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Chapter 1: Ashes on Her Skin
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The city reeked of ash and rot.

Aurelia Vale pulled her hood tighter over her face as she stalked down the alley, boots scraping against broken glass and discarded needles. The rain hadn't washed the filth away—it just made everything slicker, uglier. Like trying to clean a corpse with perfume. The stench of blood and wet concrete clung to her skin, but it was better than what lay underneath.

Her scent. The omega she kept buried.

She hadn’t let it out in years.

Aurelia kept her eyes down, gaze skimming the neon reflections pooling on the cracked pavement. All around her, the slums buzzed with life—the wrong kind. Junkies muttered to themselves in doorways, whores bartered with the city’s filthiest criminals, and enforcers in matte-black vehicles rolled by like predators searching for prey. She didn’t look up. She never did.

Not here. Not where they hunted for things like her.

Omegas didn’t last long in the city. Not without a collar. Not without a mark.

Aurelia had neither.

She slipped into a shadowed alcove beside a boarded-up tattoo parlor, the flickering “NO GODS, NO KINGS” graffiti glowing red across the ruined brick. She pressed her back to the wall, breathing deep, shallow breaths, and pulled a bent cigarette from her coat. Her fingers shook, the lighter almost slipping. Her last one.

One inhale. Two. Her pulse steadied just enough.

Then the scream pierced the night.

It sliced through the air sharp and ragged, a girl’s voice—young, desperate. It came from the corner ahead, where the slums met the turf of the Black Syndicate, the ruling mafia family of Kingsend. Aurelia froze. Every instinct screamed don’t move. Stay out of it.

But she knew that scream.

Fuck.

She crushed the cigarette underfoot, heart pounding, and crept forward, hugging the wall as the alley narrowed. A shadow moved. A grunt. The thud of flesh hitting concrete. Another cry.

When she reached the corner, she saw them.

Three men. One girl.

The girl—barely sixteen—had been working the stalls near the train station, trading trinkets and scraps for stolen meds. Aurelia had seen her once, bright eyes too naive for this part of town. Now, her cheek was bloodied, one arm twisted behind her as the largest man shoved her to the ground.

The other two laughed.

Aurelia didn’t think. She moved.

Her foot connected with the nearest thug’s knee, the crack loud and satisfying. He went down screaming. She twisted, ducked the second’s wild swing, and drove a rusted blade up into his side. Blood gushed. The third released the girl and charged, fists clenched.

She didn’t stand a chance.

His punch caught her across the jaw, sent her sprawling. Her head cracked against the wall. The world spun, ears ringing.

The man loomed over her, breath hot with rot. “Fucking bitch,” he snarled. “You don’t know who we work for.”

She did. That was the worst part.

She smiled anyway, bloody teeth gleaming. “I don’t care.”

Then the shot rang out.

The thug dropped without a sound, a crimson hole between his eyes. Aurelia blinked. Someone stepped into view behind him, tall and dressed in black, pistol still raised.

The girl scrambled away, screaming, vanishing into the night.

Aurelia coughed, tried to sit up. Her vision blurred.

More shadows emerged from the mist. Men in suits. Clean. Silent. Dangerous.

And then—him.

Cassian.

He didn’t look at her right away. He stared at the dead man on the ground, expression unreadable beneath the sleek cut of his tailored coat. Cassian moved with the grace of someone who never ran—because everyone else cleared the path before him. His cold blue eyes finally landed on her, and the corner of his mouth curled.

“Interesting,” he said softly. “You’re not what you seem.”

She spat blood onto the ground. “Go to hell.”

He crouched beside her, gaze narrowing. “What’s your name, little liar?”

She stayed silent.

Cassian reached out and brushed his knuckles across her jaw, slow and deliberate. Her body went rigid. Her skin burned.

“Omega,” he whispered, like a curse.

Her stomach dropped.

“No,” she rasped. “I’m not—”

But it was too late. The others had caught her scent.

One by one, they circled her. Men with haunted eyes and heavy steps. Men who carried violence like religion.

Romeo appeared first—black-gloved hands tucked into his coat pockets, face half-shadowed beneath the streetlight. His smirk was pure malice.

“She's filthy,” he drawled. “But I like her mouth.”

Next came Marek, silent and unreadable. He said nothing, but his dark eyes pinned her in place like knives. He looked at her the way men looked at their targets before pulling the trigger.

Kane followed, the biggest of them all—broad and quiet, a ghost in tactical black. There was something shattered behind his eyes. He didn’t look at her like the others did. He looked... sad.

Then Ezra.

He inhaled deep as he stepped forward, chest rising. “Liar,” he murmured, voice like velvet over blades. “You’ve been hiding this for years. Clever girl.”

She scrambled back, chest heaving. “Leave me the fuck alone.”

Cassian smiled again. “We would’ve. If you hadn’t saved our asset.”

He motioned to the girl who’d vanished.

“You interfered, omega. That makes you ours now.”

“No,” she said. “I don’t belong to anyone.”

Romeo laughed, low and cruel. “Wrong city to say that in, darling.”

Cassian leaned closer, his breath brushing her cheek. “You’ll come quietly. Or we’ll make you come screaming.”

Aurelia surged forward, tried to run.

She made it three steps before Kane caught her from behind, one arm banded around her waist like iron. She thrashed, kicked, bit. A blind panic gripped her, more primal than fear.

“Get off me!”

She didn’t want to be touched.

Not again.

Not after—

“Sedate her,” Cassian ordered.

“No,” Ezra said, stepping in front of her. “Let me.”

He cupped her face with one hand. She tried to jerk away, but he held her steady, eyes locked on hers.

“It’s alright,” he whispered, almost kind. “Breathe.”

She did. Against her will.

And in that moment, her scent spilled out of her like wildfire.

The air thickened.

Romeo cursed. Marek shifted. Kane’s grip tightened.

Ezra’s smile deepened. “There she is.”

Aurelia went limp.

Cassian straightened. “Bring her.”

The last thing she felt was Ezra’s arms around her, the others closing in like a cage made of kings and teeth.

And then—

Darkness.

Ashes on her skin.
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Chapter 2: Caught by the Five
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Aurelia woke to the sound of low voices and the scent of leather, smoke, and something darker—something male. The air was thick with it, coiling around her senses like a noose. Her wrists ached. Cold metal bit into her skin. Her mouth was dry, throat burning.

She opened her eyes to a dimly lit room, shadows dancing along the walls from a single antique lamp. Heavy curtains blocked the outside world, muffling any sound of the city beyond. She was on a velvet chaise, her arms bound in front of her with steel cuffs, the chain looping to a bolt in the floor.

Not standard cuffs. Reinforced.

Omega-proof.

Panic bubbled up her throat.

She sat up slowly, every muscle screaming in protest. The chain clanked loudly in the quiet. A thick blanket had been thrown over her legs—mocking, almost gentle. Her boots were gone. Her coat, too. They’d stripped her of every scrap of her identity and left her in a black silk slip she didn’t recognize, thin and nearly sheer.

Her pulse pounded like thunder.

The door creaked open.

Cassian stepped inside, hands in the pockets of a slate-gray suit. Not a wrinkle on him. His expression was unreadable, but his eyes—those calculating, pale eyes—glimmered with something that made her stomach churn.

“I was beginning to wonder if you’d sleep through the day,” he said.

“What the fuck did you do to me?”

He tilted his head slightly. “You fought. We subdued. You're lucky we didn’t let Romeo handle you.”

“Let me go.”

Cassian’s brows lifted. “You’re in no position to demand anything.”

She stood, the blanket falling away, leaving her legs bare. The chain tugged tight with a loud clink, but she ignored it, standing straight despite the tremble in her limbs.

“I’m not yours.”

“You saved one of our own last night,” he said coolly. “That makes you ours. And we caught your scent, omega. You gave yourself away.”

Her stomach twisted.

“You think I care what you want?” she snapped. “I didn’t do it for you.”

“No,” he said. “But you did it, and that’s enough.”

The door opened again. Romeo walked in like sin in motion, slick and dark, a cigarette between his fingers. His black dress shirt was open at the collar, revealing the inked lines of some ancient scripture curling up his throat.

“Well, well,” he drawled, taking her in with a long, slow glance. “The stray bitch wakes.”

She met his eyes, unflinching. “I’ve killed worse than you.”

His grin widened. “I like her.”

“She’s dangerous,” Ezra said, appearing behind Romeo. “Not just because of what she is—but what she’s hiding.”

Ezra stepped closer, eyes gleaming. He looked like he could taste her with a glance. His blond hair was tousled, like he hadn’t bothered to fix it, and his expression was constantly unreadable, except for the hunger he didn’t bother hiding.

“She’s been suppressing for a long time. You can feel it in the air.”

Aurelia stepped back. “Don’t touch me.”

Ezra stopped but didn’t retreat. “I already have.”

Marek entered next, silent, dark-eyed, and cold. His presence was a wall. She couldn’t read anything from him. He didn’t even look at her. His gaze flicked around the room, noting exits, weaknesses. Calculating.

Kane was last. He hovered by the door, arms crossed, massive and silent. His brown eyes flickered with something like guilt. He didn’t move, didn’t speak, just watched her like he was waiting for her to explode.

Cassian finally broke the silence. “Let’s begin.”

“Begin what?” she asked, voice low.

“The negotiation,” he said. “You’re not our prisoner. You’re a problem. One we have to solve before the other families catch wind of what’s happened.”

“You think I’m going to make a deal with you? After drugging me, chaining me?”

Romeo stepped forward, exhaling smoke. “You’ll want to. Trust me.”

“I’d rather die.”

Romeo grinned. “That can be arranged.”

Kane finally spoke. “Enough.”

Everyone looked at him. The soft-spoken alpha's voice cut like a whip.

“She’s scared,” Kane said.

“She’s dangerous,” Ezra countered.

“She’s omega,” Marek added.

Cassian walked toward her, slow, predatory. “Tell us your name.”

“No.”

“You want to be difficult?”

“I want out.”

“We could collar you,” Romeo mused, clearly enjoying himself. “Make you docile. Make you purr.”

Aurelia
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