Bare your neck.”

      I draw in a breath at the same time as Falcon does.

      Baring your neck between Alphas is an ancient sign of submission. Only the most traditional of packs still use it, usually to humiliate young Alphas who have stepped out of line and challenged those above them.

      Never…in my wildest dreams…have I imagined watching Falcon baring his neck to another Alpha.

      I admit that it makes me tingly to see something that I’ve imagined him doing for me.

      Falcon seems to be fighting an internal battle with himself for a moment, before he turns his head sharply to the side, presenting his neck to his dad.

      I lick my lips, watching such extreme vulnerability, which is an invitation for another Alpha to decide if they want to rip out their throat.

      Although, only in ritual. To attack a submitting Alpha is considered the worst brutality.

      If Falcon wasn’t such a knothead, I’d be craving to nuzzle against his pale skin, which looks delicious, sucking dark hickies into it and marking him in a good way.

      After a long, excruciating moment, the General nods. “Enough.”

      Pink tints Falcon’s cheeks, as he turns back to the General. “I have things to do. Can I return to my own ball now?”

      “As long as you’re returning to choose a proper Omega who won’t shame our pack any longer. I don’t know what possessed you to take on a defective Reject.”

      So, Falcon’s mystery Omega is a Rej 1.

      Lucian is going to be impressed with what I’ve found out tonight. But why would the great Falcon have taken on a Rej?

      To my surprise, Falcon’s eyes flash with fury, and he pushes past his dad, storming to the drapes. “Say what you like to criticize my character. I no longer care what you think about me. But don’t ever criticize my Omega. I desire a female Omega, you know that, but it’s not because of any failing in my current Omega or whether he can have kids or not. I cherish him, and he’s loved. Precious. Hurt me but not him.”

      The General snarls, as he stalks after Falcon. “Sentimental fool. Haven’t I raised you better than that? I’m trying to help you. Now, do your duty, or do you wish to make a scene? I assure you, it’ll humiliate you, more than it will me.”

      The General pushes his son back toward the dance floor.

      I sit in shock on the marble floor.

      I knew that Falcon’s Omega was spoiled, but to hear Falcon defend him like that to his strict dad is a revelation.

      Plus, the General would win the Worst Dad of the Year Award, if mine hadn’t already won it…for life.

      Shaken, I push myself to my feet.

      I need to get out there and watch to see what poor Omega is chosen by Falcon. If he ends up with the Omegas who claim to be his Number One Fans, however, then maybe it’s poor Falcon.

      I smirk, edging back around the velvet drapes and toward the dance floor.

      Then I chuckle, as I see that Falcon has already been surrounded by his Knight Hopefuls. He looks lost, even though he’s plastered on a fake smile.

      “Something funny?” A rich, musical voice asks.

      I twirl and find myself looking up at a seductive Alpha with caramel skin and dark, bedroom eyes. He’s dressed in a flamboyant burgundy tuxedo. I don’t think he’s the type who likes to go unnoticed. He’s also one of the younger Alphas; he’s only a couple of years older than me.

      He follows the direction of my gaze and then he laughs too. “It’s tragic. I’d go on a rescue mission but I’m no soldier. Plus, this sexy ass,” to my shock, he wiggles it, “is too dangerous a weapon to ever let loose, even on those psycho Omegas.”

      I stifle my giggle. I’ve never heard an Alpha talk like this before.

      He’s strange but the good type of strange. He smells like delicious, warm brandy. It’s intoxicating. I want to get drunk on him.

      He smells like an Alpha but is he really one?

      I can’t help the glance down at his dick that’s far from small in his tight pants.

      With a giant dick like that, he’s definitely an Alpha.

      When he catches me looking, I blush.

      “Ah, you want to know why I’m not deploying my knot to save the Senator?” He winks. “I keep that for when I want to ruin Omegas who’ve been very, very good.”

      A shiver runs down my spine, and my skin prickles.

      Is he really dirty talking in the middle of this crowd of strangers?

      I should scold him or walk away.

      I should.

      But I like this bratty Alpha, and sometimes, it’s fun to spar.

      “And I have something that I use to ruin Alphas who’ve been very, very bad,” I whisper back.

      His eyes widen, and then he blushes.

      “I think that since we’re at the competitive dirty talking stage, we should introduce ourselves.” His silky, raven hair tumbles over his face, as he sketches me a bow. “I’m delighted to meet you. I’m…”

      “So, we’re all formal now.” I nudge his shoulder with mine. I haven’t felt this relaxed with an Alpha who isn’t my brother…ever. “I’m Rebel.”

      “Xavier.”

      When I glance around me, I notice that we’ve drawn a small crowd of onlookers. Xavier is gorgeous and not one to be invisible. Perhaps, he has admirers.

      Or maybe they’re wondering why an Alpha like Xavier is wasting his time on a Rej.

      He could be a visiting prince for all I know.

      I shrink in on myself. “So, what do you do?”

      “I thought we weren’t going for formal?” Xavier asks. “Can’t we chat about something more interesting?”

      “Your job’s not interesting?”

      “I love it.” Xavier’s face glows like he’s imagining it, and instantly, I’m fascinated. I feel like that with my own Omega Society; it’s not work, it’s a calling. “I set up my own tech firm. But who wants to hear about that?”

      “I do.”

      He glances at me, surprised. “Then you’d be the first.”

      “Would I have heard of it?”

      He shifts from foot to foot. “Do you own a computer?”

      I nod.

      “Then yes. Can we leave it at that? Okay, what would your perfect morning look like?”

      I blink. “Huh?”

      He shrugs, and it’s as sexy as the rest of him. “I read that in “Ten Questions to Ask an Omega”. Don’t tell me April Devere led me astray again.”

      He looks distraught for a moment, and I stroke his arm reassuringly.

      Then his smile breaks through, and I almost smack his ass.

      Shit, what would that look like? An Omega spanking an Alpha?

      “Dick,” I mutter.

      “But I have such a gorgeous one.” He nudges me. “Go on, your perfect morning.”

      I tilt my head in thought.

      Can I tell him? It’s only a fantasy, right?

      “Honestly? Waking up with my pack in a nest, cuddled together. Loved and loving in turn. Then being made pancakes with blueberries and chocolate sauce for breakfast.”

      He gives me a long look. “A girl after my own heart. I choose pancakes every time as well. Plus, the cuddling.” He leans forward and whispers, “I’m a cuddler.”

      I redden.

      Then he draws back and offers his arm. “So, Miss Pancakes and Cuddles, want to dance?”

      It’s one thing flirting with this gorgeous Alpha and dreaming of a pack…fantasy…that I can’t have. At least, not yet. But it’s another to dance with him.

      I know Scott said to have fun, but I still don’t want to hurt him.

      I shake my head. “Sorry.”

      Immediately, ripples of shocked whispers spread through the crowds.

      Xavier glances around himself, squaring his shoulders as if he’s not affected. But I can tell that he is.

      Have I just screwed-up his reputation?

      Is rejecting him such a major thing for traditionalists?

      Xavier’s smile freezes, but he leans closer again. “What if I said that I’m being pursued by a psycho Omega like the ones after the Senator and I need your help?”

      I glance around us.

      There’s a new type of tension now.

      The danger is directed at both Xavier and me.

      We could truly be ruined.

      I touch the back of Xavier’s hand lightly. “What kind of knight would I be, if I didn’t save an Alpha in need?”

      Xavier gives a startled laugh, and there are titters in the crowd around us.

      What did I say?

      Xavier gives a wide grin that’s like sunshine. “My hero.”

      For a moment, it’s like no one exists but him. He’s bright enough to burn me up.

      Except, am I truly burning up?

      Why is it so hot in here?

      Unexpectedly, there’s the loud clink of champagne glasses, calling for silence.

      “My cue,” Xavier whispers. “You’ll have to rescue me later.”

      He squeezes my shoulder as he slips past to saunter casually through the parting crowds to the front entrance of the ballroom.

      I bite my lip. I can’t look away from Xavier’s slinky hips and tight ass.

      He’s right: it is a powerful weapon.

      Perhaps, I should’ve claimed him as a weapon for the resistance.

      I push through the throng of circling Omegas after Xavier to see what the commotion is about. I take a step back, however, when I realize that it’s Falcon who’s standing like lord of the manor, calling for silence.

      Is he about to make a speech?

      Falcon looks commanding and in control; his head is tilted back arrogantly, and his dominance is so strong that every single person in the room is standing still and watching him with bated breath.

      He looks so different to when he bared his neck to his dad.

      Yet I witnessed that moment. There’s more beneath this arrogant mask than the Senator wants anyone to know.

      Is he playacting now?

      I swallow, wiping at my brow. I blink the sweat out of my eyes.

      To my shock, Xavier strolls all the way up to Falcon and loops his arm around his waist. It’s casual and familiar.

      Loving.

      I freeze.

      Like they’re bonded.

      Shit, I almost danced with the metaphorical (and seriously gorgeous) devil: The Knight pack’s second Alpha.

      And I like Xavier.

      Lucian is going to be bouncing up and down with excitement, when he finds out that I know who the second Alpha is in Falcon’s pack. It’ll blow his mind to discover how funny and different he is.

      He’s closer to the Lucian’s ideal friend than the enemy that I’ve been imagining.

      When Scott marches smartly to stand on the other side of Falcon, I smile at him.

      Scott’s eyes light up, but I understand that he can’t exactly wave at me; he’s working, after all.

      I jump, however, when Falcon turns to Scott and kisses his cheek.

      What. The. Hell?

      My mind stutters to a shocked stop.

      Unless workplace law has significantly changed in the last twelve hours, kissing is not how an employer greets their bodyguard.

      It’s how an Alpha greets their bonded Beta.

      With a sickening rush everything falls into place: Scott buying treats for the Knight’s Omega in heat, being able to get me the invitation tonight, and his bonding marks.

      Scott’s both the Knight’s bodyguard and their bonded Beta.

      Plus, he wants to introduce me to his pack, just when Falcon needs to choose an Omega by the end of the night.

      I begin to shake. My hands are clammy. A fever is now ripping through my body.

      How the fuck did this happen?

      I’m as good as dead.

      Another wave of heat hits me, stronger than before.

      Something’s wrong.

      This is more than the fear and summer heat.

      More than going down with the flu.

      Please, please, don’t let this be happening now. Not here, amongst traditional Alphas and my enemies.

      I need to get home to Lucian.

      Then my pussy gushes with wetness, and I know that it’s too late.

      My first heat is unexpectedly here.

      Please, no…

      I stagger forward, stumbling.

      My eyes flutter closed, as my vision blurs to gray.

      Someone’s calling my name. Then cool arms are catching me, as I fall.
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      “It looks like her first heat,” a nasally, pompous voice says. “Remarkable, considering her age. I need to do further investigations with your permission.”

      No, no, no…

      I struggle to open my eyes.

      Whose permission?

      I’m lying on something soft and furry. Although my skin is itching, and I’m burning up from the inside like there’s a sun at my core, I’m comfortable. The air around me is cold and refreshing on my overheated cheeks.

      But investigations are bad.

      Very bad.

      My mind is fuzzy; I battle to clear my thoughts.

      Why?

      There’s something…

      Instantly, my eyes snap open.

      Shit, I collapsed in Knight Hall. I’m in heat. And if whoever is out there investigates further, they’ll discover the illegal suppressants (that have fucking failed me because of my change in supplier, and once I get out of here, I’m kicking the dealer’s ass), as well as Lucian’s tricking of the system that I’m a rare Omega who doesn’t go into heat.

      Our house of cards will collapse in on itself.

      We’ll be destroyed.

      Then I’ll be sent to the Institute.

      Wait, what if I’ve already been taken to the Institute?

      Dread curls through my stomach. I want to hurl.

      An elderly Beta with winter-white hair and sparse beard is leaning over me. He’s peering at me through metal glasses like I’m an interesting specimen that he wishes he could dissect. He’s wearing a neat, tailored dinner jacket.

      He must’ve been at the ball as well. Does that mean that I’m still at Knight Hall?

      I whine, trying to pull away.

      Wildly, I stare around at the strange circular room. There are no windows, and the walls are a plain white.

      Am I a prisoner?

      There’s nothing in the entire room, which is only dimly lit by a soft golden glow, except a pile of furs, blankets, and pillows. Plus, stuffed around the corners are clothes that smell of coffee and brandy.

      I wrinkle my nose in shock at how calming the scents are.

      This is a nest.

      And those are Falcon and Xavier’s clothes to scent it.

      My eyes widen, and my breathing becomes ragged, as I scramble to the far side of the nest.

      How the hell am I lying in the center of the Knight’s Omega’s nest?

      What the fuck is going on?

      I can’t breathe.

      In and out.

      I battle against the heat and panic.

      In and out.

      I try to summon my brother’s voice to calm me, but this is all too much. I’m not ready to go through my heat.

      Not like this.

      This was meant to happen with Prince, once we’d won our battles to reform the system. But Prince isn’t here.

      I’m alone.

      “Rebel, you’re all right.” Scott rushes forward from the back of the room and drops to his knees in the center of the nest next to me. “Breathe with me. That’s it. I’m here, and we’ll get you through this.”

      The elderly Beta tuts. “Don’t coddle her.”

      Scott glares at him. “You’re here for your medical knowledge, Dr Mckay. But I shall report any inappropriate comments to the Senator, including about how I choose to treat her.”

      McKay blanches. “My apologies. Remember that the Senator and Xavier are just outside that door, anxiously waiting to discover the outcome.”

      I struggle to regain my breath. I nuzzle into Scott’s neck; scenting his citrus scented warmth settles me. I calm, and my heart steadies.

      Yet the heat is still raging through me. My pussy is so wet that I must’ve destroyed my dress by now, and even though my mind is clearer than it was, it won’t be soon.

      I cling to Scott.

      I’ve always wanted to experience this side of myself. I’ve longed for it.

      Yet it happening like this makes me frighteningly vulnerable.

      Then I pull back and stare at Scott. “You’re part of the Knight pack.”

      He arches his brow. “I’d noticed.”

      “And your Alphas are outside the door.”

      “Noted.”

      “Why?”

      He tilts his head, studying me in confusion. “Where else would they be? The woman that I’m dating collapsed, rather dramatically. I know that I said they wanted to meet you, but there was no need to make it so memorable.”

      I flush. “I didn’t mean…”

      “I’m teasing. They’re anxious to know that you’ll be all right. If I know them, they’re pacing and wearing out the floor. They can’t come in here, however, or the stage you are in your heat, your pheromones will trigger them into rut. This is the Omega Chamber that we built for our Omega, Leo. It’s high tech and contains all pheromones.” He lowers his voice to a whisper, “It’s soundproofed too, which is useful when we want to get kinky.”

      The mystery Omega who they hide away has a name: Leo.

      It thrills me, after all my research, to know more than the April Devere or the other journalists.

      Except, I’m now taking Leo’s most precious spot from him. It’s wrong, cruel even.

      “I’m in Leo’s nest,” I protest. “You can’t put me here.”

      I deliberately ignore the kinky comment.

      “Leo not only offered, he built it for you.” Scott smiles. “Try and stop him, when he has his mind set on something. He’s the most generous man I know.”

      He must be. He hasn’t even met me yet.

      I wet my lips, trying not to squirm.

      I can feel that I’m beginning to edge toward full heat.

      I’m desperate to pull off my dress and touch myself. I’ve never felt this horny in my life. Except, I know that won’t be enough.

      I need an Alpha.

      Inside, I’m empty, hollow.

      This is how an Omega and Alpha should fit together.

      It’s beautiful.

      Yet no other Alpha is Prince.

      I can’t have him, and that thought tears me apart. Most of all, I have to protect him. He’s the other leader of the resistance. I can’t mention him, or call out for him, no matter how my bonding instincts are making me ache to call out his name: Prince, Prince, Prince.

      If I do, then I’ll put him at risk.

      I push away from Scott, stretching out and gasping, as another wave of hot pleasure rushes through me.

      “Soon, it’ll be too late for her to make the decision.” McKay crosses his arms. “I believe that the Senator is waiting outside for a reason. He’s insisting on her consent. Yet I insist on investigating her late heat, before any decisions are taken on either side.”

      Startled, I sit up. “Don’t.”

      Scott’s face creases with concern. “What’s wrong?”

      McKay tuts again. “Omegas don’t give orders, they obey. Whoever takes this one on will have their job cut out training her.”

      He pulls out his phone and starts flicking through online files, before I can stop him.

      When I try to throw myself at him with a snarl, I’m too weakened by the heat and fall to the side. Surprised, Scott catches me and lowers me back onto the blankets.

      He meets my gaze, and my breath catches at his authoritative look that pins me in place. “Settle. You’ll make yourself ill. Let me take care of you.”

      I swallow, before I nod.

      He strokes my cheek, before turning to McKay. “Now, tell me what you’re doing that’s worth upsetting an Omega in heat. And you’d better hope that it’s important enough to satisfy me.”

      McKay cringes back and coughs.

      But then, he recovers and waves his phone at Scott in triumph. “How about the fact that she’s registered in the database as a NH, Non-heat? Of course, that explains why she’s never had a heat before.”

      I shudder and look determinedly at the wall.

      I won’t cry. But hell, I want to.

      It’s all over. They fucking know.

      Their next call will be to the Institute. Can I convince them that I hacked into the database myself and that Lucian had nothing to do with it?

      I can’t help a single tear tracing down my cheek. Gently, Scott wipes it away with his thumb.

      “I’d say this simply means that she’s proved her NH label wrong,” Scott says.

      McKay huffs. “It’s rather more serious than that, I’m afraid. For an NH to be triggered to heat is almost unheard of. This Omega and her Chief Alpha must have lied.”

      I wither under Scott’s sharp look.

      His lips pinch. “I see.”

      McKay draws himself up, self-importantly. “It’s my legal duty as a doctor to inform the registry of the deception. She needs to be sent to the Institute.”

      I knew it.

      Desperate, I try to dive off the nest with a howl, but Scott cages me with his arms.

      He looks at me steadily. “Trust me. I can help, as long as you’re honest from this point onwards. Let the Knight pack protect you.”

      Is that a joke? The Knight pack protect me?

      Yet Scott doesn’t know that I’m the Omega resistance leader. He’s no idea what he’s offering.

      Scott turns to McKay. “You won’t tell the registry. You know the influence that my pack have and how much your career and that of your entire pack has been advanced because of us. Rebel’s now under our protection. You said it’s unheard of but not impossible. So, let’s rejoice in the miracle.”

      I gape at Scott.

      He's really protecting me. He’s even concocting a story to help me escape from my crime.

      I never expected that the Knight pack would break the law.

      Will Falcon allow his Beta to do this, when he finds out? Is Scott going to be disciplined? My guts roil at the thought.

      McKay reddens. “You’re ordering me, a fellow Beta, to pretend that this is some sort of miracle heat?” He points at me, before sneering, “Omega, you better be grateful. If this had happened to you anywhere else or with another doctor, you’d have been packed off immediately to the Institute. Dear God, it’s what you deserve. Your Alpha would be charged…"

      I whine, overpowered in my vulnerable state by the Beta’s anger.

      “Stop it, Doctor,” Scott growls. “You’re scaring her. No one should frighten an Omega who is this close to heat. I won’t stand for it.”

      “She should be scared because the only way that she could have pretended that she’s an NH and fallen to heat so suddenly is if she’s been taking illegal suppressants.” McKay sniffs. “So, that’s a second crime. Are you certain that the Knight pack wants to protect a criminal? You see, she’s in such distress because she took drugs that contained God knows what, and they failed to work.”

      Shit.

      I hate the disappointed look that flashes across Scott’s face. It’s been incredible to lose myself in the fantasy that this nest (built by another Omega especially for me), could be mine for my first heat.

      But it’s too late now.

      Scott brushes the sweaty hair from my face. “It’s still going to be all right. But we are going to talk about this because taking suppressants was stupid. How long were you on them?”

      “Almost three years.”

      Scott hisses out a breath, and I whimper in distress.

      With an effort, he forces himself to calm and clasps my hand. “How about this strategy? Forget the past. Embrace the suck.” His mouth twists with bitter amusement. “Xavier likes to put a kinky spin on that, but I mean that sometimes, bad things happen. And you deal. Right now, you don’t need to worry. I promise, we’ll fix this together and focus on what we need to get you through your first heat. Everything else we can look at after.”

      I smile, tentatively. “You’ll stay with me throughout the heat…?”

      He squeezes my hand. “Of course.”

      “I mean…” Why is this hard to say? “Will you be the one who helps me through it?”

      He ducks his head. “I don’t have a knot.”

      I hate the way that seems to hurt him.

      “There are toys. Omegas don’t need an Alpha for every heat. There are times their Alpha can’t be with them. I’m not bonded, so why don’t you help me ride this one out, before I can work out what I’m going to do after?”

      “It’s not possible,” McKay snaps. “Not this time. You messed with your body, and after all those years on suppressants, this heat is going to hit with a vengeance. My medical opinion is that the only way that you’ll survive, is to counteract it by not only rutting but bonding with an Alpha. Multiple Alphas would increase your survival chances.”

      Bonding? Multiple Alphas?

      “Survive?” I whisper.

      I could die…?

      Scott looks at me with intent concern. “Then the decision needs to be taken now, while you’re still able to truly consent. I won’t let you die, even if it means…I just won’t. But when the heat fully hits, you won’t be able to decide, you’ll cry out for any Alpha.”

      “What decision?” I demand.

      My pulse is racing.

      I could die tonight.

      “Are you talking for your Alphas now, Beta?” McKay stares at Scott, contemptuously. “I’ll go and report to the Senator myself and see what he thinks about bonding with a criminal, rebellious Reject.”

      I shouldn’t flinch at his words.

      They’re true.

      Normally, I’m proud of each label.

      Except, now my nerves feel flayed raw.

      All I can think, as the Doctor stalks out of the room, slamming the door behind him (but not until he’s allowed in the faintest coffee smell that’s like ambrosia), is that the Knight Alphas won’t want me.

      Xavier was fun and gorgeous. He wanted to dance with me. Yet that was before he knew what he could be getting into.

      Falcon is an uptight, stern traditionalist.

      From what the General said, his male Omega, Leo, is also a Rej but not because he’s rebellious, rather because he’s judged defective.

      I can understand Falcon being able to look past that.

      Why would a Senator ignore my crimes? Does he truly love Scott enough to bond with me, simply because he…?

      Can Scott really have fallen for me?

      Yet if they don’t agree to bond with me, then there’s no other option to save my life but the Government Alphas who are appointed to help Omegas through unexpected heats, and they’re in the Institute.

      No matter how scary the thought is to be claimed by my enemies, it’s nothing compared to being claimed by the Alphas who work in the Institute.

      It’s only when Scott lies next to me in the nest, pulling me against his hard chest, and I can hear the calm, steady beat of his heart that I feel that this could truly be okay.

      He’s here by my side.

      He won’t leave me.

      He could be mine.

      I want him.

      I gasp, pushing my thigh up against Scott’s, and his pupils dilate.

      Carefully, Scott pushes me back. “If you don’t want my pack, you can say no. Nothing will happen between us without your enthusiastic consent. But know that my pack is helping you because we all desire you. I mean, just in case it’s not already clear. Xavier in particular was excited to meet you. I’ve been talking so much about you all week that the Senator threatened to gag me, and it's usually Xavier who gets threatened with that. Hey, what’s your panicked look for? You’re doing your tell again.”

      “They gag you?”

      “It was a joke.”

      Yeah, right.

      “Do you always call your bonded Alpha the Senator? Is he the type of asshole who insists on his own Beta calling him that?”

      Scott laughs. “It’s a habit. I started out as his bodyguard, and of course, I spoke to and about him with respect. Then slowly, we all knew it went beyond that. Falcon said that I belonged eternally by his side. Xavier simply told me that he never wanted me to leave his bed again. Either way, I still work as their bodyguard most of the time, but it feels strange to start calling him something different.”

      “Why date me?” I demand. “Falcon has ten thousand Knight Hopefuls to choose from.”

      Scott’s hand traces down my spine, and it feels like a cool drink in a dessert; I shiver with pleasure. “Sad for them. Including the foreign princess and the helicopter stalker.” His voice becomes softer. “Your heat has only accelerated the process of us bonding with you. Don’t you want to bond with us?”

      My mind flashes to Falcon’s piercing jade eyes that make me want to become his prey.

      Xavier’s gorgeous laugh, sexy hips, and intoxicating scent.

      And Scott, my hero, who’s looking at me now with such hope in his cool gray eyes.

      I desire this beautiful pack.

      I could fall for all three of them.

      And if I bond with them, I’ll be able to destroy them.

      I hate that.

      My gaze darts away from Scott’s, so that he can’t read the truth.

      I want to lose myself in what he’s offering me: to believe that I can have it. Except, he knows me as Rebel, the Omega who he rescued on Bond Street.

      But instead, I’m Rebel, resistance leader.

      His enemy.

      If he knew the truth, he wouldn’t cherish me, he’d punish me.

      Falcon would do worse.

      Yet this is the best opportunity that I’ll ever get to go undercover with the Knight pack. Didn’t I swear that I’d sacrifice everything for the cause?

      When the doctor bustles back into the room, I try not to breathe in the scent of coffee because it makes me moan and arch my back.

      Please, somebody touch me.

      McKay folds his arms but looks smug in a way that makes my chest tighten. “I explained everything to the Senator and his second Alpha. They wanted you to know, Rej, that you’re beautiful and smart. They’re sorry that your heat has hit in this way but they’ve never done anything without an Omega’s consent.”

      I sit up, shocked by the wave of panic that hits me. “They’re rejecting me.”

      Scott scrambles up as well, wrapping his arms around me, possessively. “We’re not.”

      “That’s not your decision, Beta,” McKay says, censoriously. “You’re not listening. It’s the heat. They say that they won’t rut or bond unless the Omega actively chooses them and consents. Not their Beta…them.”

      I hesitate. “Tell me this is going to be okay.”

      Scott hugs me tighter. “I promise that I will spend my life making everything okay for you. I told Falcon and Xavier how right it felt between us on the night that we met. You’re very wanted.”

      I choke up.

      No one apart from my brother has ever made me feel like that.

      Hell, I need Lucian to know what’s happening. If I don’t return at midnight like Cinderella, he’ll freak out.

      “I want my brother.” I clench my fists. “He’ll be worried and as my Alpha—”

      “An Alpha who registered you under a fake heat designation, as well as letting you take dangerous suppressants that could have killed you. In fact, if we weren’t here to help you in time with this bonding, could have killed you tonight.” Scott says, sharply.

      “Don’t blame him. Please.”

      “I reserve judgment. But during a bonding, an Omega’s old family shouldn’t come onto the new Alphas’ territory. It’s tradition.” Ancient, outdated tradition. Why am I not surprised? Scott sighs. “If you give me his phone number, I’ll have him contacted, so that he knows what’s going on.”

      Poor Lucian. He’s going to have a heart attack.

      “Don’t leave me, through any of this,” I whisper.

      “I won’t. One thing that I’m good at is standing by someone’s side.” Scott’s eyes gleam. “This is your first heat, and I’ll spend it between your thighs, making it pleasurable for you. Heats are part of your nature, a good one, and I’ll dedicate everything to make sure that this experience is mind-blowing for you.”

      For the first time, I find myself smiling.

      Once the heat is over, I’ll freak out about being bonded to my enemies. Until then, what’s wrong with letting myself enjoy this incredible part of being an Omega and giving myself over to being the focus of three beautiful men?

      “Then rock my world,” I murmur. “I choose to bond with the Knight pack.”

      There’s no going back now.

      Scott’s smile is radiant.

      He’s so fucking handsome.

      “Thank you.” He kisses me with a passion that takes away my breath.

      It’s like he’s laying claim to me first in the only way that he can. Betas are always amazing kissers.

      It’s not a surrender; it’s a delicious, dangerous deal.

      I’m about to go into my first heat, and I’m tingling with desperate excitement.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Omega Chamber, Knight Hall

      

      

      

      Hot, hot, hot.

      I take a desperate gasp. I run my fingers down my naked chest between my tits. My nipples pebble; they’re so sensitive that I can feel the chill air of the Omega Chamber like phantom fingers stroking across them.

      More, I need more…

      Anything.

      I whine.

      Touch me.

      I desire anything, everything.

      This sensation is empowering in a way that I never thought a heat could be. The fire that’s raging between my thighs is an inferno that could take over the world or burn it down.

      How could anyone think that Omegas are a weaker dynamic, when we have this fire inside us?

      I laugh, overwhelmed at the revelation.

      I’m writhing, naked apart from my steel Rej bracelet in a nest of silk sheets, furs, and blankets that was built for me by an enemy Omega, Leo. He hasn’t even met me but he surrendered his most precious, private space for me.

      He built my first ever nest, which is something that your family or bonded pack normally do.

      Maybe he’s not truly a spoiled brat like I was imagining.

      I can’t help being touched by Leo’s kindness. Plus, connected to him, even though he’s still hiding.

      Why is he being kept in isolation? Is he so broken that he can’t meet other people outside the Knight pack? Or is Falcon such an asshole that he enjoys controlling Leo?

      I gasp, as another wave of heat hits me. How many hours has it been now?

      I’m cocooned by the scent of coffee and brandy.

      “Somebody fucking touch me.” I grit my teeth.

      “Pushy, isn’t she?” Xavier chuckles.

      “It’s one of the things that I like best about her.” Scott strokes down my arm.

      I sigh, arching into his touch. “Alpha.”

      I freeze.

      Where did that come from?

      Shit, this heat is messing with me.

      I turn my head to meet Scott’s gaze. He’s lying in the nest next to me, stripped to the waist. His chest is muscled and defined. I reach out my hand, stroking over his hard abs in apology.

      Scott attempts to smile reassuringly, but his eyes are sad.

      I never meant to hurt him, but my Omega instincts are kicking in. Now I know why Scott escaped that night earlier in the week, when Leo was in heat.

      For those twenty-four hours, when Leo was calling for his Alphas, it must have hurt Scott.

      It has nothing to do with love, and everything to do with simple biology. My mind wants Scott here, but my body is begging for Xavier and Falcon.

      “Scott,” I hurriedly correct, although my mind feels too fuzzy to think of anything more coherent than to repeat, “Scott.”

      Will he understand that I mean I want him too?

      “I’m not going anywhere.” Scott clasps my hand, entangling our fingers.

      I glance down at the bottom of the bed, where Xavier is watching this exchange intently.

      Xavier is sprawled seductively — just as naked as me. He looks as comfortable as he did in his burgundy suit. Not that I blame him, since his caramel skin glows in the low light, and his body is as beautiful as if he’s lounging there, waiting for a painter to make a masterpiece out of him.

      Except, he’s panting, and I know that my pheromones are affecting him.

      Xavier’s dick is as giant as I thought that it’d be. Its knot is huge. What the hell will that feel like, rubbing my insides so intensely?

      I’ve never taken an Alpha dick before.

      My breath catches.

      Has this Alpha truly agreed to bond with me? A Rej? I’m not elite. Is it only to save me?

      My heart beats faster at the risk I’m taking to hide my true identity.

      This pack is ruthless.

      Falcon is vicious to his rivals.

      They’ll destroy me, just as much as I intend to bring their world tumbling down, if they discover the truth.

      I whimper, unable to hold it back in the midst of my heat. Yet the edge of danger, makes my pussy even wetter.

      There’s a thin line between love and hate. Fear excites passion.

      Caught between these powerful men, I’m not struggling.

      What’s wrong with enjoying this moment? The Knight pack are as caught as me. If I’m in heat, then by their flushed cheeks and quick breaths, the Alphas are in the early stages of rut.

      Scott misunderstands my fear, squeezing my hand. “Don’t worry about anything. We’ve got you and we’ll take care of you. You’re doing so well for us.”

      Xavier bends forward and kisses my ankle, before licking down to the arch of my foot. Xavier meets my gaze and never breaks it as he worships my foot with kisses.

      My eyes widen.

      Only in my wildest fantasies with Prince, did I imagine that an Alpha would kiss my feet.

      My skin is so sensitive that I whine with delight.

      Finally, Xavier kisses the tip of my toe, before pulling back. “See, we’ll adore every part of you. And I have a promise to keep.” He winks. “I have a knot to deploy to ruin an Omega who’s being very, very good.”

      Smack.

      I jump, as Falcon spanks Xavier’s ass.

      “You be good.” Falcon crosses his arms, standing behind Xavier.

      Xavier flushes, but it looks like it’s more with pleasure than embarrassment.

      Falcon’s the only one who’s fully dressed in the chamber. His single concession to the situation has been to remove his jacket and roll up his shirt sleeves to reveal his strong forearms.

      I’d have thought that he was unaffected by my pheromones, apart from the fact that he’s been pacing the room like he’s been trying to control his rut for the last hour with increasingly jerky steps, and there’s sweat dripping down his neck.

      Did an Alpha just spank another Alpha?

      Xavier laughs like it’s nothing. “But I’m bad, remember?”

      Falcon wraps his hand in Xavier’s silky, raven hair, wrenching his head back; Xavier’s pupils dilate. “Behave.”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      Tenderly, Falcon kisses Xavier, stroking his cheek, before letting go of his hair.

      Then Falcon’s piercing gaze turns to me, and there’s something dangerous and dark in its depths. “I want to be clear because the heat clouds your mind. Before you were past the point to make decisions, you chose to become our bonded Omega.” He prowls to lean against the bed, watching me in a way that makes me want to call out to him because he’s too far…too fucking far…away from me. There’s a sudden amusement in his eyes like he knows how I feel. Asshole. “Now, we’re going to show you such pleasure that you’ll be desperate for the scent and touch of us and nobody else ever again. We want to knot you but not until you beg for it. And you will beg.”

      I growl.

      “He makes all of us beg.” Xavier caresses my calf. “Trust me, it can be fun.”

      “Xavier,” Falcon snarls. “What happened to behaving?”

      Xavier shrugs. “I got bored.”

      Falcon’s eyes darken. “I can think of ways to amuse you.”

      He clicks his fingers and points at the floor in front of him.

      Xavier gives a sigh that I can see is mainly for my sake (and trying to gain my sympathy), before he slips off the bed to crawl with a deliberate swing of his hips to kneel in front of Falcon.

      Then Falcon clicks his fingers again and points commandingly at Scott.

      “My cue,” Scott whispers in my ear. “Ready for some of that pleasure?”

      I nod.

      When Scott kisses me, I lose myself in a wave of heat.

      His lips are plush, as his cool tongue twines with my hot one. He sucks on my lower lip, before pulling back and feathering kisses across my jaw and neck. I moan, overwhelmed by the sensation.

      He brushes his thumbs over my nubs and then circles them.

      “Fuck, yes.” I settle my hands on his head, as he licks down my body, laving a cool path to the inferno between my thighs.

      Then he pushes my thighs wider, swirling his tongue over my clit, before sucking at my pussy.

      I turn my head and meet Falcon’s intense jade stare. He’s watching me, and it makes me feel desirable.

      Powerful.

      His gaze feels like possession, ownership, and protection all at the same time. His voyeuristic approval — both of Scott and me — almost makes me come on the spot.

      I gasp, as Scott holds my hips down, pinning me in place.

      Making me take the pleasure.

      Giving me everything, taking nothing.

      This is why Omegas adore Betas. Why they’re the best lovers.

      Pleasure hits me: teetering on the line between pain and pleasure. It’s too much and not enough all at the same time because I’m not filled by a knot. I’ve never been so wet, so empty, or so ready to be bred.

      I howl, as I come, grasping Scott’s hair tightly in my hands and loving the feel of him here with me, as he promised that he would be.

      He gives me kitten licks to work me through the aftershocks, before kissing my inner thigh and then working himself up my body again.

      “All right?” Scott asks.

      I grin. “Just like I told you: Betas understand foreplay.”

      I deliberately raise my eyebrow at Falcon, whose cheek twitches.

      Perhaps, I shouldn’t bait the Chief Alpha.

      Xavier looks delighted. “We have another brat!”

      Scott kisses my cheek, before leaning over me to reach for something on the floor beside the nest, where Xavier earlier laid out a pack of food and drinks. Xavier said Leo had collected the pack to get me through my heat.

      It makes my stomach flutter that Leo’s somewhere in Knight Hall, arranging things for me and trying to help me through my first heat.

      Isn’t he jealous that his pack’s taking on a second Omega? Some Omegas would make life harder for a second Omega. But Leo’s being kind.

      I won’t forget it.

      Scott retrieves a dark chocolate bar, snapping off a piece and slipping it into my mouth. The rich, sweet taste melts on my tongue.

      “Chocolate is foreplay, after all,” Scott whispers. “Plus, it smells like you.”

      “It does.” Xavier crawls closer, nuzzling at my neck. “Delicious.”

      “Give her a drink,” Falcon orders. “She’s close to full heat. I can sense it. My rut is hard to control.”

      Xavier opens a Gatorade and holds it to my lips.

      I’m overwhelmed by all this help. I’ve always been independent.

      I don’t open my mouth, and Xavier rests his forehead against mine for a moment.

      “Do you think it’s easy for an Alpha to submit?” He murmurs. “But there’s joy in letting go sometimes; to hand that control to someone you trust. A freedom in being used as an object for someone exploring their own pleasure, sometimes without receiving any of your own. Although tonight, you’ll be the one screaming in pleasure. It’s what your body needs, so let us look after you. It’s only for a single day. It won’t change anything after, I promise. You’re still you. Plus, submitting takes strength, not weakness. Don’t you think I know? Who’s naked in this room?”

      I stare at him.

      Scott, the Beta, isn’t naked alongside me, as I’d have expected.

      Xavier’s right. In this room, it’s both the Omega and Alpha who are naked.

      There’s no shame in it. What if there’s only pleasure?

      And with that realization, everything shifts.

      I open my mouth, Xavier gives me my drink, and my heat hits.

      And I’m gone.

      Burning up.

      Nothing but touch, taste, and scent.

      Everything is danger, heat, and desire, wrapped in silk or steel kisses.

      Green, gray, and ocher eyes.

      Plush lips, hard muscles, and soft skin.

      Tangled limbs.

      Wrists pinned.

      Not knowing where one body ends and another begins.

      Touch me.

      Please, please, please.

      Alpha, knot me.

      Please…

      “I told you that you’d beg me,” Falcon says, smoothly.

      Wait, was I speaking out loud?

      Shit.

      I force my eyes to flutter open and focus through the overwhelming sensations that sing from every part of my body.

      Falcon is straddling me.

      He’s still dressed, although he’s undone his top button and taken off his tie to wrap it around Xavier’s wrists and tie him to the headboard next to me.

      Xavier’s panting; sweat drips down his chest. He nuzzles at my neck, as deep into his rut, as I’m into my heat. His dick looks painfully hard, and he arches into the air ineffectually, desperate for friction but denied.

      Scott straddles him in the same way that Falcon is straddling me and is teasing Xavier’s dick with light touches. Scott shoots me a devious smile.

      “What was that, Omega?” Falcon leans closer, and his lips trace against mine but don’t quite touch. “Do you need something?”

      “Please, knot me.”

      Up close, I can see that Falcon is shaking, and his hair is plastered to his head. His pants are tented. He’s suffering as much as Xavier but he’s controlling himself with an iron will.

      When Falcon smirks in the same way that I’ve seen him, when he’s given a political address, I’ve fucking had it.

      He promised me his knot, and I’m going to take it.

      Let’s see how the Senator likes being teased and made to beg.

      I snarl, taking him by surprise and twisting him on the bed. I slam him down underneath me, straddling him.

      In my heat, I’m wild and primal.

      I’m Rebel. Omega resistance leader.

      I’ve fantasized the moment that I’d conquer this Alpha. I never thought that it’d be like this but hey, you take what you can get.

      Even edged into a hot mess, Xavier lets out a sunny laugh. “You show him, girl.”

      Falcon relaxes beneath me, and to my shock, his smirk widens. “You look beautiful taking control. You’ll look even more beautiful on my knot.”

      I rake my nails down his chest, and his breath hitches.

      I snatch at Falcon’s belt, undoing it. Then I work at his trousers impatiently. I take great satisfaction in breaking the buttons and slipping my hand into his underwear. I stroke him, enjoying how he loses control for the first time.

      When Falcon’s eyes flutter closed, I’m fascinated by his butterfly lashes.

      He’s beautiful like this.

      I take a firm hold of his knot, which is the most sensitive part of an Alpha’s dick, and his eyes snap open. Then I pull his dick out of his trousers.

      “This is mine,” I hiss.

      Falcon nods.

      “Say it.”

      “My knot is yours.” Falcon’s expression is serious. “I swear, take what you want. You can trust me.”

      I pump his shaft in reward, and he moans. Then I hover over him. My pussy is wet and empty, so desperate to be filled.

      Next to me, Xavier whines. He’s watching my pussy, transfixed. “Please…”

      I flush with pride that now I’ve got Xavier to beg.

      Scott pumps Xavier’s knot, mimicking my moves on Falcon, and Xavier groans.

      “Do you want me?” I ask. “This?”

      Falcon narrows his eyes, settling his hands on my hips. “You need my knot. Think about how amazing it’s going to feel, filling you. Going deeper than anything ever has before. I’ll fuck you like you’ve never been fucked before.”

      I ache, needing him.

      He’s right. But I want him to beg like he made me.

      I tease him with the opening of my pussy. Then I lean down, licking over his nipple.

      Falcon’s back arches. “Fuck, please…”

      I smile against his nipple, giving it a final lick.

      “How did she manage that?” Xavier gasps, as he ruts fruitlessly into the air.

      I kiss Falcon and am surprised how serious his expression still is, as I lower myself onto his dick.

      I moan myself then, as at long…long…last I’m filled in a way that I never have been before.

      “It’s too much,” I gasp.

      Falcon flips me in a move that’s so fast it takes away my breath.

      He could have done that at any moment. He’s frighteningly strong.

      I’m caged underneath him now.

      “Say red if you truly need me to stop and yellow if you want me to slow down. This is your first time, and it will feel different. But it’ll be worth it.”

      He reaches down to rub over my clit, as he slowly works his dick into me.

      All of a sudden, he hits the right angle, and it’s like I’m electrified.

      Nobody has ever been so deep, and the jolts of pleasure make me float.

      “That’s it, my good Omega.” Falcon begins to move, pounding into me so hard that the bed bounces.

      I howl, and my mind blanks.

      Scott tightens his hold on Xavier, leaning down to kiss him deeply, as he torments him.

      Pleasure coils through me, higher and higher.

      Falcon grabs my hair. “You feel so good on my knot. Now I’m going to breed you, Omega.”

      He stiffens above me, as his breathing becomes ragged. He comes with a final jerk, pushing me over the precipice.

      Then I’m coming, but it’s different this time.

      It’s not stopping.

      Next to me, Scott’s finally pushing Xavier over the edge, and he’s screaming out my name.

      Rebel, Rebel, my Rebel…

      Yet Falcon’s dick isn’t deflating, rather the knot’s getting larger, pushing me over the edge of pleasure…

      Again…and again…and again…

      “Please, please, please,” I cry.

      I don’t know if I’m begging for it to stop or never stop.

      It’s so intense that my cheeks are wet with tears. Yet I’ve never felt such intense pleasure or so close to anyone in my life. How have I missed out on experiencing this for so long?

      How can pleasure like this exist?

      It’s life changing.

      Scott’s hurriedly untying Xavier. He massages over his wrists to rub the circulation into them, before kissing him. Then he turns Xavier on his side, sliding his hand to his shoulder blades and guiding him to nuzzle at one side of my neck.

      “You were perfect.” Falcon grips my cheeks and makes me look at him; he’s as wrecked as I am. We’re still locked together. “Rebel, will you accept the bond of the Knight pack?”

      I take a deep breath.

      Then I nod.

      Falcon exchanges a glance with Xavier, who smiles like he’s received the greatest gift.

      Then at the same moment, both Alphas lower their mouths, one on each side of my neck, and bite.

      I scream in agonized ecstasy, as they make the bond bite that marks me as the newest member of the beautiful Knight pack.
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      Cool but still exhausted, I open my eyes.

      My heat is finally over.

      I read all those pamphlets that they give out at school about heats being the most natural thing in the world.

      So’s childbirth.

      It only means that it has the potential to be dangerous and painful, and I don’t even have a baby to show for it at the end.

      I feel cheated.

      Although, I now run the risk of being pregnant.

      Last night proved that heats are also mind-blowingly pleasurable and a transcendent moment that help connect the Omega and Alphas.

      Except, was it last night? How long have I been sleeping?

      My last memory was a fuzzy tangle of gorgeous limbs and panted desire.

      Then…nothing.

      I stare around, taking in the elegant room, which is lit by the pale morning light that streams through the half-opened drapes. The bedroom’s decked out in ivories with accents of light peach and rich mahogany furniture and floors. The ceiling is high and beamed.

      I’m lying in the center of a pile of fluffy pillows and soft blankets in a four-poster bed that flutters with diaphanous bed hangings. It’s worthy of a princess.

      Not a Rej.

      The bed’s posher than anywhere I’ve ever slept.

      I feel like I’ve trespassed into a luxury hotel, and a manager is going to burst in at any moment and throw my Rej ass out onto the sidewalk.

      In defiance, I snuggle deeper under the covers, rubbing my cheek against the pillows.

      I belong here in this world now, strange as that thought is.

      Instinctively, my hands rise to press on both sides of my neck. I gasp, squirming in pleasure, as I trace over my bond marks. They’ve already healed to the lightest scar.

      Falcon and Xavier’s mark on me.

      My Alphas.

      I smile goofily, biting my lip.

      So, I miscalculated.

      I’ve read the romance books about bonding. Although, not as many as Angel has because she’s the one who buys into the whole pack bonds are everything argument. She forced me (well, promised me chocolate, which is the same thing), to listen to her reading from her current book each evening, which usually involved an Alpha swearing undying love, before bonding, and an Omega swooning into their arms.

      The truth, for me at least, is better than any romance novel.

      As soon as the bonds hit, saving my life from the effect of the suppressants, I felt connected to both my Alphas in a way that I could never have prepared myself for: their emotions and needs.

      Yet not only the Alphas, it coiled out to every pack member: Scott and Leo, even though I haven’t met Leo yet.

      I can feel Leo’s anxious but sweet presence.

      Deep in my gut, I know that they belong to me, and I belong to them.

      A mantle of peace settled on me, along with the bond. It was more powerful than joy or romance because pack meant being accepted, no longer running, and having a new home.

      Yet waking up this morning, I pale at the thought, and the peace flees.

      I sit up hurriedly, flinging the false comfort of the blanket off me, before I can be seduced.

      This isn’t a game.

      Since the bond, I can no longer playact that I’m a member of the Knight pack.

      I am one.

      I’ve made a mistake and I don’t even want to take it back. Feeling the care and support for me from every member of the pack, how can I?

      Yet I’m still a resistance member.

      As a Senator, Falcon is still voting against the Omega Reform Bill.

      How can a man love and cherish the Omegas in his own home but hurt them in his political life? Yet you see the hypocrisy of an Alpha crushing other people’s families all the time, while at night, coming back to love his own.

      In fact, doesn’t that make Falcon worse?

      My expression hardens, along with my resolve.

      I won’t blame the rest of the Knights. They’re not responsible for Falcon’s decisions.

      And maybe I can change Falcon’s mind on the reforms.

      If I can redeem the most hardened traditionalist, then that’d not only save the Reform Bill but prove there’s hope for all Alphas.

      Then our resistance won’t need to be violent but can center around more subtle methods.

      I smile at the thought.

      No matter how hard it will now be to fight the bond, I still have a cause that I’m committed to. I refuse to abandon the Omegas who don’t have a voice.

      I owe it to Roman and…

      Hell, Prince.

      I drop my head, and my eyes water.

      As much as I’ve gained a pack, I’ve lost one as well.

      Will my brother tell Prince what’s happened?

      I wipe at my eyes with shaky hands. I can’t bear for his heart to be broken. Prince is brave and loyal. I know that he never chained me down to him; he was careful about that. He always wanted me to be free.

      Yet I know the truth.

      He’s been fighting for a future where we can be together.

      I take a deep breath.

      I need to survive and get through today. If I think too hard about the Alpha who I’ve lost, then I won’t be able to do that. I’m bonded to beautiful men, who’ve protected and supported me so far. Once, I’d have expected that traditionalists like them would’ve tied me to the bed or locked me up.

      Instead, I’ve been laid to sleep in this elegant room, and I feel like I’ve been cleaned after my heat. Even my hair has been washed. Did they bother to shower me, when I was passed out with exhaustion?

      Why does the image of those powerful men caring for me like that warm me?

      When I stand up, the ivory silk pajamas that I’m wearing almost slip off me, and the material pools over my feet. It’s too big for me. I sniff at the sweet vanilla infused collar.

      An Omega scent.

      My eyes widen.

      These must belong to Leo.

      Leo has even given me his own pajamas to sleep in. I take a deep breath of the scent, feeling closer to the Omega who I’ve yet to meet.

      I’m fucking touched by the gesture.

      Then I creep across the bedroom and test the door, in case I’m right about being locked in. I wouldn’t put it past Falcon.

      The door opens, however, and I edge out into the grand hallway.

      It’s empty.

      Knight Hall is intimidatingly large and drips with crystal chandeliers, antiques, and gleaming floors.

      I take a deep breath, before I prowl down the sweeping staircase to the foyer.

      There’s noise from a room at the far end: music.

      I gape in shock at the blast of buzzsaw guitars and kickass drums.

      Nirvana’s aggressive grunge “Breed”.

      I thought that Falcon was lying about being a regular guy who loved Nirvana. Why isn’t Stravinsky playing, while Falcon looms in a coldly Alpha way, listening to the classical music and cradling a whiskey tumbler?

      Does that mean that he also keeps fit with MMA? That’s less scary than it should be and more hot.

      Is that the bond talking or me?

      I follow the music toward the room, which is bright, airy, and flooded with Nirvana. I hang back in the doorway, peering into the kitchen.

      The kitchen is vast like everything else in the mansion. The floors are a black and white patchwork like a chessboard with antique cabinets and ancient beams, but state of the art stove and equipment.

      A billionaire’s kitchen.

      I don’t have a fucking clue what any of the stuff in it does. Probably fries an egg on the counter, has an in-wall cappuccino maker and wine-pourer, and an AI Butler.

      Although, if they really do have an AI butler, I’ll have to add AIs into my revolution as well, and an AI revolution sounds like too much hard work.

      Okay, no AIs then.

      Didn’t Xavier say that he ran a tech business?

      Talking of Xavier…?

      The gorgeous Alpha slides himself off a steel stool at the central table, before turning down the music and swaggering toward me with a smile.

      Xavier’s dressed in a fawn colored shirt and black pants that look painted on.

      “Sleeping Beauty awakes.” Xavier slips his arm around me and guides me into the kitchen.

      “How long have I been…?”

      “Twenty-nine hours and twelve minutes,” Scott replies. He’s cooking at the stove but glances over his shoulder at me, doing that quick assessment that means he’s checking that I’m okay. I’m coming to love that. “It’s average for a first heat. It’s Tuesday morning now.”

      “What, you haven’t been counting the seconds?” I tease.

      “Fifty-four,” Scott mutters.

      I flush.

      My nose wrinkles at the warm, sweet smell that’s winding through the kitchen. “Is that pancakes?”

      Xavier pulls out a stool for me, and I tentatively sit at the table.

      Now that my heat has passed, my chest is tight with fear.

      I can’t believe that I’m sitting here in the middle of the Knight Estate, chatting as if everything is normal.

      It’ll never be normal again.

      Xavier touches his chest dramatically. “I tried so hard to get it right as well. “Ten Questions to Ask an Omega”, remember? Your perfect first morning.”

      More importantly, he remembers my answer…?

      I pink. “You also promised that you were a cuddler, and I woke up alone.”

      Scott smothers his laugh.

      Xavier’s smile is radiant. “I love cuddling, but twenty-nine hours beats even my snoozing record, and Falcon calls me The Sloth. Also, we didn’t want you to freak out, waking up post heat with an Alpha spooning you like a sexy teddy bear.”

      “Can teddy bears be sexy?”

      Xavier’s gaze becomes dominant, as he leans closer. “This one can.”

      I shiver.

      Yeah, he can.

      Scott turns, sliding a pancake onto a plate and then passing it to me.

      He’s back in his black bodyguard outfit, and he’s calmer like this.

      In control.

      I glance at the feast that’s spread out on the table: fresh buns, muffins, bacon, and eggs.

      With a cheeky grin, Xavier pushes over a bowl of blueberries and a pot of chocolate spread. “You need to get the details right. It’s how I’ve grown my business. Talking of which…”

      He takes out his iPhone and sprawls back on his stool. He begins to glance through his messages. His brow furrows.

      I haven’t seen this serious side of Xavier before.

      Scott slips onto the stool next to me. “Don’t worry, he always zones out over breakfast. Well, if he can get away with it, when Falcon’s not here. He likes to check through his work stuff and the financial side of his firm. The only time Falcon has ever been genuinely annoyed with him is over his constant phone addiction over mealtimes. Sometimes, I think Xavier would bond with his phone, if it was possible. We call it his pack phone.”

      I chuckle.

      Scott traces down my cheek. “Are you feeling all right? That was more intense than any of Leo’s heats.”

      I nod. “Sore in all the good places. Tired but okay.” I look down. “Anxious.”

      Scott’s expression is open and earnest. “Anything that you want or need to tell us, you can. Falcon is good at giving boundaries to help with anxieties, even if you don’t always welcome them at the time. But at least you know where you stand.” Hell, that doesn’t sound good. I stiffen. “The rest of us want to get to know all about you.”

      At a sudden clearing of a throat, I look up, startled.

      Falcon’s standing at the entrance to the kitchen, holding a bouquet of purple roses.

      Fuck, why does the man have to look so devastatingly handsome?

      He’s dressed in a black suit with a green tie, which exactly matches his eyes, and he commands the entire pack simply by his entrance.

      Instantly, Xavier looks up from his phone and guiltily slides it back into his pocket.

      I’m surprised by Falcon’s awkwardness, however, when he marches up to me and jerkily holds out the roses like he’s never given flowers to anyone before (and maybe he hasn’t).

      “These are for you.” Falcon studies me with a cold gaze, but his neck is tinted pink. “I cut them from the rose garden in the grounds.” I glance out of the wide window into the formal gardens that roll down toward the forest. “Scott says you like purple…”

      Falcon trails off, as if annoyed with himself.

      “I do,” I say, taking the roses from him and placing them on the table. “Thanks, they’re beautiful.”

      “You’re beautiful,” Falcon murmurs. “My beautiful Omega. We’re deeply honored that you accepted our bond mark. If you need anything, simply tell us. It’s our responsibility to care for you, and if there’s anything in your past that impacts how we do that, then you can choose to tell us.”

      I flinch, thinking of Dad and my old pack.

      Clint.

      I press my lips together and don’t say anything.

      I don’t know them well enough to start explaining all of that. How would I even begin?

      Hey, thanks for agreeing to bond with me, but I was treated as such a worthless Rej by my old pack, unable to protect my own brother, that we ran. Oh yeah, I’m not only a criminal but a rebellious Rej runaway. Surprise!

      “I’m sorry…” Falcon looks down. “I heard from Scott how Doctor McKay spoke to you. He’s an excellent physician, one of the best for Omegas in America. After his malpractice last night, however, I’ve dismissed him. He won’t report you because…” Falcon’s gaze becomes dangerous in a way that makes me shiver, and reminds me of the look that I’ve seen too often just before he tears apart his opponents. “I have powerful friends.”

      Is he serious? He’s using his influence on my behalf?

      I stare at him in shock.

      Shit, he is.

      I open and shut my mouth several times, having no idea how to reply.

      Falcon saves us both from the uncomfortable moment by stalking to sit on the other side of Xavier. “Don’t think I didn’t notice you sneaking onto your phone, bad boy.”

      Xavier’s eyes widen. “I had to check something.”

      “You had to disobey me…?”

      Xavier winks. “Well, more I wanted to…” When Falcon growls, I wince, but Xavier only laughs. “Seriously, I wanted to check if journalists like Devere were reporting on our new bond yet.”

      I sit straighter on my stool.

      Of course.

      All those celebrity magazine spreads, social media rants, and TV analyzes are no longer going to be about a theoretical pack.

      Now I understand why Falcon battles so hard for his pack’s privacy.

      If he didn’t, they’d have to go through the whole circus the same as him. It’s lucky that the sanctity and secrecy of bonds is respected at a Chief Alpha’s request.

      “How?” Scott snaps. “That breaks moral guidelines.”

      Xavier chuckles. “Since when has that ever stopped them prying into our lives? Hundreds of people at the ball saw our sweet Omega here swooning, included some pissed Knight Hopefuls and gold-diggers, who no doubt thought they’d catch the great Senator’s eye. One of them must have spoken to the press.”

      “So, how bad is it?” I ask.

      “The usual. My personal favorite headline is: A Knight to Remember. Clever.”

      Falcon takes a slice of crustless toast, before slicing it diagonally like he’s imagining using the knife on the journalists, instead.

      I flinch.

      He butters the toast with controlled anger, before holding it up to Xavier’s lips. “Don’t think that I’ll forget about your phone usage. We’ll talk about that later.”

      Xavier grimaces but bites the toast.

      I watch in confusion, as Falcon feeds Xavier with as much care and concern as you would an Omega.

      Scott nudges me. “Eat up.”

      I nod, scooping some blueberries onto my pancake and then an even larger dollop of chocolate sauce.

      Scott’s lips twitch. “You’re our chocolate Omega.”

      “You love how I smell, right?”

      He loops his arms around my waist. “Of course I do.”

      “Well, then you’ll have to keep feeding me chocolate.”

      Falcon snorts and shoots me a glance. “It appears we have a con artist on our hands.”

      I freeze as I’m shoveling in a mouthful of delicious pancake.

      Falcon’s scrutiny is heavy and calculating.

      I swallow, before I choke. “When it comes to chocolate.”

      I can’t look away from how Falcon is rubbing Xavier’s shoulder and absentmindedly hand feeding him, in the same way that Scott fed me the cupcake in the limo. Xavier doesn’t look embarrassed or self-conscious. In fact, he appears relaxed and as close to purring as I’ve ever seen in an Alpha. His eyes are half-lidded, and he’s leaning into Falcon.

      I always thought that Falcon would be a tyrant with his pack. It’s clear that he is in charge. He’s the most dominant and calls the shots.

      Scott and Xavier both take their guidance and commands from Falcon, who is older than them. Yet they don’t appear to fear him, only respect him.

      I stuff another forkful of pancake into my mouth to cover my confusion.

      “You don’t need to worry about work this week anyway.” Falcon smooths down his cuffs. “I’ve gone ahead and arranged our mandatory bond leave. Your business won’t fall apart without your direction for a single week. But this bond won’t take properly, if we’re apart from each other over this first week. You know how crucial it is. And if I find that you’ve sneaked out of the mansion to take suspiciously long walks in Haven Woods with your phone, then I’ll count it as direct disobedience, do you understand?”

      Xavier’s expression becomes serious. “Yes, Sir.” Then he grins. “What if I hiked with my laptop?”

      Falcon swipes Xavier’s hip. “Brat, this is important. It’s not easy for me to take time off either. There’s a lot of noise about the escape from the Institute. The President is furious and demanding that those responsible are caught.”

      My knuckles tighten around my fork, until they’re white.

      The President?

      Lucian, Angel, and I work out of rundown rooms with crappy tech and barely enough money to keep our operation going until the end of the month, but we’ve caught the eye of the Alpha President.

      That’s terrifying but also…amazing.

      We must be doing something right, if we’re ruffling feathers all the way up to the top, unless we were manipulated into rescuing Roman.

      I’m scared but that’s true bravery: to keep going, even if you feel like you can’t breathe. I’ve suffered enough panic attacks to know that.

      But how have I forgotten, even for a moment, that Falcon’s the Senator who’s fighting against me, rather than simply the Alpha who rutted me and held me through the night like I was precious?

      I take deep breaths to steady myself.

      “That’s not your responsibility.” Scott’s expression is inscrutable.

      Falcon straightens. “True. But I’m under pressure. It’s not good optics to be away for a week this close to the vote on the Reform Bill. It leaves that bitch, Senator Hyde, freedom to promote the bill as much as she likes, and worse, to forget about me.”

      Of course the one thing that Falcon cares about would be having to take time off oppressing Omegas.

      Still, this week is an opportunity to work on changing him and his views on both the Reform Bill and Omegas in general. Doesn’t he deserve this chance?

      As he’s now my Alpha, I have to try.

      Okay, time to play innocent and submissive.

      “I think I’ve heard about that bill,” I say with what I hope is a cute frown of concentration. “It’s going to do nice things to stop us Omegas being harmed. I don’t want to be abused. Thank you for all your help with that, Senator!”

      Take that, Falcon. Try disappointing your cherished Omega now.

      Falcon freezes and exchanges a helpless glance with Scott.

      “Well, it’s not that simple,” Falcon explains, shifting uncomfortably. “Allowing a bill like that with its current wording would irresponsibly weaken our whole country. The traditions that hold our packs together would be broken. I must protect our precious bonds.”

      Asshole.

      I wish that he could experience what it’s like to be an Omega, even for one day.

      I look devastated, which isn’t hard to do. “You’re against the bill?”

      “Look, this isn’t appropriate conversation for an Omega,” Falcon says, sharply. “Eat your breakfast.”

      I recoil at both his stern tone and his burned coffee scent.

      The fork drops from my fingers to clank onto my plate. It takes incredible willpower not to scramble away.

      He’s not Dad. I’m safe. He’s not Dad…

      “Alphas lead, Betas follow, and Omegas obey. Isn’t that your motto?” I whisper.

      “Then why aren’t you obeying?” Falcon growls.

      “Stop it,” Scott barks. “Can’t you smell how distressed she is? I know we decided… I know what we said. But you’re scaring her.”

      “And you’re speaking even more inappropriately than she is,” Falcon replies, coldly. “Do I need to fetch that gag to silence you?”

      A sudden surge of protectiveness washes through me. Now I’m centered on caring for my Beta, my breath steadies.

      “You don’t need that. I have a better method.” I flash Falcon a challenging smile, which takes him by surprise.

      Maybe he’s never had an Omega look at him like that before.

      I’m still raw about his opinions on the Omega Reform Bill, however, and how he’s treating Scott. If I can prove to Scott that he deserves equal pleasure to the rest of the pack and at the same time undermine Falcon’s authority without him being able to call me on it…?

      Win-win.

      I slip to my knees on the hard floor in front of Scott.

      He blinks at me in confusion, before I snake my hands up to his belt and smirk.

      Scott glances over at Falcon.

      “Don’t look at him, look at me.” I undo his belt. “Since you’re meant to be silent, just nod if you want this.”

      Scott catches my eye and nods, before leaning forward and capturing my lips. When he draws back, we’re both panting.

      Then he pulls down his zipper for me, and pulls out his dick, which is already at half-mast.

      Neither of us look away from each other, as if the two Alphas aren’t sitting around the breakfast table, intently watching.

      I hope with hard dicks, wishing that they were in Scott’s place.

      In this kitchen, I’m the one on my knees but I have the power because I choose who gets off.

      This morning is all about Scott.

      I almost glance over at Falcon because the only thing that would make me any wetter would be the furious look on his insanely handsome Alpha asshole face.

      But I don’t.

      Instead, I gently tease both my hands over Scott’s dick, exploring. Throughout my entire heat, I never saw Scott’s dick because he didn’t remove his pants or come, no matter how many times he made me come. He was entirely focused on driving me wild with pleasure.

      Yet it was as if his own needs, during a heat, didn’t matter.

      Well, that’s going to change around here.

      I don’t give two fucks that Scott’s a Beta. He’s an equal in my eyes, and his dick, along with every part of him, deserves to be loved and satisfied.

      As I’m about to prove.

      If it pisses off Falcon, then all the better.

      Scott’s breath stutters, as I pump him slowly and then more insistently. I kiss the head of his dick, sensually licking at the slit. His dick twitches, hardening. Then I work my hand into his underwear and massage his balls.

      Scott slumps in his seat and clutches onto the table.

      His eyes are wide, and he’s staring at me like he worships me, even though I’m the one worshiping his dick.

      It’s a heady feeling to be looked at like that.

      I smile around his dick, before reaching up and snatching his hands and placing them on my head.

      Having been granted permission, he sinks his fingers into my hair, and I moan at the sensation that sends shivers down my spine. But he doesn’t push.

      I lower my mouth fully onto his dick then, sucking it, as Scott falls apart. I love seeing him lose his cool. He doesn’t speak though, and when I glance up at him through my eyelashes, clutching his balls harder, he finally pushes at my head, fucking my face in slow, careful thrusts.

      I could almost believe that they taught receiving BJs in the FBI, except for the fact that after my heat, I feel that Scott has received less blow jobs than most men.

      Has he received any?

      At the thought, I work harder.

      If this is Scott’s first, then I need to make it memorable.

      When I swirl my tongue around the head of his dick and then he thrusts deeper, he suddenly stiffens, trying to pull out, but I stroke his thigh soothingly.

      He moans as he comes, and I swallow.

      Is it okay to congratulate yourself on a job well done, when it’s a BJ?

      I think it should be. It’s hard work.

      Scott’s hands fall away from my head with a final pet, and I let his sensitive dick fall from my mouth.

      When I draw back, he’s staring at me with a soft smile.

      “You can speak now,” I say.

      “I prefer your method, Rebel.” Scott tucks himself back into his pants. “I’m voting that we use it all the time. I may need regular practice with it, in fact.”

      “I agree. Report to me once a day, and we’ll work on it.”

      “Noted.”

      Xavier leans closer; his impressive dick looks painful in his tight pants. “Can I also report to you?”

      I grin. “That depends how good you’ve been.”

      Falcon narrows his eyes at me; he’s back to that assessing look that’s making me squirm, but I don’t miss his flushed cheeks. “Do you know how bad you’re being, my Omega?”

      Damn him and his my Omegas. I love it, even when I hate him.

      “I don’t know,” Scott raises his eyebrow, “I think that was good.” He carefully lifts me off the floor like I weigh nothing, and his strong muscles bunch. He rests me on his lap and protectively wraps his arms around me. “I rate her performance five out of five.”

      Xavier whistles.

      “You’ll learn that challenging me isn’t wise.” Falcon pushes himself to his feet and stalks to the counter, leaning against it in a way that should be casual and is anything but. “Especially since it’s time for me to tell you the House Rules.”

      I force myself to meet his gaze, but inside, my stomach is churning.

      I knew it.

      At last, Falcon is showing his true face and dropping the soft mask. I’ve been waiting for the tough traditionalist to come out, but still, nerves flood me. I cringe back against Scott, who holds me closer.

      This is what I expect from Senator Knight.

      Rules, boundaries, and restrictions.

      Xavier groans and rolls his eyes. “You’re killing the mood. I was about to get on my knees and show Rebel how I keep her quiet. Why don’t we try that instead of—"

      Falcon silences him with a glare. “Rule Number One: You’re forbidden from entering my study. There are no exceptions to this. Not one sweet little foot inside. I keep politically sensitive files in my study, which are confidential. I expect you to respect my privacy.”

      It’s like he’s showing me where the candy store is and then banning me from entering.

      What secrets is he hiding?

      I tilt my head. “Why don’t you simply lock it?”

      Falcon’s jaw clenches. “Because of a little thing called trust. I don’t believe in locking any of my pack either in or out. My home is yours now but that doesn’t mean you have access to my study. If you don’t have enough self-discipline to respect that, then I’ll enforce it with my own discipline.”

      My eyes widen, and Scott pets my arm.

      “Rule Number Two: You’re not to use any of your own computers, phones, or technology within the Knight Estate.”

      This time, I break out of Scott’s hold and throw myself to my feet in outrage. “That’s fucking ridiculous. You’re taking my phone away…?”

      The controlling asshole.

      What the hell is he hiding that he won’t let me communicate with the outside world?

      Xavier hurriedly stands as well, diving to a deep drawer at the side of the kitchen. He pulls out a purple gift that gleams with ribbons.

      He pushes the plates on the kitchen table out of the way, before dropping the present onto the table with a flourish. “For you! Come on, open it.”

      Still seething, I reluctantly open the box.

      I’m no longer so trusting of gifts from this pack.

      I pull off the lid and stare down in shock at the latest phone, tablet, laptop…in fact, every piece of technology that I’ll ever need.

      Some that I don’t even recognize.

      Are they prototypes?

      “They’re from my company,” Xavier explains. “I had them sent over for you. Falcon likes to state things as rules, but I’d rather explain them with actions and presents, if possible. You know that I love my phone. Did you think that I could condemn someone to live without one? That’d be a cruel and unusual punishment.”

      I finger the phone, which is the latest model. The type that I’ve never been able to afford. I’ve only ever looked at it enviously in ads. It’s shiny, beautiful, and tempting.

      Like the Knight pack: My Knights.

      “It’s a security measure,” Scott says. “Inside this estate, we all have the same tech that can be checked for bugs or hacks. With the Senator’s sensitive position, it’s a necessity.”

      Paranoid. But fair.

      “Anyway,” Xavier’s smile is sunny and bright; it warms me, “Scott tells me that you work at that Omega charity. How could you do your job without the best equipment?”

      Surprised, I glance between them. “You know about that?”

      Scott grins, tapping his chest. “Trained in the Beta unit of the FBI.”

      “You like your job?” Xavier asks.

      I can’t help lighting up. “It means everything to me.” I sneak a glance at Falcon, who’s pretending not to listen, but I know that look; he’s intently interested. Okay then, this can be another learning experience for him. “We’re the only Omega Society in America. If an Omega is in need, then they can visit our website or phone our helpline. There’s information on there with their rights. It’s not much and not nearly enough, but still, it’s someone to listen to them and make them feel heard. Funding is always a struggle, but at least I’m doing something important.”

      The thing about using the Omega Society for the legal front to the resistance is that it’s the ideal double bluff. Who’d suspect the only charity that helps Omegas to also be connected to the resistance? It’s the opposite of keeping a low profile, or as Lucian explained it to me, hiding in plain sight.

      The dull, hardworking charity workers could never be the resistance who go on thrilling, dangerous missions, right?

      Xavier’s smile widens. “You glow, when you become passionate. I’m proud to be bonded to such a smart and kind Omega.”

      I flush.

      Not Rej. Unworthy. Dumb.

      Smart.

      “Good.” Falcon adjusts his tie. “Everybody should work hard at something, to which they’re committed. It shows character and a sense of morality.”

      I blink. “Wait, you’re truly going to let me continue to work helping Omegas?”

      Falcon smirks. “I’m not in the habit of repeating myself. Now, Rule Number Three: We will allow you leeway on how you behave here on the estate. There’s no one to see you. When you’re in public, however, I expect you to uphold traditional standards, decorum, and appropriate Omega behavior. There are enough other Senators, powerful people, and my family who will be watching for you to slip up. You must keep yourself safe and not at risk of being retrained.”

      Shit, and there it is.

      What I feared and knew deep down.

      If I don’t act like the perfect Omega in public, then I could be sent for retraining.

      My expression becomes blank, as I know that I can no long test Falcon’s patience. The danger’s too great.

      Still, I always like to flirt with danger.

      Grudgingly, I nod. “So, do these rules apply to your other Omega, the male one who’s hiding somewhere in this house? You said that you don’t lock anyone up, but why isn’t he with us, eating breakfast? Is he being punished or is he so broken that…?”

      “Stop,” Falcon snarls. “Not one more word.”

      I jump, backing up a step. When I bang into the table, I make it rattle.

      The scent of black coffee floods the kitchen: strong and overwhelming. I almost fall to my knees.

      Xavier rests his hand on my arm, but when I chance a glance at him, he’s not looking at me. Instead, he’s sending Falcon a sad, sympathetic smile. It appears to help Falcon, who takes a steadying breath.

      The clink of a whiskey glass.

      Coppery taste of blood.

      Without meaning to, I begin to whimper.

      “You’re frightening her.” Scott’s eyes flash. “She doesn’t understand.” He catches me by the elbow. “Look, you woke in your own bed because none of us are expecting anything from you. Even during heats from now on, we can buy you the right toys, so that you can ride the heats out yourself or you can choose which of us you want to spend them with. You’re in charge. You don’t need to do anything that you don’t want to. It must feel like you’ve given up a lot to become our pack, but we want to show you what you’ve gained. Just because we’re bonded doesn’t mean that anything happens without your consent.”

      “It’s the same with all of us,” Xavier adds. “It’s all negotiated. We have safe words.”

      I huff. “Where’s the safe word for an Alpha Command?”

      Falcon straightens, staring at me in shock. “I’d never use an Alpha Command on you.”

      Yeah, right.

      Never until the moment that he does.

      Xavier pulls me against his hard chest, rubbing my shoulder. “I’d rather bite off my own tongue than use an Alpha Command on an Omega.”

      I can’t hold back my snort of laughter that’s smothered in his shirt. “Thanks for the graphic image.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Dare I believe them?

      I shoot a glance over Xavier’s shoulder at Falcon, feeling strangely safe in his embrace. Falcon looks troubled, before he can hide it.

      “So, does that mean you don’t employ the traditional Omega techniques of discipline, if I break your rules? You know, like spanking?” I ask.

      Falcon arches his brow. “Why? Are you into that kink?”

      “Of c-course n-not,” I stutter, desperately hoping that all my wank fantasies of being over Falcon’s powerful, suited knee, while he erotically spanks me (not even putting his senatorial phone calls on hold), don’t show in my expression.

      Or the ones where I have Falcon bare assed over my lap in the Capitol Building.

      Because that’s my favorite.

      Scott points at Xavier. “In this house, he’s the one who gets tipped over our laps.”

      Xavier licks along his bond mark on my neck, and I shiver. “Oh yeah, I’m the one who loves spankings.”

      I can’t help the surprised laugh.

      That’s up there in the Top Ten Things I Never Expected an Alpha to Say.

      I stroke Xavier’s silky hair. The man is fucking beautiful.

      Just for a moment, I wonder if Falcon took Xavier in to protect him because of the unusual nature of his dynamic for an Alpha, similar to Lucian’s, in the same way that he obsessively appears to protect Leo.

      My heart clenches at the thought that he’s offered me the same protection, even though as far as he knows, I’m a criminal Rej who caused my own near deadly heat.

      How can a man who’s so good in that way also be so bad?

      Falcon notices the intent way that I’m studying him and sends me a confused glance.

      “Perhaps, it’s unfair not to explain about Leo. It’s been pointed out to me that I’m overprotective of my cherished Omega,” Falcon says, softly. “He deserves somebody to look out for him. He has crushing social anxiety and struggles with new people. It’s his choice not to be here this morning. Everything has to happen at his own pace.” He cocks his head, as if thinking about the best way to explain. My expression gentles. I understand now and I’ll never push Leo. “He wants to see you. I promise, he’s not unhappy about you being here.”

      “It’s okay. I can feel him in the bond. It’s a connection, and I can’t wait to meet him, when he’s ready. I know why you cherish him.”

      For the first time, Falcon smiles, and I know it’s genuine.

      How is it possible that he looks even more handsome?

      Hell, I want to make him smile like that, thinking about me.

      “Leo has a difficult past, where he’s been hurt by those who he should’ve been able to trust.” Falcon’s eyes become hard and dangerous again. “He’s English.” I wince. The English laws and regulations for Omegas are even stricter than our ones. Omegas are treated closer to property; they belong to their families and have almost no rights. “It’s up to him what he tells you. But he suffered a lot, before we bonded. His old pack were—”

      “Abusive assholes,” Xavier mutters.

      “Xavier,” Falcon warns, sharply.

      Xavier’s shoulders slump. “Sorry, Sir.”

      “Take it slowly with Leo.” Scott pushes himself up and over to Falcon, sliding his hand to the back of his neck.

      Then he kisses him tenderly, before Falcon grasps Scott’s hair and pulls him into a savage kiss, biting on his lower lip.

      Fuck that’s hot.

      Falcon reverses their positions, pinning Scott against the counter, deepening the kiss and sliding his hand down his chest. By the time that he draws back, Scott is shaking and panting.

      “Fourth Rule,” Falcon says, leaving Scott a shivering mess behind him, as he smooths down his suit like he’s unaffected and shit, that’s even hotter, “be kind to Leo.”

      That one won’t be a problem.

      “By the way, your pack will be dropping by soon with your clothes and any other essential items, so that you can settle in properly,” Falcon adds, casually.

      My breath catches, and my mind races.

      Fuck, this is real.

      I knew it before.

      But this — my clothes being brought over — makes it real.

      It settles in my stomach like a cold ball.

      A bond isn’t for a sexy weekend, it’s for life. Everything has changed forever.

      Am I ready for this?

      All of a sudden, there’s a loud, furious banging on the front door.
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      At the loud banging, I jump and spin out of Xavier’s arms.

      Bang — bang — bang.

      Scott straightens, immediately on the alert.

      Falcon’s gaze darts to me, before he turns to Scott and clicks, as if it’s a prearranged signal.

      Scott’s expression becomes dangerous, as he falls in at Falcon’s shoulder, and they both prowl to the kitchen door.

      It’s smooth and like a military operation. I’m impressed, and it reminds me of the signals that Lucian and I use.

      I’ve seen Falcon and Scott like this before in the paparazzi shots of them stalking out of elite, celebrity events or from the Capitol Building with Scott working as bodyguard.

      This is the Falcon that I recognize: dominant and deadly.

      Fear and desire curl through me equally.

      “Look after Rebel,” Falcon snaps at Xavier. “She’s your responsibility. Don’t make me discipline you for real.”

      “Yes, Sir.” Xavier replies.

      Fuck that.

      I’m no one’s responsibility.

      I dart out into the hallway, following as Falcon and Scott prowl into the foyer toward the high front door.

      The foyer’s decorated with gorgeous abstract paintings of birds in bold primary colors, which contrast with the paleness of the walls and the staid antiques on plinths.

      “Shit,” Xavier hisses.

      He rushes after me, snatching me around the waist.

      I struggle, but he pulls me against his warm chest.

      “Are you so eager to see my sexy ass publicly spanked, hmm? Behave.” Xavier kisses my ear to take the sting out of his words.

      I wince. I didn’t mean to get him into trouble.

      Was Falcon serious about disciplining him? My ass clenches.

      Xavier turns me in his arms, stroking my cheek, before kissing me again.

      I’m shaking.

      His lips are plush, delicious. But they can’t distract me because I can guess who’s trying to beat down the door.

      My brother.

      I know because if Lucian had been in Knight Hall, instead of me, taken by Falcon as one of his Alphas, then I’d feel the same. I wouldn’t simply drop around meekly to hand over his stuff like I wasn’t sacrificing part of my heart, I’d slam my fist angrily against the door as well.

      It wouldn’t matter that the Knights only did it to save his life.

      Lucian doesn’t know that I consented or how many times they all checked in that I’d chosen them and was okay.

      “Please,” I whisper. “Let me stay.”

      Xavier looks conflicted. “You’re asking me to break an order from my Chief Alpha.”

      I nod.

      Xavier sighs. “It won’t be the first time. And my ass does look pretty when it’s red. Okay, but you owe me.”

      I kiss him, and this time, I try to show him how much it means that he’s heard me.

      It means the world to me.

      When I pull back, he looks dazed.

      “Remind me to disobey Falcon more often, if that’s the reward.” He lets me go with a smile.

      I turn back to the door at the moment that Scott yanks it open.

      As I suspected, it’s Lucian who storms through.

      My chest tightens to see Lucian’s familiar tumble of golden hair. His tawny eyes, however, are snapping with fury and fear, as he stares at Falcon like he’s the devil.

      I don’t blame him.

      Angel trails behind Lucian, hugging my battered, rose patterned suitcase to her chest like it’s about to be stolen from her, just like I have. Her eyes are red rimmed, as if she’s been crying for a long time.

      Scott slams shut the door. “Welcome to Knight Hall. Most people only knock once, you know.”

      Lucian ignores him. Instead, his gaze settles on me, and his expression softens.

      “Rebel…” Lucian runs across the foyer, shoving Xavier out of the way to pull me into a bone crushing hug. “I’m so fucking sorry.”

      He’s trembling, shaking apart.

      I hold him tighter, stroking his back. My eyes burn with tears.

      Fuck, what has he gone through since Saturday night?

      Then all of a sudden, he stiffens. “You smell of them.” He draws back, before staring in horror at the bites on both sides of my neck. “This is my fault.”

      “Here,” Scott says, taking the suitcase from Angel.

      Reluctantly, Angel hands it over.

      “Are you okay?” Angel asks, studying me.

      “I’m fine.”

      It’s weirdly not a total lie.

      Falcon strolls toward Lucian with a stern expression and his hand outstretched, in the same way that I’ve watched him gladhand so many politicians. “You must be the brother. It’s time that we met. I’m Senator Knight.”

      “I know who you fucking are, asshole,” Lucian snarls.

      Lucian twirls away from me, and before I can stop him, lunges at Falcon.

      Hell, no…

      “Lucian, don’t,” I holler.

      Lucian’s going to get his ass kicked.

      He’s outnumbered on Knight territory. Scott is literally an FBI trained bodyguard.

      And Falcon knows MMA.

      Lucian is too brave to care about any of that. Neither of us have ever cared about the odds, when it comes to protecting the other.

      Falcon looks amused as he takes a smooth step to the side, before slamming the palm of his hand into Lucian’s back, which shoves my brother face first into the wall.

      I scream.

      Scott tosses my suitcase down with a bang and darts forward, but Falcon shakes his head like he’s enjoying putting my brother in his place too much to share the moment with his bodyguard.

      Then while Lucian tries to recover his breath, Falcon snatches Lucian’s arm and twists it high behind his back.

      Lucian takes deep breaths to control the pain, and I hate that he was forced to learn how to do that under our old Marshal pack.

      I should’ve known not to let my guard down around Falcon.

      Here’s the dangerous Alpha who can destroy other Alphas and smile as he does it.

      “Don’t hurt him,” I snarl.

      Falcon ignores me like he hasn’t heard.

      “Let him go, fucking asshole.” Angel picks up a vase and smashes it against the wall.

      I flinch.

      I dive to pull Falcon away from Lucian, but Scott intercepts me, picking me up effortlessly. I struggle and howl.

      “Calm down,” Scott warns. “Your brother attacked first.”

      Xavier paces, crossing his arms. He looks as distressed as me.

      Falcon pushes Lucian’s arm up higher, and he hisses.

      “Ease up, Falcon,” Xavier growls.

      Xavier’s not submitting now. His growl rumbles through the foyer and appears to break through Falcon’s red mist.

      Falcon’s hold eases on Lucian but he doesn’t let go.

      Angel’s hands are clenched, and she’s shaking but with fury.

      “Stop struggling, little Alpha,” Falcon commands.

      Lucian freezes at the name.

      Falcon may as well have kicked him in the balls. Falcon doesn’t know the meaning of those mocking words, little Alpha — how traumatic they are for Lucian — but their cruelty still cuts us both.

      Falcon appears to have calmed down now that he thinks Lucian is obeying him.

      “Did you truly think that it was a sensible idea to attack a Chief Alpha on his own territory?” Falcon demands. “A senator as well? I could have you arrested and sent to the Alpha Center. Don’t you think that your behavior warrants it?”

      My breathing becomes ragged, and my pulse races.

      No, no, no…

      Don’t send him there.

      What the fuck would they do to an Alpha like my brother?

      “I don’t think any Alpha’s behavior warrants it,” Lucian rasps.

      Falcon’s grip loosens again. “Hmm, really? You’re lucky that you’re my cherished Omega’s brother, or I’d make you bare your neck.”

      “I don’t care what you do to me,” Lucian replies, defiantly. “I’m here because I care about my sister. And if you hurt her, knothead, even once, then anything that you do to me will be nothing compared to what I’ll do to you.”

      Silence.

      Why did Lucian have to threaten Falcon?

      My throat is too tight, and I blink away tears.

      Then to my shock, Falcon lets go of Lucian’s arm, spinning him around and patting him on the shoulder.

      “Then we understand each other.” Falcon meets Lucian’s startled gaze. “Apparently, you’re not a total waste of a knot. Since you illegally registered your own sister as a NH and then endangered her life by having her on illegal suppressants, which triggered a heat that left her prey to any Alpha that found her vulnerable, I thought that you must be the worst type of irresponsible, abusive Alpha.”

      My eyes widen.

      So, that’s why Falcon was so rough on Lucian.

      Hell, that’s ironic.

      He thinks Lucian is the asshole abuser, while he’s my savior.

      I mean, looked at like that, Falcon’s reaction is…overly protective and mildly psycho. But also, caring.

      Falcon’s trying to keep me safe from my family. The only person who’s ever done that is Lucian. I wish that Falcon could see that, but I don’t trust him enough to tell him.

      Lucian looks down, miserable and guilty. “I never meant for…I didn’t know that would happen. I was protecting her too, I swear. I love Rebel and I’ve spent my life looking out for her. I’d do anything to keep her safe.”

      “Luckily for you, I believe you.” Falcon’s expression gentles. “When Rebel is ready, she can tell me the story. Still, I withhold judgment on you.” Then his voice becomes low and deadly again, “But don’t ever attack me in my own home again. Just know that I could’ve snapped your arm any time that I wanted. I didn’t because of…”

      He glances at me.

      Lucian swallows. “I believe you, Senator.”

      When I squirm, Scott finally lets go of me. I rush to Angel, and she clasps me to her chest like these men around us are monsters, rather than my pack.

      They’re not, but after what’s just happened, the words are lodged in my throat.

      Our two worlds are colliding.

      I feel torn in half.

      Xavier licks his dry lips. “So, I disobeyed. Why don’t we go and deal with that in the kitchen…quietly…and give these guys some time together?”

      Falcon’s expression hardens. “It’s unlike you to ask for discipline. A couple of minutes. That’s it.”

      He hooks his arm around Xavier and pulls him toward the kitchen. My stomach churns with worry, until Xavier glances over his shoulder and winks at me, wiggling his ass.

      Somehow, I think discipline isn’t what I’m imagining.

      Scott rolls his eyes, as he follows Xavier.

      Just before Scott leaves the foyer, he drops his gaze. “Lucian, it’s great to meet you. I hope once these first few weeks of the bonding are over, we can get to know each other, watch a game together maybe. You need to understand, however, that I’m Falcon’s bodyguard: That’s my primary duty. No one hurts him. Falcon likes to protect himself as much as possible, and he can, because I’ve taught him how to fight. There are enough factions out to cause him harm. But brother or not, I won’t allow you to hurt my pack. Do we have an understanding?”

      Lucian pales. “We do.”

      Scott nods curtly, before disappearing down the corridor.

      Immediately, Lucian dives on Angel and me. We cuddle and nuzzle, taking comfort in each other’s touch and scent like we have since we were kids.

      Yet everything’s changed now, right?

      “You are still heard,” Lucian and Angel murmur.

      I repeat back the mantra that we always say to each other: ritualistic and safe. “You are still heard.” Then I add, “I’m sorry, Luc.”

      Lucian shakes his head. “Stop. You’ve done nothing wrong.”

      When he pulls back, Angel takes Lucian’s bruised arm in her hand and massages it.

      We stand together in a huddle with our foreheads touching.

      “I did,” I whisper. “Falcon was wrong with everything that he said to you. It was my choice to take those suppressants, and you warned me about the new supplier.”

      “Did you nearly die?” Angel’s face is tight with anguish.

      “If I hadn’t bonded, I would’ve done,” I reply. Lucian’s eyes are bright with tears. “The Knight pack saved me. They didn’t do anything without consent. They stopped the asshole doctor from reporting me to the authorities or letting me be dragged to the Institute. They didn’t need to take on a criminal Rej, which is what they think I am. But they did.” I force myself to ask the next question, no matter now difficult it is to make the words crawl from my lips, “Have you told Prince?”

      Lucian’s expression becomes soft with compassion. “Do you really want to do this?”

      “I need to know.”

      “He called yesterday,” Angel replies when Lucian doesn’t. “You know that we can’t tell him details about us to keep everybody safe. I totally couldn’t tell him: oh hey, the resistance leader you’ve been having hot and heavy phone sex with is now bonded with the resistance’s enemies.”

      “So, what do did you tell him?”

      “That you were on a secret mission, and I’d be his contact for the future. He was pretty quiet the whole conversation.”

      “Thanks, that was…”

      Kind, thoughtful, better than I could’ve hoped.

      “Anything for you, right?”

      Lucian looks thoughtful. “It’s not a lie. I mean, this is a nightmare, but what if we see it as another mission? This is a better cover than we could have ever hoped for against Fucking Falcon. The resistance could never have got into this secret estate.” He laughs, hard and bitter. “I got my ass handed to me, but this little Alpha has just infiltrated Knight Hall. They’ve willingly allowed the entire resistance into their private estate. You know their whole pack now.”

      My heart squeezes. He’s right, but I care about my new pack. I feel them through the bond.

      Why is this so hard?

      “I won’t do anything that harms them,” I whisper. Angel and Lucian exchange a troubled glance. “I’m not being broken or converted to their beliefs. Hell, no. It’s simply that they’re not all responsible for Falcon’s behavior as a Senator. If I can find out information to pass to you, which will help the cause and stop people getting hurt on both sides, then I will. We’re on a knife edge right now: how the country decides on these issues will change the treatment of all dynamics in the next couple of years. I can’t lose this chance.”

      “The stakes are too high not to try.” Angel’s lips quirk. “How about you convert them? If there’s any Omega who can train an Alpha, it’s our Rebel.”

      “Already on it.” I tilt my head. “How’s our Songbird doing?”

      Lucian becomes flushed. “He’s beautiful…I mean, perfect… Sorry, doing slightly better. After everything he’s gone through, he’s strong.”

      I giggle. “So, you’ve still got that secret crush then…? I’m glad he’s recovering. I won’t forget my commitment to him or others.” I lower my voice even further. “Falcon’s banned me from his study. It’s one of his dickish House Rules. I bet that’s where any secrets or important files are being kept.”

      Lucian’s eyes light up. “You’re brilliant, sis.” But then his expression becomes serious. “I’m going to prepare a mission as well. It’s the Rescue Rebel Mission. So, you give it until the end of the week, right? And if the Senator hurts you in any way or you’re unhappy — you think you’re going to be found out, you don’t feel safe, they don’t feed you enough chocolate — I’m going to bust you out of here. I’ll rescue you like any other mission to save an Omega.”

      Warmth floods me, and I smile.

      I knew Lucian would always protect me. “Thanks.”

      “We’ll call it the Birthday Rescue Mission,” Angel adds. “With the bonus that we can plan it around cocktails.”

      “My twenty-second birthday!” I squeal, more loudly than I intended. “How the hell did I forget?”

      “Well, you’ve been rather busy,” Angel points out, dryly. “Heats and fucking…”

      “I didn’t forget,” Lucian says with a sad smile. “I never have before. It’s this Sunday. I had this whole party planned…” Angel pulls back, so that she can more effectively nudge his side. “We had this whole party planned.”

      Angel looks dreamy. “I created these epic cocktails.”

      I hug myself. “I’m so—”

      “Don’t you dare apologize again.” Lucian strokes my arm. “Whether his highness the Senator allows it or not, it’ll still be your birthday, and we’ll sort something for you. I promise that you’ll see us on Sunday, even if I have to knock down the door again.”

      When I hear footsteps in the hallway, I hurriedly pull away from Lucian and force my blank mask on again.

      Shit, have they heard any of that?

      Falcon and Xavier are standing with their arms looped together. I expect to see tears on Xavier’s cheeks or at least that his clothes are rumpled. Instead, he looks immaculate and glowing.

      It’s Falcon who looks uncomfortable.

      Falcon’s piercing gaze darts between Lucian and me. “I have been informed…possibly the word is scolded…that I may have been over harsh earlier. So, in case we got off on the wrong foot, I wish to extend my welcome to you, Lucian and Angel, as Rebel’s old pack. I have no wish to cut her off from her family. I know how important it is to not lose those relationships.”

      He tightens his hold on Xavier, who becomes paler. What’s happened to Xavier’s family? Are they no longer in his life? Is he alone?

      I crave to dive across the foyer and hug him as well at the thought, but I’m aware of Lucian watching me.

      Lucian tilts up his chin. “What about her job?”

      “I won’t hold her back from that either. It’s her choice.”

      Xavier holds up a check. “She spoke about your charity needing funding. I hope that this helps.”

      I gasp.

      Our Omega Society is weeks from financial disaster. I partly took the risk of attending the Knight Ball in order to drum up some wealthy supporters to keep us afloat.

      It looks like my plan worked…just not how I intended.

      “Wow, thanks,” I reply.

      At the same time, Lucian’s eyes narrow. “We don’t need your money, Senator.”

      Yeah, not really true.

      Also, there’s a place for pride and a couple of weeks from being thrown out on the streets isn’t it.

      Xavier glances between my brother and me, before sauntering to Lucian. “Then it’s lucky that it’s not his money. He’s not the billionaire in the pack, I am. Weird, huh? I know, most days I need to pinch myself.”

      “Or I need to pinch you,” Falcon mutters.

      “My company has a special foundation that seeks out good causes in the local community to support,” Xavier continues, deliberately ignoring Falcon. “When I heard Rebel talking about the society this morning with such passion, I’d already decided to investigate it and make a donation. This is just something from my personal account to tide you over. I hope that it’s enough.”

      Lucian crosses his arms. “I suppose you want us to rebrand as something like the Knight Society or build a statue to you?”

      Xavier strikes a pose. “There’s already a statue to me at the headquarters of my tech firm. I don’t need another. Anyway, I must insist all my donations are anonymous. It’s this rule I have.”

      Lucian looks bewildered. “You haven’t just bought my sister.”

      Xavier looks hurt. “I know. We don’t buy Omegas; we love them.”

      “For god’s sake, accept your good fortune.” Falcon assesses my brother in that intent way he has, as if his frighteningly smart mind is turning over possibilities and working out probabilities. Lucian blushes, dropping his gaze. “Xavier’s trying to do something good for all of you. Please let him.”

      I jolt. The please shocks me.

      I don’t imagine that Falcon is the type of man who says please to other Alphas often.

      I doubt that he’s saying it for my sake either, but rather for Xavier’s, who’s still standing with his hand raised. The check is hanging limp and rejected.

      Xavier is being rejected, and it’s hurting him.

      He’s trying not to let it show, however, still wearing a smile that I imagine he’s had plenty of practice wearing at posh events, pretending that he’s happy, even when he’s in pain.

      “Fuck it, if you won’t take it, I will.” Angel strides forward and snatches the check from Xavier. “My thanks to our generous but anonymous benefactor.”

      This time, Xavier’s smile is genuine, as he sketches a bow. “You’re welcome.”

      Angel glances at the check and then her eyes widen. She whoops, snatching an amazed Lucian by the hand and dancing him around in a circle.

      Hurriedly, she stuffs the check down the front of her bra. “Mr. Anonymous is not getting that back. It’s safe in the bank of Angel’s Breasts. No returns.”

      Falcon laughs and then pretends that it’s a cough.

      “What’s with the whooping and the bank of breasts?” I demand.

      “It’s enough to keep the charity running for a year,” Angel explains.

      “Xavier…?” I whisper.

      Xavier pushes his hands in his pockets, suddenly shy. He looks like he doesn’t know what to say.

      Like Lucian’s grin and the joy that floods me isn’t because of him.

      But it is.

      It’s not the money. It’s the thoughtfulness. He’s saved my job and the one thing that he knows I’m passionate about.

      I rush across the foyer and kiss Xavier because I’ve never seen him lost for words before.

      It’s cute.

      And it shows that he cares about me — Rebel — who I truly am as a person, beneath the dynamic of Omega.

      He listened to me as I talked earlier.

      I was heard.

      Xavier kisses me back tenderly, stroking the hollow of my back. His touch is electric. I cup his cheek, before pushing his hair behind his ear.

      When I pull away, however, Lucian and Angel are staring at us in shock like only now do they believe that the bond is real.

      Up until this moment, they’ve been able to think that I was playacting with the Knights. That this mission is about me going undercover with men who I feel nothing for. That I still hate the Knights in the same way that we all used to.

      Well, the kiss has revealed the truth.

      My heat and bond has changed everything.

      These men are falling for me; and I’m falling for them.

      It’s agonizing.

      Lucian gives me a long look. It’s almost betrayed.

      Yet no matter how I’m coming to feel about the Knights, I’m a member of the resistance first. I won’t endanger every Omega by betraying my beliefs and the mission.

      The future of America is at stake.

      The moment that Lucian and Angel leave, however, I’ll be alone again on this estate with my bonded pack: my enemies.

      The quicker that I find the information Lucian needs, the quicker that I can decide whether I can make a life here or need to escape, before my heart is truly broken.

      Before all our hearts are broken.

      I need to find a way into the forbidden study.

      Yet what will Falcon do to me, if he discovers that I’ve broken his first rule?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Falcon’s Study, Knight Hall

      

      

      

      My heart’s beating so fast that I fear it’s going to break out of my ribcage.

      I take a deep breath, steadying myself against the panic.

      Mission Infiltrate Falcon’s Forbidden Study is a go.

      If Lucian can risk breaking into the Institute itself, then I can risk breaking into a simple study.

      What I’m doing is defying one of Falcon’s House Rules, and traditionalists often discipline Omegas by sending them for retraining.

      Surely, Falcon wouldn’t go that far?

      But what if he would?

      I’ll just have to not get caught.

      My pulse races, and I push my sweaty hair back from my face.

      Don’t let me get caught.

      After breakfast, I sorted through my baggage, although I didn’t put my clothes away into the wardrobe in the bedroom, which I’d woken up in, because that felt too final.

      Instead, I held them to my face, smelling the familiar scent of Omega Society HQ. It’d once been my home.

      Would it ever be again?

      Do I want it to be?

      Then I steeled myself and pulled on tight pants and my favorite glittery purple top, which Angel called my bling outfit.

      If Falcon wanted to bond with a Rej 2, rather than a sweet little Omega from an elite pack with the best breeding, then he could have all that meant, including my bling outfit.

      I styled my hair back, curled my lashes, and painted on violet lipstick.

      For the first time in days, I felt like myself again.

      I twirled. “Let’s go and be rebellious.”

      First, I needed to wait for my chance. It came faster than I expected, with Xavier’s hyper behavior. The Alpha was a workaholic, which I understood. I also craved my own workstation back in HQ. My fingers kept twitching like I was typing.

      When Xavier pulled out his phone three times in an hour almost on instinct (the first two leading to growls and spanks on his ass from Falcon, which Xavier didn’t seem even mildly fazed by), Scott calmly suggested a hike as an outlet for Xavier’s energy.

      I had the sense that it was also to save Xavier from himself…or from Falcon.

      I tried to hide my excitement. Because this was it: my first opportunity to complete my mission.

      “Want to explore Haven Woods with us?” Scott offered.

      I fake yawned, shaking my head. “Sorry, I’m still tired. I need a lazy day.”

      Xavier sighed. “You’re right, twenty-nine hours sleep just isn’t enough.”

      Immediately, Falcon massaged my shoulders in concern. “She takes as long as she needs. It was a dangerous first heat. I’m not risking her.”

      My heart flooded with warmth, but at the same time, guilt.

      Why couldn’t Falcon threaten to spank me like he did Xavier? It’d make deceiving him easier.

      Instead, he settled me solicitously on the couch in the drawing room and tucked a soft fleece blanket around me to make sure that I was comfortable, while they were on their hike.

      Then he chivvied Xavier ahead of him and out into the gardens.

      Scott shot me a smile, before he marched after them.

      I forced myself to wait at least a quarter of an hour, then I threw off the blanket and hurried to the study.

      Now, I rest my hand on the cold metal of the study’s doorknob.

      Let it open.

      I hold my breath as I turn the doorknob.

      And the door opens. It isn’t locked.

      At least I know that Falcon doesn’t lie about everything then.

      I creep into the study.

      The room is elegant and simple. It’s wood-paneled and as masculine and refined, as Falcon is himself.

      A mahogany desk faces out through a wide window. The emerald drapes are open. I peer through at the formal rose gardens, which are bright bursts of purple, pink, and red like multi-colored suns.

      It’s beautiful.

      I should’ve known that Falcon would like roses, the same as me: their beauty hides thorns. It reminds me of painting the cabinets in the HQ with Lucian and Angel. My chest tightens.

      Why did Falcon give me purple roses, the symbol for eternal love? Is it a Knight tradition?

      I hurriedly scan the rest of the room. The far wall has built-in shelves with books and a double cabinet. Next to it is a comfortable leather couch.

      I swallow. There’s too many files and books for me to check in one go.

      Yet I keep my most sensitive files in my desk, as well as hidden on my computer.

      Let’s hope that Falcon and I aren’t that different, even if we’re on opposite sides of the divide.

      I dart to the solid, antique desk. My throat dries, as I hesitate, running my hand along its smooth surface.

      How many times, late at night in my darkest dreams, have I imagined Falcon bending me over this desk and railing me so hard that his desk rocks?

      He’d still be dressed, only just back from the office, but he’d have stripped me naked. His hand would be pressed to my neck, holding me down.

      I’d keen, unable to escape.

      And never wanting to.

      The Senator’s pet.

      Shivering, I lick my lips.

      On the other hand, how many times have I dreamed the reverse? That the Omegas have fought the type of violent revolution, which in reality, I would never lead because neither Lucian nor I believe violence works, but in my wank fantasy, I’m now in charge, and the Senator is my pet.

      Falcon’s the one who’s stripped and naked bent over his own desk. I sweep his formally important papers onto the floor, before I push his legs open and grasp his balls. The Alpha beneath me whimpers, as I lean over his back, pressing him down.

      Then I whisper, “Guess who’s going to be doing the fucking from now on, Senator?”

      I shake my head.

      Right, mission.

      There’s a computer on the desk. The computer looks so modern, however, that I bet it’s one of Xavier’s company prototypes. I’ll need to get some specialist tech from Lucian, which can copy the information on its hard drive without triggering any alarms.

      Lucian’s the genius hacker and not me; Xavier and him could be good friends.

      I frown. Didn’t Scott say all tech in the house is regularly swept for bugs and hacks?

      How can I get around that?

      I ignore the computer for the moment, kneeling beside the drawers, instead. When I try to open the two on the right hand side, however, they won’t budge.

      They’re locked.

      So much for Falcon’s trust. It appears that it only goes so far. I kneel up, scanning the top of the desk for a key.

      Nothing.

      There must be something important in those drawers.

      What is he hiding?

      Disappointed, I turn to the left hand side of the desk, which is a single, deep drawer.

      Here goes.

      I tug on the bronze handle and almost tumble back, as it opens.

      Success!

      I grin, peering inside.

      Then I freeze.

      Shit, this is bad.

      I stare at the neat piles of brochures and leaflets for the Institute.

      All of them are in luxury gold with the Institute’s symbol: the Greek symbol for Omega, encircled by gold, as if the Institute is caging or controlling the Omega even through its logo.

      My breathing speeds up, and I can’t look away.

      Falcon meant it: he truly will send Leo and me to the Institute, if we don’t live up to traditional Omega standards.

      I want to hurl.

      As if my hands are moving against my will, I reach out to flick through the leaflets. I’ve seen them all before. I have the same ones in the Omega Society as evidence of the abuses there.

      Yet traditionalists keep them like menus to pick from for Omegas, or like they’re no more than holiday camps with training.

      They’re fucking not.

      Most Alphas would do anything to protect their Omegas from a place like that. In truth, the majority of Alphas aren’t assholes. They love their Omegas and would die, rather than place them in danger.

      But the reason the resistance exists is that some Alphas are assholes, and there’s almost no protection for their Omegas.

      There’s even legally places like the Institute to serve those Alphas.

      I feel numb as I read through the titles:

      Weekend Refresher Course, Short Sharp Correctional Course, Summer Long Retraining, Alpha Dominance and Discipline Diploma, Reauctioning Options…

      I drop the last leaflet in shock, pressing my hand to my mouth in horror.

      Reauctioning?

      Only the worst Alphas auction their bonded Omegas like Roman’s was trying to do to him.

      Would Falcon consider that? Has he done it to other Omegas?

      Shit, is Leo so anxious because he’s been sent on any of these correctional or retraining courses?

      Is Falcon planning to send me on these courses?

      I slam the drawer shut and scramble away.

      He wouldn’t, right? Plus, Scott wouldn’t allow Falcon to do that to me. Yet Scott’s only a Beta, and the Chief Alpha has the power over his household.

      Fucking traditionalists.

      How can I trust them now? When I see my brother on my birthday, I’ll get something from Lucian that can hack Falcon’s computer, sneak inside and steal the information, and then if my suspicions are proved right about them using the Institute against Omegas, I’ll escape with my brother.

      I just have to paste on a smile and survive this week.

      But what if they catch me in the study?

      “Shit, shit, shit,” I whisper.

      My pulse thrashes in my ears.

      I need to get out of here.

      Now.

      Trembling, I push myself to my feet and turn to the door.

      Then I freeze.

      It’s too late. I’m discovered.

      My eyes widen with terror.

      I’m staring at a gorgeous male Omega, who’s peering in at me from the other side of the door, being careful not to take a step into the study.

      My breath catches at the winding scent of vanilla like freshly baked cookies, which I’ve smelled throughout Knight Hall, since I first came to in the Omega Chamber.

      Leo.

      He’s vibrating with anxiety, hugging his arms around his narrow waist. He stares at me with the bluest eyes that I’ve ever seen. He hides behind his sunflower blond curls, biting his lip.

      Leo looks fragile in a formal white shirt that’s too large for him and hangs off his shoulder, revealing his smooth skin. He’s wearing nothing underneath the shirt apart from black underwear; his bare legs are lean, and his toes are curling with nerves.

      Leo’s voice is sweet but shaking, as he meets my eye, “You’re breaking a House Rule. You’re not meant to be in here.”
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        Leo’s Studio, Knight Hall

      

      

      

      My vision is blurry.

      I’ve been caught.

      Shit.

      I struggle for breath. My lungs burn, and my eyes gleam with tears.

      It was Rule Number One. What will Falcon do?

      He’s smart. A Senator. He’ll pierce me with his intent gaze and rip out every one of my secrets.

      Will he interrogate me to find out what I was doing?

      I’ve failed the fucking mission.

      Failed, failed, failed…

      What if he discovers that I’m not his cherished Omega, who deserves roses and cosseting with soft blankets, but a member of the hated resistance that the President himself wants caught?

      Tears tremble on my lashes, and I whimper.

      A gentle voice hushes me, and an arm steadies me.

      A sweet vanilla scent cocoons me: another Omega.

      Leo.

      In a rush, my vision clears, and my panic attack subsides just enough for me to notice the brave Omega, who’s also broken the House Rule to rush into the study and help me.

      Fuck, now Leo’s also in trouble.

      What have I done?

      All of Leo’s focus, however, is centered on me. His beautiful blue eyes gleam with concern. He clasps me to his chest; his heart is beating as fast as mine.

      Weirdly though, simply hearing his heartbeat and finally being connected to the remaining member of my bonded pack is enough to calm me.

      Something clicks inside me at his touch like he’s the missing piece, and I melt against him. His eyes widen with surprise and then he smiles, shyly.

      Leo hugs me tighter, pulling me out of the study and further down the corridor to a room at the very end. When he pushes through the door, he helps me down to the floor, settling me on the pine floorboards, before kneeling in front of me.

      The room is a high ceilinged painting studio with light streaming in from skylights. There are large windows that face out over stone steps, which lead down to formal lawns and in the distance, Haven Woods.

      The white walls are covered in the same style of abstract bird paintings that are hanging in the foyer.

      Leo strokes the hair out of my face. He’s as pale as I am and looks like he’s set to run at any moment.

      Then I remember what Falcon told me about Leo’s anxiety and know that this must be harder for him than it is for me, despite my terror.

      Yet he didn’t hesitate to rescue me.

      Why does every member of this pack have to be so kind? Well, apart from the truth that Falcon’s hiding about himself. Why did I have to find those leaflets from the Institute?

      I tremble.

      To my shock, Leo edges closer, nuzzling against me. Then he begins to purr.

      Omegas usually purr around other Omegas.

      Sometimes, it’s love or sexual. Mostly, it’s comfort.

      In my old pack, I was rarely allowed to be close to another Omega. Lucian was friends with one, but Dad didn’t think Omegas should mix. The Omegas that we rescue now are too traumatized to purr.

      It’s something that I thought I could live without.

      Now that Leo’s nuzzling against me with a rumbling purr that makes me instinctively stroke my fingers through his blond curls, I know that I can’t.

      I want this closeness forever…something that only Omegas can have.

      It feels right deep inside.

      I want more.

      I wrap my hand around the back of Leo’s neck, drawing him closer. He wriggles happily, straddling me. His bare legs are warm. His soothing purr vibrates through me, and slowly my breathing returns to normal.

      He licks up my neck, and I shiver.

      All of a sudden, I purr in response.

      And I nearly have a fucking heart attack.

      What the hell is that?

      I’ve never purred before.

      Delighted, I purr again. Leo smiles brightly, and I can’t look away from the blueness of his eyes.

      Then he ducks his head, and I miss his purr. “I’m s-sorry. I didn’t mean to s-scare you, really I didn’t.” His voice is well-spoken, but I wish that I could kick the ass of whoever broke him. Because someone has. Through both the resistance and the Omega Society, I’ve become an expert in traumatized Omegas, and someone’s hurt Leo. Badly. “I didn’t want you to be in trouble. Omegas need to stick together.”

      An Omega after my own heart. A mini-Rebel in the making.

      I almost laugh. Only a week ago, I was imagining some high maintenance, spoiled Omega.

      Wow, was I wrong.

      I force myself to ask, “Are you going to tell Falcon that you found me in his study?”

      Leo fiddles with the buttons on his shirt. “I should. It’s the main rule in Knight Hall. And I broke it too, so I’m also guilty. Trust is rather a big thing around here, and I’d hate to destroy it.” I slump. I’m screwed. “But as I said, Omegas need to stick together. And I remember what it was like, when I first came here. I had the instinct to explore everywhere. I didn’t feel safe, until I’d seen everything. A room that was off-limits was terrifying. So, I truly wouldn’t want that for you. Anyone who isn’t an Omega can’t understand that need for safety.”

      He glances at my steel Rej bracelet.

      All Omegas give that assessing glance, when they meet each other. It’s a mark of where you are in the hierarchy. And I can see his Rej bracelet and the scarring underneath, where once it’d been on much too tight.

      I wince.

      Then our eyes meet.

      I never realized how much I can understand about another Omega without speaking. I feel so close to Leo already.

      I raise his wrist to my lips.

      Leo stiffens, before he nods. Then I push the bracelet out of the way and kiss over the scarring.

      His breath hitches.

      I can’t kiss away whatever cruelties led to the injuries that are marked permanently on his soft skin. I can promise him in kisses, however, that I won’t make any more.

      It jolts through me in this moment that no matter what I discover on the Omega Reform Bill or about Falcon that I’m not going to harm the Knights.

      In fact, I’ll protect them with my life.

      “So, I guess that it’s a bit late for this, but I should say: hi, I’m Rebel.” I clasp Leo’s hand.

      “Leo,” he offers. “Was the nest all right?”

      “It was perfect.” When I kiss Leo’s cheek in thanks, his eyes widen in shock and then he flushes. He looks like an impossibly beautiful doll. “I didn’t think anyone would care about how comfortable I was on my first heat. Especially another Omega. But you cared for me and shared everything you have with me. Your private, special stuff. I won’t forget it.”

      When Leo looks down, fiddling with the hem of his shirt, I hate the sadness in his eyes.

      “Nobody cared for me on my first heat,” he whispers, before hurriedly adding, “it wasn’t with the Knight pack. I remember thinking about the nest that I’d dreamed about…but never got. The Knight pack gave it to me in the Omega Chamber. I just wanted your first experience to be what I didn’t get.”

      I kiss Leo again on his petal-soft lips. For everything he’s said and doesn’t need to.

      When I draw back, he looks dazed.

      “I rather think I shall enjoy having another Omega in the pack,” he murmurs.

      “Me too.” Then I glance around the painting studio. “So, is this where you’ve been hiding out? You’re seriously talented. You’re an artist then?”

      Leo blushes, pushing himself off me, as he stands. “I dabble.”

      I burst out laughing. “Is that typical English self-deprecation? Like Dickens dabbled in writing and Ed Sheeran dabbles in music.”

      Leo wanders over to a half-finished canvas, which is set out on an easel by the window and underneath a skylight. It’s of a gleaming cage.

      It’s empty.

      The image is both disturbing and provoking at the same time.

      “Painting helps me.” Leo glances over his shoulder at me. He flaps his hands, bouncing on his toes. I don’t know if he’s even aware of doing it, but it’s like he’s lost in his own thoughts. “When I was a child, my Omega father allowed me to paint, but my Alpha mother was opposed, as I became older and closer to my first heat. The rules are rather strict in England.”

      I stand up, hugging my arms around myself. “Well, I think you’re an artist.” Leo glows at the praise. “What’s the new one that you’re working on mean?”

      Leo glances at the canvas, before strolling to the window, which he pulls open.

      Confused, I follow him, before I gasp in surprise.

      There are rows of pretty birdfeeders, and Leo slips his arm around my shoulders, as we watch the wild birds hop on the sill and peck at the feeders.

      Their bird song trills through the studio.

      “I love painting birds,” Leo says. “But I could never keep one in a cage. There are so many species in the woods. I’d love to show you.”

      “I’d love that too.”

      Leo turns me to face the canvas.

      “I wanted…” His brow furrows. “You’re fascinated…I am…everyone is…in cages. That’s because we’re all living in them: Government’s laws, parents’ rules, and our own dynamics. This painting represents the day that we realize none of that’s real. We don’t need to live in cages. We’re not birds. We have independent wills. Then on that day, all the cages will be empty.”

      My chest is tight, and my breath catches.

      I’m shaking but with excitement. Leo’s ideas are like a battle cry to my soul; I’m flying.

      All the cages will be empty…

      I want to kiss Leo again, until we’re both breathless, covered in paint, and I show him the art of pleasure.

      Mesmerized, I ask, “Is that your empty cage, Leo?”

      Unexpectedly, his shoulders hunch, but his gaze is determined. “Not yet, but I’m working on it.”

      I gesture at the painting. “Can I…when this is ready…hang it in the foyer of my charity, the Omega Society? I’d love to use it as our logo too. It’s powerful.”

      Leo backs away, and his gaze slides from mine. “I d-don’t know. Nobody has ever w-wanted anything of m-mine. I mean, for people to see. Falcon says that he likes my paintings but he always says nice things. That’s just him. I’ve never had anyone outside the pack see my paintings. Falcon insists on hanging them in the foyer. He’s only being kind.”

      I snort. “I doubt that. And I promise, he’s not. These are brilliant.”

      I’m also knocked over, as Leo dives on me with a rumbling purr. I laugh, as he swings me around, nuzzling my neck.

      “I like you,” he murmurs, kissing down my neck, before his hand slides to my waist, pulling me closer.

      “Lucky, as I like you too.” If like means deeply…achingly…attracted to. “And I’m not kidding, you should open a gallery or something.”

      “I’d have to see people.”

      “We could hire somebody to run it for you.”

      “Maybe.” Leo pulls back to meet my gaze, before saying earnestly, “But if you want my painting for your charity, then you shall certainly have it. I hope it helps other Omegas toward their empty cage.”

      My throat is tight. “Me too.”

      Then I sniff his shirt, which has a faint brandy scent. “I knew it. This is Falcon’s.”

      Leo reddens, burrowing his face in my neck. “I borrow….all right…I admit that I steal his clothes sometimes. The scent calms me down. Would you like me to steal some of his old shirts and put them in your room too? They’re a fantastic sleeping aid. Although, he was searching for his favorite suit this morning, and I didn’t have the heart to tell him that I’d lined your nest with it.”

      I chuckle, and after a moment, Leo joins in.

      I card my fingers through his soft hair, and he moans. He widens his stance, and I move my leg between his thighs. When I reach to rest my hand on his back, however, he flinches.

      It’s like an ice-bucket between my legs.

      I wish that I could continue this intimacy, enjoying the moment with this male Omega, who is so much more than I could ever have hoped.

      I shudder at the memory of those neat piles of brochures and leaflets for the Institute in luxury gold with the Greek symbol for Omega, encircled by gold.

      Caged by it.

      Has Leo already been sent there? Falcon says that he doesn’t buy Omegas but that doesn’t stop him using Weekend Refresher Courses, Short Sharp Correctional Courses, or Summer Long Retraining…

      I blanch. “Let’s sit down, yeah?”

      An ivory suede couch rests along the far wall. I lead Leo to it, and we curl together on the couch. I love that Leo, unlike the other members of the pack, isn’t that much larger than me, and we can cuddle in an easy tangle of limbs.

      How do I tactfully ask if Falcon is a secret knothead? Leo appears to idolize him. He’s even wearing his clothes for comfort.

      Leo plays with a strand of my hair, and it sends a delicious tingle through me.

      His lips quirk. “Are you working up to asking if you can ravish me?” He leans closer. “Because the answer is yes.”

      I take a careful breath. “I’m so down with that. You have no idea. But…”

      “I’ve never been with another Omega.” Leo edges his hand to trace lazy circles on my inner thigh, and my skin prickles. Warmth curls through me. “It’s meant to be mind-blowing because we know just how to make the other….wet.”

      I gape at him.

      The kinky bastard.

      He laughs, before licking over the bond bites, which makes my back arch.

      Come on Rebel, don’t let the kinky Omega distract you.

      I bury my hand in his hair, before wrenching his head back and away from my neck.

      His eyes dilate, and he hisses. “Yes, just like that.”

      I shake my head. “Hold up. I want to talk first.”

      He takes a calming breath, blinking fast. “Of course, my limits are—”

      “I didn’t mean like that!” I blurt.

      Shit!

      He’s about to negotiate consent and limits, along with safe words, and I’m trying to investigate about Falcon.

      This is why Lucian and Angel normally do the missions, while I man the computers.

      I’m clearly no Omega spy.

      Still, it’s hard to think, when you have a lapful of squirming, sexy Omega talking about their kink limits.

      I force myself to put on a serious expression, and at last Leo catches on. I hate to see his face fall.

      “What’s wrong?” He asks. “Do you want me to find the rest of the pack?”

      “Don’t,” I say, panicked. He stares at me, confused. I stroke his bare knee. “I just found some leaflets in the study that scared me. About the Institute.”

      Leo stiffens, all previous breathy excitement driven from him to be replaced by fear.

      Here it comes.

      I stiffen too because I’m terrified what he’s going to say. If Lucian needs to rescue me, then he’ll need to bring Leo as well. I won’t let him stay here to be hurt.

      “Can we not talk about that place?” Leo whispers.

      I wish that we didn’t have to.

      “Falcon won’t send us there, right?” I press. “You know, because I’m scared that he’ll send us for retraining. Has he ever punished you by…?”

      Leo throws himself to his feet. “Never. Falcon’s been… I was broken before he took me in. I am still b-broken. Scott hates it, when I call myself that. Yet it’s true, pretty much. I know that. But Falcon’s made me feel safe for the first time in my life.” Leo pulls up the collar of the shirt, taking a deep sniff of its scent. “I love him, and… Before I was bonded to this pack, nobody loved me. I was property to be sold to my mum’s brutal American friend, defective property too because I’m barren.”

      He shakes the bracelet at me, and I wince, clasping my own to my chest. There’s an intense level of cruelty to be marked as a Rej 1 for something that you’re born with and can’t change.

      To be marked a Reject simply because you can’t have kids is the greatest cruelty of all.

      “But why would he have those leaflets?”

      “I don’t know. They could be from his father.” Leo looks down. “The General is strict. And sometimes, Falcon can be stern.” He wrinkles his nose. “Alpha-like. Still, when you were sleeping, he was with me and he didn’t stop asking me what you needed and how to help you. If you give him a chance, I know you can love him too. You’re safe here.”

      I want to believe him.

      Can I?

      Should I?

      What he’s offering is seductive. The entire Knight pack is.

      Leo bites his lip. “I understand. You didn’t think that you would be bonded and unexpectedly, you’re here. You think that this bond is your cage. But it’s not. In fact, this is how you’re going to leave the cage empty.”

      My eyes widen.

      I don’t have the words to answer.

      He claps his hands together. “What you need is my favorite song. Xavier introduced it to me, when I was first bonded and thought that I was expected to be the perfect, submissive Omega. He put it on at top volume and danced around the mansion with me, until even Falcon was laughing and joining in singing at the top of his voice. It changed something in me.”

      He bounces over to the music system at the back of the room, which is as cutting edge as everything else in Knight Hall, and switches it on.

      Instantly, Bohnes’ “Middle Finger” vibrates through the room like the rock punch of our generation’s rebellion.

      I leap to my feet. “Yes!”

      Leo laughs, and it sends shivers down my spine. In that moment, he’s not broken: he’s more fucking alive than anyone I’ve ever met. Sunshine streams through the window, making his hair and skin glow.

      I could believe that he’s a sunbeam sprung to life. I want to be touched by his warmth.

      I dance across the room, and Leo catches me in his arms.

      We’re laughing and laughing, breathless with joy.

      Jumping up and down to the wild bass beat of this song, I know why Xavier played it to Leo and encouraged him to be free.

      Xavier is the best kind of Alpha.

      “I love this,” Leo pants, bouncing up and down to the beat; his happiness is pure and infectious, “because I’ve survived…we’ve survived…and we’re no longer slaves.”

      My breath stutters.

      Leo’s eyes are gleaming with tears of both happiness and grief.

      He means this.

      Has he ever processed his past properly or said this to anyone before? I bet that he hasn’t because I’m the only Omega he’s met, since he struggles socially, and these are the types of things that an Omega will only say to another Omega.

      I hold him closer, feeling how fast his heart is beating against mine. We’re so close in the bond that our Souls are winding around each other, but that’s not slavery.

      It’s a symbiosis that’s beautiful and freeing.

      “Then the Alphas should be afraid of us,” I whisper. Leo’s eyes widen. Have I said too much? “We’ll raise our voices and we will be heard. Then every cage will be empty.”

      I can be brave just a little longer for Leo.

      I have to be.
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        Home Cinema Room, Knight Hall

      

      

      

      It’s been three days since I broke into Falcon’s study, and Falcon’s still not said one word about it.

      Have I got away with it?

      Three days and no threats of Leo or me being sent to the Institute.

      Instead, I’ve had three mornings of waking up to a different shirt of Falcon’s laid out on my bed. Leo’s kleptomaniac treasure just for me. And every morning, I’ve barely resisted drawing the shirt to my nose and taking a deep sniff of the delicious brandy scent that calls to me, before pulling on the shirt.

      Soon, I won’t be able to resist.

      Three days of banter, love, respect, and never once having my boundaries trampled over.

      Three days of exploring the nearly a thousand acres of gardens, farmland, and forests, along with the stunning bluffs over Royal River with Leo, as he points out the birds to me in awed whispers. Three days of Scott clearing out a room in a secret project for me, while promising that he’ll decorate with a lot of sparkles. Three days of Xavier’s sensual massages.

      Finally, three days of Falcon remaining as cold and formal as he was on the first day, while sexting me whenever I’m alone with messages that make me want to tear off his clothes.

      The tease.

      Ping.

      All I can think about is pleasuring u with my tongue

      Ping.

      My knot felt so good inside u

      Ping.

      Do you want me to hold u down and make u beg for it? Then I’ll take u rough and hard

      I slipped my hands down my pants to the images painted in that last stext because the answer was yes, yes, yes, in a Harry Met Sally way.

      Perhaps, Falcon does know about my study rule breaking, and this is his cruel and unusual punishment: sexual tension.

      Because as soon as we’re in the same room again, his gaze meets mine, as if searching out that I’ve read his message, before continuing like he’s never had a dirty thought in his life before.

      It’s driving me wild, and I’m sure that’s the point.

      Sexy bastard.

      Yet it’s also been three days of feeling that I’m both betraying my principles and my new pack.

      I can’t hold onto both, right?

      I’m trapped.

      I’ve come to understand that the situation is far more complex than I knew, seeing only the resistance’s side. The political world is dangerous and complex. The elite are hemmed in and controlled as well. If I can only get Falcon to understand why my resistance are fighting — mediate with words, rather than remain on opposing sides — then maybe there’s a chance that I won’t need to betray either.

      I’m seeing Lucian on my birthday.

      That’s Sunday.

      By then, I need to have decided if at heart, I’m an Omega resistance leader who’ll at best spend the rest of her life as an undercover spy or whether I’m a cherished Omega of the Knight pack, who’s turning her back on Omegas in need.

      I can’t be both.

      The choice is agonizing.

      Tonight is Friday movie night in the home cinema room in Knight Hall’s basement.

      The room’s walls are wheat colored, and the couches are luxurious crimson velvet.

      Xavier’s sprawled seductively on the couch with his feet in Falcon’s lap, while Falcon’s working his way through a pile of official looking files, rather than watching the movie.

      Scott has commandeered his own couch, along with a beer and sweet popcorn that he’s been leaning down to feed in turns to Leo and me, who are sat curled together on the floor, leaning against the couch.

      The couches face an entire wall that’s a flat-screen HDTV system. Speakers around the room blast the movie, until it feels like I’m living it.

      It’s incredible.

      Or it would be if the movie that I’ve just watched hadn’t been the musical “Annette”.

      As the credits roll, Xavier grins. “Genius, right?”

      Scott grimaces. “More like freaky.”

      “Bizarre,” I add.

      “There’s a puppet as a lead character.” Leo wrinkles his nose. “Or did I fall asleep and imagine that?”

      Xavier gestures at himself. “Did you expect anything but unique from me?”

      “Good point.”

      “Plus,” Xavier winks, “sexy bare chested Alphas.”

      Falcon coughs. “I’m listening, you know.”

      Xavier smiles. “Of course, Sir.”

      I squirm around on the thick, scarlet carpet, and Leo nestles more comfortably against me. His curls tickle my shoulder, and I burrow my nose into them, sniffing his sweet, vanilla scent. He purrs, wrapping his arms around my waist. He glances up at me through his thick lashes.

      Fuck, he’s beautiful.

      Then the look in Leo’s blue eyes becomes wicked, before he dips to suck on Falcon’s bond mark on my neck, which is breaking every tradition and dynamic hierarchy, as if he’s trying to mark me himself.

      An Omega claiming his own Omega.

      When his blunt teeth graze and tease along the bite, I shiver in pleasure but also fear.

      What will Falcon do if he sees what Leo’s up to?

      I wildly glance over Leo’s head at Falcon, whose work files are spread out on his crossed knees.

      To my shock, he’s watching Leo and me with dilated pupils. He’s flushed, and by his tented pants, more turned on than pissed off.

      Falcon’s lips quirk like he’s amused, before his eyebrow raises. Then he deliberately looks back at his work, as if he hasn’t seen anything.

      Shit.

      What’s that about? Is he allowing Leo to claim me or is he giving me the choice?

      Okay, then I’m calling his bluff.

      I wrap my fingers in Leo’s hair and push his mouth more firmly against my neck. Leo’s purr deepens with desire, before his teeth sink into my neck.

      I hiss, as pleasure explodes through me.

      Then Leo pulls back, licking over his temporary teeth marks. He gives a self-satisfied look; he’s glowing with pride.

      “I love you,” he whispers.

      As soon as the words are out, they appear to shock him.

      It’s strange that Leo was the last pack member who I met, but our connection clicked so fast. I understand why everyone else loves Leo so easily.

      But can I say it back? Is it fair?

      Leo has no one outside this pack because of his anxiety. He’s already lost so much, and I know how that feels.

      I can’t say those words yet, no matter what I feel.

      The silence is drawing on too long, and Leo’s purr stops.

      He ducks his head, fiddling with the hem of his long shirt, which is one of Falcon’s again.

      Scott comes to the rescue. He places his beer bottle and popcorn down on the floor and leans forward to press a kiss on the top of both our heads in turn. “Have I told you how adorable you are together?”

      Leo flushes.

      I dart Scott a grateful smile, and he nods.

      “Why don’t you simply tell him that you love him too?” Falcon says coldly, not looking up.

      He turns a page in his file like he’s absorbed in his work, when I know that he’s not.

      The asshole.

      Leo stiffens. “S-she doesn’t h-have to. I didn’t tell her that s-so she had to s-ay it back.”

      I’m filled with warmth at his bravery for standing up for me.

      “Then I think that she’s a coward.” Falcon’s not looking at me, but it’s like his judgment is weighing me down.

      My shoulders slump.

      “Stop it,” Scott growls. His eyes are flashing. “She’ll do things at her own speed. Don’t take your stress out on her.”

      Stress? Why’s Falcon stressed?

      My gaze snaps to the files. Why’s he so focused on them?

      Xavier’s repeatedly tried to get Falcon to put them down throughout the film. This has included efforts to tip them out of his lap with his feet.

      “I thought none of us were working over the bond leave,” Xavier demanded. “Doesn’t that apply to all of us? My pack phone has been banned. Why can’t I spank you for opening these files?”

      Falcon arched his brow. “Because you don’t have my consent to spank me.”

      “Well, apart from that,” Xavier grumbled.

      “Do you want a spanking, is that it?”

      “I never know if you’re being rhetorical when you ask that.” Xavier rubbed the heel of his foot backwards and forwards in Falcon’s crotch, and Falcon bit back a gasp. “Sometimes, I itch for one. There’s nothing sexier than roleplay: strict professor and naughty student, boss and badly performing employee, sexy cop and—”

      “Since I know this is a long list,” Falcon harshly gripped Xavier’s ankles, holding him still, and Xavier’s breath hitched, “let me be clear. Do you want a non-sexy, embarrassing spanking, bare assed over my knee, right now in front of Rebel?”

      I reddened, and Xavier’s gaze found out mine.

      Xavier licked his lips. “No, Sir. But also, I’m so fucking turned on right now.”

      Falcon looked like he wanted to laugh but was fighting hard to force himself to remain stern, as he pushed Xavier’s feet off his lap.

      Now, I gently untangle myself from Leo and stand, wandering over to Falcon. When I linger at his shoulder, he glances up at me, surprised.

      “Why are you working?” I lean over the couch, attempting to appear casual, as I rest on the back.

      I sneak a glance at the file.

      If he’s working on it like this, it must be important.

      Secret.

      Instantly, Falcon covers it with his hand, before snapping it shut.

      Then he looks guilty. “I’m sorry. It’s sensitive material. I didn’t mean what I said earlier.”

      I shrug. “Yeah, you did.”

      “You’re worse at accepting apologies than I am. You’re right, I meant it.”

      His eyes narrow challengingly.

      So, he thinks that I’m a coward. Is this more about the fact that I haven’t replied to his sexts?

      Has he been waiting for that? Does he feel rejected?

      I lean closer, and he startles, as I push his hair aside to whisper into his ear so that only he can hear, “Your knot felt so fucking good inside me. Now, all I can think about is taking you in my mouth, Senator. Then when I’ve teased you and made you beg, I’ll hold you down and take you, rough and hard…”

      I don’t know what I expect.

      Outrage? Shock?

      Instead, Falcon shudders, before tossing the files onto the floor and turning to grasp my shoulders. I yelp in shock, as he hauls me over the couch and onto his lap.

      Then he’s kissing me, desperately and passionately.

      I’m lost in him, and he’s lost in me.

      This is what I’ve been waiting for and I haven’t even realized it.

      How could I ever have thought Falcon cold?

      I never want to be separated from him, but at last, he pulls back. He’s as much a mess as I am: he’s panting, and his chest is heaving.

      His jade eyes are wild and searching.

      “Is this a game for you?” He murmurs.

      My chest tightens.

      “Is it for you?” I demand.

      “Of course not.” He rests his forehead against mine. “You have me. Completely and forever.”

      I swallow. “I want that.”

      And I do.

      I’ve been in denial for days, especially with the way that my heart aches for Prince and what I’ve lost, and Falcon just called me on it.

      I love how Scott’s eyes dance, every time that he sees me smile. How Leo blushes, when he looks at me. How Falcon’s eyelashes flutter, when he pretends that he’s not looking at me but he secretly is. How when Xavier’s hand brushes against mine, the jolt through me is electric.

      I can’t control myself around them.

      I’m falling for all of them.

      With difficulty, I settle back in Falcon’s lap and wish that I didn’t feel that I fitted perfectly.

      Then I meet three pairs of surprised eyes watching us.

      “That was hot,” Xavier breathes.

      Scott laughs.

      Leo crawls to kneel in front of Falcon, winding his arms around his legs, before smiling at me.

      “See? You’re safe here. Falcon isn’t too scary,” Leo says, brightly.

      Falcon glances between us. “Excuse me? I’m not at all scary.”

      Xavier snorts. “Oh, you’re a little scary.”

      “Agreed.” Scott stands up and marches to the scattered files. “Important, hmm?”

      He crouches and begins to gather up the files. I can’t help watching his tight ass, as he does it.

      Falcon strokes his fingers through my hair. “Important enough that I regretfully had to avoid one of Xavier’s terrible movie nights.”

      “Hey,” Xavier protests, “it could have been your choice of movie.”

      “Let me guess,” my lips quirk, “some art house film in black and white or French cinema?”

      “Jackie Chan movies,” Falcon replies, savoring my surprise. “Now there’s an Alpha.”

      Scott barks out a laugh at the way that my mouth is gaping open.

      “He claims that he learned all his moves from Jackie Chan and not me,” Scott complains.

      “You’re an excellent teacher,” Falcon concedes. “But there’s nothing like watching a master at work.”

      “Talking of work,” Scott taps the tidied files, “this is serious, isn’t it?”

      “It could be.”

      Xavier sits up. “This is about that bitch, Tabitha.”

      I glance between them, troubled. “Who?”

      “Senator Hyde.” Falcon holds his hand out to Xavier, and Xavier scoots closer on the couch to grasp it. “She’s always had a love-hate relationship with me.”

      “She’s obsessed.” Xavier’s dark eyes narrow. “Dangerous.”

      “Do you hear me disagreeing?” Falcon’s lips tighten. “She was disappointed that I chose Xavier as my second Alpha.”

      “My slapped cheek will go with furious mixed with psychopathic,” Xavier huffs.

      “She slapped you…?” I hiss.

      I’m taken aback by the wave of protective anger that washes through me.

      “Don’t worry, Momma Omega.” Scott’s lips twitch. “I may not have been working as the pack’s bodyguard at that point to protect Xavier and kick her ass, but there are a hundred ways that someone with my access can make a Senator’s life difficult.”

      “Scott,” Falcon scolds but he can’t hide his delight.

      “And what were you doing at the point your psycho-ex slapped him?” I demand.

      “I was in a meeting, which I’m certain she arranged to distract me.” Falcon squeezes Xavier’s hand. “I won’t make that mistake again.” He pulls Xavier against him, but it’s me who reaches out and strokes his hair. Xavier melts against both Falcon and me, and nothing has ever felt so right. “The Hyde family has incredible sway with the older families. Father was as angry as she was that I wouldn’t bond with her. I’d rather bond with a shark. I believe that Tabitha only joined the opposing political party to me as petty revenge.”

      “Or because then she gets to legitimately see you for work, control you, and kick your ass,” Xavier mutters.

      “She should have become a marine,” Scott points out. “She gets turned on by fighting.”

      I wrinkle my nose. “Hate sex is only hot if you’re pretending to hate each other.”

      Falcon’s intent gaze meets mine, and I squirm. “Is that how it works?”

      “Kinky roleplaying ideas later…and we will be returning to that…solving plans with Senator Bitch first.” Xavier waves at the files. “So, this is because of the woman who wanted to become your Chief Alpha.”

      My eyes widen. “Wait, Senator Hyde wanted to become your…? Now I know that she’s crazy. You’re the most dominant Alpha I’ve ever met.”

      “Perfect and ours,” Leo adds, dreamily.

      See, idolizes.

      Falcon’s eyes light up. “I appreciate both your votes of confidence, but wait until you meet Tabitha. She’s the second youngest Senator ever and a prodigy. She saw me as a challenge. If she could conquer me and make me the trophy second Alpha in her pack, it’d be the ultimate accomplishment. By refusing to bow down before her, I’ve broken her own sense of self. I doubt that she’s ever failed in anything before. I intrigue her. And that makes her either useful or destructive. Right now, she’s only using these Omega Rights to make a name for herself.”

      My expression crumples. I wish that she cared about the Omegas; it’s like a gut punch that the liberals are just as self-serving as the traditionalists.

      “It was wrong of me to have spoken about this tonight. It’s meant to be a fun evening. Isn’t that what you always insist, Xavier?” Falcon’s brow creases with concern, as he lifts my chin to peer into my face.

      I don’t know what to say, since he’s misunderstanding my worry. My chocolate scent is burned and unpleasant, and I can’t disguise it.

      Instantly, Xavier dives on me, catching me in his arms and kissing my neck. I let out a startled oomph.

      Leo scrambles up as well, climbing on top of Xavier on Falcon’s lap.

      Scott laughs, before he stands and swaggers to sit next to Falcon and hugs all of us, encircling us with his strong arms.

      “Can’t breathe, guys,” I gasp between my laughter.

      Falcon leans down and whispers into my ear, “See how loved you are.”

      And I let myself feel it: the love through the bond.

      The touch of all my pack.

      Their comfort.

      Love.

      “Come on, enough cuddling now. You’re squashing my Omega,” Falcon orders.

      “Our Omega,” Scott protests but he still scoots back on the couch, extricating Leo and claiming him for his lap, instead.

      Leo spins and straddles Scott, kissing him. Then he nuzzles happily at his neck, before resting against his chest.

      “But she’s so comfortable,” Xavier protests with a wink.

      Before Falcon can do worse than growl, I twist Xavier until his back is turned to me and my legs are splayed either side of him. His back is hot against my chest, and he shudders with pleasure.

      Of course, now Falcon’s squashed. But he also has a cute Omega and Alpha on his lap. It has to be worth it.

      He appears to agree because he doesn’t growl again.

      “You all mustn’t worry about this. It’s my problem.” Falcon’s jaw clenches. “I have a plan. Senator Hyde is predictable because most of all she wants two things: my attention and control over me. If I give her that (or at least the illusion of it), then I can also get what I want. If she thinks that she can play with me, then she’ll find that I’m really the shark.”

      Hell, I believe him.

      I smirk. “I can see why you became a politician.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “You can take it however you like.”

      So not a compliment.

      “Don’t underestimate her.” Scott’s ashen; his hands are shaking. What’s wrong? When his gaze moves to me, I shift nervously. “She’ll also have a strategy, and you bonding with a new Omega was just splashed all over the news and social media. I’ve already learned the hard way that rivals use Omegas as the weak spot, when they want to hurt you.”

      Scott’s gaze is anguished.

      Leo strokes Scott’s face.  “You truly don’t need to relive this. I have so much that I can’t think about because it shatters me. The very worst things are those that I blame myself for, and I know that you blame yourself for this. But please, don’t. You saved and protected me. You’re my hero. But sometimes, you can let us protect you as well.”

      Scott glances away, and his eyes are suspiciously wet. “You’ll always be my hero, Leo.” Then he looks up like he’s come to a decision and meets my gaze. “My parents and pack are loving and liberal. I was supported in anything that I wanted to achieve.” I wasn’t expecting to hear that and allow myself to feel relieved for a moment. What would it feel like to have grown up in a loving pack like that? I sneak a glance at Falcon, who appears to have slipped on his cold mask again. “I had an Omega younger brother, Cason, and they treated him no differently than they treated me.” I cringe at the had. I dread to hear what he says next. “He was so smart and talented. But I had a rival on the FBI team who resented that I was chosen as the Senator’s bodyguard. She knew that the one way to truly hurt me was to report my brother, once he hit his preheats, to the authorities.”

      “Don’t do this,” Falcon whispers.

      “Why not? I was stupid,” Scott replies, harshly, “smug, and proud returning on Thanksgiving to boast about my appointment to find that Cason had been sent to the Institute that morning. My rival timed it perfectly. I drove like the fucking devil, but by the time I arrived, the records were sealed, Cason’s identity had been legally changed, and even I didn’t have the clearance to find him again. All I know is he was sold to some pack who…” He breaks off, hugging Leo to him more fiercely. “I tried everything to get my brother back and when I couldn’t…I shut down.”

      My heart breaks for him.

      I’ve never really thought about the good packs before  — the ones who love their Omegas but still have them wrongly taken. The terrible and traumatizing impact on them, when they lose their family members.

      Perhaps, Scott could help them through the Omega Society? It isn’t much but just maybe, it’ll be a way for him to work through what happened to him and his family.

      Is there truly no way to find his brother?

      “I came to bring you back,” Falcon says, quietly.

      “I don’t know why you didn’t fire my ass on the spot. I was a mess.” Scott gives a sad smile.

      “You were hurting.”

      “Offering our home to you was nothing,” Xavier adds. “And I thank god we did because that’s why we fell in love.”

      When I stare at these men, who are united in trauma and love, I don’t understand.

      Anger wells through me, as much as an intense connection.

      I want to shake every last one of them.

      I shove myself off Falcon’s knee and away from Xavier. I stumble to the back wall. Falcon stares at me in shock.

      I point at him, furiously. “Were you listening to any of that?”

      “I assure you that I was,” he grits out. “In fact, I lived through it.”

      “Really? Then how can you support a system that does something like that? One, which hurt Scott.”

      Xavier gasps. “Rebel, don’t…”

      Falcon is pale; he looks like I’ve slapped him.

      Scott’s voice is low and steady, “She doesn’t understand. I wouldn’t either. Perhaps, she has a right to.”

      “Not yet,” Falcon barks, then he clasps his shaking hands in his lap. “It doesn’t matter how fair the laws or well thought out the system, it’s human nature to abuse it. Scott’s rival became jealous and put in a false report. Senator Hyde manipulates and pulls my strings. But I’m open to your views. I’m listening. If you were in charge, what would you do?”

      He's studying me with such intensity that my breath catches.

      Fuck, he means it.

      This is it. My moment.

      Except, the changes that are needed are so monumental that I understand for a moment, how it must feel for Falcon as a Senator, actually being in charge.

      “Firstly, I’d close the Institute and stop the auctions, then—"

      “Too many Alphas are invested in that place.” Falcon shakes his head. “There have been Institutes throughout America for over three hundred years. It’s big business. If you want change, then you need to start with something that all the dynamics can get behind.”

      I bite my tongue.

      Hard.

      “Most Alphas don’t want Omegas abused, right? How about an expansion of my charity, where we start to get the word out to Omegas that they have a place of safety if they need it? Plus, a way to report, if their bonded Alphas are breaking the law. Then we start a social media campaign that highlights the difference between a cherished Omega and a mistreated one. We win over as many powerful Alphas as we can.”

      Xavier whistles. “This could work. Anything you need tech or backing wise, you have it.”

      Scott nods. “I’ll help. I mean, I’m no billionaire but I’m sure I can man phones. And you know that I fetch a mean chocolate cupcake for when you need a sugar break.”

      Leo flaps his hands, bouncing on Scott’s lap. “Plus, I’m designing the new logo!”

      I stare at them. “You’re serious.”

      “We don’t make a habit of making promises that we don’t intend to keep.” Falcon looks as excited as the rest of my pack, although he’s attempting to hide it. “Is this enough for you to start to trust us, if not love us? At least, trust that we care about you, and we’re trying.”

      “Yes,” I whisper.

      And it is.

      My cheeks are flushed, and my pulse is racing.

      Joy floods through me in a way that I don’t know how to handle. I never thought that I’d have a pack who’d support me like this: not as an Omega or through a heat but with something that I’m truly passionate about.

      My cause.

      Suddenly, I can’t bear to be separated from them.

      I take a deep breath. “Can I sleep in your bed tonight? I like the room that you gave me, but we’re bonded. I want to trust you and I want to wake up with you every morning.”

      Xavier dives off Falcon’s knee to clasp me in his arms and twirl me. “You’ll love waking up snuggled in our arms, I promise.” Then he whispers, “And morning sex is the best. Who needs coffee, when you can have me licking you between your thighs to wake you each morning? It’s the best wakeup call.”

      His eyes become half-hooded, as he kisses the shell of my ear.

      I shiver.

      This is it.

      I’m all in.

      Tonight, I’ll sleep in the Knights’ bed. I’ll risk trusting them.

      This is either the best thing that I’ll ever do or the worst mistake of my life.
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        Rebel’s Study, Knight Hall

      

      

      

      I drum my fingers over the pocket of my pants, anxiously. I’m trying not to make it look like I’m desperate to pull out the phone that Xavier gave me at the start of the week and check it for the third time in an hour.

      Today, I’m worse than Xavier with my phone obsession.

      Falcon’s already arched his brow at me, which with Xavier usually means they’re about to have a private discussion, which has more to do with bare asses than words.

      Except, it’s the evening of my birthday, and I still haven’t heard from Lucian. He promised that he’d see me today and he’s never let me down before.

      I’ve spent every one of my birthdays with Lucian. It feels wrong and painful to be apart from him.

      I even put on my bling outfit this morning to try and cheer myself up. I could’ve told my new pack that it’s my birthday, but as it crept closer, the words died in my throat.

      Because today, I need to make my decision.

      How can I celebrate, when I don’t know whether I can give them all of myself?

      My heart?

      My true bond?

      Trust?

      I glance over my shoulder at Falcon, who’s shepherding me down the narrow corridor toward his study.

      I shake, and there’s a roaring in my ears.

      Scott, Xavier, and Leo are following behind. Their expressions are unusually shuttered. I can’t get a read on how any of them are feeling.

      Falcon rests his hand on my shoulder, guiding me forward.

      Is this when I finally discover that Xavier has installed recording equipment in Falcon’s study, and they knew all along what I was up to in there?

      How could I not have thought of that?

      It’s too late now. We’re here.

      I take in a sharp breath, but instead of shoving me inside, Falcon guides me past his study and to the room next to it.

      In surprise, I stare at the mahogany door.

      “People tend to open doors,” Falcon drawls.

      “Smartass,” Scott mutters.

      I swallow, resting my hand on the cold metal of the doorknob.

      Then I turn it, and the door swings open.

      Falcon hustles me inside, and the rest of the pack swagger in as well.

      “Happy Birthday!” They chorus together.

      “What…?” I splutter.

      So, they did know it was my birthday.

      The sneaky assholes.

      Scott takes me gently in his arms, turning me to face the room. “This is yours. It’s Xavier’s and my gift. We thought that you’d like your own space, so that you can work from home when you want for the Omega Society.”

      They did this for me…?

      I barely notice the warm kisses from each member of the pack, as I glance around myself.

      It’s a study.

      The room is like a mirror of Falcon’s. Except, the walls of mine are painted the same purple as my nails and the dress that Scott ordered me for the Emerald Ball, and the drapes match them. There are wall to ceiling bookcases that sparkle with glitter and make me ache for those in HQ. The desk faces out over the rose garden, and I smile at the thought that sitting there, I can think about Falcon sitting at his own desk and looking out at the same roses.

      Xavier sprawls on my desk, as if he’s already planning all the wicked things that we can do on it. “You know, you could also make a House Rule that forbids any of us from entering.” He bites his lip. “Then I could be the bad, bad Alpha who breaks the rule, and you’ll have to punish me.”

      My eyes widen because that’s too close for comfort.

      Also, hot.

      “Let’s definitely do that,” I reply. “But this is… The thought and effort… Your kindness. Thank you.”

      Scott gives me a final squeeze, before letting me go. “You deserve it.”

      Leo shyly approaches, resting his hands on my shoulders. “This is from me.”

      He places his palm gently over my eyes, blindfolding me.

      It’s always the quiet ones.

      “Feeling kinky are you?” I murmur.

      Leo laughs. “Maybe later.”

      He turns me to face the back wall, before taking his hand away from my eyes.

      I blink. Then I gasp.

      I’m staring up at the completed painting of the empty cage, which Leo was working on, when I first met him in his studio. Outside the cage he’s added two birds, now free.

      It’s striking and powerful. Leo would’ve been a renowned artist if he wasn’t an Omega.

      I’m going to make damn sure that he still is.

      The painting is a statement of his beliefs and heart — and mine.

      To gift it to me is priceless.

      “How did you get this finished in time?” I ask.

      Leo looks down. “I had the motivation of wanting to see the look that you’re wearing right now, rather a lot of late nights, and coffee. A lot of coffee.”

      I kiss him then: two birds beneath the empty cage.

      Slow and tender, we say more in those moments to each other, than I’ve said to the Alphas or Betas in words. When we break apart, we’re both breathless.

      And fuck, I’m in love.

      Deeply and helplessly.

      Xavier’s staring at us both. “I’m painfully hard over here and I’m blaming you with that Omega on Omega action. How about we—”

      “Not now, Xavier. One more gift to go, and it doesn’t involve your knot,” Falcon growls.

      Xavier sighs. “Accept my suffering then as a bonus gift.”

      “Accepted.”

      Falcon fidgets with his cuffs for a moment. It’s unlike him enough to make me nervous as well.

      Then he strides to the desk and opens the drawer to pull out two small presents, which are wrapped in emerald paper and ribbons.

      My eyes light up, and I hold out my hands. “Gimme! Gimme!”

      Falcon snorts. “I knew that the pretty paper would be a winner. Be warned, I delegated the wrapping to Scott, and he uses the Scotch tape, as if the present is an enemy that must be subdued.”

      I chuckle.

      “Guilty.” Scott crosses his arms. “It’s better than letting the Senator at the gifts. Now that’s a disaster zone.”

      “I admit defeat.” Falcon passes me the first of the presents.

      “Thanks.” When I try to open it, I discover that Falcon wasn’t joking about the Scotch tape.

      How do I get into this thing? Dynamite?

      Leo snickers. “Need some help?”

      He opens one end of the present, and I do the other. A luxurious jewelery box slides into my hands. It’s the kind of thing that I’d have guessed Falcon would choose for my birthday.

      I snap open the lid and stare at the bracelet in awe.

      An emerald and white gold bracelet coils inside like a snake. It’s sleek and elegant. I’ve never owned anything as beautiful or expensive.

      I swallow hard, forcing on a fake smile.

      I can’t wear this. I have my Rej bracelet, and Rejects aren’t allowed to wear a second bracelet in case of confusion.

      It’s the law.

      Did Falcon forget?

      “There are five emeralds.” Falcon stalks closer, plucking the bracelet from the box. “One for each of us. It’s a tradition in the pack for the female Omega to be gifted with a bracelet like this.”

      “It’s beautiful.” How can I tell him that I can’t wear it?

      I bet that no female Omega in the Knight pack has ever been a Rej before.

      Leo takes the empty box from me, before Falcon presses a second gift into my hands.

      “Before I put it on you, I think you’d best open this.” Falcon’s gaze is uncomfortably intense.

      This time, I’m more used to Scott’s neat corners and overuse of tape, and I open the present by myself.

      I stare down at the small bolt cutters, bemused.

      Am I missing something?

      I look up at the rest of the pack, who are watching me expectantly.

      Hell, the elite have some strange traditions.

      “Well, thanks. I’m sure it’s very…useful,” I try.

      Xavier laughs. “Your face. Classic. Come on, Falcon, put her out of her social politeness misery.”

      “I applied to have your designation changed as soon as we bonded. The successful paperwork came through this morning.” Falcon picks up the bolt cutters.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Being a Rej 2 is subjective. I checked your records, and your father had you assigned a Reject because he considered you rebellious. As your new Chief Alpha through our bond, I have the power to apply with the view that you’re no longer rebellious, overturning the ruling. I assure you that a Senator’s word is rarely challenged in such cases.”

      I stumble back a step, and Leo catches me.

      He’s shaking as much as I am.

      I’m no longer a Reject. I haven’t been since this morning.

      Falcon applied to help me the moment that we bonded.

      Is it possible? Can I be free of this stigma?

      Overwhelmed, my heart’s beating too fast, and tears are streaming down my cheeks, but it’s from happiness.

      I’m going to be free of the shackle at my wrist!

      “I didn’t tell you in case it didn’t go through,” Falcon says. “Happy birthday.”

      I snatch him around the neck and pull him into a bone crushing hug. He freezes, shocked. Then he relaxes against me.

      “This is the best thing anyone’s ever done for me,” I whisper. “Thank you.”

      “Do you want me to do the honors now?”

      I draw back, glancing down at the steel bracelet. I trace over the twisted R.

      Then I wipe my cheeks. “Let’s fucking do this.”

      I can’t help glancing at the same bracelet, which hangs on Leo’s wrist. My chest tightens. He’ll never be able to get his removed because he’s a Rej 1. No matter what Falcon says to the authorities to persuade them, he won’t be able to get them to change Leo’s designation because Leo can’t have kids.

      The unfairness slams me hard in the guts.

      I don’t know when I’ll become pregnant but I’m going through heats with my Alphas. Once, I’d have thought Leo was lucky to be free of the worry.

      Now, I understand his grief.

      Leo catches my eye, however, and smiles encouragingly.

      And that takes bravery.

      Xavier hops off the desk and prowls closer. “We should make a ceremony of this…”

      “Is this good enough?” Falcon snaps through the steel bracelet with the bolt cutters.

      I watch the Rej bracelet clatter to the floor. My wrist looks pale and bare without it.

      All of a sudden, rage surges through me. I growl and then I’m jumping up and down on that hated steel, stomping it.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” I howl.

      Breathing hard, I push the hair out of my face and reluctantly look up. I don’t see anything but compassion and understanding in my pack’s faces.

      Falcon pretends that I haven’t just lost my shit, and instead, holds up the emerald bracelet. “You don’t have to wear this. You can simply keep it and put it on for special events. If you’d like your arm bare for a while.”

      How does he do that?

      It’s like he can’t decide whether to be an asshole or a saint.

      I tilt up my chin. “I want to wear it. It’s your pack’s tradition, right? Well, I’m an elite Omega now, and you gave me a gift. I don’t want to be rude. Plus, it’s pretty.”

      Falcon gently does up the catch of the bracelet around my wrist. “I’d say it’s more that it’s a symbol of our eternal love.”

      His gaze darts to mine, and my heart speeds up.

      The Knights are treating me with more worth than my old pack ever did.

      I can’t betray them.

      I can make this work, I know it. But only if I trust them, which means that they need to trust me.

      I pale because that means telling them my secret identity.

      Can I go through with that?

      They’ve removed my Reject status, when in fact, I’m the most rebellious Omega in America.

      Irony, huh?

      Perhaps, Falcon will turn me in, when he discovers that I’m the Omega resistance leader. Yet will he really send the Omega who he loves to the Institute?

      Either way, I’ll claim that it’s only me and nothing to do with anyone else. I can’t hide the truth forever from these men who I love.

      Just let me have tonight. One more night as a cherished Omega, before I pull down our worlds.

      I nod, shakily. “How do you guys even know that it’s my birthday?”

      Scott looks affronted. “I am FBI trained.”

      “That’s like your catchphrase,” Xavier teases.

      “Your brother called,” Leo admits. “He requested permission to visit because it was your birthday.”

      Scott crosses his arms. “Is there a conspiracy to give away all my secrets?”

      Lucian!

      I knew he hadn’t forgotten me.

      “And did he get permission?” I arch my brow.

      “That’s our second surprise.” Xavier grins, waggling his eyebrows. “We have something special to show you in the woods.”

      When Falcon’s iPhone rings shrilly, Falcon grimaces, before pulling it out of his pocket to answer.

      “What?” Falcon rubs his throbbing temple. “Father, I’m busy at the moment. Yes, I’m listening.” I flinch at the General’s furious voice, raised loudly enough to carry through the phone. “It was my decision. You told me to choose an Omega by the end of the night, and I did. Your disapproval means nothing to me. She is cherished and loved. Don’t ruin this.” When Falcon flinches, Leo loops his arms around me like he can sense that I need comfort. In truth, all the pack are on edge. Our combined scents are distressed. “Father, don’t…”

      Slowly, Falcon lowers the phone, which is clutched in his white knuckles.

      “What’s happening?” Scott demands.

      “He’s on his way here now,” Falcon’s voice is flat; his expression is inscrutable. “He’s demanding that I send my Omegas to the Institute.”
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      “That bastard isn’t going to touch our Omegas,” Scott snarls.

      Scott’s arm is clasped so tightly around my waist that it’s holding me upright, as we follow the narrow trail through the outskirts of Haven Woods by the silvery moonlight, even though my knees feel like buckling.

      “Watch your tone.” Falcon’s shoulders stiffen. “That bastard’s my father.”

      Falcon insisted on leading me out to my birthday surprise, despite my birthday mood being shattered.

      Leo only shook his head, when I held out my hand to him, curling into Xavier’s arms, instead.

      “I’ll look after him.” Xavier stroked Leo’s hair. Leo shook, as pale as I felt. “Everything this week has already been a lot for him.”

      Falcon didn’t say a word.

      This is the first time he’s spoken.

      Scott’s eyes flash with fury. “I apologize, Senator. The General isn’t touching our Omegas. If he tries to take either Leo or Rebel, then I don’t care how many laws this Beta is breaking, I’ll stop him, even if it means kicking his cruel, controlling ass. Is that better?”

      Abruptly, Falcon stops, and Scott and I almost walk into him.

      Shit, has Scott gone too far?

      I can’t help the warm feeling inside that Scott is on my side and will protect me like that.

      Falcon turns, and in the dark, his face is sharply in shadow. “You think — even for a moment — that I’d let Father send my Omegas to that place?”

      Scott’s look is searching. “I don’t… I didn’t mean… It’s just that you haven’t said a word, and after what happened to Cason, I’m scared.”

      I stroke Scott’s back, and he kisses the top of my head, as if trying to reassure himself that I’m still there.

      Falcon’s expression softens. “I’m sorry. I needed time to work things out in my head. To plan. I was angry at Father and I didn’t want to take that out on any of you.” He strides back to me and lifts my chin; our gazes meet. “I won’t let anyone send either of my cherished Omegas to the Institute. He won’t hurt you. I promise, you’re safe with me.”

      I notice that he doesn’t say his dad won’t hurt him.

      “Am I?” I demand. “He’s your Head Alpha. You may be Chief Alpha in this house, but over the entire Knight family in this territory, he has the control. His word is law, right?”

      “It is less than optimal that he still has that power over us.” Scott’s expression is hard. “But Head Alphas can only be removed if there’s a ruling of severe brutality and even then, the rare cases are against the Alphas in the family.”

      Falcon sucks in his breath. “Let me worry about that. And when my father gets here — because he will — don’t intervene. Let me handle it. Trust me?”

      I want to.

      “Okay,” I whisper.

      “Good. Then relax and enjoy this surprise.”

      “What surprise?”

      Falcon’s lips quirk. “Good try, but I don’t break so easily, even under the pressure of Omega puppy dog eyes.”

      “He’s had a lot of practice with Leo’s constant attempts to beg chocolate treats,” Scott adds.

      The evening is hot and humid. The silver maples, black walnuts, and green ash trees are tall and silent in the dark. I catch my feet on the undergrowth, stumbling over logs and hearing the hoot of owls, but also, a low hum like voices and laughter.

      My brow furrows.

      I cast a sideways glance at Scott, but he’s acting like he can’t hear anything.

      “This is you, isn’t it?” I ask in awe, as all of a sudden, the trunks and branches around me are lit up with sparkling fairy lights. “Is this for me?”

      “Surprise,” Scott murmurs.

      The lights lead the way toward the voices along the path, which is now lit by glowing lanterns and solar butterflies that appear to flit between the branches.

      It’s magical.

      Falcon drops back and allows Scott to push me ahead of them both into a glade.

      “What…?” I blink.

      The glade’s bright with violet lanterns and sparkles with HAPPY BIRTHDAY, REBEL! banners that are strung between the trees. A crowd of men and women in glittering evening dresses and suits are milling around with champagne and cocktails. Some of them I recognize as the elite packs from the Emerald Ball.

      Some I don’t recognize at all.

      I’ve never had a true birthday party before. Angel and Lucian tried their best, but it was always only the three of us.

      Does Falcon truly think that I’m worthy of an event like this?

      I stare around myself in shock, as the chatter and laughter dies down, and everyone turns to look at me.

      I jump at the cheered chorus of “Happy Birthday, Rebel!”

      “That didn’t come across as rehearsed at all,” Scott mutters.

      “I…” What am I meant to say?

      Falcon rescues me. “Thank you for coming out tonight for my precious new Omega’s twenty-second birthday. I’m deeply honored to be bonded to her.” My cheeks flush. “I wish you only good things for the next year. Have a wonderful birthday, my Omega.” Falcon cups my cheek, and his smile is fond. Then he turns back to the crowd, and I’m uncomfortably aware how closely we’re being studied. “Have fun tonight.”

      Immediately, the bright conversation begins up again, echoing through the wood.

      Overwhelmed, I press against Falcon. “You planned all this…?”

      “Not without help.” He points across the glade.

      “Lucian!” I run, weaving between the crowds to reach my brother, who’s off to the side like he feels out of place.

      Lucian’s smiling as widely as me and catches me in his arms. “Happy birthday, sis!”

      He’s dressed in his smartest tan suit, and his hair glows golden in the light of the lanterns.

      I hug him, loving his citrus scent. “I missed you.”

      “Are you okay?” He whispers. “Say the word, and this party turns into an extraction mission. I’m all set to get you out of here. We run together.”

      I pull back. My heart aches. I should’ve always known that my brother would’ve put me first and been working on a way to keep me safe.

      Decision time.

      My guts roil.

      My tongue darts out to wet my dry lips. “I never thought that I could feel like this about anyone, let alone the Knight pack. I don’t need to be rescued from them. I’m not being sentimental — I’m not Angel who believes in those romance novels, where Alphas are perfect and Omegas never suffer — I know they have flaws. But they’re not like I expected either and they really love me.”

      “My ears are burning.” Angel saunters toward me, carrying a bright pink cocktail that smells sweet and fruity. “This is for you. I created it as a birthday gift. It’ll blow your Omega mind.”

      When I take a sip, my head spins.

      Shit, that’s powerful.

      “I know they love you,” Lucian replies. “When I contacted Falcon about your birthday, I was expecting to have to fight him again. At least to hear a lot of traditionalist bullshit. Instead, all he wanted to know was how to make your birthday as special as possible. He jumped at the chance to put this party on for you. It was a shock.” He looks troubled. “Do you love him?”

      My fingers clutch tightly around my cocktail glass. “I love all of them.”

      I risk a glance at Lucian and Angel.

      I don’t know what I expect.

      Disgust? Anger? Disappointment?

      Instead, there’s some sadness but also, understanding.

      “You’re not surprised?” I venture.

      “You’re glowing,” Angel replies. “When you entered the glade, there was no way that you were playacting being the Knight’s Omega. The bond between you three was so strong, everybody could see it. That can’t be faked.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Hey,” Lucian drags me closer, until our foreheads are touching, “don’t. You’ve got a right to want them. All I’ve ever wanted is for you to be happy, can’t you see that? What more could a brother want for their sis? And even if I think that they’re assholes, if this pack keeps you safe and happy, then I don’t care if we need to work out a new plan that doesn’t involve them, right?”

      “I love you.” I throw my arms around his neck.

      “Well, I am awesome.”

      “Jerk.”

      “Of course,” Angel turns to a long table next to us, which is covered with chocolate cupcakes, the same type that Scott fed me in the limo outside the Dough Knot, then she picks up a cupcake and takes a large bite with a blissed out moan, “if you turn Falcon to our side, it’ll be the coup of the decade.”

      “He’s a good Alpha, you know,” I find myself saying, defensively.

      “We’ll see,” Angel sounds unconvinced.

      I shake my wrist in front of her eyes, and my emerald bracelet clinks. “Look at his gift.”

      “Very pretty and probably disgustingly expensive.”

      “Look closer.”

      Lucian snatches my wrist; his eyes are wide. “Where’s your Rej bracelet?”

      “He had my status reassigned as soon as we were bonded.”

      Lucian gapes at me, then he picks me up and twirls me around with a whoop.

      Falcon looks over with an amused expression.

      “Legend!” Lucian yells across the glade, and Falcon has to hide his laughter behind his champagne glass, as the other party goers shoot Lucian scandalized looks.

      Joy floods through me at Lucian’s happiness for me. It hurt him as much as it did me, when Dad marked me as a Reject. He always thought that he’d failed to protect me or that Dad did it to make a point to him.

      By freeing me, Falcon has also freed my brother from the guilt.

      Angel sucks cake crumbs off her fingers. “Now I know that Falcon’s a good Alpha. If anyone can tempt him to the rebellious side, it’s you. We need it, since…everything…with Songbird has made the situation more dangerous. I’m beginning to think that the anti-Reform Bill lobby set the whole thing up, hoping that we’d save him and give them an excuse to rant about us.” Then her voice drops to a whisper, “Watch out, Knight pack alert. We’ll mingle and give you some space.”

      I snort. “You just want an excuse to check out the elite Omegas’ asses.”

      Angel winks. “Hey, I’m no angel, and who’s objectifying now?”

      “I’m an equal rights objectifier. I check out the Alphas’ knots.”

      Angel barks with laughter.

      Lucian gives me a final hug. “Enjoy your birthday, sis.”

      “What is this about Alphas’ knots?” Xavier’s voice is low and sultry, as his arms catch me around the waist, and his hips push against me from behind; I’m surprised that I can’t feel his knot because his dick is so hard and poking against my ass through his pants. “You can objectify mine anytime you want.”

      “Exhibitionism isn’t my thing,” I murmur.

      “Are you sure?” Xavier purrs, nibbling the shell of my ear, and I melt against him and into his warm brandy scent.

      Perhaps, it could become my thing with Xavier. He’s always the center of attention, wherever he is.

      Blushing, I can’t help notice the number of envious glances that are being cast at me and the way that other Omegas longingly sigh like they wish they could lick every inch of Xavier.

      I should be jealous, but instead, I’m relaxed and safe in my bond.  Because Xavier only has eyes for me.

      Xavier begins to slow dance with me, as if to music in his head.

      “Where’s Leo? Is he okay?” I ask.

      Xavier slides his hands up and down my sides, and I shiver. “My sweet Leo is brave as always. I kissed the stress out of him, which I am talented at.” I believe him. “He’s in his studio. Painting reduces his anxiety. It saved him, as much as we ever did.”

      “You’re the ones who encouraged him to paint and gave him that studio, just like you built the study for me. Do you get how lucky we are?”

      Xavier stiffens for a moment, before he breathes, “Falcon and I are the lucky ones.”

      “I wish that Leo could enjoy my party too.”

      “Not more than he wishes that he could,” Xavier replies.

      My heart aches.

      When Xavier hisses in a sharp breath, I jolt. “The General’s here.”

      My heart speeds up, as I scan the glade.

      The General’s pushing his way through the crowds; his expression is thunderous. He looks like he’s on the hunt, and his eagle eyes are set on his son as the prey.

      “Falcon,” I gasp.

      Xavier shakes his head, and his hair sweeps against my neck. “He won’t appreciate it, if you get between them. Don’t you think I tried, when Falcon and I were first together? This is Falcon’s battle.”

      Falcon is talking to an elderly Alpha and his Beta at the edge of the glade (I recognize them both as owners of a New York publishing company), but they scatter as soon as they see the broad form of the General bearing down on Falcon.

      The General is wearing his uniform, as if in an effort to stamp his dominant status even more powerfully. It’s overkill because he’s already the most dominant Alpha in the glade, and everybody knows it.

      It’s clear that the elites at the party like and respect Senator Knight but they’re not going to lift a finger to help him.

      I fucking will.

      I wrench myself out of Xavier’s hold at the same time that I notice Scott smoothly moving to block the General’s advance.

      To my surprise, Falcon rests his hand on Scott’s shoulder, before moving him aside.

      What the hell is he doing?

      Falcon meets my agonized gaze across the glade and gives the minutest shake of his head.

      I understand what he means: trust me.

      And that’s what it all comes down to…

      Can I?

      My enemy, rival, Alpha who I love…

      Falcon faces his dad and tilts up his chin. Yet I can still see the panic in his eyes that he can’t quite hide.

      Xavier’s breathing is ragged, and his fists are clenched.

      I can’t hear what’s said, but the General grabs Falcon by the collar and rams him against the tree.

      I close my eyes and turn away.

      I can’t watch.

      Hell, once I wanted to hurt Falcon. Now, I want to be the one to save him.

      Is that screwed-up?

      I don’t care.

      Suddenly, all that matters is letting these gorgeous men know how much I love them.

      When I scent warm oranges like summer, I open my eyes, and Scott is pulling me against his chest.

      “Why are you here with me?” I demand, pushing against him. “Fucking help Falcon.”

      “He sent me to you.” Scott’s expression is tight. He’s hurting as much as me. “He was worried that you were distressed. The bastard General is talking to him. It’s going to be all right.”

      “How?”

      Xavier strokes my hair. “I’m in charge right now, and you need to trust me as well.”

      Unexpectedly, there’s a huff of dismissive laughter behind me.

      Shocked, I twist out of Scott’s arms.

      Scott steps in front me at the same time as Xavier.

      Who the hell are they protecting me from?

      I peer through the gap between them at the attractive but stern female Alpha who’s Falcon’s age. She’s dressed in a red designer dress and matching lipstick. Her black hair is styled in perfect curls around her narrow face. Her blue eyes are cat-like and dangerous.

      I feel underdressed.

      I hug my arms around myself under her mocking scrutiny.

      She’s clasping to her side a tiny female Omega with ebony skin, who’s wearing a dress that’s identical to her Alpha’s like she’s no more than a clutch bag.

      The Omega bats her eyelashes, simpering like a typical, submissive Omega.

      She’s everything that I’m not.

      Trailing behind, as if he’s hoping not to be noticed, is a handsome younger Beta who’s in his early twenties. His short dark hair and suit are as elegant as the rest of his pack’s outfits, but his gray eyes are dull and lifeless, trained on the ground. He holds his hands behind his back, as if he’s been trained that way.

      “Senator Hyde,” Xavier says, “what an unpleasant surprise.”

      Hyde?

      As in the psycho obsessive who slapped Xavier and is Falcon’s rival in the Senate…?

      I’m growling, before I can stop myself.

      Hyde arches her brow.

      “So, this is the Omega who could tempt our Falcon, when the best Omegas in America couldn’t,” her voice is steely but calculating too. A chill runs down my spine. I hate her use of our Falcon like she owns him. This Alpha is fucking dangerous. “Not a single Knights Hopeful could scratch his itch but you…” Her lips curl like she doesn’t think much of me. Then she pastes on a sympathetic smile. “Poor Falcon appears close to a spanking himself from his daddy. The General is harsh. But it appears that Falcon is too soft. He still hasn’t taught his second Alpha his manners yet either.”

      Xavier smirks, stroking his ass. “That’s because we both enjoy him teaching me a lesson too much.”

      Scott hides his smile behind his hand.

      “Then he’s not doing it right,” Hyde hisses. “A discipline punishment only works if the bad boy fears it.”

      The Beta’s gaze flicks up, showing his first emotion: distress.

      Shit.

      Hyde snatches him by the hair, dragging him forward.

      I shudder at the way that she strokes her Omega, smiling at her lovingly, at the same time as she shakes her Beta roughly.

      How can you treat two members of your pack so differently: one with love and one with cruelty?

      It’s not only Omegas who need help but every dynamic.

      It’s packs and their bonds.

      I stare at the Omega, waiting for her to speak up. But she doesn’t.

      “Good girl,” Hyde whispers.

      The Omega snuggles against her Alpha like she feels more loved or special to be the good one.

      Maybe she’s scared to speak up? Or maybe she simply loves her Alpha more than her Beta.

      Whatever, it’s cowardice.

      Pack bonds are about everybody in the pack. I’ll never forget that again.

      “You’ve made your point,” Xavier says, frostily.

      I glance over at Falcon. The General is still ranting, but Falcon’s gaze keeps darting over to us, concerned.

      I try to smile, reassuringly. Falcon has enough to deal with right now. I can handle Hyde.

      Hyde gives her Beta a final shake, before pushing him away. Blushing, the Beta tries to shakily smooth down his hair like nothing has happened.

      “See, he knows his place. As you don’t,” Hyde comments. “And if Falcon had become my second Alpha, then I’d have taught him his place.”

      My eyes widen.

      Shit, that’s why she’s treating her Beta like that.

      Because he’s not Falcon.

      “You obsessed bitch,” I whisper.

      The Beta doesn’t meet any of our gazes.

      “Falcon chose me,” Xavier’s voice is low. “Now, this has been deeply disturbing, but we need to mingle. Excuse us, Senator…”

      Hyde leans closer, brushing imaginary fluff off Xavier’s shirt. “I still could, you know. I haven’t taken a second Alpha, so if I bonded with Falcon now, you’d all become my pack. Then I’d get to discipline you how you deserve.”

      Xavier growls, and Scott hurriedly slaps his hand over Xavier’s mouth, taking a hard grip on him. “Don’t. It’s what she wants.”

      Hyde’s eyes light up. “Ah, yes. The loyal little Beta pity case. I suppose that a knotless bodyguard is useful to have around and less competition over heats. And you are pretty. I’m sure that you spread your legs even more prettily.” I gape at her in shock. Scott pales, rigid with shock. He lets go of Xavier. “I wonder if Falcon will let me have a go. Not on your tiny dick, of course.” She winks at Xavier, as if this is Alpha locker room banter that they’re taking part in, rather than tearing the Beta who I love apart. “Betas’ dicks are pointless, don’t you find?”

      “We’re going, and also…” Xavier’s voice is trembling with rage, “Fuck you, Senator.”

      He begins to turn but he stops at the way Hyde snatches her Beta by the arm.

      “I keep my Beta’s dick caged,” she says, casually.

      “Please, Tabitha, don’t.” The Beta sounds close to tears.

      He holds his hands over the front of his trousers like he can shield himself.

      He can’t.

      Hyde’s expression hardens. “How dare you.” She bats his hands away from his crotch, resting her hands on his hips. “You don’t get to hide from me.”

      The Beta whines in distress.

      Scott and Xavier are staring at her in shock.

      Hyde smiles at Scott, slyly. “Shall I drop his pants and show you? Then you can describe his tiny, caged dick, so Falcon can buy a cage for yours.” She narrows her eyes at Xavier; shit, she truly hates him. “And one for the Alpha who may as well be knotless.”

      And that does it.

      I snap.

      All the slurs and mistreatment of her own Beta make her the worst type of Alpha.

      Lucian’s suffered his whole life from being treated like he isn’t Alpha enough just like she’s trying to make Xavier feel.

      Little Alpha…

      I shudder at Clint’s attack on Lucian. The way he treated my brother with the same contempt that Hyde is now showing her Beta.

      Yet attacking all Betas as less, rather than simply different makes my skin crawl. I’ve worked to make Scott feel that he’s just as worthy to be loved and receive pleasure as an Alpha.

      Yet here Hyde is making her Beta shake and drop his gaze.

      She’d cage him, taking away even his right to his own pleasure.

      Fuck that.

      I throw myself forward, knocking Hyde away from her Beta. “Don’t fucking touch him.”

      She stares at me in shock.

      I know that we’re being watched. The conversation has died down.

      I’m breathing too hard; my pulse is racing.

      Her lips curl back. “How dare you—"

      “Betas are different but as good as Alphas,” I glance at the Beta, and for the first time, his eyes brighten. “You’re so lucky to have a beautiful Beta but you’re treating him like fucking dirt just to make yourself feel powerful and prove your control over him…or to take out your anger. You’re caging him, instead of setting him free. So what, Falcon didn’t choose you? Get the fuck over yourself and move on. This is my party, and I want you out.”

      “Are you going to let your Omega get away with insulting and assaulting a Senator?” Hyde demands, glaring at Xavier.

      “Touch your Beta again, and I’ll be assaulting a Senator,” Scott answers.

      “Look at that, this Alpha who may as well be knotless  will be as well.” Xavier is ashen but determined.

      “You’ve just made the biggest mistake of your life,” Hyde hisses. “When I tell Falcon…”

      “What?” Xavier arches his brow. “How do you truly think he’ll react to knowing what you said to us?”

      “What Falcon thinks doesn’t matter.” Her cat-eyes are dark and calculating. “What everyone here thinks does, including the General.”

      Hell, she’s right.

      I’m an Omega and I’ve made myself look like the worst type of rebellious Omega in front of everybody at my party.

      Reluctantly, I glance over to see the General glowering at me. He’s furious and prowling toward me, along with Falcon.

      It’s my birthday, but tonight, I could be headed for the Institute.
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        Haven Woods, Knight Hall

      

      

      

      Falcon pulls me silently by myself further into the darkness of the woods. His expression is grim.

      Out here, I can no longer hear the sounds of my party, and our way through the close tangle of trees is rushed and awkward.

      Anxious, I glance at Falcon. He’s pale under the moonlight; otherworldly.

      At last, he turns and grabs me by my shoulders, pushing me back against a tree; the breath is pushed from my body. “What was that back there? Did I not make it clear in my House Rules that you can behave a certain way in private but must maintain standards in public, and in front of my father, qualifies as seriously public? He’s insisting that the entire pack meet him in my study now, including Leo, and I have no way to refuse him after your performance.”

      I shudder at the wave of dominance from Falcon that’s pinning me in place; his scent is like the blackest of coffees.

      “My performance? You have no idea what Senator Hyde was saying,” I snarl. “She was humiliating Scott and Xavier…you. She was hurting her own Beta.”

      Falcon’s grip loosens; his breath is hot on my cheek. “Then find and tell me. Control your rage, until cold and dangerous, we can avenge ourselves in secret.”

      “And if I don’t?” I challenge. “Will you take back your promise and use your Alpha Command?”

      Falcon looks devastated. “I’ll never do that. Don’t you think I’m planning to use Tabitha and then bring her down in the most humiliating way that I can? It may not happen this year but it will happen.”

      I deflate. “And what about helping her Beta?”

      “He chose to bond with her.” Falcon looks away. “All right, I’ll put out anonymous feelers to see if he wants help breaking free of her.”

      I’ve really screwed things up, haven’t I?

      I sag against Falcon. “I didn’t mean to act out in front of your dad. But bullies like Senator Hyde have made my brother’s life and mine a nightmare since we were kids. Someone has to stand up to them, you know? I’m not apologizing to her.”

      “I would never expect you to.”

      I stare at him in confusion. “I thought that you were dragging me out here to order me to kneel and beg her forgiveness or kiss her feet.”

      He grimaces. “Never say anything so disgusting again. And Xavier would rather be kicked in the balls repeatedly (in a non-kinky way), than apologize to Tabitha. So, I don’t have double standards. You simply need to learn to wear a mask better.” He grips my chin, searching out my gaze. “I brought you out here to talk to you alone about what happened, before we’re forced to see my father.”

      I laugh, short and bitter.

      For the last three years, all I’ve been wearing is a mask to protect my secret identity.

      Maybe now is the perfect time to rip it off.

      What if this is my last chance, before the Head Alpha orders that I’m sent to the Institute?

      “Is that what you’re doing, wearing a mask?” I challenge. “You’re such a hypocrite. You’re always battling to protect your pack and make us pretend to be something that we’re not in front of the rest of your precious elite. But at the same time, you fight against the reforms that could help every Omega. I don’t care about your clever justifications. The Institute should be shut down, and if Leo or I end up sent there, I won’t ever forgive you.”

      Falcon takes a sharp breath, letting go of my chin. He jerks away from me and stumbles back a step.

      His hurt gaze meets mine, but I won’t take back my words.

      I needed to say them. They’re true.

      And so are these next ones: true, dangerous, and liberating.

      “I’m the Omega resistance leader,” I blurt.

      At the same time, Falcon says, “I’m the Alpha leader of the Omega resistance.”

      Silence.

      We stare at each other in shock.

      WTF?

      “You’re Prince?” I whisper in shock.

      Please, please, fucking please.

      He can’t be, right?

      “Princess?” Falcon breathes like a prayer.

      Then I know.

      He is.

      Falcon is my Prince — my Alpha Rebel Prince — and he’s never been my enemy, only playing at it. He’s been wearing a mask all this time as well, probably just as terrified at being caught out.

      How much of a risk is Falcon taking for my cause by being both traditionalist Senator and Omega resistance fighter?

      Right now, all I care about is throwing myself into his arms and holding him, as he shakes and kisses me over every inch of my face. He’s laughing between kisses, lit up in a way that I’ve never seen before.

      I always imagined Prince as being blond, bronzed, and blue eyed, but even before I was bonded to Falcon, I fantasized about the Senator. My cheeks flush at the thought that the powerful man in my arms has dirty talked to me, while I’ve touched myself and come undone.

      “Fuck,” he whispers. “My brave Omega…”

      “Wait, are you swearing, naughty Alpha?”

      He grins. “You know that I swear.”

      “Prince swears. Senator Knight, on the other hand, would probably soap out his own mouth.”

      Falcon’s expression falls. “Do you hate me now? Christ, I mean, hate Falcon? I’m sort of both people.”

      I kiss him, hurriedly. “I love you: both Prince and Falcon. I know that you’re both, because I’m Rebel and Princess too.”

      “How about this, we start again.” Falcon takes a step away from me, before holding out his hand. “You know, I dreamed about this moment so many times. I don’t believe that we’ve formally met, unless scorching-hot phone sex counts. Rebel, I’m Falcon.”

      I realize then that names don’t matter.

      I loved Falcon, when I only knew him as a codename and a false voice over a headset. I’ve been in love with him for two years: the way that he cared for me and met my needs, supporting me and understanding the life of a resistance leader.

      I loved him, before I even knew who he was.

      Then I fell for him a second time, when I met Falcon without even knowing it.

      It’s no wonder that I fell so fast and so hard.

      Or that Falcon fell for me.

      I take his hand to shake it but then, drag him closer, winding my arms around him. I stroke his back. It’s amazing to touch him like this because he’s mine.

      “It’s truly you,” I whisper.

      “Yeah,” his lips curve into a smile, “it’s me.”

      My eyes twinkle. “So, that’s why you were pretending to be such a knothead.”

      “I thought that was all part of my Alpha charm.”

      “Dream on.”

      “As long as I can dream of you…”

      He edges his thigh between mine.

      My eyes widen. “Wait, as Prince, you spoke all about the Omega who you rescued. Your broken ray of sunshine. That must be…”

      “Leo.”

      Leo is a broken ray of sunshine.

      He’s one of the resistance’s rescues. Except, Falcon was the one to do the rescue. No wonder Leo defends him so strongly. Falcon isn’t the abuser, he’s the hero.

      All this time that I worried about hiding my own secrets, the Knights were hiding just as many from me.

      Am I their sunshine as well?

      I narrow my eyes at Falcon. “I think we all equally deserve to be spanked for—”

      “Hiding this from each other?” Falcon’s shoulders straighten. “Xavier will be excited, and you’re right, I’ve felt like a dick, keeping this secret. Don’t blame the others. They’ve wanted to tell you from day one. It was my decision not to.”

      Why does that hurt?

      “They all know the truth about the resistance?”

      “Of course,” Falcon says, proudly. “They help, however they can. And before you ask, they both know the risks and made the choice themselves. We know what will happen, if we’re caught.”

      “Do you?” I demand.

      When I loved Prince but he was just another resistance fighter like Lucian, Angel, and me, the risks that we took were terrifying but worth it. Now he’s the Alpha of my own bonded pack, however, who I’ve gone through heat with, woken happily in the nest of our bed, and even know that he loves Jackie Chan, I can’t be casual.

      Knowing that a pack as powerful as the Knights backs the resistance is going to be a game changer in my efforts to help every dynamic.

      On the other hand, I’m trembling with the dangers that we face.

      Falcon’s jaw clenches. “If an Alpha as influential and well-known as me was caught assisting the resistance, I’d be publicly shamed as an example. Everything I have would be stripped from me, including my pack. I’d be thrown out of the Senate and prosecuted. The President would take a personal interest. If I’m lucky, I’d simply be imprisoned. If I’m unlucky, I’d be sent to the Alpha Center, where the Program for Bad Alphas would break me. Then I’d be forced into more appropriate bonds, under the control of my father. Most likely with Tabitha.”

      My breathing speeds up, until my lungs burn.

      It’s worse than anything I could imagine.

      I can’t let it happen.

      “How can you talk about it so coolly?” I clasp onto Falcon like somehow that will protect him.

      He kisses my forehead. “When I heard what had happened to Cason, Xavier and I drove to Scott’s parent’s home. Scott was collapsed on the floor of his brother’s room. He hadn’t moved for days. He was staring into space, clutching his brother’s soccer shirt like somehow that would return his brother to him. When Xavier tried to take it away from him, he fought. And hell, can he fight. In the end, we let him take it with him and just…brought him home with us. It changed everything. Xavier was so angry that something corrupt like that could happen. It was a wakeup call that we both needed. We knew that we had to look into things. So, we did. And with Xavier’s ability to hack, we learned a lot that gave us nightmares. I did what I could but then, we found you.”

      “You shouldn’t fight with Lucian,” I plead. “He’s a genius at computers too. This whole resistance thing was his idea.”

      Falcon tilts his head. “How about I promise to try?”

      My brow furrows. “I had to keep stuff secret because you were playing the asshole traditionalist, but why didn’t you at least let me in on the secret? I’ve been freaking out here.”

      Falcon thumbs my cheek, as if in apology. “To be fair, you played the I hate you act pretty well.” I flush. Fair point. “When the stakes were so high, I couldn’t endanger the whole pack. What if you’d turned us in to the authorities?” He looks down. “It appears that we’ve both worn masks so long that even the ones who love us can’t see through them.”

      I smile. “I’m not sure about that. I still loved you, even as the cold Senator Knight. Even if I hid a secret side to myself, I’ve been honest about who I truly am inside.”

      “I love you, my Omega.” Falcon drops his mouth to my bond mark and tongues over it.

      I shudder.

      “I love you too, my Alpha.” It’s freeing to voice the words at last. “I fucking love you.”

      “I’m yours. And one day, I will rut and breed you on a live broadcast because you command it. Then the whole world will know that Senator Knight belongs to Rebel.”

      “Shit, yes…”

      My pupils dilate, and my skin prickles.

      All of a sudden, his grin becomes wicked. “I claim rights on telling the others about this. Their expressions will be priceless when they find out that they’ve been bonded to the leader of the Omega resistance all along. They deserve it for the teasing they put me through about my Princess.”

      I arch my brow. “Teasing?”

      “I may have been mildly obsessed with you.” His piercing gaze meets mine, as he walks me back to cage me against the tree trunk, and my breath hitches. “I’m a dick for being so distant and cold to you after we bonded. It was painful being with you. I was devastated. I refused to bond with a female Omega because I was holding onto the hope that I could bond with my feisty leader of the resistance. You, my Princess.” My heart’s beating too fast. It’s just how I felt about Prince. “In the end, I knew that I couldn’t destroy my new love for what may always be a fantasy. Yet I had you all along.”

      He studies me like I’m a treasure that he can’t believe he possesses.

      Nobody has looked at me like I’m so precious before.

      I bite my lip. “Well, I was kind of mean to you as well. I grieved what I could’ve had with Prince. What a fucking pair we are. This seems like the time to admit that I broke your primary House Rule as well. I’ve been investigating you for the sake of the resistance and broke into your study.”

      I hold my breath.

      For a long moment, Falcon stares at me.

      Then he throws his head back and laughs. “Scott and Xavier are going to have a field day with this. All our high tech security measures, and we brought a spy into Knight Hall.”

      “I’ve never lied about how I feel,” I hastily add. “I love all of you. That’s real. And I didn’t plan the heat. There’s no big plot. But since I was here, I had to turn it to the resistance’s advantage.”

      Falcon looks at me admiringly, and by his tented pants, he’s more turned on by my exploits than angry. “I wouldn’t expect anything less. You’re amazing. There’s no one who fits in my pack better than you. Although, if you ever fancy a game of naughty spy gets caught in the study roleplay, I remember describing to you how fun I can make such  games.”

      I’d forgotten how much I loved Falcon’s games, being able to be myself and not hide my personality or desires because Falcon doesn’t want a trained, submissive Omega.

      He wants me.

      He’s known me for two years and he loves me just as I am.

      My eyes darken. “Be careful. Technically, I’m now your boss.”

      I twist him, and his back slams against the trunk.

      I edge my knee higher against his crotch, pressing against his balls.

      His pupils blow wide, and he takes a shuddering breath. “Co-leader.”

      “How about…” I lean in, kissing along Falcon’s neck. “Co-leaders at work, and I’m the boss in bed?”

      His lips quirk. “Do you want me to call you sir?”

      I suck harder on his neck, and he shivers. “If you do, then we’ll never reach Knight Hall again tonight. Plus, you have your dad waiting for us. How angry was he?”

      Instantly, Falcon’s shoulder’s stiffen, and I can tell that he’s working hard to hide his fear. “The most angry I’ve ever seen. I hope he’s now had time to calm down. The danger is having him as Head Alpha. It always has been. He’ll want to punish the entire pack, but then, he’s never met the force of a pack who’s the secret resistance before. I have a plan. It’s risky and dangerous. But it’s our only chance.”
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        Falcon’s Study, Knight Hall

      

      

      

      My heart is beating hard enough to break out of my chest. My pulse thrashes in my ears.

      Yet I’m not losing myself to panic attack because Falcon, my resistance Prince, told me that he had a plan.

      A dangerous, risky plan.

      But still, I trust him.

      With my heart, freedom, and life.

      I’m curled on the leather couch at the back of Falcon’s study with my arms tightly around Leo, who’s shaking apart. He doesn’t know what happened in Haven Wood or between Falcon and me. All he knows is that he was painting, before being dragged in here by the scruff of his neck by an enraged General.

      I purr, stroking through Leo’s soft curls. He clasps his arms around his knees, which he’s hiding his face in. He’s compulsively trying to get Falcon’s long shirt, which he’s wearing, to cover his bare legs.

      Gently, I still his hand and purr to calm him.

      Scott and Xavier stand at attention, where the General has ordered them to, in front of the built-in shelves on the far wall. They’re shaking with the effort not to dive to cuddle Leo.

      Scott looks like he’s ready to kill somebody, and Xavier appears close to tears.

      The emerald drapes are closed. The room feels suffocating, cut off from the rose garden beyond.

      Will the roses wither and die, if we’re sent away?

      Control the rage. Wear my mask.

      I take a deep breath, meeting Falcon’s gaze across the room.

      How does he wear his mask so well?

      Falcon’s expression is cold and shuttered. He’s not even reacting to Leo’s desperate whimpers. He’s sprawled in his seat in front of his desk. His hands are clasped like he only needs a tumbler of whiskey and a cigar to be set for a gentleman’s club.

      The General marches up and down; his eyes gleam with barely contained fury.

      I scrunch my nose up as the scent of overpowering black coffee floods the study

      “You have brought shame upon the family name and the Knight pack,” the General snarls.

      Falcon merely adjusts his cuff links and looks mildly bored.

      I card my fingers through Leo’s hair and purr harder.

      The General forces himself to stop pacing and looks directly at Falcon. “I’ve spent my life instilling in you the correct manner of behavior. Nothing has been more important to me than my heir. You, Falcon. You’re more privileged than most people in this country. You live in luxury, and indeed, I’ve expected your hard work, excellence, and service to America in turn. Perhaps, I shouldn’t have allowed your mother to leave you Knight Hall in her will. If you’d experienced more harshness in your life, then maybe we wouldn’t be where we are now.”

      I almost snort.

      It seems clear that he’s experienced enough harshness from his knothead dad.

      When the General leans over Falcon, Xavier has to clasp Scott’s hand to stop him leaping to his Alpha’s defense. “I only thank God that your precious mother isn’t alive to witness this.”

      Bastard.

      For the first time, Falcon’s cheek twitches. Still, his mask doesn’t break.

      “This?” Falcon says, coolly. “You’ll have to narrow it down.”

      “I imagine that your concerned father is talking about how this one,” Senator Hyde saunters into the study with a smug expression, and her cat-like eyes narrow, as she scans the room to finally land on me; she points with her claw-like nail, “publicly insulted and assaulted me, a Senator and Alpha. Then how, when I asked these two to discipline their Omega,” she points at Scott and Xavier, who stare back at her in shock, “instead, they threatened to do the same.”

      Falcon’s eyes widen, at the same time as the General takes a horrified breath.

      “What’s she doing here?” Falcon reddens. “Are you trying to humiliate me?”

      “I’m a witness,” Hyde says.

      Why’s Falcon not protesting again?

      I can’t bear Hyde being here.

      Can’t.

      “So,” the General snatches Falcon by the chin, forcing his son to focus on him, “every member of your pack displayed dynamic inappropriate behavior, rebelliousness, and disobedience.”

      “Leo didn’t,” Falcon replies, quickly. “He’s not part of this. He was inside.”

      “I don’t care. He’s a Rej and in as much need of strict training as the rest of them.”

      When Leo whines, I stiffen.

      Hyde shocks me by stepping in front of Leo like she’s shielding him. Perhaps, even she’s not hard enough to resist his distressed Omega pheromones. Leo is sweet enough to melt most people.

      But not all.

      I open my mouth to argue, but Hyde rests her hand on my shoulder. “Silence. Alphas are talking.”

      Her words are harsh, but the grip is gentle.

      Confused, I close my mouth again.

      “Nobody is training Leo,” Scott bursts out.

      “Enough,” Falcon snaps and then before Xavier can dive across the couch to stand protectively in front of Leo and me, he adds, “You too, Xavier.”

      Xavier balls his hands into fists but forces himself to nod.

      They all trust Falcon, even when it’s killing them inside.

      “At last, you try and act like an Alpha, but it’s too little too late.” The General stands. “Look how they all act! As Head Alpha, I have no choice but to intervene.”

      “I’ll discipline them myself,” Falcon says. “Tabitha and I can come to an agreement on what’s appropriate.”

      My breath hitches, and I bite my tongue.

      He doesn’t mean it, right?

      Hyde grins. “Oh, that’s more than acceptable to me.”

      Her gaze darts to Xavier like she’s imagining all the horrible things that she’s fantasized doing to him, since Falcon chose him over her.

      And it’s my fault because I was the one who lost my temper.

      Leo raises his head, sensing my distress. He feathers kisses down my jaw. I focus on wiping the tear tracks off his cheeks and steadying my breathing.

      Xavier boldly meets Hyde’s gaze.

      He’s fucking brave.

      Smack — the General raises his hand and backhands Falcon hard enough to knock him out of his chair.

      Falcon tumbles hard on his side, knocking his head on the desk and falling to the ground with a grunt.

      The rest of us jump, even Hyde.

      “I said yes,” Hyde says, shocked.

      Scott marches forward, but the General holds up his hand.

      “Do not take one more step,” the General growls. “I am Head of this pack. I give the orders and I make the deals. I’ve been away, stationed around the world, planning military operations that have maintained your cushy, safe life with champagne parties and pretty Omegas. I haven’t been around as much in recent years as I’d have wished to maintain order and discipline. But that ends now.”

      If only he knew that his son works two jobs as Senator and Alpha resistance leader. That the champagne parties are only a way to hide the dangerous missions.

      Except, he wouldn’t be proud of Falcon for his bravery. He’d condemn him for it.

      Falcon painfully pushes himself up onto one knee. A trickle of blood runs from his temple, but he wipes it away. He suppresses his wince.

      “I understand, Father.”

      “I doubt that. What happened tonight has only confirmed my course of action. I’ve had to hear at dinner parties from strangers that your second Alpha is funding the expansion of an Omega Society. Is this a joke in bad taste?”

      “It’s Xavier’s company and his money. He can spend it however he wishes.”

      This time, the General cracks Falcon across the face with his open palm but hard enough to split his lip.

      I flinch.

      Sweat drips down my neck, and Leo snatches my hand, entangling our fingers.

      In that moment, I’m seeing Lucian: purpling eye and bleeding lip.

      I’m seeing every time that dad locked me out of the room and I pounded on the door, as I heard the kicks and punches on the other side.

      Let me in, let me in, let me…

      I’m seeing every time that I couldn’t protect him.

      “You’re safe,” Leo whispers. “You’re with me. What can you feel?”

      “Fingers, clasping mine. A soft cheek. Curls…” I blink.

      And I’m back. In Falcon’s study.

      Now, it’s the man who I love being hurt by his dad and not my brother.

      How’s that better?

      Only, Falcon’s not distressed. I can tell by his scent. I don’t understand why.

      It’s like he’s about to take down an opponent in the Senate.

      I’d think that he’s the hunter and not the prey, even though he’s on his knees, bruised and bleeding.

      I can tell that it’s making his dad angrier.

      I sneak a glance at Hyde, expecting her to look smug. Instead, I’m shocked that she’s hugging her arms around herself, and her lips are pinched with worry.

      So, she’s a psycho and obsessive but she does love Falcon in a toxic way. At least she doesn’t enjoy seeing him hurt.

      “That’s where you’re wrong.” The General shakes out his hand. “As his Chief Alpha, you control him, his work, and his money. If you wish to keep him at home and spend every dollar, then that would be your right. You should’ve stopped his disgraceful encouragement of your new Omega’s charity. Instead, you’ve allowed both of them to become out of control. Now, I have to step in. I take no pleasure from this. I’m only trying to save you from yourself.”

      “By controlling me.”

      He cups Falcon’s cheek. “You’ll thank me, afterward. When your behavior is corrected.” He sighs. “I’ll take over Knight Hall and your essential duties, while you go on a week-long Alpha Intensive Retraining Course at the Center. That should be long enough.”

      …to break you.

      He doesn’t say it. But we all hear it.

      Horrified, I try to jump off the couch, but Hyde pushes down on my shoulder, keeping me still. She looks as grim as me.

      Falcon blanches. “You’d truly do that to me?”

      “You did this to yourself. And if you don’t go willingly, then I’ll have the Center’s officials come here to seize you. Of course, that will make it all much more unpleasant and public. I thought you’d rather avoid the humiliation, press, and public scandal. Keep this private between us.”

      “You’re crazy if you think that we’ll let you take the Senator.” Scott’s shaking.

      The General glances around at him, dismissively. “You’re only the bodyguard.” Scott winces. “You’ve merely been following the orders of your Alphas. You won’t be punished, if you don’t resist this.” Then his dark gaze settles on Xavier. “But if any of you do, then your second Alpha will be joining you on the course.”

      Falcon may be hardened enough to survive the Alpha Center, but Xavier is a different type of Alpha — like Lucian is.

      He’d be wrecked.

      Immediately, Scott steps back, clutching Xavier to his chest.

      “They won’t.” Falcon’s voice is worryingly flat. “You won’t ever send Xavier to the Center.”

      “I’ll do what I like as Head Alpha, obviously I haven’t made that clear enough.” The General narrows his eyes. “Of course, both Omegas will be sent for training at the Institute.”

      “No!” Leo howls.

      I tremble, and my throat is too dry to even purr and soothe Leo. I draw him onto my lap, attempting to stop him attacking the General. I don’t want to give the General a chance to use the Alpha Command on him. He’s thrumming with more fury than I’ve ever seen.

      “Trust Falcon,” I whisper in his ear.

      I wish there’d been a way to explain more without risking Falcon’s plan, whatever the fuck it is.

      At the moment, it looks like getting his ass kicked.

      Leo turns to stare at me and then he smiles.

      I stare at him in wonder.

      I’ll never be able to idolize anyone the way that Leo does Falcon. But hell, it’s amazing to see such pure love.

      “Bare your neck,” the General commands.

      Falcon glances at Hyde. “You’ve beaten me to my knees. There’s someone from outside the pack here, watching. And you’d still insist that I bare my neck?”

      “Now, Falcon.”

      Reluctantly, Falcon bares the long column of his pale neck.

      His elegant hands are clasped on his knees. “I’m baring my neck for the sake of my Omegas. There’s no need to punish them as well as me. Their faults are mine as their Alpha. One is an Omega who’s only recently been through her first, volatile heat that almost killed her. It’s clearly affected her emotional state. Her behavior is medical and shouldn’t be punished. My male Omega wasn’t even at the party. He’s innocent and perfectly behaved. Please, don’t—”

      The General lifts his boot and kicks down onto Falcon’s neck, shoving his face into the carpet. He holds his boot hard on his neck.

      I gasp.

      No one ever strikes anyone, while they’re baring their neck.

      It’s the ultimate sign of submission, vulnerability, and trust. To attack then is brutal.

      Has the General learned it as a war tactic?

      “General, that is quite enough,” Hyde commands.

      Scott and Xavier surge forward, snatching the General by the arms and dragging him away from Falcon.

      Furious, the General shakes them off like a bull.

      Falcon coughs, rubbing at his bruised throat, before pushing himself to his feet. “To be clear, you’re planning to send me to the Center because my second Alpha donated his personal money to a local, legal charity.” He sounds like he’s analyzing a bill that’s been presented to Senate; there’s a quick, cleverness to his words that sets me on the alert. “As well as sending an emotionally and physically vulnerable Omega to the Institute, despite my offer to discipline her, which Senator Hyde agreed was adequate. Then you wish to add my male Omega, who is guilty of no offense.”

      “What are you rambling about?” The General barks.

      Falcon ignores him, and instead, turns to Hyde like they’re co-conspirators. “Will that do it?”

      She nods. “Well played.”

      What the hell’s happening?

      Falcon straightens his shoulders, and his eyes become darkened jade. Then he lunges at the General, who taken by surprise, still attempts to block Falcon’s attack. But Falcon’s too strong for him. For the first time, panic skitters across the General’s face.

      With the speed of his MMA training, Falcon snatches the General’s wrist and spins him, wrenching his arm behind his back. The General struggles and blusters but he can’t break free.

      Scott and Xavier step to stand at Falcon’s shoulder but they look as bewildered as I feel.

      “I’m not weak,” Falcon snarls like at last, words that he’s always wanted to say to his dad can finally take wing. “I’m not fucking weak.”

      He twists the General’s arm harder.

      “Falcon,” Hyde says, softly, “best not to break his arm, hmm?”

      Falcon takes a careful breath, before letting go of the General and backing up a step.

      Scott rests his hand on Falcon’s shoulder. When Falcon attempts to straighten his tie but finds that his hands are shaking, Xavier gently does it for him. Then Falcon slips his arms around both their waists.

      The General spins around, alarmed. He’s staring at his son like he’s never seen him before. “You’ve just condemned yourself to a month in the Center, alongside your bitch of a second Alpha.”

      Xavier’s eyes darken. “Have I told you how much of a dick you are, General?”

      “You’re witness to that insolence, Senator Hyde.”

      Hyde throws herself down onto the couch next to Leo and wraps her arm around his trembling shoulders.

      “Here’s what I’ve witnessed in this study tonight,” she lists off on her fingers, while casually playing with Leo’s curls, “a Head Alpha striking his non-resisting Alpha son twice in front of his terrified pack. I saw a man injuring a Senator in his own home. In fact, causing head trauma.” Her expression becomes tight with rage. “Worse, I witnessed an Alpha being forced to bare his neck in public and then that being abused in the worst possible way by a cowardly attack. Then that same Head Alpha threatening his pack with retraining for false reasons.”

      The General bares his teeth. “It’s clear that you know nothing about discipline.”

      Hyde’s smile chills me. “I most certainly do. My methods are effective but legal. Yours are against an Alpha of high standing and extreme.” She catches Falcon’s eye and something passes between them; there’s a thrill of anticipation. “In fact, I pass the sentence of severe brutality.”

      Falcon’s shoulders slump with relief.

      Does she mean it?

      Is this real?

      That would make the General unfit to lead the pack. He wouldn’t have control to send Falcon to the Center or Leo and me to the Institute.

      Leo’s head snaps up. “Please…”

      His eyes are wide; deep blue pools with unshed tears. Now, they’re desperate with hope. He drags my hands into his lap, but he leans into Hyde like she isn’t dangerous.

      Of course, she was also all hugs for her Omega at the party. Maybe she’s only a bitch to other Alphas and Betas.

      Scott and Xavier exchange a wary glance.

      The General crosses his arms. “Nonsense. Only a Judge or Mayor can pass that sentence.”

      “Or a Senator…like me.” Hyde arches her brow. “There are some perks to power. I find that I enjoy it. It’s a shame that a son can’t emancipate himself or as a Senator, Falcon could’ve kicked you out of his life years ago. From this moment, you’re no longer Head Alpha of the Knight pack; Senator Knight is.”

      Xavier whoops and kisses Falcon, who looks dazed.

      “You can’t do this,” the General hisses.

      “Believe me, I can,” Hyde replies.

      This was the plan…?

      I glance in shock between Falcon and Hyde.

      Shit, Falcon truly does like to live dangerously, swimming with sharks. He let himself have his ass kicked — provoked it — in the rare circumstance when he’d have a witness with the authority to remove his dad from his position of power.

      Is Falcon free now?

      Is this what an empty cage look likes for him?

      Joy floods me to see the way that bruised as Falcon’s temple and lip are, his eyes are sparkling with triumph that makes him look more beautiful than ever.

      I’d have given anything to give Lucian this same chance.

      Sometimes, Alphas truly do need saving like Omegas.

      The General slowly looks around the room, as if only just realizing that the power has shifted, and he’s no longer the most dominant Alpha.

      “You’re a disgrace,” the General’s voice wavers. “All of you. I wash my hands of this entire pack. If you don’t want me, then don’t expect me to help you or… You’re alone. I don’t ever wish to see you again. My only son is now dead to me.”

      Xavier draws in a sharp breath. “You bastard.”

      Falcon merely stands very still. “And I never had a father. Now, are you going to get out, or do I need to call the cops? I merely thought that you’d rather avoid the humiliation, press, and public scandal. Keep this private between us.”

      I burst out laughing.

      The General pales, before storming out of the room.

      There’s a moment of awkward silence, before Leo and I leap from the couch. Scott and Xavier cheer, and Falcon hugs them. Then he has two excitable Omegas joining in the snugglefest.

      Falcon laughs and attempts not to be knocked backward under the weight of his pack. “Respect your new Head Alpha.”

      “Good luck with that.” Xavier chuckles.

      I wipe the blood from Falcon’s head, concerned.

      “I’m fine,” he reassures me. “I’ve never felt better.”

      Leo peeks over at Hyde. “T-hank y-ou.”

      I frown. “I wouldn’t thank her too soon. This was all set up, right? You two had a deal. So, what do you get out of this?”

      Hyde settles back on the couch. “She’s smart for an Omega, isn’t she? I rather like her. Shall I tell her?”

      “Why not?” Falcon’s eyes twinkle. “Sometimes in politics you need to make a deal with the devil.”

      “In this case, I’m your guardian angel. My payment, if I could remove your Head Alpha, was simply that you rethought your position on the Omega Reform Bill. So, have you have a careful think about it?”

      Falcon’s lips twitch. “Senator Hyde, nothing else has occupied my mind all week, and I’ve come to the conclusion that I’ll abstain on the vote.”

      Her smile is wide and smug, as she pushes herself up, smoothing down her dress. “I’m delighted to hear that you won’t be voting. Now, get some rest. Your head looks sore. I’m sure your devoted pack will care for you, while I see that the Reform Bill is passed.”

      “You know your way out, Tabitha.”

      “Wait.” My brow furrows. “So, was all that with your Beta an attempt to make me act out? You were playing us because you needed to get the General all wound up, so that he’d break the law. Does that mean you don’t treat your pack like that normally?”

      “Oh, I do. Just not in public. I’m a good Alpha but I wasn’t lying to the General, I know effective discipline methods.”

      Bitch.

      I shudder, and Falcon pulls me closely to his side.

      “Good night.” Hyde swaggers out of the study.

      I can’t blame how self-satisfied she looks. She’s freed Falcon, but she played us like puppets.

      She controlled Falcon again.

      “Tell me that you didn’t just commit corruption.” Scott’s jaw clenches.

      “I didn’t.” Falcon raises his brow. “And if you’re all thinking she played me… Well, I played her.”

      Leo nuzzles at Falcon’s neck. “I’m scared and confused. Did you set all of this up?”

      Scott pushes away from Falcon, and his eyes become hard. “Talk.”

      Falcon wets his lips. “I led Hyde to believe that I wouldn’t vote for her Reform Bill by becoming a vocal opponent to it.” How long has he been planning all this? “It had to be real. She wasn’t going to help me out of the non-existent goodness of her heart. What she demanded as her payment had to be worth it for her but also, something that I was going to do anyway. I always intended to abstain on the vote.” He smirks. “But because of my public opposition to the bill, she definitely doesn’t think so.”

      “Genius,” I whisper.

      Xavier grins. “I’ll always treasure the fact you played that bitch and won. But does that means you’ve been plotting this for…?”

      “Years,” Falcon admits. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t say anything in case it didn’t work. Also, because your reactions couldn’t be fake. Now the Reform Bill, flawed as it is, will likely go through.”

      Falcon is better at wearing masks and different identities than I will ever be. He’s also the secret weapon that could help the resistance turn the tide.

      He’s incredible.

      “It was a fucking risk,” Xavier mutters.

      Falcon’s expression becomes grim. “It was, but you know how much that man has controlled us.” I don’t miss that Falcon is no longer calling him Father. “Now that I have the control over our pack, things can change. We can outwardly support anything we like. Hell, if you want to found a Pack Bonds Foundation to find good packs for abused or Reject Omegas, then you can. If I want to change my political views and promote reforms to help Omegas, then there’s nothing to stop me. Just think what we can do together. I’m no longer caged.”

      He holds out his hand to Scott, and Scott slowly takes it.

      “I’m still cross with you,” Scott says. “It was agony being unable to protect you.”

      “This was my only chance to protect all of you for once. That man was a threat to the entire pack and he’d never have stopped being one. I couldn’t risk him putting Rebel or Leo in the Institute or Xavier in the Center. No matter what I did to gain his approval, it would never have been good enough, and he’d have managed it one day.”

      Scott’s expression softens. “I know.”

      I narrow my eyes, running my fingers up Falcon’s tie. “You should still be punished, my Alpha.”

      We both know that this is really going to be a reward.

      Falcon shivers, and his cheeks flush. “Then punish me.”

      Leo’s eyes dilate, as he glances between us.

      I take a firmer grip on Falcon’s tie and pull him closer to me, before whispering against his mouth, “Don’t you think all secrets should be laid bare, Prince?”

      “You know who we are?” Xavier gasps.

      I smile, licking across Falcon’s lips. “I know everything. All your secrets. And here’s mine: I’m the Omega resistance leader.”
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        Falcon’s Study, Knight Hall

      

      

      

      “You’re the Omega resistance leader.” Scott’s shocked expression is priceless.

      But then, so is Falcon’s that I stole his chance to tell the pack. He’s close to pouting without realizing it, and it’s adorable.

      I try not to laugh.

      Instead, I scuff my foot along the study floor to distract myself.

      “And to think you were trained by the FBI but still didn’t work it out.” I smirk.

      “I deserve that,” Scott admits. “You’re one impressive woman. I always knew that you were.”

      I glow under his praise and soft smile.

      “You’re Falcon’s Princess!” Xavier draws back, bouncing on his toes. He looks about to get the type of hyper in his excitement that usually ends up with Falcon threatening a spanking. I’m still holding Falcon by his tie, however, so right now, Falcon is more likely to be getting that spanking, as long as he consents. And after the games that Prince and I have played, I know that he enthusiastically does. “Do you know, we couldn’t go a single movie night without Falcon talking over the film. It was all: my Princess is so smart…perfect for me…makes the sexiest sounds when she—"

      Falcon growls to silence him. “Do you want to be punished too?”

      “Why do you always ask me that?” Xavier scrunches up his nose. “As it happens, this is one of those cases where I do itch for one, Sir. Plus, it sounds fun.” Xavier winks at me, and I pink. “Maybe we can recreate the fantasy that Falcon whispered to me once in bed about his Princess forcing him over her knee and then spanking him, until he broke and wept. But she didn’t stop. Instead, she kept going to make him come over her stockinged lap…”

      Wow.

      Now that’s something I’m definitely returning to.

      Falcon tries to look away from me, but I keep his gaze firmly on mine.

      He swallows. “My Head Alpha authority didn’t last long. Don’t strip me of every shred of dignity.”

      I tighten my hand on his tie, twisting it just enough to put light pressure on this throat, and his cheeks flush with desire. “Good idea. Strip.”

      I let him go with a light shove. “Red means stop, remember? Yellow is slow down. I won’t do anything without consent. Okay, guys?”

      The rest of my Knights nod. Leo’s eyes are blown wide.

      Falcon coolly arches his brow, before pulling off his tie like it’s a challenge.

      Well, I’m not blinking first.

      Then he begins to take off his clothes with a neat efficiency. I force myself not to look away, as he unbuttons his shirt, and his muscled chest is revealed.

      Hell, I need a medal for not ripping his clothes off him.

      He neatly folds his suit jacket and shirt, before pushing down his pants.

      Who folds their clothes when they’re stripping? Is he teasing me?

      Without being asked, Xavier begins to tear off his clothes like an eager puppy. He tosses them on the floor in an untidy pile, pushing down his pants with a slinky wiggle of his hips. The look in his half-hooded eyes, as he makes sure that my focus is on him, is wicked.

      Scott’s leaning against the wall, watching with an amused expression. “Looks like it only takes the right Omega to put the Alphas in their place.”

      Falcon glances at Scott, uncertain. “I’ve never made you feel…?”

      Scott smiles. “I love you, and you saved me. I’m simply enjoying watching you being dominated. It’s hot.”

      “You are a voyeur.”

      Scott’s hand drops to his crotch, and he palms it softly, biting his lip. “Agreed.”

      Suddenly, I notice that Leo is staring at me with the type of wonder, which he normally reserves for Falcon. “This is fate. Falcon loves you so much, and now you have each other.”

      Then he ducks his head, turning as if he intends to leave.

      I pale.

      Does he think that all of this has nothing to do with him? That he’s somehow been replaced as the Omega in the pack?

      No fucking way.

      “I love all of you,” I insist.

      I notice Falcon, Xavier, and Scott’s sudden, delighted expressions. Warmth floods through my chest. Our intermingling scents are happy and sweet.

      Apart from Leo’s.

      I snatch Leo’s elbow and yank him towards me. “Are you okay with this?”

      I gesture at the Alphas who are now standing in their boxers.

      Leo nods. “I’m happy for you. I’m glad that you can give them what they need.”

      I grip Leo’s chin and urge him to meet my eye. “We’re not slaves or prisoners anymore, remember? This is our time. Both of ours.” I remember dancing with him in his painting studio. His joy. How he helped me. The wild birds on his windowsill. The bravery he had to break free, despite everything that’s been done to him. “What do you want?”

      “I want to kiss you.”

      He pulls me into a long, deep kiss that makes me moan against his lips.

      It’s perfect.

      Then he draws back, and his expression is more mischievous, as he nips along my neck, where Falcon’s bond mark is.

      Claiming me for himself.

      Then Leo holds my hand, turning to face our Alphas.

      I shudder at the thought.

      Our Alphas.

      “Now, I want them to take off their underwear.” Leo tilts up his chin.

      Immediately, Falcon pulls down his boxers, revealing his impressive dick and knot, which is already half hard. I try not to laugh, as he even folds his underwear to add to the pile.

      In contrast, Xavier makes a show of sliding his boxers down his hips, teasing Leo.

      Then he kicks them off, as his eyes dance.

      He’d make a gorgeous stripper.

      Leo’s breathing picks up, and his eyes become glassy. His fingers stroke my hip and then slip down my pants, teasing at the edges of my underwear.

      “Why don’t you put your fingers to good use?” Falcon growls. Leo pushes his fingers down to circle my clit, and I shiver. “Now kiss him, Rebel.”

      I bury my hands in Leo’s curls and drag him into another kiss. His fingers touch me, faster and faster. Then they push inside, crooking.

      Pleasure coils through me.

      “Good Omega.” Falcon’s voice pulls me out of my daze.

      Oh, smart, naughty Alpha.

      I don’t fucking think so.

      With difficulty, I draw back from the gorgeous Omega in my arms, and Leo nuzzles against my neck, sucking bruises into it.

      I narrow my eyes at Falcon, who looks smug. “I haven’t forgotten who’s in trouble here. You’re my Alphas.”

      “I’m yours,” Falcon replies.

      The sincere submission takes away my breath.

      I nudge Leo. “So, what do you want to do with our Alphas?”

      Will that be too much for Leo?

      It’s definitely not too much for Xavier, who grins, rocking on his heels in anticipation.

      Leo looks thoughtful, before his expression becomes firm. “On your knees.”

      I lift my eyebrow.

      There are hidden depths in this anxious Omega, as well as hidden steel.

      Falcon and Xavier exchange a glance, before they both shrug and drop to their knees. Then they look expectantly at Leo for further instructions.

      Leo sucks in a breath like he didn’t truly expect them to do it.

      “Shit, that’s hot,” Scott murmurs.

      And it is.

      Now, it’s two Omegas playing with their two Alphas.

      Two strong Alphas on their knees.

      Scott unzips his pants and pulls out his dick, slowly stroking it.

      Leo fiddles with his buttons. “Xavier is always the one who’s teased and denied. He should be brought pleasure.”

      “So, what do you want Falcon to do for him?” I ask.

      “Xavier, lie on your back,” Leo commands.

      Xavier lies back.

      “Now, our Head Alpha should suck Xavier’s dick and get him ready to fuck you, Rebel.”

      My brain stutters at the image.

      Hell, I want that.

      Falcon flushes and freezes. “I haven’t… I mean, I haven’t done that before.”

      “Don’t you think that you should then?” Scott says.

      I move forward, however, cupping Falcon’s cheek. “You don’t have to. Is this a red for you? We can do something else.”

      Falcon shakes his head.

      “I need words.”

      “I want to try it. But I need you to order me…tell me what to do.”

      My skin prickles, and I flush hot and cold. “I want that too.”

      “So do I.” Xavier lies in a sexy sprawl; his lean limbs are pretty, and if Falcon doesn’t start sucking his gorgeous dick, then I’m going to.

      Falcon meets my gaze. “I’m going to get him ready to bend you over the desk and fuck you so hard that you can’t stand.”

      My eyes widen. “Well, then you better get started.”

      I take a step back and attempt to steady myself.

      Leo slides his hand to the hollow of my back. He’s watching the two Alphas, as intently as Scott, who’s panting. “This isn’t about your pleasure. So, open your mouth and let yourself be used.”

      It looks like Leo’s been imagining this for a while then.

      Falcon looks bemused, but his dick hardens to a painful degree. He lets himself drop over Xavier, gripping onto his hips and nipping at the sensitive skin of his inner thigh with his teeth.

      Xavier strokes his hand gently through Falcon’s hair, checking in. “Are you ready?”

      Falcon nods.

      “Kiss the tip and then tease the head,” I say.

      Falcon doesn’t hesitate.

      Xavier throws his head back and groans, as Falcon follows my directions. I can’t look away from them together. It’s incredible.

      And it’s a show that they’re putting on for the rest of their pack.

      Leo tightens his hold around me. “Now suck harder.” Falcon hollows his cheeks. “That’s it. Remember all those times that I’ve gone on my knees for you. How I do it.”

      “Let him fuck your mouth. You can take it. Now, look up at Xavier,” I whisper.

      When Falcon raises his beautiful green eyes to meet Xavier’s, the moment is electric.

      “You look so gorgeous with your mouth wrapped around my dick,” Xavier murmurs, before adding more softly, “And you’re perfect. You’re doing so well.”

      Then something wicked passes between them, and Falcon pulls off Xavier’s hard dick.

      I blink. “Wait, I didn’t say—”

      “I think that’s enough orders from you for now.” Falcon pushes himself from the floor, rising to his full height. Was he always this tall? Nonchalantly, Xavier stands next to him. “I’m the co-leader, remember? And it looks like I got Xavier all primed for you.”

      Leo whines, nervous now that the tables have turned.

      Scott marches around the two Alphas to hustle Leo safely onto the couch. They hump against each other, while passionately kissing.

      “Thanks for abandoning me,” I call.

      Scott breaks away from Leo for a moment. “You can take it,” he teases.

      “You’re next on my punishment list.” I pout.

      “Noted.”

      Falcon grins as he grabs me around the waist and spins me, pushing me down over the desk. My heartbeat thunders, and my pulse speeds up.

      He leans over me, and his hard chest presses against my back. “Stay.” Then he swaggers around the desk to pull me more firmly over it, at the same time that Xavier stands behind it, pulling down my pants and exposing me. I shiver in delight. “Tap on the desk twice for red, since you won’t be able to talk. How many times have you imagined this? Me…or as Prince…taking you over my desk?”

      I meet his bright gaze. “About as many times as I’ve imagined taking you over it.” Falcon’s cheeks tint with pink, and he huffs a laugh. “Now get the fuck on with the ravishing. I want you.” I glance back over my shoulder at Xavier. “Both of you.” Then I add, louder, “And later, both my Beta and Omega too.”

      Well, I’m going to be sore, but it’ll be worth it.

      Call this my birthday gift to myself.

      Finally, I know that I’m worth it.

      Falcon sinks his fingers into my hair.

      Falcon smiles, meeting Xavier’s gaze. “The Omega wants us to get on with it.”

      Xavier rips down my panties strokes over my wet pussy with his dick tantalizingly.

      Falcon holds his dick to my lips. I run my tongue along its tip, and his breath hitches.

      “Never let it be said that I let down an Omega, especially our beautiful Rebel.” Xavier pushes into me with one long, deep satisfying thrust that pushes me onto my toes, rocking the desk.

      I gasp.

      At the same time, Falcon pulls on my hair and fucks into my mouth.

      The sensation of being filled by two Alphas at once, as well as feeling the happiness and pleasure of my entire pack thundering towards joint climaxes is the best feeling in my life.

      I shudder, shiver, and come undone.

      I can feel two knots inside me at the same time. I love that I’m not in heat, and we’re doing this. It pushes me towards my limits, and yet, I know that I can take more.

      Fuck me, fuck me, fuck…

      Pleasure, desire, and love coil together, until I’m floating. Hazy with coffee and brandy scents.

      Xavier and Falcon kiss over my back, as they both fuck into me, moaning into each other’s mouths as they come.

      Then I’m struck by waves of pleasure as well, washed away by them, until I’m shuddering. My eyes flutter closed.

      Someone’s picking me up and carrying me to the couch, there are hushed voices, and someone else is pressing Gatorade to my lips and getting me to drink.

      When my eyes open again, I’m cuddled on Falcon’s lap in a small nest that Leo has built out of our clothes and blankets on the couch. I’ve never seen everybody so relaxed and happy before, even if we’re a hot, sticky mess of cuddles and kisses.

      My pack.

      I’m no longer a Reject. I’m Rebel and my Knights. Even though we’ll always be in danger as resistance fighters, these men make me feel safe. And one day, if we keep fighting, maybe all Omegas can raise their voices.

      Perhaps, Lucian and his beautiful Songbird will.

      Then every cage will be empty.

      I smile excitedly at the thought.

      I know now that the right pack bonds can change everything.

      
        
        The End…For Now
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      My name is Ember, and I’m a Reject Omega.

      

      My gorgeous best friend and Alpha from the dangerous Marshal pack broke his promise to share my first heat, and I was sent to the Omega Institute.

      

      The last Alpha I expect to buy me in the Institute’s auction is the same Alpha who abandoned me. The man who broke my heart: my enemy. What secret lies behind his rejection? Will this generous, heroic Alpha and his beautiful rock star male Omega bond with me for real this time or send me back to the Institute?

      

      When we’re stalked, a dominant Alpha Sheriff and his Beta Deputy take us under their strict protection.

      

      But then, they can’t protect us from the secrets of our pasts.

      

      Ember. Her marshals. A pack bond that changes everything.

      

      
        
        ONE-CLICK HERE FOR EMBER, LUCIAN, ROMAN AND THE REST OF THE MARSHALS’ STORY HERE!
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        READ THE COMPLETE SERIES NOW HERE!

      

      

      Want to read more Omegaverse but this time with shifters? A dark fantasy enemies-to-lovers Omegaverse with a twist: in this world, Omegas are male, Betas can change gender, and Alphas are female…

      

      The Alpha rapped a silver tipped cane against the single word above the door: REJECT.

      I lifted my eyebrow. “So, not all your Omegas are perfect.”

      The Alpha’s nostrils flared, and she bared her teeth; I could’ve imagined it, but I thought that they lengthened just for a moment. I fought the urge to take a step back. Then I shooed her with my hands. Reluctantly, she stepped away, swinging open the door.

      Silver magic swirled out, sighing as it curled around my own.

      I stared into the gloom of the tiny windowless room, scrunching my nose against its stuffiness. There was nothing in it, not even a mattress, except for the wolf shifter, whose magic had leaked out and sought mine, while every other Omega avoided me like I’d be the one to gobble them up.

      You know, I’ve spent the last ten years dreaming of either kissing or killing a werewolf.

      Case in point: the sleeping werewolf marked REJECT, who unlike the other Omegas, was naked. A tumble of moon blond curls, long limbs curled on the cold floor, and a leather collar that was stark in contrast to the paleness of his skin.

      What made him different enough to be shut up here?

      I suddenly couldn’t help the smile as I tapped with my magical shadows on his head. He mumbled something that sounded suspiciously like but I don’t want to get up for school yet and squirmed, nestling back into his arms. He might be a wolf, but I couldn’t help the urge to kiss the curve of his soft mouth. I slid the shadows lower, down his neck, between his pink nipples that peaked from the lightest touch, and then…tickled.

      The Omega spluttered awake, flailing and staring up at me with wide golden eyes that were flecked with silver and framed by thick black lashes.

      My breath caught.

      He wasn’t pretty like the other Omegas: he was beautiful.

      How on earth could he be a reject?

      The Omega rubbed his hand over his eyes, before yawning and blinking at me. Then he glanced down at himself as if remembering that he was naked and crossed his arms. A rosy blush crept up his neck.

      “By my fur, I didn’t expect to entertain today.” His soft Scottish accent didn’t hide that he could’ve won the Sass Awards. It jolted me how little I would’ve guessed he was a werewolf and that I didn’t even know what on earth that meant. “Who are you then?”

      I arched my brow. “Someone who’s traveled too far to stare at a lazy ass sleeping wolf.”

      The Omega pushed himself up to lounge against the wall like we were in a club and not a cell, pushing a curl behind his ear. “Are they even selling tickets to see my fine behind to American witches now? Were you expecting a lap dance?”

      When he cocked his head, I noticed that he wasn’t trembling or looking at me like I was a dragon, and that it was adorable. And why would I think like that about a wolf? Was it the silver, which had quested, entangling with my red?

      As a kid, I’d always been taught that wolf shifters didn’t have magic. And boy, did it make them more terrifying if they did.

      I hadn’t realized that my breathing had become harsher and more panicked, until the Omega reached out his hand to steady me, only for the Alpha to — thwack — crack her cane down across his arm.

      The Omega hissed, as the silver sizzled, burning his delicate skin. For once, the non-magicals had the myth right because silver was one of the few ways to take down a wolf.

      The magical red jolted from me without even conscious thought. It slapped away the cane, clattering it across the cell. The Alpha blanched, holding up her hands in automatic surrender. She wasn’t so big without her stick, cameras, and muzzles.

      The Omega’s smile was dazzling, as he ducked his head in thanks. My guts clenched, as I rode the thrill of having him look at me like that…of having anyone look at me with such genuine — surprised — respect.

      That could become addictive.

      “Trust me, we’re safe with the big bad Omega here.” I snatched the Alpha by the shoulder, tossing her out of the room.

      My Aunt Stella’s gaze darted between us, before she sighed. “You were always one for dramatics.”

      “Big bad Omega?” The Omega pouted. “Are you mocking me?”

      I leaned next to him. “Well, duh.”

      The Omega’s eyes widened as he stared at me, then he spluttered with laughter. “You’re not like any witch I’ve ever met. I love this goth chick thing you’ve got going on. Is madam rebelling against ma and da?”

      I stiffened, biting my tongue hard enough to taste the tangy blood. “That’d be a nope. They’re dead.” This would be the point that guys at parties would rush to apologize and slip away as fast as they could. Instead, the Omega only continued to study me with an intent golden gaze. Finally, I was the one who broke. “So, are you rebelling against your mom and dad?”

      The Omega shrugged one snowy shoulder, as his lips quirked into the ghost of a smile. I hated how the look made my stomach squirm. If he wasn’t a wolf — and I’d met him at one of those private parties on yachts or at the tennis club that my cousins loved so much — then he was just the sort that I’d have pinned to the sheets, until I’d dirtied up his sweet innocence. I had to stop thinking of a wolf as a sheep because that was how you ended up devoured.

      At last, the Omega leaned close to my ear. “That’d be a nope,” he whispered in a faux American accent. I bristled. “But I wish that they were.”

      I startled back from him, and Stella caught me.

      Stella’s laugh was harsh. “Oh, my naïve niece, did his sinful body or angelic eyes trick you?” I shrugged out of her hold, although my pulse pounded too loudly in my ears. How could I’ve been so trusting, just because his magic had called to mine? “He might look your age, but these shifters live for centuries. He was a kid in the time of your legendary great-grandmother.”

      Firstly, I had a legendary great-grandmother…? Secondly, I had to take home with me not simply a werewolf but one that was centuries old…? Maybe I could still persuade my aunt that I hadn’t been kidding about wanting that new set of oil paints for my birthday instead of a shifter.

      The Omega had stiffened, edging warily towards the corner of the cell.

      Stella gestured out at the ranks of perfect Omegas. “Why would you consider a reject, when there’s a platter of deliciousness out there?”

      I shrugged. The way that she’d frowned, when I’d suggested not following her orders about taking a Charm, made me hesitate to reveal the Omega’s magic. “Shops always have the best produce hidden at the back.”

      The Omega huffed. “I doff my hat to the queen of the backhanded compliment.”

      “Is it because he’s got that vulnerable but rebellious thing going on?” Stella looked the Omega up and down appraisingly. “Like he should be on his knees but he’d fight you all the way? I could definitely go for a taste of that. Plus, those curls would look delectable wrapped around my fingers…”

      “Stop talking,” I snarled, pressing my nails into the palm of my hand, until the crescents bit into the skin.

      Stella tossed her hair. “Possessive…yet you don’t even want him.”

      I noticed that the Omega’s own nails were clawing into his arms as well and that they sparkled golden. Had they been painted or were they natural?

      “Are you holding out on me? Why’s this Omega in the reject pile?”

      “More like,” Stella smiled; her gray eyes glittered, “what happens to him if he’s not picked?”

      The Omega’s lips thinned, and for the first time, a tremor ran through him, even though he lifted his chin defiantly.

      “I’ll bite: What happens if I don’t choose him?” I tried to meet the Omega’s gaze, but he stared with attempted bravado over my shoulder.

      “He’ll be put down.” Stella twirled a strand of her hair around her finger. ‘Oh, don’t worry, it’ll be humane.”

      When I gasped, the Omega’s gaze shot to mine in surprise: it was open and raw. I saw the hurt beneath the sass. If his silver hadn’t reached out to my red, and if I hadn’t answered its call, he’d have been executed.

      Yet Stella had announced his death sentence like: Oh, it’ll be a soy latte.

      Just how much did witches hate werewolves? Or werewolves their own Omegas if they weren’t perfect?

      The Omega had paled. He stroked his curls as if self-soothingly. Seriously, that’s what he thought of me? That I’d only wanted some entertainment but even after knowing that he’d be put down humanely, I’d still walk away and leave him here?

      I marched to the Omega, shoving his hand away from his curls and running my fingers through them instead; they were as soft as I’d hoped. He leaned into my touch, closing his eyes with a contented hum.

      Then he peeked at me. “Is this the last stroke for a condemned wolf?”
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      I trace my fingers further along the soft bedding and blink in amazement. The bed has been pulled apart and then reformed into a strange but highly snuggly circle around me. The blankets are pulled as close as possible and the satin pillows and cushions are almost like the walls of a…

      Hell, demons do nest.

      And talking of demons, where’s my Demon of Fire?

      I peer over the bed, but Sol’s not sleeping on the floor in a nest of his own.

      Instantly panicked, I sit up, not caring that my hair is at wild angles or my stomach is rumbling for breakfast.

      Where’s Sol?

      Then I notice that there’s something heavy around my neck like a coiled necklace. Except, this necklace is warm, leathery, and moving.

      I still and listen hard.

      It’s snoring.

      I hiss out a breath and reach up, only to touch scales and the light flutter of wings. Then whatever is curled around my neck begins to purr at my touch.

      If demons put living collars on their humans, Sol is in for an ass kicking.

      I peer down but all I can see is the ruby tip of a snout and a tail curled around my neck.

      “Hey, wake up,” I hiss. “No snoozing around my neck without permission. I only give snuggles to those who I’ve been introduced to and not freaky but cute purring collars.”

      Instantly, the creature  wakes up with a startled jerk. His black eyes open to stare up at me in panic. He chirps as if in apology and unwinds from my neck, flying to sit on the other side of the nest.

      He’s a dragon.

      I gasp in delight.

      The creature is tiny and beautiful. He’s shimmering ruby, and magic flutters around him like smoke. His neck is long and sinuous, and his wings sparkle.

      The look that he’s shooting me is adorable, until he flashes his fangs.

      I just had those small teeth way too close to my jugular…

      He’s a demonic dragon. I should have known.

      “I take it back. As long as you promise not to bite me, you can snuggle me any time.” I hold out my hand to the dragon, but he hops backward.

      Then in a ruby spray of glitter, the dragon transforms into Prince Sol.

      I let out a yelp of shock, as Sol lounges in the nest, running his fingers through his hair. He’s wearing the same pajamas as me, so at least we match.

      Sol’s smile is sheepish. “I can’t promise not to bite, but thanks for the offer.”

      I stare at him. “You’re a dragon.”

      Of course! Sol’s guitar is decorated with dragons, and his clothes are like dragonhide. Plus, the way he half transformed last night into a monstrous creature that was growly, protective, and possessive.

      “I’m a Shifter Demon,” Sol corrects, “and my shifter is a dragon. I didn’t intend to transform in the night. Instinct took over. Dragons are possessive of their treasure…”
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        General Knight, Head Alpha

        Senator Falcon Knight, Chief Alpha and owner of Knight Hall

        Xavier Knight, Second Alpha and tech billionaire

        Scott Knight, Beta and bodyguard

        Leo Knight, Omega and painter

        Rebel Knight, Omega resistance leader

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            APPENDIX TWO: OMEGAS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Rebel, Omega resistance leader, bonded to the Knight pack

        Leo, painter, bonded to Knight pack

        Roman, rock star in Knotty but Nice band, Songbird, rescued from Institute
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        Scott, bodyguard, bonded to the Knight pack

        Angel, resistance member, Rebel’s best friend

        McKay, Doctor
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        The General, Head Alpha, Falcon’s father

        Falcon Knight, Senator, Chief Alpha

        Xavier Knight, Second Alpha, tech billionaire

        Lucian, resistance member, Rebel’s brother

        Clint, Alpha and enforcer in the Marshal pack

        Tabitha Hyde, Senator and Falcon’s rival
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