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      With five deadbolts and a chain locking my door, it should be clear that I’m avoiding all things omega. Bra off, spicy Cheetos, and a TBR pile like whoa, I’m set for the perfect Friday night.

      But Trainer Marc keeps knocking like I haven’t spent the past minute plugging my ears. “Lilah Darling! You will not blow off another dance team practice.”

      “I’m not on the dance team!” I call through the thin wood, wishing I could reinforce it with steel bars.

      “Yes, you are,” Marc growls, trying to channel some alpha, but he’s just as beta as every other power-tripping ass of a trainer at the Omega Cultivation Center I’m so unlucky to call home.

      “Not since I was like seven years old, Marc.”

      “Lilah,” his growl deepens in a threat I’ve heard a hundred times.

      A threat I know he’ll deliver on.

      My heart picks up, reminding me that it’s a terrible idea to talk back to trainers, but at least when Marc punishes me, he’ll follow OCC rules.

      No blood or disfigurement.

      Maybe he’ll cane my ass, send me to solitary, or reduce my rations again, but even if he serves up a beating, it’ll be a joy compared to what Rachel and the others’ll do if I show up for that practice.

      They won’t follow the rules.

      Anything’s fair game when we’re competing for the same alphas.

      I keep telling them I don’t want to compete.

      I’m happy alone, locked in my dorm with books, blankets, and a stolen streaming subscription. I’m not after their packs or their futures because I’m just another sad ward of the OCC, and no decent pack is ever going to make me an offer. No decent pack will ever have the kind of cash it’s going to take to repay my almost twenty years of room, board, and training fees.

      Plus the massive wad that the center paid to buy me from my mom.

      What kind of packs does Rachel think we’re competing for?

      When I used to go to socials, the only alphas who ever gave me a glance were from the shadiest, nastiest packs—the kind who saw a little omega girl with no parents and no real guardian as the perfect opportunity to go buck wild with zero consequences.

      I would love to not compete.

      To hide in my room forever and let all the other omegas steal the spotlight and affection they so desperately desire.

      But Marc keeps knocking and knocking. “Rachel rolled her ankle. Evgenia needs a soloist for tomorrow’s showcase.”

      Soloist? I jump, tipping over the precious Cheetos that I only snagged because someone punched the wrong button on the vending machine.

      “You have ten minutes.” Marc rattles the doorknob. “Be dressed and in the studio, or I’ll have your locks drilled and your Wi-Fi access revoked.”

      I’m willing to go without food.

      I’m even willing to go without locks thanks to the toothbrush shiv under my pillow.

      What I’m not willing to go without?

      Fucking Wi-Fi.

      Is he a demon?

      I tug my hair, but there’s no time to waste. I have to run, even knowing the hell I’ll catch for showing my face at the studio.

      Putting my bra back on feels like the worst kind of surrender.

      I whip on baggy pants and an oversized shirt, barely able to move around the tiny cupboard of a room that only has space for my bed and the built-in desk/closet/shelf unit.

      I can’t remember living anywhere else, although I try on a daily basis. All I have left of the before-time is the memory of a hard-eyed woman who looks like the face I see in the cracked mirror.

      My mom had rosebud lips like mine, but hers were always pressed together in annoyance. We have the same tiny build, the same light brown hair, and the same grey eyes.

      So much the same, and yet she still sold me off the second my blood tests came back omega.

      I tie my hair into a messy pony and rush to the studio. I have to sprint to make it to the dance building before Marc delivers on his stupid threat. I cut across the perfectly green lawn, sprinting past spas, salons, gyms, and teaching buildings.

      Everything a budding omega needs.

      But nothing this omega wants.

      Panting, I bust into the dance team’s practice room just before my ten minutes are up.

      “Ah. Miss Lilah. So nice of you to join.” Trainer Evgenia, smug ballerina bitch she is, offers me an emaciated smile.

      Nodding, I slink to the back of the room, wanting to go unseen.

      No way is that happening.

      Sitting at the front with her ankle propped on a silk pillow, Rachel glares like she already has my blood under her fingernails. Resentment sharpens her scent until it’s wedged in my sinuses like a serrated blade.

      Beckah, Jovie, and the rest of Rachel’s clique whisper in their huddle, not even pretending to stretch while they’re so busy party-planning my funeral.

      “Not back there. Come to the front where you belong.” Trainer Evgenia grabs my elbow while I’m distracted. She pulls me dead center in the front row, giving me the perfect view of the mirror and the dance team’s firing squad glares.

      My shoulders hunch. This is so not ending well.

      Evgenia does a little clap. “Now, my doves. Let’s run through the routine for our star. She’ll only need to watch it once.”

      The room’s resentment level ratchets up until I’m choking on sour barbs of omega rage.

      I want to strangle past Lilah, who thought showing off was the answer to our problems. If I proved I was the best, I’d be snapped up by the good alphas and escape the OCC to be pampered as some pack’s princess.

      I saw it happen to other girls. Why not me?

      I was eight when I learned that answer hard.

      Darlings are literal OCC property. The rules that keep the other omegas safe do not apply to us because instead of us paying to be here, the OCC pays for us to attend.

      Other omegas have backers. Supporters. Families. They have eyes looking out for them, ready to speak up when alphas cross lines that shouldn’t be crossed. They have resources, money, and extra tutors. They form friendships and alliances, little omega cliques that never include me.

      All I’ve ever had is hard work.

      Even when I was young, Evgenia wasn’t one to take bribes. I busted my ass and fairly won the lead in the junior dance showcase.

      I busted my ass all over the OCC, taking top rank in class after class, earning the trainers’ recognition in academics, etiquette, combat…

      Noelle was the first omega to remind me of my place.

      Just before the showcase, she and five other faceless mean girls from the teen section cornered me, kicked the shit out of me, and left me tied up in a closet.

      A janitor found me three days later.

      Since then, I’ve never come first in anything. I never show off, always blending at the back, never ever outshining the current queen bee and her court.

      They come and go.

      After Noelle was placed with her pack, there was Juniper who shaved my head, Mya who threatened to have me sold to her drug lord Daddy’s enforcers, and Penny who ripped out my earring and split my lip.

      Eve. Samantha. Madison.

      Rachel is the flavor of the week, stewing with a tension that promises she’s going to follow in the footsteps of all the bitchy omegas who came before her.

      I zone out as the team runs through their hip-hop routine, deliberately not paying attention because fuck me sideways, I will remember the steps after I see them once.

      My brain’s a sponge for dance.

      The team’s talented and totally in sync. They throw themselves into the fast-paced routine, moving with such desperation it looks like passion if you don’t know what you’re seeing.

      They know the game.

      You’ve gotta work to catch a pack of alphas worth mating.

      If you graduate, heat coming on with no forever offers coming in?

      Welcome to life in rotation.

      You’re pimped out to the highest-bidding pack for sex and surrogacy, popping out pups until you could field your own football team and half the marching band. You never mate. Instead, it’s a new pack every heat until you’re finally dried up, sexed out, and begging for menopause to take you into retirement.

      As far as I’m concerned, mating is just as shitty.

      I’ve spent my entire life at the mercy of people who take pleasure in hurting me, and I’m supposed to want to be bite-bound to a pack of neanderthals who see me as an easy target?

      No fucking thank you.

      When the girls finish their routine, breathing hard but looking flawless, perfect smiles and perfect makeup, I shove down every instinct that has me bouncing, replaying the choreo in my mind and adding my own twist, wanting to join and move and feel the music, ignoring all this omega bullshit.

      But life is better since I learned the truth.

      There’s a third option, and I’m not ditching my winning strategy for one catchy song.

      So when Evgenia motions me to join, I do what I always do.

      I deliberately fuck it up.

      The problem is, Evgenia’s been at OCC forever. She’s not like the other trainers, in and out, here maybe a year. They play a girl to earn her loyalty, then weasel their way into a spot as a pack beta, and a ticket to the sweet life.

      It leaves me safe, flying so low under the radar I’m practically an earthworm. But Trainer Evgenia has known me since I was an abandoned preschooler bumbling my first arabesque.

      As I clumsily recreate the routine, pretending to forget steps, turning the wrong way, and moving so the other girls fall out of their positions, Evgenia watches with a lifted chin and an arched, manicured eyebrow that distinctly says you think you’re getting away with this shit?

      It’s painful to hold myself back, but every time the girls sniff or scoff at me instead of flashing their fangs in jealousy, I chalk up a win. Let them think I’m an idiot who can’t remember the choreo. Let them think Evgenia’s just pitying me.

      I’ll never show them the truth.

      Jealous bitches give you stitches.

      After half an hour of awkwardness, Evgenia finally caves. “Enough. Enough. Girls, you’re dismissed. Not you,” she hisses when I try to sneak out with the crowd.

      Rachel crutches to the door on a swollen ankle, already sizing up how she’s going to cube me into little Lilah pieces.

      A few years ago, I would’ve been terrified, knowing what’s coming.

      I’ve taken enough beatings that I know how to handle myself, and if Rachel wants to hurt me, she’ll at least hurt back.

      But I’m exhausted.

      So tired of fighting this fight with every single omega. Dabbing foundation over my bruises, waking up aching with an empty stomach, wondering if I’ll have to fight just to get breakfast. Wondering how the trainers will punish me for fighting. The same cycle every day, over and over and over again.

      The clawing. The backstabbing. The hate.

      All I want is to be left alone until the OCC realizes I’m never going to awaken, and they’re going to have to let me earn back my debt by working the old-fashioned way instead of shipping me off to be some mafia pack’s sex doll.

      Evgenia folds her arms. “You want to explain that performance?”

      “Nope.” I rock back on my heels, glancing wistfully at the door.

      “Are you taking suppressants?”

      “What?” I jerk forward, almost falling over.

      “You’re twenty-three and not even in pre-awakening. Most omegas have a pack and a brood of babes by your age. Knowing your…tricks…I’m not the only trainer who suspects you’re sneaking drugs. If you’re caught—”

      “I’m not taking anything,” I say quickly.

      “Are you not?” She tilts her head to the side in an elegant, bird-like motion.

      Oh, I’m for sure sabotaging my body, but management will never figure out how. I’m just fucked either way if they think I’m on drugs. “I swear.”

      “Not everyone at the center is blind to your shine, my little Darling. You’ll end up with a pack eventually. Make sure it’s one you can live with.”

      I shudder.

      There’s no pack I can live with, and I strive to keep my shine on matte. I know Evgenia thinks she’s doing me a favor by throwing me under the spotlight, but she’s actually throwing me under the city bus. “You should let Jovie take the solo. Her turns are super sharp.”

      So are her fingernails. Long acrylics she keeps bedazzled and filed into claw tips. Now there’s a girl who wants some attention. My nails are bitten-down stumps.

      “The solo is non-negotiable. You were requested, Lilah.”

      “By who?” My stump nails cut into my palms, and I’m already planning how to get out of this bullshit.

      “That’s not important.” She waves me off, moving to the sound system. “I want to see the routine from the top. Cleanse my soul after forcing me through that horror show.”

      With a sigh, I take my spot.

      Later, I’ll figure out how to earthworm my way out of the dance. It’s been a while since I gave myself food poisoning.

      So many options for self-sabotage. Anything to keep my ass safe and off that stage.

      Since I can’t go back in time and erase my childhood, Evgenia already knows my truth.

      Just this once, in the semi-safety of the dance studio, I let loose. For two-and-a-half blissful minutes, I feel free, spinning, whirling, twirling, and pretending I’m some other girl.

      “Flawless.” Evgenia claps. “You’re wasting your talent.”

      My chest heaves, but I could dance for hours. I would dance for hours every day if not for the threat of being seen, measured, and sold.

      Never again.

      Evgenia walks me through a few of the advanced moves, and I’m ready for a second run from the top when I catch the twisted face peeking through the narrow strip of window in the door.

      Rachel.

      If the past has taught me one thing, it’s that retribution will be swift and catty.

      And stupid me. I forgot to pack my shiv.
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      Since I’m already screwed, I stay and dance until the end of the day when Evgenia kicks me out so she can go home and watch her K-dramas.

      The campus is quiet.

      Everyone’s at dinner, sharing fake smiles, playing fake friends, and gossiping over the hottest alphas and the dreamiest packs.

      If I walk in now, Rachel and her minions will have the perfect chance to lock onto me. Instead of gift-wrapping myself for the bitch squad, I head to the pool building where the bite of chlorine burns my throat like chicken soup for my battered omega soul. I’ve spent enough nights in the water to memorize the schedule, and no one will be here until tomorrow morning’s swim classes.

      I change into my suit and plunge into the heated water, setting a grueling freestyle pace. When my heart’s pumping, I dive deep underwater, folding my knees in lotus position at the bottom of the pool.

      The water’s heavy, pressure pushing at my eardrums like the threat of my future, but it’s comfortable down here, hidden away with only my beating heart to keep me company. Sometimes, I think I have espresso for blood, the way I’m constantly jittering, always on high alert, ducking threat after threat.

      The water is my cocoon. It’s the only place I feel safe.

      When the world quiets to nothing, I start counting heartbeats.

      I’m past 150 when my vision starts to go spotty. My throat burns and the familiar we-need-oxygen-idiot panic punches me in the lungs.

      But I keep holding.

      Holding.

      Holding.

      Everything black.

      Now.

      Desperate, I kick to the surface just in time to take a gasping, spluttering breath.

      I suck in cold air, treading water as my vision slowly comes back. When I can more or less breathe, I start grinding out another round of laps. Then I dip below the surface again.

      And again and again.

      I repeat the same batshit circuit until I’m barely kicking up in time, my body so used-up, so exhausted, I have to hang against the wall for a few minutes before I can haul myself out of the water.

      I lay gasping on the side of the pool like a fresh-gutted fish.

      The burn is glorious.

      I was thirteen when I figured out this trick.

      My pre-awakening came early. Even then, I kicked my own ass to relieve stress. When I caught the first baby whiff of my omega perfume, I panicked, just ran and kept running, knowing that as soon as I started to mature, I’d be on the auction block.

      A toy for alphas who’ll never see me as a real girl.

      I ran so hard, so long, and so fast that the pheromones went away.

      When my perfume came back, a track workout sent that shit packing.

      The next day, I danced for eight hours and my hormones heard the message. We’re not doing this awakening thing.

      That’s the whole secret, my whole plan.

      All I have to do is keep grinding, exhausting my body so hard it can’t be bothered to pump out the sex hormones that’ll force me to awaken. No packs will notice or want me because I’m defective, and at some point, the OCC will have to write me off as a loss.

      Management can’t even put me in rotation because it doesn’t matter if I’m twenty-three or sixty-three. If I’m not awakened, I can’t mate or get pregnant.

      I have to be so exhausted I can barely function if I’m ever going to have a future.

      That leaves me to deal with the present, and the omegas I can feel bitching me out from all the way across campus.

      I avoid going back to the dorms for as long as possible, but at some point, I want to sleep on a bed instead of a diving board.

      It’s past midnight when I finally cave. Late enough that all the omegas should be tucked in their cozy little beds.

      Knowing it won’t go down like that, I detour through the equipment room and pick the lock on the softball club’s cage. Casually armed with an aluminum bat, I sneak through the shadows to my floor.

      No one’s around until I hit the common room that’s lit up for a welcoming party. Rachel and five of her minions jump from the couches to surround me.

      They’re younger—the oldest maybe nineteen—but they all tower over me.

      Height doesn’t scare me.

      I have leverage and a killer hitting arm.

      What bothers me is the intensity of their scents.

      Rachel’s putting off the strongest stench. Her barely there, pre-awakening perfume smells like expired rose water on a good day. Now it hits like thorns and rotted roses. I wrinkle my nose at the bitterness.

      “You’re not dancing that solo,” Rachel says through gritted teeth.

      “Neither are you.” I point at her air-casted ankle with my bat.

      She growls.

      It’s a kitten’s growl, high and shrill. I should laugh and blow her off, but no.

      Fucking omega instincts.

      My spine snaps like she just slapped me and goose bumps wiggle all the way down to my tailbone. I can feel my lip curling, an answering growl rumbling in my chest.

      The other omegas rumble, and the sound sets me off again.

      I’m surrounded.

      Surrounded and exhausted, because as much as I will protect myself, I don’t want to do this.

      It’s all so fucking pointless.

      Rachel clenches her fists. “You won’t take them from me.”

      Huh? “Take who?”

      “Cut the bullshit!” one of the mean girls shouts.

      “What’s this about?” I shoot her a glare so acid she backs up a step.

      “The Wyvern pack. Who do you think the showcase is for?”

      Suddenly Rachel’s hysteria makes at least a little bit of sense.

      Wyvern House owns the OCC, among a kajillion other businesses, but their bread-and-butter is black ops merc work. I don’t live so far underneath my self-imposed rock that I don’t know about the Wyvern heirs.

      Okay. I don’t know their names, just that they exist. The sons of the four founders of Wyvern House. If a pack of dominant, aggressively hot rich boys is shopping omegas, it’s no wonder Rachel wants to wear me as a skinsuit.

      Also, fuck.

      This showcase is a total scam.

      I consider handing over my bat and letting these girls beat the shit out of me, but they’re going to do that anyway. I might as well get in a few hits.

      Stress relief.

      And bonus! No solo if they shatter my legs.

      “We could just not do this, you know.” I tighten my grip on the bat. “I don’t want your packs.”

      “You’re playing the long con. I respect it. But do you think we’re fucking stupid? Every omega wants Wyvern Pack.” Rachel shakes her head, tossing her perfect glossy curls. “Noelle warned me about you.”

      To be fair, I try not to look Rachel in the face. That’s why I never noticed the familiar snub nose and the dark brown eyes that match the ones in my nightmares.

      I thought it was weird how all mean girls look the same. Apparently it’s not a look they stole from a magazine. It’s genetics.

      “You’re sisters.” I swallow hard, lifting my bat. All this time, I thought I was hiding, and Rachel knew I was a threat.

      “No shit.” Rachel’s lips curl in a feral grin. “Fuck her up, ladies.”

      I swing, pushing back the minions who think I didn’t see them closing in on me.

      Amateurs.

      It’s five-on-one, but the bat gives me reach. I hit Jovie first, knocking her off her feet so she can’t come at me with her tetanus nails.

      I jab one in the stomach, kick another, but they circle closer and closer, and I spent way too many hours dancing and grinding laps. My arms are too weak. I’m too exhausted.

      Knowing how this ends, I make one last lunge and slip through their claws just long enough to jab my bat into Rachel’s ribs.

      She topples with a sweet oof.

      Then Jovie snatches my wrist, Beckah steals my bat, and the girls dart in with sharp nails and sharper snarls. Their touches make my skin crawl like vipers and stinging vines, and their floral, fruity omega scents make me want to choke.

      “Hold her,” Rachel says shakily, using her crutch to push back to her feet.

      My lizard brain freaks.

      I flail as more and more hands pin me down.

      Fight. Run. Fight. Run.

      Rachel steps in front of me with a crutch in one hand and my bat in the other. “Know your place, Darling.”

      She swings the bat like a fucking battle axe.

      The hit cracks across my face.

      Lights.

      Out.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I wake up to the smell of antiseptics and the orange blossom fragrance of the frantic beta nurse hovering over me in the infirmary.

      “What year is it?” I croak out, hoping I’ve slipped into a coma and am now sixty-five years old and ready for retirement at sea.

      “It’s—”

      “Don’t start.” Evgenia clicks her tongue. “You didn’t miss the showcase.”

      I tilt my head to find her when a throb hits so hard I gag. Pain that’d have me heaving if I had anything more than bile in my stomach.

      “Stay still,” the nurse commands, steadying my shoulders.

      When the agony passes, I don’t try turning again. Evgenia can hear me from wherever. “Looks like your understudy needs an understudy.”

      “You’ll be fine. Nothing a little stage makeup can’t cover.”

      I’d snort if I weren’t positive it would split my head like a rotten pumpkin. “It hurts to blink. There’s no way I’m dancing.”

      “Well…” The nurse hesitates, and my stomach drops.

      “Traitor,” I mutter.

      “I’m so sorry, Lilah. But your scans don’t show any irreparable damage and Mr. Scorpio insisted, so…”

      Scorpio?

      I try to remember where I’ve heard that name, but my brain’s all pumpkin pulp and mush. “What about Rachel?”

      Evgenia sniffs from her corner. “She’s in solitary with the others who attacked you. Evil girls, hitting you in your beautiful face.”

      They could scrape off my face with a butter knife if it got me out of this dance. Just the idea of standing makes me groan.

      “I’ll grab you some more pain meds.” The nurse scampers off, and Evgenia steps in, staring down at me with a critical eye.

      “You cannot expect me to dance tomorrow.”

      “You’re bruised, but I’ve seen you dance through worse.”

      I think she means that as a compliment.

      And yeah, once upon a time, I wouldn’t let anything stop me from dancing. Things change when you realize every second in the spotlight means another trip to the infirmary. “There’s no way.”

      “You’ll find a way.”

      “But—”

      “I won’t let you throw away this opportunity. You have a chance to land a decent pack.”

      Evgenia and I have a waaaay different definition of opportunity. She’s imagining a cushy life for me as some pack’s precious omega princess, but all I see is a future filled with bars and bruises. “I’d call this a trap.”

      “Then consider yourself trapped.” She pats my arm in consolation. “And dance your omega ass off anyway.”
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      The last time we clusterfucked a mission so hard, Finn took three bullets and we damn near lost him. I promised myself.

      Never again.

      But here we fucking are.

      My packmates sit around the conference table while I replay the insane footage that shows every wrong thing that went down tonight.

      Hunter scowls, Jett watches with a cold expression that matches the dried blood spray across his face, and Finn—fucking Finn—sits low in his chair, swiveling back and forth and grinning like an addict who just scored a fix.

      I can’t blame him.

      I blame myself.

      I should’ve known he’d go off-book. I should’ve checked in with him before we went out. Made sure he was level.

      Now all I can do is agonize over the tapes and plan so this never happens again. I pause on the drone footage from the moment the first domino tipped.

      We were hired to ambush a Redfang Cartel drug pickup in an isolated forest clearing. The plan starts textbook, the four of us camouflaged in perfect position for a quick kill when the Redfangs pull up. Erik Redfang steps out of a black car with his bodyguards, and the suppliers hop out of their van.

      It should’ve been easy.

      But instead of taking the shot, our sniper jumps out of his tree.

      In one fluid motion, he throws his rifle over his shoulder, drives a machete through a cartel soldier’s jugular, and war whoops like a goddamned Highland warrior.

      My pack brother, Finn—the copper-headed shit—watches the screen with a twinkle in his eye. “Play the part where I—”

      “Shut up.” Hunter claps a hand over Finn’s mouth.

      “You fucked this one up,” I tell him flat out. “But so did we all.”

      I hit play.

      After Finn drops the guy and pulls another knife, going for a second man, Hunter breaks cover. But Hunter doesn’t have knives or even a weapon. No. Hunter dives into the fight unarmed, bare-knuckle-blasting our target’s bodyguard in the face.

      “He was reaching for his gun.” Hunter runs fingers through dark, messy hair. “Bonehead move, okay? But Finn was fucked and I didn’t have a shot.”

      The scene breaks into more chaos. Jett and I start firing from our positions, our target takes cover in his bulletproof car, and before we can finish dropping bodies, the surviving Redfangs tear away.

      We’re still picking off the last drug guys in alternating blasts of gunfire when Finn dives behind the wheel of their van. Jett, who’s supposed to be the level-headed one, grabs shotgun, taking along the tablet that controls our tech.

      Finn has too deep a death wish to ever be wheel-man. He plows through a bush, off-roading to follow the Redfangs’ escape.

      All the while, my commands crackle over the audio.

      Ignored. Unacknowledged.

      “Negative. Do not pursue. Hunter needs support. Finn! I repeat, do not pursue. Need backup on the ground.”

      “I have him,” Finn insists. “I can run him into a tree before he makes the road.”

      Meanwhile, Hunter’s pinned down by three guys, one’s going for his knife, and gunfire has me stuck behind a tree.

      My gut roils.

      I told myself our bond was fine. The pack is strong. But Exhibit A right here is all the evidence I need.

      Our pack is fracturing. “You left us behind.”

      The switch flips inside Finn, and in half a second, all his cowboy bravado bleeds to nothing, leaving behind a dead-eyed assassin who drops the room temperature to glacial.

      This is the Finn who has more kill counts than any other Wyvern House agent. This is the Finn the stunts and fucking antics keep at bay. This is the Finn who doesn’t give a fuck that I’m his leader and we’ve been pack brothers since diapers.

      “You had it under control,” he says flatly.

      “And you?” I turn to Jett.

      “It was a mistake,” he admits, dropping his gaze. “I was watching the screens instead of the ground. Didn’t want Finn going off solo.”

      Reasonable.

      Wrong, but reasonable.

      This is exactly why we need our tech guy back, but my father has Orion grounded indefinitely.

      “We should’ve called Nathan,” Jett says.

      “No,” I bark, and my packmates spines’ straighten at the hit of alpha command I didn’t mean to slip. I clear my throat. “Orion’s spot stays open.”

      “What if he’s never fit for duty again?” Hunter asks.

      “He’ll be fit.” The fact that Hunter could even suggest—could even think—about replacing our brother tells me everything I don’t want to know.

      “If—” Jett begins.

      “No.” This time, the bark’s on purpose, and the command of their pack leader has my brothers’ jaws snapping shut.

      I will not negotiate.

      Orion is pack. If we’re not loyal to our own goddamned pack then what are we doing?

      Orion didn’t ask to awaken as an omega. He didn’t even ask to be our pack’s omega.

      But he is. He’s ours. Our mate.

      Mine.

      So we can keep his spot for as long as it takes for him to figure out his hormones. When he’s in control, he’ll be back, and the team will be that much stronger.

      No fucking way am I giving his slot to Nathan.

      The guys know their history. Orion and Nathan are biological brothers, and Nathan takes fucking glee in lording shit over our mate.

      I’d rather remove the guy’s teeth with my fingers than trust him to have my back on a job.

      Orion’s already going to be upset that we’re struggling.

      I’ve disappointed him enough.

      I won’t backstab him by cutting him from our squad without so much as a heads up. “Any chatter on containment?”

      “The media’s running with the car chase,” Jett says.

      “I made the shot,” Finn insists as if he didn’t make the shot after the choppers got there. So instead of an everyday case of road rage, the news is covering a gangland assassination where a masked Finn shoots the spine out of our target in the middle of a bridge before base jumping off the side and disappearing into the water.

      God save me from adrenaline junkies.

      “Wyvern House will be implicated,” Jett says.

      Hunter tsks. “Fucking mess.”

      This isn’t a mess.

      It’s a goddamned disaster.

      As team leader, pack leader, and future leader of every single Wyvern House op and business, I’m the man who has to make it right. “Jett, get your people working on intel. Did the Redfangs recognize it was a Wyvern hit? Hunter. You’re fooling no one with that shitty bandaging. Go patch yourself up. And Finn. Sauna. Find me when you’re ready to talk.”

      Hunter grumbles like he thinks long sleeves are enough to hide the slashes. I can smell the blood. A thick, choking reminder of how dangerous tonight’s close call was.

      After my packmates leave, I replay the mission footage again and again. If this were any other team, I’d go over it frame-by-frame, pinpointing where the teamwork broke down and what strategies can improve their performance.

      Our breakdown isn’t on film.

      It’s somewhere else, somewhere deep inside the fabric of our pack, and when I finally pick apart the bloody threads, I know what I’m going to find.

      It’s my fault.

      Even if it’s not, it is.

      I’m the one responsible for keeping us together.

      I sit alone for too long, beginning to type up a mission report that makes me want to flip the table. Before I can splinter the conference room furniture, my father walks in.

      Scorpio Wyvern drops down in the chair next to me.

      His skin’s a shade deeper than mine, hair buzzed military clean. My father’s a big guy. Not bigger than me anymore, but he has this way—this aura. In black camo, he takes up the whole room.

      His dominance and familiar musk wrap around me, half comforting, and half gut punch, because this is the one man in the world I can’t disappoint.

      “You want to talk about it?” he asks.

      “As my father or my commander?”

      “Definitely father. Your commander’s gonna rip you a new one over this shit.”

      I snort, and it’s almost a laugh. “I deserve it.”

      “You know why I named you Atlas?” He tilts his head. There’s more salt and pepper in his dark hair lately.

      It gives him a wisdom I hope I can earn someday.

      “Because I carry the weight of the world.”

      “No. Because I wanted you to know you’re strong enough to carry the weight of any burden you deem worthy. Not every burden’s yours to bear.”

      “We just assassinated Dominik Redfang’s favorite younger brother on national news. It’s on me when he comes looking for revenge.”

      “As your commander, I’ll be rip-shit over that later. We need to talk about your pack.”

      A protective growl builds deep in my chest. “It’s not the time for that conversation.”

      “Orion—”

      “Dad,” I snap. “We’re mated. It’s done.”

      “Orion’s a good boy. I’m not saying otherwise. But your pack’s in fucking shambles and he’s the root of it.”

      Blood bubbles in my veins, and I grip the arms of my chair so hard the plastic screams. “I won’t listen to you speak that way about my mate.”

      “Your loyalty needs to belong to your whole pack. As your commander...” he pauses long enough to make my throat clench. “I’m pulling you off the mission roster and placing a secondary omega with your pack.”

      I distinctly feel the sensation of being ripped in half.

      Because no.

      No way in fucking hell am I replacing Orion. I’ve wanted him my whole life and denied him just as long, all for the sake of our pack and the hypothetical future omega we planned to mate.

      But Orion is that omega. We’re not replacing him.

      And yet…

      Just the thought, the doubt, yanks my heart.

      Something’s wrong with our pack. Orion doesn’t smile, Finn’s acting manic, Hunter’s shooting me pity looks, and Jett won’t say shit about what’s eating his soul.

      And me?

      I don’t sleep. Can’t. My packmates’ anxieties scream along our bond like sirens, keeping me awake. I stalk the house at night, checking the window and door locks, investigating banging pipes and creaking wood like every sound is an assassin come to take revenge for all the blood we’ve spilled.

      Orion sleeps alone.

      Our pack bed’s sheets are always cold.

      We were fifteen when I looked him in the eye and told him we had to shut down whatever was between us. It was unfair to the omega the five of us would grow up to share.

      Our love had to be for her, and her alone.

      Ten years later, Orion awakened as an omega instead of an alpha. At the first hit of his pheromones, I one-eightied. Claimed him as mine, and the four of us agreed to take him as our pack’s mate.

      To throw him away now?

      To tell him he’s being replaced?

      I’m not that kind of monster.

      “There has to be another way.” I scrub my hands through my hair, torn between two loyalties. Orion is my mate, but my father is my north star, the one who I’ve always followed, and he’s never led me astray.

      “Maybe. How much time are you willing to take off to figure it out?”

      “None.” Fuck. We don’t have time for this. The Redfangs will hit back hard.

      “Then look into some other options.”

      “I won’t replace him,” I growl.

      “So don’t. The situation can be temporary, but Orion needs guidance, and the rest of you need to extricate your heads from your asses.” My father whips out his phone, and a message pings me. “There’s an event tomorrow. The female we picked for you will be on stage.”

      My phone shows an invite for four—not five—to tomorrow night’s dance showcase at the Omega Cultivation Center. The screen burns when I shove it back into my pocket.

      “I won’t force you,” he says, “But what you’re doing isn’t working. The pack’s volatile. Any other team wouldn’t get a second chance.”

      Shame burrows into my chest, the hot wave making my fists bunch and my teeth clench.

      He may as well give me an ultimatum.

      Lose my pack or lose my position?

      I can’t survive without either.

      “I’ll go. But no promises. We already have a mate.”

      “Fair enough.” Scorpio stands, and the nurturing snaps out of him, leaving behind a hard-eyed commander staring down his incompetent subordinate. “I want that report in my inbox tonight. I’ll see your team on the field at morning call for punishment.”

      “Yes, sir.” I press my hand to my heart in salute, and he walks out.

      Alone again, I sink back in my chair.

      My father never bluffs. I’ve known that in my bones since the day I mouthed off as a toddler and he confiscated my teddy bear.

      Now I have so much more to lose.
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      The cool thing about spending the next day in the infirmary is that it smells like rubbing alcohol instead of ragey omegas, and when I can finally sit up without puking, Nurse Betty brings me a plate for breakfast.

      It’s heaped with French toast, sausage, and fancy fruit salad—the kind with dragon fruits and rambutans that I absolutely cannot afford to be added to my ever-growing tab.

      There’s no free brunch at the OCC.

      I mentally add another chunk of cash to my debt for the food, the overnight, and medicine.

      As a rule, I don’t fill my stomach. I don’t dare let myself get to a healthy weight where my body could be like, hey, aren’t we supposed to be doing that puberty thing?

      This once, I sop up every drop of syrup with my toast and lick my fingers clean. I need my strength to heal this head wound and survive the recital from hell.

      Knowing I’m a flight risk, Evgenia shows to drag me to the auditorium and sit my ass in one of the dressing room makeup chairs backstage.

      Hair mostly covers the spot where Rachel hit her home run, but so much purple swelling bleeds onto my forehead that I need the heavy-duty concealer. It’s not my first time hiding my hurts under foundation and powder.

      It won’t be the last.

      All I can do is brush over the marks, wing my eyeliner sharp enough to slit a man’s throat, and promise myself I’ll keep fighting.

      Evgenia stops to hand over the hanger with my skimpy spandex costume, giving a curt nod at my expert bruise-hiding skills. “No one will notice.”

      “Hope they don’t.” I’d happily blend into the back row, or better yet, ooze into the shadows and never make it to the stage.

      “Oh, they’ll notice you. You’ll be in the arms of your forever pack before morning.”

      I freeze, mid-blusher. Evgenia isn’t exactly a mother figure, but I can trust her not to bullshit. “What else have you been told?”

      “Just that you’ll be graduating soon. It’s nothing to worry about. Any pack would be lucky to have you.”

      Would they, though?

      And why would I want them?

      “I’ll graduate right now,” I mutter.

      Evgenia tsks. “So you say. Wait until your first heat. You’ll be begging for your alphas to—”

      “I know how it works.” I’ve taken the class, done the reading, and seen the omega “education films” that are just well-lit amateur porn. I know exactly what I’m in for.

      An omega in heat is a mindless creature, all need and no logic. We crave sex and security. The bite of our alpha. Knots and sweet nothings.

      It’s supposed to be bliss when you have it all.

      The cozy nest and the pack of growly protective alphas bending over backward, sideways, and doggy style to make you scream and make you smile.

      If they’re a scent match—your true, destined, meant-to-be-mates—you’ll spend your whole lives craving to be together, craving each other in a way that demands constant closeness and kisses. Their pheromones and attention melt you into goo, and yours turn them into loyal knights dedicated to satisfying your every need.

      I know better.

      That dream’s a sales pitch, and I’m not buying.

      I don’t need a pack telling me I’m safe. I can make me safe. I can take care of everything by myself, without handing over my entire life’s happiness to a bunch of rutting assholes.

      “I’ve been asked to make sure you attend the reception after the performance. Don’t be surprised if a pack gives you an offer.”

      “They can’t. I’m not—”

      “Not awakened. I know. But that’s easily fixed with a hormone shot. You can’t delay the inevitable.”

      My vision tunnels and my heart slams my ribcage like it’s gonna punch free. I set the costume on the makeup counter. “I’m not dancing.”

      “You are,” Evgenia insists. “The center’s director is coming to watch.”

      I glance at the curtain, calculating. Will it be too obvious if I go down hard enough to snap my collarbone in the first ten seconds?

      “No. No.” Evgenia waves, bringing me back to reality. “I know that look. You will not sabotage tonight for yourself or anyone else. Some of these girls are trying to make a good impression. Don’t hurt their futures just because you’re afraid of yours.”

      “I wouldn’t…” But yeah. I definitely would.

      Evgenia huffs. “Walkthrough in twenty. I want to see your solo one more time before curtain.”

      I regret the morning’s French toast when it feels like everything’s going to come up, my whole future at risk, my fate uncertain.

      I’d say fuck it all and run, but two big beta guards posted at the backstage door clock me the second I try to sneak past.

      All I can do is dance.

      When I join the team on stage for the walkthrough, the vibe is less hostile without Rachel and her drones. The other girls sneer, but they’re the type to be so worried about themselves they don’t have time to come after me.

      My head aches through the practice. I crush a few extra painkillers, and if I happen to pass out on stage…

      Yeah. That might be my best possible outcome.

      Too soon, the auditorium fills. The buzz of conversation grows louder and louder, deep alpha voices rumbling and stirring up my instinct to run and hide. I plug my nose, blocking out their scents while the dance team girls giggle, leaning into the pheromones and picking out their favorites.

      We’re not up until the final performance. It gives me plenty of time to pick a hiding spot, but Evgenia finds me like a ballerina bloodhound and drags me out of the bathroom just before curtain.

      I take my place, vibrating with tension and dread, my head aching and ringing like someone’s chipping the inside of my skull with a pickaxe.

      Then the music starts and it all fades away.

      The ache and the bruises. The bitchy omegas and all the choking, heavy alpha scents. There’s only me and the beat.

      I move like this is my last slice of freedom.

      Because maybe it is.

      I can feel the sounds in my soul, and I don’t hedge or fake or hide. I run through the moves like they’re mine. Like they came to me in a dream and only I can bring them to life.

      When the music shifts, the dance team backs off, and the cursed spotlight calls me to the center of the stage.

      There’s no more hiding. No other dancers to get lost in. No protection from the searing sets of eyes watching me from the darkness. Their gazes rake my skin. Alpha pheromones bleed across the stage, sticking in my throat until I can’t take a full breath.

      The room spins.

      I keep moving, moving, trying to grab onto something to make the world stop churning.

      That’s when I feel a point of warmth in the crowd. Up in one of the private boxes.

      Mid-dance, I falter, my body swinging to face whoever’s sitting up there.

      Horrified, I correct before anyone notices
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