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About the Author


Bullied and outcast, Ezer has seen firsthand the cruelties of the world. He knows what’s expected from his kind—timid compliance to his “betters.” But Ezer isn’t one to conform to the role society has forced upon him.


Despite his defiant nature, Ezer must partner with a man of his father’s choosing, one his father promises will love and care for him for the rest of his life.

After the contract is signed, Ezer is horrified to discover his partner is Ned, a member of the pack of bullies who have made his life so distressing. Ezer’s determined to hate Ned, but he can’t help the way he reacts to his touch.

Ned is young, privileged, and hopelessly in love with Ezer. Unfortunately, his pack of so-called “friends” have targeted Ezer for torment. Ned has a lot of regrets, but none greater than his role in Ezer’s misery. When Ned’s offered the contract of a lifetime, he sees it as the only way to prove he’s worthy of Ezer’s love.

Too bad Ezer is just as determined not to fall for his bully.

Bully for Sale is a standalone m/m romance.


For my Omegaverse fans with all my heart



Important content warnings: bullying, family coercion, family emotional manipulation and abuse, difficult pregnancy and birth, consent violations due to family coercion, sexual assault (not between the heroes), knotting, mpreg, omegaverse.



PART ONE


Bought and Sold


In a world where omegas are treated as second-class citizens, and their precious heats are contracted and sold, they have little protection except a flimsy consent law that’s rarely enforced.


Poor omegas can auction their heats off to the highest bidder. But wealthy men use their omega sons’ heat and breeding for an entirely different purpose—to make alliances between powerful families.

Should a breeding be negotiated as part of the heat contract, and if a baby is conceived, an omega must live with his new alpha for the full term of the pregnancy—five months—in order to have steady access to gestation stabilizing compounds only the alpha can provide him.

The dual biological drives of heat and pregnancy keep these men together for the short term, but while all contracts end with an exchange of money, not all end in love.

Chapter One

Ezer chewed his lower lip and employed his eraser with zest. The equation was a tough one, but he knew with persistence he’d conquer it. The concrete bench beneath his bony ass and the hard table under his sharp elbows made him ache all over, but there was nowhere else for him to wait for his da to come home from work. He didn’t have a key to the apartment, and he didn’t live here, though he visited as often as he could sneak away.

The late winter had dissolved into a soggy spring, and mud puddles shimmered darkly all around the fenced-in area next to his da’s apartment. A few rats squabbled over a crust near the drainpipe at the side of the yard, and there were odd pieces of clothing strewn about, as though thrown from one of the higher windows. Ezer’s da’s living situation was less than ideal and not beautiful to dwell on, so he’d broken out his notebooks and begun to play with equations to distract himself from it all.

The divorce between Ezer’s alpha father and his da, the intimate term used for an omega parent, had been unusual and inequitable. The scandal it’d caused was still the subject of whispers amongst the upper crust of Wellport. Even in their society where omegas were given much fewer rights than alphas, it was unheard of to be as vindictive as George Fersee had been in divesting himself of a no-longer-pleasing omega.

Across town, at his father’s mansion, Ezer lived in the lap of luxury with every extravagance lavished upon him, most of the time without him even needing to ask. But here, his da lived on cheap food and wore second-hand, threadbare clothes. Da hadn’t been allowed to take anything of value when he’d left, not even his nicer clothes, and Father had burned everything after he was gone. Now Da fought just to dress and feed himself. Ezer often brought baskets of food and always wore his oldest jeans and sweatshirt when visiting. He couldn’t bring himself to flaunt his tailored pants and expensive cashmere sweaters when he knew how much his da struggled.

Ezer’s alpha father could easily afford to pay for a nicer place for Da to live, not to mention plenty of food for him to eat and nice clothes for his back. In fact, most alphas did just that when they took on another omega after dismissing or divorcing one they’d bred before. But George Fersee wasn’t a man known for doing the right thing or taking the high road. He was a man for grudges, and he held a massive one against Amos Elson, Ezer’s da, because he’d never birthed an alpha heir. Instead, Da had borne omega after omega—four in total—with Ezer being the last of them. His younger brother Rodan, the fifth child, had been the final straw—he’d been born a beta.

So after a horrifying and traumatic scene that’d left all the brothers sobbing, and left literal blood on the wall from where Da had resisted being ejected from his home, it’d been out with Da and in with a very young omega named Pete.

It still sickened him to think about the details.

Shaking memories from his head, Ezer looked up as an older omega with long gray hair stepped through the yard with a loaf of bread and a suspicious eye. He glared at Ezer, as if daring him to try to take his bread, and then let himself into the building with his key, glancing over his shoulder to where Ezer sat at the concrete table.

Ezer let the man go without asking to follow him in. The weather was grim with a hint of damp, but it wasn’t raining, and he didn’t want to frighten the man any more than he already had by loitering. Roughs Neck was an area known for hooligans who often laid in wait to grab whatever they could from anyone passing by. Ezer knew he was skinny, despite having plenty of food at his father’s house, and that his sharp cheekbones gave him a hungry look, which many in his da’s apartment building took as suspicious.

Going back to his equation, Ezer worked on it a bit more, getting stumped at the same place. He broke out the eraser again, and rubbed the incorrect numbers away, his mind going back to Pete. Ezer wished he could rub him away and things could go back to the way they had been.

But he knew they never would. He shouldn’t resent Pete. It was never his fault. Besides, Pete was nice enough and already pregnant, and he seemed to make Ezer’s father very happy. George glowed when talking about Pete and was acting like a doting fool over him during every phase of the pregnancy. For Pete it was all hands and hugs, and sweet nothings in the young omega’s ear.

But it was humiliating for Ezer to witness, not only as the son of his father’s prior omega, but due to the wretched circumstances Da lived in now. He wondered if Pete even knew how Amos was treated these days? If so, how did he trust George not to use him the same way? Or did Pete imagine himself safe so long as he delivered the desired alpha heir? Ezer didn’t know. He’d never asked. He couldn’t stomach it.

After all Da’d done for Ezer’s father, after the five labors he’d endured, and the promises George had made to him? It was disturbing to see how his father could turn that same affection off when it suited him and redirect it to someone else. Seeing Pete waltzing about the mansion blissfully naked, well-fucked, and large with child, just made it worse.

And, if his father’s explanation was to be believed, it was all because Da hadn’t delivered a “proper” heir. Despite science demonstrating that gender was determined by an alpha’s sperm, despite Da’s tears and begging, despite Ezer’s as well and those of his brothers, George held fast to that line of reasoning. But Ezer suspected his father had spotted an ad for Pete’s first heat and been struck with lust strong enough to decide throwing over his spouse and his family was worth satisfying that primal itch.

“Ugh!” Ezer inspected the torn paper. He’d grown irritated thinking of Pete and his father, erasing too hard. The paper crumpled back, opening a hole, revealing the black cover of the folder he’d placed beneath it.

The creak of the chain-link gate caught his attention, and he checked to see if his da had made it home yet.

“Well, look who’s here.”

Ezer’s jaw ticced as he stared at the interloper. He wondered what Braden Tenmeter was even doing on this side of town, but he wasn’t going to ask. He wasn’t going to say anything at all to the asshole, nor to his two pals, Ned Clearwater and Finch Maddox, who followed him everywhere.

“It’s our class’s ugliest cocksleeve,” Braden Tenmeter called out, swinging up on the chain-link fence with a nasty grin. So long as he stayed outside the barrier, Ezer was safe. He lowered his gaze back to his paper, trying to act unbothered. He stared at the equation, and for the first time ever, even math didn’t make sense to him.

Braden scoffed. “Look at him trying to pretend like he isn’t scared. Ha. His chin’s wobbling.” He laughed. “Such a wimp. Gonna cry, Cocksleeve?”

“I’d cry too, if I had to live here,” Finch’s voice rang out next.

Ned, always the most cowardly follower, murmured, “Let’s go. This place sucks. Why did you even bring us here anyway?”

“You know why,” Braden said. “To buy Bright’s powder.”

“And to get our hands on scrawny omega cocksleeves like this one,” Finch said, sucking his teeth.

Ezer willed himself not to look up, to ignore them, but of course his body didn’t obey. He glared at his three classmates ranged outside the fence. Braden leaned near the gate, swinging it open and banging it closed. His golden hair glinted in the sunshine, and his muscled arms flexed beneath his tight jean jacket. He wasn’t as tall as Ezer, but he was much stronger, and Ezer had endured blows from his hammy fists often enough.

Next to him, Ned stood a full head taller and as burly as a full-grown alpha. His dark blond hair was a shade darker than Braden’s, and his brutishly handsome face featured a strong jawline, heavy eyebrows, and stupidly pretty hazel eyes framed by stiff, fan-shaped lashes. As Ezer watched, Ned began to chew on the inside of his lower lip, an insecure, nervous signal that meant danger was ahead. Ezer was far too familiar with all of them from the long days of torment they subjected him to when school was in session. He’d at least hoped to escape their harassment over Spring Break.

“So what’s it like living in a slum, Cocksleeve?” Braden asked, licking his thick lips. “Do the rats nibble your tiny dick at night while you’re trying to sleep?”

“He’s an omega. He doesn’t need a dick anyway.” Finch Maddox sneered, wiping his ever-dripping nose with the back of his shirtsleeve. “Don’t know why they even have one.”

Short, scrawny, and angry as hell, Finch was as ugly outside as he was inside. If he wasn’t so rich, Braden and Ned wouldn’t hang out with him at all. But his father owned the left side of the river, and no one wanted to be on Mr. Maddox’s bad side. He was known to take out his son’s grudges in the negotiation room, making life hard for entire families just because Finch was a nasty piece of work.

“He doesn’t live here,” Ned said.

“That’s right,” Finch said, making it sound filthy somehow. “Ezer just visits. His omega parent lives here.”

“Ah, is that so?” Braden climbed onto the gate, using it like a swing, riding it. Ezer balled his hands into fists and waited.

Finch spoke up again, stepping closer to the fence. “This is all his father allowed his omega after dumping his ass. What do you think of that?” His tone made his opinion clear.

“Must be trash,” Braden said, nudging Ned hard. “Right, Ned?”

“Sure,” Ned agreed, looking pale. It always pissed Ezer off the way Ned went along with everything, never man enough to stand up to Braden and Finch. It was almost worse to know Ned had some kind of conscience but managed to override it enough to participate in his friends’ harassment.

“Only ruined omegas get treated like garbage,” Finch taunted.

Braden took it further, like always. “Are you trash, too, Cocksleeve? Did your father decide your ugly ass wasn’t worth it? Did he send you here to stay with your da instead? Huh? Are you also nothing but a foul, rotten, used-up hole?”

“Shut up,” Ezer said before he could stop himself. He didn’t care what they said about him, but Da hadn’t done anything wrong. It was his father’s damned selfish pride and his lust for Pete that had put Da in this position.

“He speaks!” Braden said, swinging off the gate and then moving inside. Ned and Finch followed close behind. He tilted his head, considering Ezer. “What do you think, guys? Does he do more with his mouth? Does he, I don’t know, suck?”

Ned flinched at that, and Finch snorted in laughter. “He’s just an omega,” Ned said. “You can’t…” He motioned with his hands helplessly. “Do anything to him.”

“Oh, there’s a difference between shouldn’t and can’t, Ned. You know that by now.” Braden licked his lips, eyes bright. “So, maybe I shouldn’t. But yes, I can.”

Ned gripped Braden’s arm. “His father is George Fersee. Your father won’t thank you for making an enemy there.”

“Don’t wuss out on us now,” Finch said, reaching up to slap the back of Ned’s head.

Braden agreed. “If George Fersee gave a rat’s ass about this scrawny bit of omega flesh, his so-called son, our pal Cocksleeve wouldn’t be sitting here outside this rat-infested apartment building, would he? He’d be back at his father’s place in Cliffside, hanging by the pool with his brothers, drinking mimosas and waiting for the pleasure of his first heat as an ‘untouched’ omega. Instead, here he is, begging for our attention.” He nudged Finch. “Right?”

“Like a slut,” Finch added, raising a cruel brow. “Right, Cocksleeve? You’re a slut.”

The reminder of the fact that Ezer couldn’t be sure what his father had planned for his first heat was an unwelcome one. He’d taken his first heat risk assessment test the month before, and the results were disquieting: he was small to carry a child, but hormonally on target for his age. Which meant until he was at the age of majority, it was his father’s call whether to trigger his first heat, and his father’s choice who he’d spend it with. Ezer had the right to refuse, but few omegas defied their fathers when it came to heats and matches.

His older brothers hadn’t been triggered yet. Their father was waiting on the right matches for them, so there was every reason to think Ezer would be allowed to wait until he was much older as well. But there was always a risk of a surprise heat once hormones reached a certain level. Heat suppressants might fail, and an omega might “blossom” early. Ezer doubted his father would want to sell his heat in advance, but he might. His test had shown that while a pregnancy might be dangerous at his current size, he could otherwise support a heat whenever the family was ready. Ezer was not ready.

“He didn’t deny it,” Braden said.

“Looks like Cocksleeve wants dick.” Finch grinned.

“Yeah. Just sitting out here hoping to catch this thick alpha cock,” Braden murmured, grabbing his crotch to illustrate before stalking toward Ezer.

Ezer’s hands balled up even tighter. He held on to the pencil, thinking it might work for a weapon.

“Braden,” Ned interceded again, chewing on his inner lower lip, and crossing his arms over his chest. “Let’s go. He’s not doing anything wrong.”

Braden rolled his eyes. “Stop playing a fucking hero. You don’t need to court and woo an omega like him. Don’t you get it? He’s nothing.”

“He’s George Fersee’s son.”

“He’s Fersee’s garbage,” Braden contradicted. “If you want him, Ned, you should just take him.” He lunged forward and Ezer jerked back, falling off the bench. His back slapped hard on the muddy ground, knocking the wind out of him in a painful rush. Brandishing his pencil in his attempt to get away from Braden’s touch, Ezer hoped he could hurt Braden before Braden could hurt him. But then Finch was there, strong and fast, ripping the pencil from Ezer’s fist and tucking it behind his own ear like a cigarette.

Braden laughed and loomed over Ezer, grabbing him by the legs. Ned hovered nearby, while Finch held Ezer’s waist. “Get his pants down,” Finch grunted, as Braden landed a punch to Ezer’s gut. “Let’s see if he’s used up.”

Ezer struggled, heaving, vomit rising in his throat. But Finch was stronger than he looked, and once he took hold of Ezer’s hands, it was impossible to break free. Braden got Ezer’s pants open as he ordered Ned to step on Ezer’s shoulder to hold him down. Ezer fought the hands on him while Ned muttered protests but did nothing. And then Ned gave in, his boot landing on Ezer’s right shoulder hard enough to hold him still. Black dots swirled in Ezer’s eyes, air pumped in and out of his lungs painfully, and he struggled against Finch while Braden tugged at his pants.

“Get off me!” he shouted, trying to kick, but Braden straddled him and kept him on the ground. As his groin and upper thighs were bared to the cold air, Braden and Finch’s laughter broke over him like an icy wave.

“You can’t do this,” Ned said, his voice breathless. He lifted his boot enough to give Ezer room to jerk half upright.

Braden shoved Ezer down again. “Ned, for fuck’s sake! Shut up! Hold him!”

Ned’s boot hovered over Ezer’s chest again, not quite touching, as Ezer struggled, and Braden started to unzip his own pants, his erection stiff and visible through the material.

“Get away from him,” Da’s dark voice thundered across the yard. There was a metallic clicking sound in the sudden silence that followed.

Finch took off running, and so did Ned.

For his part, Braden took the time to kick Ezer in the side and deliver a threat. “Not done with you yet, Cocksleeve. When school starts? Be ready.”

All three assholes hustled out the gate, leaving Ezer dazed and shaking on the ground, with his da pointing a pistol at their retreating backs.

[image: * * *]

“So you’re not going to tell me who those boys were or what that was about?” Da took off his light brown sweater and put a kettle on the stove. His blond hair held gray at the sides now, and his blue eyes displayed small fans of wrinkles at the edges. Regarding Ezer with exhausted sadness as he waited for the kettle to heat, he pressed, “Nothing?”

The kitchen was as clean as Da could get it, but nothing could get the grime from between the tiles on the floor and walls. It was bad enough that Da had left a pampered life to have to work, but to see that the fruits of his labor garnered so little—it was heartbreaking.

Ezer kept his mouth shut. After a shower to scrub off the dirt and mud, and after cataloging his bruises, he was feeling a little more human, but he still didn’t want to burden his da with the details of his situation. What could Da do about it? No one had come to Amos’s rescue when he’d been sent away. No friends of status, no relatives had stepped up and offered to help. What good would it do to tell Amos his son was being bullied by the “finest” alphas at his school, when Amos had been bullied by their parents?

Rubbing the towel over his wet hair before tossing it onto the back of one of the shabby kitchen chairs, Ezer shrugged and asked instead, “How was your day at work, Da? You look tired.”

Yes, Amos Elson, of the famous Elson Street Elsons, now spent his days on an assembly line, sorting trash into recyclable and non-recyclable piles. When Ezer was a child, his da had been so handsome, with blond, wavy hair, blue eyes and sun-kissed skin from all the time spent idling pregnant by the pool. And he’d always had a strong, straight back, and muscled arms that could lift a squealing Ezer high into the air. Now Amos was gray all over, not just in his hair, and he had the stooped shoulders of a man who spent all day, every day bent low, picking through trash.

Trash.

Braden’s voice echoed in Ezer’s head. Oh, how his da’s ancestors must be rolling in their graves. And all for what? For pregnant Pete.

“Son, if you think I’m going to forget that I had to pull a gun on three boys who were attacking you, then you’re wrong. Talk to me.”

Ezer winced. “Can you just let it go? What good can come from talking about it?”

“It’s not as though I can’t figure it out,” Da said, adjusting the heat beneath the kettle. He rubbed his temples and then added in a horrified, quiet voice, “They were trying to rape you.”

Ezer held back a shiver, determined not to let his father see his fear. “It wasn’t going to get that far.” Oh, yes, it was, and if not for Da… He gulped, unable to stop that tic from making its way through.

Da rolled his eyes. “We both know you were outmanned. There’s no shame in that. What’s shameful is their behavior.” He took a seat across the table from Ezer. The expanse of scarred wood felt impossible to cross, until Da reached for Ezer’s hand.

“I know, and I’m fine.” The bruises sang on his back and shoulders, but he wasn’t going to admit to being hurt, even though he was already clinging to his da’s fingers like a baby.

Da studied him. “They go to school with you.”

Ezer nodded.

“They bother you there, too?”

Ezer swallowed hard, wishing he were a better liar. “Yeah.”

“Your father knows.” Stated. Not asked.

“He says I should stop being so weird.”

Da’s jaw tightened and released in a rhythm Ezer remembered well from the days before the divorce, when Father would make a proclamation that didn’t sit well with Da, but he would just swallow it down like bad-tasting medicine.

“They wouldn’t dare bother you at the mansion, though,” Da said, narrowing his eyes. “The guards would keep them from even getting onto the property.”

Maybe, but maybe not. Given who these boys were, his father might very well send out open-ended engraved invitations for them to come onto the property and choose one of his four omega sons to enjoy. But it would do no good to let his da know that. “Da, it doesn’t matter. I want to see you. I want to be here with you whenever I can.”

Da sighed, getting up to pour water from the now-screaming kettle over the cheap instant coffee. He stirred both mugs and came to Ezer with one held out handle-first, taking the brunt of the heat on his palm. “I love having you here, son. I do. But it’s not safe. This apartment, this side of town, nothing about it is fit for someone like you.”

“Someone like me? What about someone like you?” He couldn’t contain his outrage. “This apartment building isn’t fit for anyone to live here, Da.”

Between the artist with his oil paints and flammable rags on the first floor, and the book hoarder on the second, and the poor dressmaker with her fabrics, and the “chemists” in the attic making Bright’s powder by the truckload, the place was a fire hazard. That didn’t even take into account the mold, the rats, and the tendency for raw sewage to back up.

“Yes, I know. But some of us have no choice. It’s the best I can afford.”

Ezer fiddled with the handle of his coffee mug, forestalling further discussion by taking a sip. It burned going down, replacing the icy coldness that had taken hold in the moments when he thought Braden would be successful in getting his pants all the way off, and in whatever else he had meant to do then.

“Why did no one protect you, Da? Not a cousin, not a friend.” He’d wondered this so many times in the past but been too afraid to ask. In his mind, his da was the persecuted innocent and his father the baleful bastard, and the possibility he might learn anything different had been too scary. But now, thinking of his da’s fierce voice preventing further torment and rescuing him from Braden, Ned, and Finch’s attack, he couldn’t help but wonder why no one had loved Amos enough to do the same for him when George had used him so badly.

“I burned too many bridges,” Da said.

“How?” Ezer had never seen his father as anything other than acquiescent and kind, as well as strong and good.

“It’s difficult to explain. There’s a certain way for an omega to be. In society.” He frowned. “I was…not like that. Though I tried.”

“What way?”

“Omegas are happy, pregnant, lustful, and supportive. They don’t put their own needs above the needs of their family and never above the needs of their alpha.”

“You supported Father.”

“I did. But I resented it.”

Ezer tried to reconcile these words with his memory of his happy, laughing, pampered Da. “But you were happy? With us?”

“You and your brothers brought me so much joy,” Da smiled. “But your father and I, behind closed doors, had words quite often about the raising of you, and the need for an alpha heir, even when there were plenty of cousins to choose from, and, of course, I couldn’t stomach the way your father did business.”

Ezer couldn’t stand it either. “He used the way he treated you to prove to his business associates that they shouldn’t test him. That he was willing to do anything to get what he wants.”

“I know. And he is. That’s part of why it’s dangerous being here, Ezer. Being around me? When he loathes me so much? It’s not safe.”

“I’m not going to abandon you, Da.”

“You should,” he said, the steam from his mug drifting up around his face. “Your brothers don’t visit me, and they’ve all been very clear about the reasons. I miss them terribly, but I understand. No, more than that: I approve.”

Ezer’s throat tightened. He wasn’t going to dignify his brothers’ selfishness by discussing it with his selfless Da. They were assholes, like their father, and that was all there was to it.

“They’re protecting their futures. Because reputations matter,” Da said, as if Ezer needed it spelled out. “Distancing themselves from me is a good way to stay safe from your father’s capriciousness, and from the likes of those young men today.” Da cocked a brow. “Or better yet, to stay appealing to them.”

Ezer blinked. “What are you saying?”

“I know you’d tell me more about what happened out there if they weren’t powerful boys. That means their fathers are powerful as well, and that means…” Da shrugged. “That means they are heat contract and marriage material. Especially in your father’s eyes. Drawing their attention in a negative way, like you have, is dangerous to your chances, to your brothers’ chances, and to your father’s business goals.”

Ezer huffed. “I was only waiting for my da and working out some math problems for fun. How is that a negative way to draw their attention? I didn’t ask them to stop and attack me.”

“No, of course not. But you have to admit you don’t play the games other omegas do, and that’ll chafe any alpha, particularly a powerful one.”

“You mean an entitled one.”

“Perhaps.”

There was a long silence as Ezer sipped his coffee, his heart aching, and a stubborn refusal to accept his da’s words took hold.

Da spoke again. “Your brothers have a larger outlook than you.”

“Do they?” Ezer wasn’t going to be any alpha’s adoring plaything. If that was what his brothers wanted, then they could take their so-called “larger outlook” and shove it because that life looked nothing more than stunted to him.

“Yes. And your brothers want to make sure they’ll make a good match in the future. With your father having moved on with another omega, one who will hopefully provide the alpha heir he’s been looking for, they’ll need to make a good marriage with someone of substantial fortune if they want to continue to live at the level they do now.”

Ezer sniffed and lifted his chin. “I don’t care about any of that. They have different priorities than I do.”

“Obviously.” Da stood to adjust the second-hand quilt, faded from washing, that was pinned on a line over the stove to dry. Then he sat down again, his expression all seriousness. “And what is your plan for yourself, Ezer? If not to make a good match?”

“To auction my heats to the highest bidder. That’ll be enough to pay for school.” He left off the part about wanting to apply most of his proceeds to helping his da live a better life.

Da would only take offense and refuse to be helped, and Ezer wouldn’t have that. Once he had heat money, then he’d find a way to make Da accept.

“And then what?”

“I’m good at math. Reading I’ll never be able to do, but my teachers give the tests to me orally now.” That had been thanks to Da’s input prior to the dissolution of their family. “And so long as I pay attention in the classroom, I learn quickly. I could become a professor. Teach.”

Da studied him a long moment and then whispered, “You’re very smart. I always told your father you were.”

And yet Father had never believed Da, and still didn’t. If reading wasn’t such a problem, then maybe Father would dislike Ezer less, but, as it stood, between his inability to read and his loyalty to his da, Ezer was his father’s least favorite son. “I’ll make a career of my own in mathematics, one way or another, and remain alone. I don’t need an alpha or a husband. I don’t even want children.”

Da cocked his head. “Don’t you, though?”

Ezer did, actually.

Babies were delicious things he craved the scent of, and children were funny and cute. He wanted the opportunity to have a happy family of his own. Despite all evidence to the contrary, some part of him still believed it was possible to have such a thing.

What he didn’t want was to have to submit to an alpha who, depending on the contract worked out in advance, could take legal custody of his children and all his property by default, even if the marriage ended due to no fault of Ezer’s—like birthing too many omegas, or his alpha’s wandering eye.

Ezer would rather be childless than face any future where he was at an alpha’s mercy financially, emotionally, and physically.

And after what his father had done to Da, Ezer didn’t know how he could ever trust an alpha again.

“You’re angry,” Da said, touching his cheek. His fingers were cool, and his eyes were sad. “I understand why. But your life doesn’t have to be like mine, Ezer. You could find a good match. With an alpha you care about. Who cares about you. You could make a life with him in your own way.”

Ezer lifted his chin, remembering Braden’s strong hands on his body, Ned’s boot on his chest, and Finch’s nasty laugh. He remembered his own clawing fear, and how helpless he’d been.

“I do plan to make a life my own way, Da. Alone.”

“I suppose there’s no reasoning with you then. Just know your father has other plans for you. And by coming to visit me you’re cementing them further. I love you, Ezer, but for your own sake, you should go home in the morning and never come back.”

Da stood then and left the kitchen, his unfinished mug still steaming, and the heavy, wet quilt dripping onto the hot, hissing stove.


Chapter Two


Six Months Earlier

“Sorry.”

Ned flinched, turning toward the low voice issuing an unnecessary apology. Ned had been the one to knock into the small omega—and, hell’s bells, no omega was ever so fragile-looking as this one—so he should be the one to offer an apology.

But the words died on his lips as he gazed at the boy. He had the most beautiful eyes Ned had ever seen. Clear as the sky, and big enough to drown in. As he stared down into them, Ned’s heart gave a weird thump, and his fingers began to tingle.

The bell rang and the already hectic school grounds fell into chaos. The omega, whom Ned had never seen before, winced, and seemed to brace himself for the flow of bodies, his big eyes growing even wider.

Doubleton Academy was Ned’s third school in as many years. There’d been a few scandals in his past, most of them not half as bad as they sounded. Luckily for him, his uncle, the powerful and wealthy Heath Clearwater, had been willing to clear up Ned’s scrapes. His most recent disgrace, though, had led to him being expelled from Peay’s Elite, along with six other alphas. Two of those other alphas had followed him to Doubleton, and as Ned stared in awe at the strange little omega he’d almost knocked to the ground, those alphas materialized at his side.

“C’mon,” Braden said, punching Ned in the shoulder. “Class starts soon.”

Meanwhile Finch spat on the ground, standing there being generally repugnant. Everything about him, from his scent to his smile, made Ned’s stomach churn. He wished Braden and Finch’s fathers had sent them elsewhere after they’d been expelled from Peay’s. Instead, the men had ridden on Uncle Heath’s coattails at Doubleton and asked for the same deal for their scandal-ridden offspring.

Lazy assholes.

“Ned, come on,” Braden said, kicking Ned’s boot and nodding toward the series of low-lying, red brick buildings where they’d spend their senior year. “Bell rang. There’re omegas to seduce and teachers to terrorize. No time to lose.”

Finch laughed, and it was ugly as always.

The little omega, still standing near Ned, looked between the three of them with cutely knotted brows, and then glanced down at a paper clenched in his shaking hand. Ned’s heart quickened. He wanted to take the omega under his arm and guide him safely through his day; he wanted to feed him, nurture him, and kiss him in the shadows behind the school. The impulse was dizzying.

“I’m not sure where I should go,” the omega said, sticking out his chin and meeting Ned’s gaze in a show of confidence. “I’m new here.”

“We’re new too,” Ned said, but he reached out to take the paper anyway, deciding he would guide the omega to wherever it was he needed to be. Braden and Finch jerked him away before his fingers touched the paper.

“C’mon,” Finch sneered. “That one’s going to end up a useless slut. Look at him. Couldn’t birth a decent-sized babe to save his life. Don’t waste time on him.”

Ned jerked his arm loose and turned back to the omega whose eyes had grown stony and fierce. Words caught in Ned’s throat, but as he started to speak, the second bell rang. The chaos turned into a crush, as a swath of young alphas, betas, and omegas raced through the grounds trying to avoid being late to class, cutting Ned off from the strange omega with sky-blue eyes and tiny, delicate bones. There’d been something about him, Ned didn’t know what, but he couldn’t stop thinking about him for the rest of the day.

[image: * * *]

It was the fourth day of school, a beautiful day in the city of Wellport before Ned was able to talk to the omega again.

The cerulean blue sky was full of puffy white clouds that had drifted in. The city was warm at the end of summer, but a soft breeze off the sea kept it from feeling stuffy or stale, despite the ever-growing number of people, cars, buses, ships, and trains, all of which left unseemly detritus behind.

Doubleton Academy was also situated at the top of a canyon, and the views outside the classroom windows were almost as good as the view from Ned’s bedroom at home, though not quite as stupendous as the views from the room he’d slept in last summer at his Uncle Heath’s home.

Over the summer spent with his uncle, his uncle’s omega Adrien, and their son Michael, Ned had changed. He’d come to see his striving life with his father in a very different way. The “truths” he’d taken for granted in the past—anything you truly want is worth any cost, for example—no longer made sense, and he’d spent a few days reeling from that realization after he’d first returned. Even now, in the middle of class, he felt torn between the boy his father expected him to be and the man he now knew he wanted to become.

For example, he was seated beside Braden and Finch, like always, but he didn’t want to be there. No, he wanted to be sitting across the room beside the new, small, quiet omega who worked equations all day long, even in their literature classes, and during lunch, and everywhere else. Ned had no doubt, after days of observing him, the omega even mentally worked on them during physical education, too.

There was something compelling in the young man’s ways. He was quiet, yes, but Ned saw wonderful flashes of defiance on his face from time to time. There was more under the surface of the boy, and Ned wanted to know what he might discover.

“Stop staring,” Braden said, kicking Ned’s shin.

“What?” Ned asked, denying it.

“If you want to fuck him, I’m sure it can be arranged.” Finch never minced words.

“I…what?” Ned blinked, disturbed. “I’m done with all that. I thought we’d agreed that we all were.”

Braden laughed. “An alpha who’s done with fucking omegas? Please. You and I both know we’re just biding our time until we go back to having our fun. There are plenty of omegas here who’ll want to play the naked games with us, given a little incentive.”

Ned shook his head. He’d already gone that route too many times, and he was tired of it. Before summering with Adrien and Uncle Heath, he’d never known what an alpha and omega could truly be together, what they could have. He’d thought of omegas as existing solely for an alpha’s pleasure. Though he’d always known when he was old enough, he’d have to make a longer commitment than a tumble in bed in order to score an heir of some kind, he’d assumed it would be contractual—nothing more, nothing less.

But Adrien and Uncle Heath weren’t like that. They were in love. They were happy. They respected each other and were growing a family together. Their life looked like a fairy tale from the outside.

Ned had never known so much laughter, love, softness, and adoration could exist in a family until he’d stayed with Heath and Adrien. Now Ned longed for a life like that, a beautiful one made together with an omega like Adrien—someone smart, loving, and sweet. A man who would be a good da to his children. Devoted.

Ned let his eyes wander back to the new kid. Would he be like Adrien? Or was he more like the omegas his father used? Mercenary and cynical?

Those bright eyes met Ned’s, and suddenly he had a hard time breathing.

“What’s the hell’s wrong with you?” Braden bit out.

“We’ll get some Bright’s powder in him after school, and he’ll be fine,” Finch said.

Ned shrugged. He didn’t use Bright’s powder anymore either. Adrien had told him all about how his omega parent, a man named Nathan, had been a fan of the stuff and it’d damaged his heart, cutting his life short. Ned wanted to live a long time, become a strong, successful alpha, and watch his children grow up, see them have grandchildren even. Braden and Finch would call all those dreams ridiculous and stupid, but Heath had called them mature and he’d seemed proud.

“Class, we’ll be dividing into groups for our first project. Please change desks accordingly.”

Ned couldn’t believe his luck when he was put into the new omega’s group.

Ezer.

Ezer Fersee, the teacher had called him. Which meant that he was one of George Fersee’s four omega sons. Ned’s heart convulsed with joy. Fersee was in the peerage, too. They were of the same class. That meant whatever Ned was feeling every time he saw Ezer? It wasn’t completely hopeless.

Still, he couldn’t bring himself to speak to Ezer, and the omega didn’t speak to him either. They sat in the same group of four and worked on the project in silence, though Ned couldn’t help but notice Ezer never wrote anything down. He contributed his thoughts in a confident, quiet voice, and the rest of the group put them onto paper.

At one point, Ezer dropped his chewed-up pencil on the floor, and Ned stooped to pick it up. Lifting his head, he beheld the wide, sky-blue beauty of Ezer’s eyes, and his heart pounded so violently he felt lightheaded and dumb. Too lightheaded to speak as he’d passed the pencil back to Ezer’s delicate-looking fingers.

Embarrassed, and sure everyone around him knew what effect Ezer had on him, Ned tried to bury himself in his textbook, feigning a sudden dedication to their project, when he just needed time to figure out why his blood was rushing so hard and, despite taking deep breaths, he still felt dizzy. Was he developing asthma?

“You need to stay away from him,” Braden said over lunch, sneering as he picked out the direction of Ned’s gaze. They sat with a redheaded alpha named Riley, also new to the school. Braden had befriended him a few days before, and his father was a supplier for Finch’s father’s business.

“Huh?” Ned tore his eyes away from where Ezer was picking at his sandwich and soup. “Stay away from who?”

“That cocksleeve,” Braden said, using the crudest term possible, one reserved for an omega of exceedingly low class and breeding, if not an outright prostitute.

“He’s George Fersee’s son,” Ned said, blinking in confusion. “You can’t call him that.”

“I can actually,” Braden said with a smirk. “And you would too if you knew.”

“If I knew what?”

“Everything I know.”

“And what do you know?”

Braden shrugged. “Plenty.”

Riley piped up between big, ill-mannered bites of his ham sandwich. “He’s a transfer from St. Hauers Academy.”

Ned blinked. St. Hauers was a school for omegas with severe learning difficulties—Braden and Finch had uglier words for it.

“It’s sad, really. I started preschool with him, and he was smart enough then. It’s just once we turned seven, and we moved up to kindergarten, he couldn’t learn to read.” Riley shook his head. “I hear he still can’t read or write. Has to take his tests orally.”

Braden’s lips twisted up in a hateful smile. “Ah. See? So he’s stupid and a whore cocksleeve’s son, making him a cocksleeve himself. Like I said.”

Riley frowned. “I wouldn’t say that.”

“Well, I would.”

Riley shrugged, but something about the way his face changed made Ned think he wouldn’t be sitting with their group in the future. Smart of him.

Braden went on. “Besides, we know all about him and his da.”

“Do we?” Finch said, lifting his brows at Ned. “He clearly doesn’t.”

“He doesn’t need to, either. Look, Ned, stay away from him,” Braden commanded like he was the boss of him. “You’re too good to wet your dick with that filth.”

Ned gritted his teeth. He didn’t want to “wet his dick” with anyone. That wasn’t what he wanted from Ezer.

Riley caught Ned’s eye. “He’s not very handsome anyway.” He seemed confused by Ned’s interest and the other alphas’ nasty warnings. He ticked things off on his fingers: “Not bright, not handsome. Rich, sure, but that just means he won’t die a virgin.” Riley looked pained to have to admit these things. “I’ve heard some of those greedy jerks talking about him and what he’s worth.” He nodded toward a table of middle-class alphas Ned’s peers spurned. “They’re plotting for him.”

Of course they were. They’d be happy to take on a “less attractive,” “less intelligent” omega for the chance at status and money. And George Fersee had both.

Ned wasn’t immune to the lure of status and money either. His father had run through all his inheritance ages ago and constantly asked Ned for access to the funds Heath had set aside for Ned and his future.

Marrying an omega from the Fersee family would put an end to his father’s money worries. But Ned didn’t plan to marry until well after college, once he could afford to buy the heat of a quality omega. One who would hopefully have eyes like Ezer Fersee.

Though he suspected no one had eyes like Ezer.

That afternoon, leaving the school property on foot, heading toward the subway station to make their way back home, Ned caught sight of Ezer sitting beneath a tree alone, scribbling in one of his notebooks. Palms going sweaty, he dropped back and broke away from Braden and Finch, hoping they wouldn’t notice. He made his way toward Ezer alone, pulse thrumming and his stomach tilting. Was he going to throw up?

Ezer chin jerked up as Ned came to a stop beside him, and he squinted into the sun, trying to see Ned from where he sat on the dusty ground. His notebook was covered in equations. Ned squatted next to him and pointed at the page. “That makes sense to you?” he asked.

Great. Those were the first words he’d said to Ezer? Ugh. Worse that they were a confession of his own stupidity.

Ezer blinked up at him cautiously. “Yes.”

“Ah.”

“What’ve you got here, Ned?”

Ned’s hackles rose as Braden’s smarmy voice came from behind. “Inviting the cocksleeve to our party this weekend?”

Ezer’s expression shuttered, and his jaw clenched. He moved to gather his things, but Finch shot his foot out, putting the sole of his boot against Ezer’s small shoulder and shoving him back to the tree trunk.

“Hey!” Ned shouted, moving to protect Ezer, but Braden—bigger, tougher—pushed him aside, and squatted down himself.

“You’re ugly, but after a few drinks we’ll still fuck you,” he said, running a finger down Ezer’s cheek, and chucking under his chin. “My father’s house. I’m sure you know where it is. Saturday. You can be one of…eh, a dozen.”

“No,” Ned said, pushing Braden out of the way. He’d promised his uncle no more orgies, no more Bright’s powder, and he meant to keep those promises.

“Yes,” Braden said. “Don’t get all prudish, Ned. You’ve fucked more omegas than you can count on all your fingers and toes. Don’t play sweet just to get your dick in this stupid St. Hauers’ trash. You’re better than that. Better than him.”

Ezer reached up and shoved at Finch’s boot, somehow managing to knock it away. He stood, trembling, his eyes hot with rage. “Leave me alone. I wouldn’t fuck any of you even if you held a gun to my head. I’d rather die. Alpha scum. All of you.”

“Fine. Have it your way, cocksleeve,” Braden said. “You just went from fuckable-ish to being on my super special list.” Ezer stiffened. “Guess what? That won’t be fun for you.”

“He’s going to run to his father,” Ned said, his heart pounding. He should put a stop to this. He just didn’t know how.

“No, he won’t,” Braden said with so much confidence that Ned shuddered. “Will you?”

Ezer glared up at him.

“Because, as it happens, my father is working on a deal with George Fersee. He’s investing millions in Fersee’s next building project. I’d hate to see what Mr. Fersee would do if that fell through all because his son was a tattletale who decided to cause me trouble.”

Ned gritted his teeth.

“Besides, if Fersee thinks his most worthless omega son can’t handle being here, he’ll just send him back to somewhere he knows he’s safe,” Braden went on. It drove Ned nuts how much Braden talked while he tormented people. He was like a movie villain, all blah blah blah, like he had all the time in the world to tear people down before slitting their throats. “And this dumb shit here doesn’t want to go back to St. Hauers, does he? He wants to stay here where people have brains. Am I right, Cocksleeve?”

As Ezer’s eyes filled with tears, Ned wished he’d never met Braden and Finch.

“Yup,” Finch said. “That’s your name now by the way: Cocksleeve.”

Ezer’s lower lip trembled but he put out his chin. He said nothing.

Braden cooed. “It’s a perfect name for such scrawny omega, huh? He’d be pretty tight, yeah? Don’t worry. You’re still invited to the party…if you want to make some alpha friends.” He smirked. “There’s no better way to make an alpha like you than to spread your ass open for him. He might even like it enough to take you under his wing at school.” Braden eyed Ned. “This one’s clearly dying for it.”

Ezer snarled.

Bradon stood, grabbing Ned’s arm. “C’mon.”

Ned jerked free, turning back toward Ezer.

But Ezer’s beautiful eyes weren’t so beautiful now. They were full of frothing hate and rage. He hawked a loogie at Ned, hitting his uniform jacket with a fat wad of saliva and snot. It dripped down the navy material.

“You did not just do that,” Finch growled, and lunged.

“Stay the fuck away from me,” Ezer gritted out.

As Ned stared at the spit on his blazer, a strange frozen helplessness held him. He looked up just in time to see Finch’s fist connect with Ezer’s gut. No visible bruises. Finch’s usual style. Ned stepped forward to pull Finch off Ezer where he curled on the ground, but the headmaster came out of the main building, shouting, “What’s going on over there?”

Braden’s grip was strong as he hauled Ned away from where Ezer lay gasping. “C’mon, unless you want your Uncle Heath to have to find yet another new school for us.”

Shaken, mind whirling, Ned let Finch and Braden lead him toward the subway station. They jumped the stiles and leapt onto the first train in their race to get away from the headmaster who had come after them in full pursuit.

“He wasn’t wearing his glasses,” Finch said, laughing. “Everyone knows Headmaster Wendel is blind without them.”

Ned didn’t know that. They’d only been at Doubleton a few weeks. How did Finch and Braden get this kind of information? They always did, though, at every school they’d attended together, and Ned wished he could get away from them for good.

As the train jostled through the tunnels, shame filled Ned. Braden and Finch’s giddy laughter at what they’d said and done to Ezer made him sick. He vowed he’d stop being friends with them. He’d sit with Ezer at lunch. He’d sit alone. He’d make himself an outcast, but there was no way he could stomach another second of their crap.

Maybe he’d even turn them in. Come out the hero. Ezer would like him then, wouldn’t he? And even if he didn’t, maybe Ned would like himself.

That had to count for something.


Chapter Three


Present Time

Six months ago, Ned had promised himself that he was going to end his friendship with Braden and become Ezer’s protector, but that hadn’t happened. His reasons were shameful and could be summed up with a single sentence: Ned was a coward and a very bad person.

The day after the incident on the fourth day of school, Ned’s father Lidell had made it clear that because his brother Heath had cut him off, their livelihood was in the hands of Braden and Finch’s fathers and the contracts they held with Lidell’s company. He’d praised Ned for keeping in those boys’ good graces.

So now, the morning after the shameful event in the courtyard outside Ezer’s da’s run-down apartment building, Ned lounged by his father’s pool, soaking in the light winter sun, and stewing in self-hatred. He chewed his bottom lip and tossed restlessly on the lounger. He should’ve kicked Braden in the face like he’d wanted to do. He’d been about to. Truly. He just should’ve done it faster.

Like always, he’d been paralyzed with fear.

Why? He was bigger than Braden, and much bigger than Finch. He could take them both down in a fight. So what if their fathers turned on his? Who cared if making enemies of them could result in his father losing everything?

Who was he kidding? He cared about that.

But what Braden and Finch had done to Ezer the day before? That had been more than the casual brutality and bullying they sent Ezer’s way at school—a nasty comment here, a boot to the ass there. They’d never set out to rape him before.

Braden had claimed plenty of times that Ezer was too stuck-up and needed to be made to understand that omegas like him were lucky to get any attention at all from an alpha of the peerage. But Ned didn’t know what had changed yesterday, or why Braden had decided to target Ezer sexually.

Ezer hadn’t done anything to deserve it. No one would have deserved that…

Again, though, who was he kidding? Of course he knew what had been different yesterday. It wasn’t Ezer, though. It was Braden and Finch. They’d been cranked up on Bright’s powder again. They always got vicious on the stuff, and Ezer had been the unlucky omega to catch their attention. Worse, he was the unlucky omega who had a history of denying Braden and Finch the one thing they craved more than Bright’s powder: fearful respect.

It was grotesque. All of it.

But Ned’s part in it, standing by, doing nothing of any real use, was sickening. He hated himself.

Coward.

“Ned, are you feeling okay?” Earl, his personal servant from childhood, appeared by the lounger, blocking out the pale sun. Paid by his Uncle Heath and married to Heath’s own childhood servant, Simon, Earl
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   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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