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Dedication

For those who discovered light exists even in the darkest corners.

To every survivor whose invisible wounds tell stories of courage.

May you find your voice in Beautifully Broken Omega, just as I found mine in writing it.

Being broken doesn’t mean being destroyed. Sometimes it means being beautifully transformed.

You are not defined by what was done to you, but by how bravely you reclaim yourself.


Foreword

Dear reader,

Before you begin Beautifully Broken Omega, I want to connect with you about what lies ahead in these pages.

This story explores difficult themes including abuse, trauma, and recovery within an omegaverse setting. While these elements are handled with care and intention, some passages may be challenging for readers with similar experiences. Your well-being matters. Please practice self-care while reading, and know that it’s okay to step away if needed.

I wrote this book not to glorify or romanticize abusive dynamics, but to explore the complex reality of survival, healing, and reclaiming one’s agency. It’s a story about learning to open up again, to trust, and to discover that vulnerability can be a source of strength rather than weakness. As Kit’s journey unfolds with her pack of three alphas, so does an incredibly steamy romance with lots of spicy scenes that celebrate her healing and newfound confidence. This book contains a lot of mature content.

For those unfamiliar with omegaverse fiction, this story takes place in a world with distinct biological hierarchies that influence characters’ social standings and relationships. While I’ve embraced certain conventions of the genre, I’ve approached them critically, particularly where they intersect with themes of consent and power.

Thank you for picking up this book and giving these characters a chance to speak to you. I hope their journey resonates with you.

With gratitude,
Lily


Chapter One

KATHERINE

Ilook down at my hands, notice the callouses that weren’t there six months ago. My fingers—once manicured and smooth from typing legal briefs—now rough from scrubbing countertops and polishing silver.

How did I get here?

Six months ago, I had a job I loved, spent weekends however I wanted, and made choices without asking permission.

Now I have nothing but these hands that don’t feel like mine anymore.

The penthouse is silent except for the steady tick of the grandfather clock Roman insisted on buying. “It’s an heirloom piece, Katherine,” he’d said, voice dripping with the condescension he reserved for educating his omega. “Culture is important in our position.”

Our position. As if I were anything but decorative in his world.

The key turns in the front door lock. My heart lurches against my ribs like it’s trying to escape. I know that feeling all too well.

Roman’s home early.

I glance at the dining room—only half-set for tonight’s business dinner with the Morgans. The centerpiece isn’t finished, the wine isn’t breathing, and I’m still in my sweater and leggings instead of the dress he selected for me to wear.

His scent hits me first—antiseptic and iron, clinical coldness layered with metallic undertones. It always reminds me of the hospital room where my grandmother died, that sharp chemical cleanliness trying desperately to mask the underlying scent of sickness lingering in the air. From our first meeting, when my mother called it “commanding” and “powerful,” I’d had to force myself not to wrinkle my nose. Today it’s worse, the iron notes intensifying the way they do when he’s angry, making each breath feel like I’m inhaling metal shavings.

“Katherine?” His voice carries from the entryway, deceptively calm. The voice he uses in courtrooms before going for the kill.

“In the kitchen,” I call back, my fingers fumbling with the oven mitts. Dinner is almost ready, at least. Maybe that will count for something.

His footsteps are measured, unhurried. Roman never rushes. He says it shows weakness, and Roman Slater has never been weak a day in his life.

He appears in the doorway, every inch the successful defense attorney in his tailored charcoal suit. Blond hair perfectly styled, not a single strand out of place. Blue eyes cold as they take in my appearance.

“The Morgans will be here in ninety minutes,” he says.

I nod, turning to pull the roast chicken from the oven. “Everything’s on schedule. I just need to—”

The pan is heavier than I expect, or maybe my hands are shakier than I realized. Either way, I watch in horror as the ceramic dish slips, tilting sideways as I pull it out.

Hot juices splash across my wrist. Pain flares, bright and immediate.

“Shit!” The curse escapes before I can stop it.

The chicken hits the floor with a sickening splat, sending herb-flecked juices across the imported tile.

For three heartbeats, the kitchen is silent. Then Roman speaks, his voice eerily soft.

“Six months,” he says. “Six months I’ve given you to adjust to your role, and you still can’t manage the simplest tasks.”

I drop to my knees, grabbing a dish towel to clean up the mess. “I’m sorry, I’ll make something else. There’s still time—”

“Look at me when I’m speaking to you.”

I freeze, then slowly raise my head. His expression hasn’t changed, and that’s how I know just how angry he truly is.

“Your mother promised me you’d make a suitable omega,” he continues. “Yet here we are, with you failing at basic domestic duties any omega should handle instinctively.”

I swallow hard. “The chicken just slipped—”

“And your scent.” His nostrils flare with disgust. “What kind of omega smells like this? Chamomile. Like some bland herbal tea. Where’s the jasmine I was promised?”

My hand unconsciously goes to my neck, where my scent glands have betrayed me over the past months. When I first moved in, I’d smelled like a proper omega—sweet, enticing. Now my body produces this other scent Roman hates so much.

“I don’t know why it changed,” I whisper, the same answer I’ve given dozens of times.

“Get up,” he orders.

I stand, the dish towel clutched in my burned hand. The pain is nothing compared to the knot of fear in my stomach.

“I’ve been patient,” Roman says, stepping closer. “I’ve given you time to adjust. To overcome whatever... defect... has caused this change in you. But my patience has limits, Katherine.”

“I’m trying,” I say, hating the tremor in my voice. “I’ll clean this up and start something else for dinner.”

His hand shoots out, gripping my chin. Not hard enough to bruise, but firm enough that I can’t look away.

“Do you have any idea what this dinner means?” he asks. “Morgan is bringing his wife. If we secure their business, it means millions for the firm. I need everything perfect, and instead, I come home to find my omega has destroyed dinner and smells like a fucking beta.”

“Roman, please—”

His hand moves before I register it. The sound comes first—a sharp crack that echoes off the kitchen tile. Then pain blooms across my cheek, hot and shocking.

He’s hurt me before. Sharp yanks of my hair, a shove against the wall, hands gripping my upper arms until they bruised, fingers pressed into my ribs hard enough to ache for days. But never my face. Never where anyone could see.

We both freeze, equally shocked by the line he’s crossed.

My vision tunnels as a single thought crystallizes in my mind: he will kill me one day.

Maybe not intentionally. Maybe not today or tomorrow. But eventually, his control will slip further. And I won’t survive it.

“Katherine.” His voice comes from far away. “Look what you made me do.”

The familiar words slice through me. The same words my mother used when she’d lose her temper. Look what you made me do.

As if I’ve ever had the power to make anyone do anything.

“I need to change,” I whisper, pressing a hand to my burning cheek. “For the dinner.”

Roman straightens his tie, composure returning like a mask sliding back into place. “Yes. Make yourself presentable. I’ll call for takeout from Alessandro’s. The Morgans won’t know the difference.”

He turns without waiting for a response, heading toward his office. The dismissal is clear: fix yourself, be ready, don’t embarrass me.

I walk to our bedroom—his bedroom, really—my movements mechanical. Instead of going to the closet for the dress he picked out, I go to my drawer and take out the emergency backpack I prepared three weeks ago, after he threw a wine glass at the wall beside my head.

Forty-three dollars cash, all that’s left since he took over my accounts the day I moved in at my mother’s insistence. One change of clothes. My ID. My grandmother’s pendant.

It’s not enough. It’s nowhere near enough to start over. But it has to be.

I don’t bother changing or cleaning my face. Holding my breath, I ease the bedroom door open just enough to slip through. Each footstep is carefully placed on the polished marble. Roman’s voice drifts from his office, the low murmur of a business call. I freeze when a quiet tap of my shoe echoes down the corridor, but his conversation continues uninterrupted.

Once I reach the end of the hallway, I quicken my pace. I take the service stairs instead of the elevator—no chance of running into neighbors who might mention seeing me to Roman later. My heart hammers so hard I’m certain it will burst from my chest, but I keep moving.

The doorman gives me a concerned look as I hurry past, my cheek still flaming red. For a horrifying moment, I think he might call up to Roman. Instead, he just looks away.

How many omegas has he pretended not to see leaving with marks?

Outside, spring air hits my face, carrying the scent of rain and car exhaust and freedom. I walk six blocks before I dare to look behind me, certain Roman’s sleek black car will be there, ready to drag me back.

The street holds nothing but strangers. None of them look twice at me.

At the bus stop, I keep my head down, letting my dark hair fall forward to hide the mark on my face. An older beta woman sits beside me, her gentle lavender and wool scent like a warm blanket on a cold night. She gives me a look of such understanding that I have to turn away.

On the city bus, watching Roman’s world recede through the grimy window, I pull out my phone. My hand hovers over my mother’s contact information. I press call before I can lose my nerve.

“Katherine?” Her crisp voice carries the perpetual note of disappointment I’ve grown up with. “Shouldn’t you be hosting Roman’s dinner party?”

“Mom,” I start, then pause as my voice breaks. “I left. He...” The words stick in my throat. “He hit me.”

Silence stretches between us, thin and brittle.

“What did you do?” she finally asks.

My grip tightens on the phone. “What?”

“I imagine Roman wouldn’t lose his temper without reason. What did you do to provoke him?”

The bus lurches forward, and so does the reality of my situation.

My voice trembles as I find myself saying words I’ve never spoken aloud. “He’s been hurting me for months, Mom. I just never told you.” My fingers touch my cheek, the pain still sharp. “But this time he hit my face. I can’t go back. I’m afraid he’ll kill me.”

She sighs, the sound so familiar it aches. “Oh Katherine, stop being so dramatic. You’ve always been overly sensitive. This is exactly why Melissa is so successful and you’re still... struggling.”

The mention of my sister’s name makes my chest tighten with old wounds.

“Struggling?” My voice breaks, the word barely a whisper. “I’m calling because I need help. I have nowhere to go.”

“Go back to Roman and apologize,” she says firmly. “Do it before you destroy your one chance at a proper future. Do you know how many omegas would kill to be in your position?”

I hold the phone away from my ear, staring at it in disbelief. For a moment, I think I’ve misheard her, that she couldn’t have actually said that.

“Did you hear what I said? He hit me. I’m afraid of him.”

“Katherine, stop being childish. Roman Slater is the most eligible alpha in the city. He’s offering you security, status… everything we’ve worked for. He’s the best thing that has ever happened to you. Whatever happened, I’m sure it can be fixed.”

The bus passes through a tunnel, momentarily throwing my reflection back at me in the darkened window. A stranger stares back—pale, thin, with haunted eyes and an angry red mark blooming across her cheekbone.

If he’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me, then why am I covered in bruises? And why do I feel more broken than ever?

“I need to go,” I whisper.

“Katherine, don’t you dare hang up—”

I end the call, my thumb pressing down so hard it hurts. For a full minute, I just stare at the black screen, letting the truth sink in.

My mother will never love me. Not how she loves Melissa. Not how a mother should love her child—completely and unconditionally.

The realization doesn’t hurt as much as I expected. Maybe because part of me has always known.

With trembling fingers, I scroll to another name. Becca Martinez. My best friend from the legal office—before Roman convinced me I didn’t need to work, that a proper omega should focus on her alpha.

We haven’t spoken in months. The last conversation replays in my mind—a few weeks after I’d moved in with Roman. Becca had frowned at my high-necked blouse, so different from my usual style.

“Since when do you dress like you’re heading to a Victorian tea party?” she’d asked.

I’d pulled at the collar, hiding the fingerprint bruises underneath. “Roman likes a more classic look.”

Her eyes had narrowed. “Kate, is everything okay?”

“Why wouldn’t it be?” I’d snapped, defensive in a way I’d never been with her before. “Just because I’m dressing better now?”

I couldn’t tell her the truth. For the first time in my life, my mother was proud of me. She’d called me three times that week just to check in, to ask about Roman, to tell me how happy she was that I’d “finally found my place.” The bruises seemed worth it for that approval. It had only happened once, and Roman had apologized so sincerely. I was sure it wouldn’t happen again if I just tried harder to please him.

Becca had let it drop, but as we’d parted, she’d hugged me tightly and whispered, “If you ever need me for anything, I’m here. Remember that.” As if she could see what I couldn’t yet.

Roman hadn’t liked Becca. Too outspoken, too independent. “Bad influence,” he’d called her. After that day, I’d stopped answering her calls. Eventually, they stopped coming.

The phone rings three times before her familiar voice answers. “Kit-Kat! Holy shit, I was just thinking about you yesterday! How are you?”

The sound of my old nickname fractures something inside me. A sob escapes before I can stop it.

“Becca,” I manage. “I need help.”

“Where are you? I’m coming to get you. Are you safe?” I can hear the immediate worry in her voice, the way she jumps straight into action instead of asking what I did wrong.

The contrast to my mother’s response is dizzying.

“On the number twelve bus,” I say, wiping at my eyes. “Heading downtown. I left him, Bec.”

“Thank god,” she breathes. “Text me which stop you’re getting off at. I’ll be there.”

For the first time in months, something other than fear flutters in my chest.

“I don’t know what I’m doing,” I admit, voice barely audible over the rumble of the bus engine.

“You’re saving your life,” Becca replies simply. “And I’m gonna help you get away from him.”

As I hang up, I feel something shifting inside me. The part that’s been changing—the part Roman hated because it made me smell “wrong,” made me less omega—is growing stronger.

And for the first time in my life, I realize that’s not a bad thing.

* * *

Becca’s apartment is small, but after Roman’s sterile penthouse, it feels like paradise. Stacks of books on the coffee table. Takeout containers in the recycling bin. A purple throw blanket tossed haphazardly over the couch. Signs of actual living.

“You can have the bed,” Becca says, handing me a mug of tea. “I’ll take the couch.”

I shake my head, hands wrapped around the warm ceramic. “I’m not kicking you out of your bed.”

“You have a literal handprint on your face. You’re taking the bed.” Her voice leaves no room for debate.

We sit in silence for a moment, the gravity of my situation settling over us. The adrenaline that carried me here is fading, leaving nothing but raw fear in its wake.

“I need a plan,” I finally say, setting down the untouched tea. “Roman will find me. He has money, connections, friends in law enforcement.” My voice drops. “And my mother would hand me over to him in a heartbeat if she found me.”

Becca nods, her usual energy subdued as she considers the problem. “You could stay with my aunt in Ohio.”

“Ohio?”

“Aunt Fiona. She’s an elderly beta, lives alone in this big old house in Cleveland. She’s always begging me to visit.” Becca tucks her legs underneath her. “You could stay with her while you figure out what to do.”

The idea of putting distance—real, physical distance—between myself and Roman makes something loosen in my chest. Every mile would be a small victory.

“Are you sure she wouldn’t mind?”

“Mind? She’ll be over the moon. She’s been begging me to visit for months, and I think she’s lonely but too stubborn to admit it.” Becca tilts her head, studying me. “Besides, your situation’s... different now.”

“What do you mean?”

She hesitates. “Your scent. It’s completely different from before.”

My hand instinctively goes to my neck. “I know.”

“At first I thought it was just anxiety, but there’s not even a hint of your old scent anymore.” She leans forward, her voice gentler than I’ve ever heard it. “Kate, what happened?”

The question settles in the air between us. What happened? Where do I even begin?

“It started changing after I moved in with Roman,” I finally say. “Subtly at first. The jasmine notes faded, then the vanilla. Roman noticed before I did.” My voice catches. “It made him so angry. Like I was doing it on purpose.”

“That’s not—”

“I know. But Roman hated it.” I pause, remembering the way he’d grab me by the throat and inhale deeply, then throw me aside in disgust. The memory makes me shudder. “He said I was...” I hesitate, Roman’s cruel words still stinging. “Defective. That I smelled disgusting.”

Becca’s eyes shine with tears. “Oh, Kate.”

“There’s another thing. My heats stopped coming.”

Her eyes widen. “Stopped completely?”

I nod, unable to meet her eyes. “Yes.”

“When was your last one?”

“About a month before moving in with him. When I first moved in, I was on suppressants. He found them, blamed them for my scent changing. But after he threw them away... nothing. No heat came.”

Becca sits back, her eyes wide with shock. “That’s... I’ve never heard of anything like that happening. Your heats just stopped completely?”

“Yes.” I take a shaky breath. “But honestly? I think it’s a good thing.”

She stares at me. “A good thing?”

I think back to my old self—the sweet-smelling omega whose scent had lured Roman in. The girl whose heats made her vulnerable, dependent. The woman who was expected to bond with an alpha and submit to his every demand.

“It will be harder for him to find me now—much harder. It means I could potentially live a quiet life on my own, without attracting unwanted attention from alphas.”

It’s almost as if my body was trying to protect me all along. Like it knew what I needed before I did.

Bec nods slowly, her gaze softening. “The most important thing is you got away,” she says, voice steady but gentle.

“Bec,” I ask quietly, “what happens now?”

She reaches for her laptop. “Now, we create someone new.” Her fingers fly over the keyboard. “I have a friend who can get you new papers. Driver’s license, social security card—the works. All underground, of course.”

The thought is both terrifying and thrilling. To shed Katherine Lawson completely. To become someone else.

“Have you thought about a name?” she asks, not looking up from her screen.

I think about it. A name that could carry me forward. Something different enough from Katherine that Roman wouldn’t immediately connect the dots, but something that still feels like... me.

“Kit,” I say, the name feeling right on my tongue. “Kit Ellis.”

Becca glances up, a smile crossing her face. “Kit-Kat. I like it. Where’d you get Ellis?”

“It was my grandmother’s maiden name.”

The only person who ever loved me without conditions. The one who gave me the pendant I still wear—the one possession I couldn’t leave behind.

“Kit Ellis,” Becca repeats, testing it out. “Well, Ms. Ellis, let’s see about getting you to Ohio.”

As she makes calls and arrangements, I sit quietly, fingering my pendant. Katherine Lawson—pampered omega, Roman Slater’s property, Eleanor Lawson’s disappointing daughter—is dying tonight.

In her place, Kit Ellis will be born. A beta woman with no past, no connections, and no scent to betray her.

Kit Ellis, who smells like nothing special. Kit Ellis, who belongs to no one.

For the first time since I can remember, I feel something unfamiliar blooming in my chest. Not quite hope—I’m not ready for that yet. But possibility. A future I can’t yet see, but one where I might actually be free.


Chapter Two

Two years later

KIT

The morning air has a crisp bite to it as I walk the familiar route to Mrs. Winters’ house. Fall in Cleveland isn’t quite as harsh as winter, but it still demands respect, especially when you’re on foot. I tug my knit cap lower over my ears and quicken my pace.

Mrs. Winters is one of my favorite clients. She’s friends with Fiona, Becca’s aunt who took me in when I first arrived in this city with nothing but a backpack and a borrowed name. Nearly two years later, Mrs. Winters’ Tudor-style home feels almost as familiar as my own tiny apartment, the one I moved into after saving enough to afford my own place.

As I round the corner onto her street, I see it—the warm brick exterior with its neat garden now preparing for winter. For an assistant at a security company, she lives remarkably well.

I use my key to let myself in, calling out even though I know she’s not home. “Mrs. Winters? It’s Kit.”

The silence affirms I’m alone, just as expected. I set down my bag of cleaning supplies and get to work.

There’s something meditative about cleaning someone else’s home. Each surface wiped and each floor swept creates order from chaos. So different from my previous life, where I spent days researching legal precedents and drafting documents in tailored pencil skirts and painful heels.

Now it’s just t-shirts and jeans, my hair pulled back in a simple braid. No makeup, no jewelry except my grandmother’s pendant. Nothing to make me stand out. Nothing to make me look like Katherine Lawson.

I finish the usual routine: dusting, vacuuming, bathrooms, kitchen. Today is Thursday, which means changing the sheets and doing a deeper clean of the master bath. By noon, the house gleams, and I switch gears.

Mrs. Winters lets me use her kitchen to bake. My own apartment has a kitchenette with a two-burner stove and a temperamental oven that couldn’t reliably bake a potato, let alone the cupcakes I’ve been perfecting over the past year. She claims it’s payment for the extras I do around her house, but I know it’s just kindness.

I set out the ingredients for lemon cupcakes with blueberry buttercream—her favorite. The familiar process of measuring, mixing, and creating settles something in me that cleaning can’t quite reach.

In another life, I might have been a baker. I might have had my own little shop with blue awnings and the smell of fresh bread drawing people in from the street. I might have been a lot of things if Roman hadn’t happened.

The timer dings, pulling me from unsettling thoughts. I pull the cupcakes from the oven and set them to cool on the rack I keep in “my” drawer, the one Mrs. Winters cleared for my baking tools.

As I’m piping the last swirl of frosting, I hear the front door open.

“Kit? Are you still here, dear?”

“In the kitchen!” I call back, setting down the piping bag.

Mrs. Winters appears in the doorway, her silver hair perfectly styled despite the wind outside. At sixty-two, she carries herself with unwavering confidence. She smiles when she sees the cupcakes.

“You spoil me,” she says, crossing the kitchen to give me a quick hug. “The house looks wonderful, as always.”

I return her hug without hesitation. “Just finished the frosting. I made extra so you can take some to work tomorrow.”

Her eyes light up as she examines the treats. “These are absolutely beautiful. I still think you should open your own bakery. You’ve got talent that shouldn’t be hidden away in an old lady’s kitchen.”

A bakery. The dream surfaces before I can push it down—my own place, my own rules, the satisfaction of creating beautiful things people enjoy. But dreams require money. And visibility. Two things I can’t afford.

“Maybe someday,” I say, the lie tasting bitter even as the sweet scent of frosting fills the air.

Mrs. Winters gives me a look that says she sees more than I wish she did. “Well, speaking of work, I might have an opportunity for you.”

I pause in my cleaning of the mixing bowls. “Oh?”

“We have an opening at Sentinel for an evening cleaner. Six to ten, Monday through Friday.”

My hands tighten on the bowl I’m washing. A regular job. At a company. With fixed hours and tax forms and people who might ask questions.

“The pay is excellent,” she continues. “Thirty dollars an hour.”

I nearly drop the bowl. That’s six hundred dollars a week—almost double what I make cobbling together my housecleaning clients.

“The building would be mostly empty in the evenings,” Mrs. Winters adds, clearly sensing my hesitation. “And the owners are good people. I’ve worked for them for over five years.”

The owners. Three alphas who occasionally make the local business news. I don’t know much about them—I make it a point not to—but that doesn’t change what they are.

“I don’t know, Mrs. Winters. I’m pretty comfortable with my current setup.”

“Kit,” she says softly, understanding in her eyes. “They’re good men. I wouldn’t suggest this if I thought otherwise.”

I focus on scrubbing a non-existent spot on the mixing bowl. She’s never asked about my past, but I’ve caught the knowing look she gives me when I check who’s at the door before answering, or when I find excuses to leave when her alpha nephew visits.

“Why don’t you think about it?” she suggests.

The offer hangs in the air. That kind of steady income—after rent and necessities, I could save. I could buy a car in a few months. No more long walks in Cleveland winters. No more missing client opportunities because they’re too far to reach by bus.

“They’d require a security clearance,” Mrs. Winters adds, “but I’d vouch for you. I’m sure it would be fine.”

Security clearance. The words send ice through my veins.

But then I think about the money again. The freedom a car would bring. The ability to work more hours without spending half my day on public transportation.

“I’ll do it,” I say before I can talk myself out of it.

Mrs. Winters smiles, clearly pleased. “That’s wonderful! You’ll enjoy working there. There are two other girls on the cleaning crew, and they’re both very nice.”

My stomach twists at the thought of background checks, of people digging into Kit Ellis’s suspiciously short history. But I’ve been careful. Becca’s friend did good work on my documentation. Until now, no one from my past has managed to find me.

“When would I start?” I ask, trying to sound casual as I dry my hands.

“I’ll talk to them tomorrow. Probably next week, if that works for you.” She hesitates. “Are you sure about this? You looked a bit worried for a moment there.”

I force a smile. “Just surprised. It’s been a while since I worked a regular job.”

She pats my arm. “It’ll be good for you. And who knows—maybe you’ll save up enough to open that bakery someday.”

As I pack up my things to leave, I can’t help mentally calculating what that kind of money would mean. A car by spring. Maybe even a better apartment with a real kitchen. Small steps toward a normal life.

How hard could it be? Clean an office building for a few hours each night, avoid the owners when possible, keep my head down. I’ve spent two years perfecting the art of being unmemorable.

Four months, I decide. I’ll save every penny, buy a car, and then go back to house cleaning where it’s safe. Where there are no alphas. Where there’s no chance of running into someone who might recognize Katherine Lawson.

As I walk home in the fading afternoon light, a chill runs down my spine that has nothing to do with the autumn air. My carefully constructed safety is about to be tested.

I try to ignore the quiet voice warning me that some choices can’t be undone—and some walls, once broken, can never be rebuilt.


Chapter Three

GRIFFIN

My phone buzzes against the mahogany desk. Nolan’s message lights up the screen: We got him here in B2.

About damn time. We’ve been tracking this particular piece of garbage for months, and my patience ran out somewhere around week two.

I’m reaching for my jacket when the office line rings. The caller ID makes me pause—Julian Caruso’s management. One of our highest-paying clients, which means I have to pretend I care about whatever crisis has ruffled his delicate feathers today.

“Griffin Hayes.”

“Mr. Hayes, this is Jessica, Mr. Caruso’s assistant.” Her voice shakes with the kind of panic that suggests the world is ending, but I’ve learned not to hold my breath. “We have a situation.”

I lean back in my chair, watching the city lights blur against the reinforced windows. Far below, Cleveland spreads out like a tactical grid—streets I know, neighborhoods where we’ve tracked targets, intersections where problems have been quietly solved. “What happened?”

“A fan got too close at his meet-and-greet today. She actually touched his hair.” The horror in her voice suggests someone died. “Julian is absolutely traumatized. He needs additional security immediately.”

I close my eyes and count to three. Someone touched his hair. Meanwhile, in the basement below, we’ve got a trafficker who’s been moving drugged omegas through the city like cargo, and I’m supposed to be devastated about a fan being overly enthusiastic.

“That’s completely unacceptable,” I say, injecting just the right amount of outrage into my voice. “Mr. Caruso’s safety is our absolute priority.”

The words feel like ash in my mouth, but Julian pays us two million a year to keep him safe from people who love him too much. Money that funds the work that actually matters.

“I’ll assign two more personnel to his detail. They can start Monday.”

“Oh, thank you so much, Mr. Hayes. Julian will be so relieved.”

I hang up and immediately push back from my desk. The quarterly reports can wait—this can’t.

My phone buzzes again. Nolan: This one’s worse than we thought.

I’m already reaching for my jacket.

I cross to the bookshelf that conceals my private elevator—first edition law volumes that haven’t been opened in years hiding our most classified access point. My palm presses against the biometric scanner concealed behind Blackstone’s Commentaries. The hidden panel slides open with barely a whisper, revealing the steel interior that will carry me away from the world of overpaid celebrities and corporate clients into something that actually makes a difference.

Six years ago, a contact at the FBI approached us with an off-the-books problem. Someone needed to disappear—permanently. A child trafficker who’d been operating for years, protected by money and political connections. The legal system had failed three times to make charges stick, and more kids were disappearing every month.

The job took us two weeks to plan and thirty-six hours to execute. Clean, professional, and completely untraceable. When it was over, we sat in our living room with three beers and the knowledge that we’d just saved dozens of children from hell.

I’d felt satisfaction after successful missions before, but this was different. Nolan’s usual restless energy had settled into something approaching peace. Declan stopped his nervous habit of checking his phone every five minutes. For the first time since we’d left the military, we felt like we were doing what we were meant to do. What we were meant to do together.

As a pack.

After that mission, everything changed. The success led to more government contracts, each more sensitive than the last. We restructured our entire operation—the classified work became our priority, not the corporate security. The celebrity clients became our cover, the funding source for what really mattered. What had been a straightforward security company became something else entirely.

The elevator stops at B1, doors opening onto sleek corridors that look like they belong in a sci-fi thriller rather than beneath a corporate office building. The air carries the sharp scent of antiseptic and electronics. Nothing like the polished atmosphere of the executive offices above, where image matters more than substance.

To my left, I catch the quiet murmur of voices from our medical facility. The three omegas we pulled from the transport van two hours ago are being stabilized before transfer to proper shelters. The youngest couldn’t have been more than eighteen, her face swollen from repeated blows, defensive wounds covering her arms. All three bore fresh bruises and cuts—evidence that this piece of shit took pleasure in hurting the omegas during transport.

This bastard hadn’t just been trafficking them. He’d been using them as his personal punching bags.

I feel that familiar cold rage settle in my chest. They’ll live, which is more than they would have managed if we hadn’t intercepted that van. But they’ll carry those scars—physical and otherwise—for the rest of their lives.

I find Nolan and Declan in the operations center, standing before a wall of monitors displaying traffic footage, financial records, and encrypted communications. Declan’s fingers dance across multiple keyboards while Nolan studies surveillance photos with the focused intensity of a hunter.

“Please tell me our transporter is ready to talk,” I say.

Nolan looks up, his blue eyes cold with barely contained violence. “He gave us the basics—confirmed the route, the frequency. But when it comes to names or who’s paying him, he clams up. Thinks keeping quiet will save his skin.”

Declan highlights a series of transactions on the main screen—account numbers our friend downstairs finally gave up. “We’ve got financial evidence—he’s been running this route for eight months. He admitted to usually carrying three to four omegas per shipment, always drugged. Payment comes through a shell company in the Caymans. But we need him to give us names.”

“What else do we know?”

Declan pulls up more files. “Multiple high-dollar deposits into the shell company. Based on the amounts, someone with serious money is funding this operation.”

“There’s more,” Nolan says, his jaw tightening. “Our friend downstairs mentioned someone who ‘makes problems disappear.’ Some kind of fixer who handles the mess when clients get sloppy. Never met him personally, but word is he’s untouchable. Well-connected, smart enough to stay completely insulated from the actual crimes.”

I study the data, my mind already working through the implications. Someone with serious connections facilitating trafficking. Wealthy clients buying omegas like commodities. A system designed to protect predators and dispose of victims.

“Time for a more detailed conversation,” I say.

The three of us move toward the reinforced door marked B2 ACCESS. Another scanner, another layer of security between the corporate world above and the work we do in the shadows.

The stairwell down is all concrete and steel—no corporate polish here, just functional space designed for one purpose. Questions get answered down here. Problems get permanently solved.

Jake Rodriguez and Sam Mitchell, two of our security personnel, stand outside the interrogation room. Both ex-special forces, both understanding why this work matters.

“He’s been cooperative,” Jake reports. “Gave us names, routes, even some client information. But he swears he doesn’t know who’s running the show up top.”

“We’ll see about that,” Nolan says, and something in his voice promises the prisoner is about to have a very bad day.

Through the one-way glass, I study our target. Mid-forties, soft around the middle from indulgent living. His designer suit shows how well crime pays, and the gold Rolex on his wrist catches the harsh fluorescent light every time he moves. The kind of man who thinks money and connections make him bulletproof. He’s about to learn how wrong he is.

The truth is, I’ve never thought of myself as a good guy. Hell, most days I know I’m not. There are no truly good or bad people in this world—just different shades of gray, different lines we’re willing to cross. But once in a while, you come across someone who is clearly evil. Someone so far beyond any shade of gray that eliminating them feels less like murder and more like taking out the trash.

I begin removing my suit jacket, folding it carefully over the back of a chair—no point in getting it dirty.

I’ve never minded getting my hands dirty, though. I’ve never been a particularly violent person, but if there’s one thing that satisfies me, it’s making those who hurt innocent people suffer. That’s the kind of violence I can get behind, and frankly, enjoy.

I check my watch and roll up my sleeves. In a few hours, I’ll be back upstairs taking calls from worried celebrities and reviewing quarterly projections. Playing the role of CEO of a security company for the rich and famous.

But right now, in the depths below the legitimate world, I’m exactly who I was meant to be.

Someone who makes sure monsters like this never hurt anyone again.


Chapter Four

KIT

The bus ride to Sentinel Security takes forty minutes, giving me too much time to think. My stomach churns with nerves, that familiar knot of anticipation and dread. It’s been over two years since I’ve worked in a real office building, surrounded by people who might expect small talk or remember my face.

The last time I had a legitimate job, I wore tailored skirts and silk blouses that required dry cleaning. Katherine Lawson had been polished, professional, put-together—everything Roman expected his omega to be. I’d been good at it too. My last day as a paralegal, the team brought me a cake to celebrate winning the Harrison case. I’d found the precedent that saved their client—a case buried so deep most lawyers would have given up. The team had gathered around the conference table, their faces bright with victory and genuine appreciation.

I quit the next day.

Roman had called during lunch, his voice smooth as velvet through the phone. Proper omegas didn’t need careers, he’d said. My talents were being wasted on “other people’s problems” when I should be focused on supporting him, on us, on our future. Why exhaust myself with late nights and legal research when I could be creating a beautiful home for us instead?

The cake had tasted like victory. Quitting had felt like defeat.

My mother had sealed the deal that evening, her voice carrying that familiar note of disappointment as she explained that an omega’s role was to support her alpha, that my time would be better spent learning to be the kind of partner Roman deserved. “You’re so lucky to have found him,” she’d said, as if finding Roman was the greatest accomplishment I could ever achieve.

Now I’m in worn jeans that have faded to the color of old denim and a sweater that’s seen too many wash cycles, the fabric soft but threadbare at the elbows. My hair is pulled back in a simple braid that hangs down my back like a dark rope. Kit Ellis is invisible by design, a ghost in plain sight. Exactly the way I need her to be.

As I round the corner onto Sentinel’s street, my pulse picks up like a drum starting its rhythm. The building rises before me, stories of steel and glass that catches the afternoon light without showing off. It’s exactly as Mrs. Winters described—professional but not flashy. The entrance is clean, modern, with the company name etched in simple letters across dark glass doors.

The security guard at the front desk gives me a friendly nod as I show him my temporary ID. “First day?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Welcome to Sentinel. Mrs. Winters is waiting for you in the lobby.”

Mrs. Winters appears almost immediately, her warm smile cutting through my nerves like sunlight through clouds. “Kit! Right on time. How are you feeling?”

“A little nervous,” I admit.

“That’s perfectly normal. Come on, let me show you to the cleaning staff area.”

She leads me through corridors lined with frosted glass offices, the soft hum of productivity filtering through closed doors. Everything smells faintly of coffee and printer toner.

The cleaning staff room is tucked away at the back—small but functional, with scratched metal lockers and a tiny kitchenette. A folding table sits in the center, its surface scarred with ring stains and burn marks.

“This is your locker,” Mrs. Winters says, pointing to one with my name on a piece of tape. “And here’s your uniform.” She hands me several navy polo shirts with the Sentinel logo and a few pairs of khaki pants. “The other cleaners should be here soon. Mia and Val—they’ll show you the ropes.”

Two women walk through the door right on cue. The first is young, maybe mid-twenties, with light brown hair and a shy smile. The second is all confidence—auburn hair, sharp hazel eyes, leaning against the doorframe like she owns the building.

“Mia, Val, this is Kit Ellis, our new cleaner,” Mrs. Winters says. “Kit, this is Mia Foster and Valentina Johnson.”

“Nice to meet you,” I say, offering what I hope is a friendly smile.

Mia offers a tentative wave, her cheeks slightly pink. “Hi. Welcome to the team.”

Val just nods, her hazel eyes traveling from my scuffed sneakers to my plain sweater with the efficiency of someone conducting an inventory. Her perfectly styled hair doesn’t move as she tilts her head slightly, assessing.

“I’ll leave you girls to get acquainted,” Mrs. Winters says. “Oh, and Kit—Nolan Reid wants to meet with you later for your security clearance. Just a formality, but he likes to handle these things personally. Conference room 3B at seven.”

My stomach plummets. An alpha. One of the owners. The kind of meeting I’ve been dreading since I agreed to this job.

“Of course,” I manage. “Thank you, Mrs. Winters.”

She leaves, and I’m alone with my new coworkers.

“So you’re the new girl,” Val observes, crossing her arms. “Let me guess—you need this job pretty badly.”

I pause in unbuttoning my sweater, my fingers suddenly clumsy with the simple task. “I’m just looking for steady work.”

“Right.” Her tone could cut glass, sharp with disbelief. “Well, let me explain how things work around here. I’ve been cleaning this building for three years. I know every inch of it, how the owners like their offices cleaned, which areas need special attention. The owners trust me.” She straightens to her full height, which isn’t much, but she makes it count. “So when it comes to assignments, I make the calls.”

I nod, pulling the polo shirt over my head. “That makes sense.”

“Don’t listen to her,” Mia whispers, shooting me a sympathetic look as she changes into her own uniform. “She’s just territorial.”

“I’m not territorial,” Val snaps. “I’m experienced. There’s a difference. Some of us have worked our way up to handle the important areas.”

“The important areas?” I ask.

“Executive floors. Conference rooms. Places where the owners actually go.” Val examines her perfectly manicured nails. “Not everyone gets that privilege. It takes time to earn their trust.”

Mia rolls her eyes. “It’s cleaning, Val. Not brain surgery.”

“Shows what you know.” Val’s smile is condescending. “You think Griffin Hayes got where he is by accepting mediocre work? The man notices everything. Every detail.” She leans against the lockers, her voice taking on a dreamy quality. “He’s tall, intimidating, and always impeccably dressed. Dark hair with some silver.” Her voice softens despite herself. “Very distinguished.”

“Val has it bad,” Mia giggles to me, and I find myself relaxing slightly.

“I’m professional,” Val corrects, her cheeks flushing. “Unlike some people who trip over their own feet whenever any of them walk by.”

“That happened once!” Mia protests.

“What about the other two?” I ask, genuinely curious now.

Val’s eyes light up. “Nolan Reid. Operations Director. Built like he could bench press a car. Quieter than the other two, but just as intense.” She pauses dramatically. “Not that someone like you would ever get close enough to appreciate it.”

“Someone like me?” I ask quietly.

“No offense, but look at you.” Val gestures at my appearance. “Cheap clothes, no makeup, that boring braid. The owners notice polish. Sophistication. They’re used to dealing with high-class people.”

“Val,” Mia says warningly.

“I’m just being realistic.” Val shrugs. “Then there’s Declan Murphy. Tech Director. Irish accent, dark hair, and tattoos on his arms. You can see them when he rolls up his sleeves.” She smirks at me. “But don’t get any ideas. Men like that don’t look twice at girls like us. Which, no judgment, is probably safer for someone in your... situation.”

Mia shoots Val a dirty look. “Ignore her, Kit. She thinks knowing their coffee preferences makes her special.”

“It’s called paying attention to details,” Val sniffs. “Some of us actually care about doing the job right.”

Val starts the tour, showing me supply rooms and explaining protocols. For the next half hour, I follow her instructions without complaint. When she assigns me to scrub the toilets in the men’s restroom—clearly the worst job—I just nod and get to work. I’ve cleaned worse. I’ve survived worse.

I’m scrubbing away, wondering how my life led to this moment, when Mrs. Winters appears in the doorway.

“Kit? You should head to conference room 3B now. Nolan is waiting for you.”

My heart rate spikes. The moment I’ve been dreading.

“Of course,” I say, peeling off my rubber gloves. “I’ll be right there.”

Mrs. Winters leaves, and I move to the sink to wash my hands. My fingers shake slightly as I scrub off the cleaning solution.

“Lucky you.” Val’s voice drips with envy. “You get to meet Nolan Reid. Breathe the same air as him.” She leans closer. “Enjoy it, because this will be the first and last time it happens.”

After drying my hands with paper towels, I refuse to take the bait. “I should go.”

“Good luck,” Mia says, giving me an encouraging smile.

The walk back through the corridors feels endless, my heart drumming against my ribs. It’s been two years since I’ve been alone in a room with an alpha.

Pausing outside the conference room door, I take a deep breath.

You’re Kit Ellis, I remind myself. You’re a beta. There’s no way he can know what you really are.

I knock once and open the door.

My eyes land on Nolan Reid, and every carefully constructed thought in my head scatters like leaves in the wind.


Chapter Five

NOLAN

The elevator rises silently from the basement to the executive floor, carrying me away from the blood and concrete below to the polished corporate world above. I check my watch as the doors open. Five minutes until the security clearance meeting with our new cleaner.

Just enough time to clean up.

I head straight to the washroom, examining my knuckles under the bright lights—split skin across two fingers, dark stains that need scrubbing off before anyone sees them. The transporter finally started talking an hour ago. Took longer than I expected, but they always break eventually. Now we have communication records, routes, and most importantly, confirmation that someone higher up the food chain is coordinating the whole operation.

Worth a few scraped knuckles.

I wash my hands thoroughly, watching the water run pink before clearing. The soap stings the cuts, but by the time I dry off, there’s no trace of what I’ve been doing three floors below.

I straighten my tie in the mirror and head to the conference room. Kit Ellis’s file is already waiting on the table where Mrs. Winters left it. Standard background check for a cleaning position, though this one will have security clearance for the executive floors.

When Mrs. Winters told us about the new cleaner she wanted to recommend, we’d agreed immediately. Diane Winters has been our office manager for over five years, and her instincts about people are solid gold. If she vouches for someone, that’s good enough for us. We trust her judgment completely.

A soft knock interrupts my thoughts, followed by the quiet click of the door opening. She steps inside cautiously—small frame, around five-four, moving with deliberate care. Kit Ellis. Her dark hair is pulled back in a tight braid, not a strand out of place. She’s wearing the standard cleaning uniform—navy polo and khaki pants that seem a size too big for her small frame.

The moment our eyes meet, recognition flickers at the edge of my consciousness.

Storm-gray, like winter clouds heavy with snow. They meet mine for exactly two seconds—long enough to be polite, brief enough to avoid challenge. In that fleeting moment, I catch something that makes my breath hitch. They’re striking, unexpectedly beautiful, with a depth that catches me off guard.

Why do I feel like I’ve seen her before?

“Mr. Reid?” Her voice is softer than I expected, but steady. “Mrs. Winters said you wanted to see me.”

“Come in, Ms. Ellis. Please, have a seat.” I gesture to the chair across from my desk.

She moves across the room with measured steps, settling into the chair carefully. Her hands fold in her lap, fingers interlaced.

“Thank you for taking the time,” she says quietly.

The faint scent of industrial bleach clings to her—she’s been working, probably cleaning bathrooms from the smell of it. And underneath that chemical harshness, chamomile. Soft, herbal sweetness like dried flowers and honey tea. Soothing, unremarkable beta scent that should fade into the background of my awareness—the kind of mild, pleasant fragrance that’s easy to ignore.

I scan her resume, though I’ve already memorized the sparse details. High school education, a gap of several years, then cleaning jobs for the past two years. Clean and unremarkable.

“Tell me about yourself, Ms. Ellis,” I say, keeping my voice level and professional. “How did you get into cleaning work?”

She lifts her chin slightly—just a fraction, but I catch it. For a moment, those storm-gray eyes flash with something like pride before she answers.

“I needed steady work,” she says simply. “Mrs. Patterson—one of my first clients—said I had a talent for it. Making things clean, organized. It’s honest work.”

“Honest work,” I repeat, testing the phrase. “What did you do before cleaning?”

A pause. So brief most people would miss it, but I catch the way her breathing changes, the almost imperceptible tightening around her eyes.

“I was figuring out what I wanted to do with my life,” she says carefully. “Took some time to find my direction.”

Carefully vague. Practiced. Like she’s given this answer before.

“That’s a long time to be figuring things out. What kind of work were you considering?”

Another pause, longer this time. Her scent should be shifting now—stress, discomfort, the telltale signs of someone navigating difficult questions. But to my surprise, it stays constant. Chamomile and nothing else.

“Different things,” she says finally. “I wasn’t sure what I was good at.”

A deflection wrapped in humility. Interesting.

“Any experience working in office buildings? Corporate environments?”

“No, sir.” She speaks with quiet conviction, no trace of apology in her tone. “But I’m a quick learner, and I pay attention to details.”

I lean back slightly, letting silence stretch between us. Most people rush to fill quiet moments, especially in interviews. They babble, over-explain, reveal more than they intended.

Kit Ellis waits. Patient as stone, comfortable with silence in a way that speaks of practice. Her hands remain folded, her breathing steady, her scent unchanged.

“This job requires security clearance,” I say, leaning forward slightly, letting my shoulders broaden and my voice drop to that lower register that usually makes people straighten up and pay attention. Not threatening, just... more imposing. The kind of subtle alpha dominance that most people can’t help but respond to.

But Kit Ellis just nods. “Yes, sir. I understand.”

Her scent doesn’t shift. Not even slightly.

I try a different approach, studying her face as I speak. “You’ll be working evenings when the building is mostly empty—just security personnel and your cleaning team. Some people find large buildings after hours... unsettling.”

Something shifts in her posture—not fear, but a kind of wariness. Like she’s calculating something.

“That doesn’t bother me,” she says quietly, and there’s something in her voice now. Not defiance exactly, but... conviction. “I prefer things... less complicated.”

There. A glimpse underneath the polite facade. Not submission or nervousness—something with edges. Something that suggests Kit Ellis has opinions about complications and has learned to avoid them.

But her scent still doesn’t change. Not a hint of the adrenaline that should accompany that flash of steel in her voice.

I’ve always prided myself on being able to read people instantly. Years of military service and intelligence work taught me that survival often depends on understanding who you’re dealing with before they even open their mouth. But more than anything, scent tells the real story. People can control their expressions, their words, even their body language to some degree. But scent? That’s pure biology.

I’m an expert at scenting people. It’s kept me alive more times than I can count.

So why the hell am I struggling to get a read on Kit Ellis? Her scent remains perfectly steady. No shift, no flutter, no reaction to my alpha presence at all.

And that’s... almost annoying. Most betas show some response to me. It’s not arrogance—it’s instinct. I feel the first stirrings of indignation, the alpha in me almost insulted by her complete indifference.

“Less complicated how?”

She meets my eyes again, and this time I catch something I hadn’t noticed before. Something sharp and assessing hiding behind that careful politeness. There’s something almost calculating in that gray gaze, like she’s weighing exactly how much truth she can afford to give me.

“Fewer people to manage. Fewer... expectations to navigate.” She pauses, and when she continues, her voice is softer. “I do my job, I do it well, and I go home. Simple.”

Simple. Right. Nothing about this woman is simple. Not with a scent that doesn’t shift or respond at all, not with a demeanor so completely unaffected by an alpha’s presence.

“What about working for three alphas? Some find that intimidating.”

“Should it be?” The question comes out before she can stop it, sharper than she intended. For just a moment, her mask slips, and I see something fierce in her expression. Then it’s gone, hidden behind careful neutrality. “I mean—I’m here to clean, not to... interact extensively with management.”

Fascinating. There’s fire underneath all that control. Banked, carefully contained, but definitely there.

“Fair enough,” I say, making a note on her file. “Do you have any questions about the position?”

“What are the specific expectations for quality of work? Are there particular standards or procedures I should know about?”

“Attention to detail is important,” I tell her. “Discretion and quality work are essential. You’ll be part of the evening crew for the executive floors.”

She nods. “Understood. Security protocols? Access cards, restricted areas?”

Smart questions. Practical ones that show she’s thinking beyond just the basic job description.

“You’ll have keycard access to your assigned floors and supply areas. Some offices will be locked—you don’t clean those. Simple rule: if you can’t get in, you don’t need to be in.”

“And if I encounter something... unusual? Sensitive documents left out, that sort of thing?”

I study her face as she asks this. Is she fishing for information, or genuinely concerned about protocol?

“You report it to security immediately. Don’t touch anything, don’t read anything, don’t discuss it with anyone. Understood?”

“Completely.”

The conversation continues for another few minutes—schedules, emergency procedures, who to contact for various issues. She listens intently, asks clarifying questions that demonstrate she’s actually processing the information, not just nodding along.

She’s smart and thorough. Completely professional.

And completely uninterested in me as anything other than her potential employer. No curiosity about me personally, no attempt to charm or impress, no signs of nervousness beyond doing her job well. It should be refreshing—most people either become tongue-tied or overly flirtatious. Instead, it leaves me oddly unsettled, like I’m missing something important.

“Any other questions?”

She shakes her head. “No, sir. Thank you for your time.”

I watch her face, searching for any crack in that composed facade. She meets my gaze steadily, giving nothing away. It’s impressive, really—that level of control.

I stand, extending my hand. “Everything looks good, Ms. Ellis. Welcome to Sentinel.”

Her handshake is firm and brief. No lingering contact, no attempt to make the moment more than it is. Her palm is slightly rough—working hands—but steady.

And still nothing. That same steady chamomile, unchanged.

She leaves, closing the door quietly behind her, and I’m left staring at the space where she was sitting.

In all my years of reading people, I’ve never encountered someone so completely opaque. It’s not that she’s nervous and hiding it—nerves have a scent, and I’d catch it. It’s not that she’s attracted and suppressing it—that has tells too, physical and chemical.

It’s like she’s turned off some fundamental part of herself. Shut down responses that should be automatic and biological.

Kit Ellis is hiding something. Something big enough that she’s learned to control her body’s most basic reactions.

The question is: what’s a woman with that level of control doing scrubbing toilets for minimum wage?


Chapter Six

KIT

If there’s one thing I learned with Roman, it’s that alphas can sense your fear. They can smell it, taste it in the air like blood in the water. And they like to prey on it, use it as a weapon to make you smaller and more compliant.

So I learned to control that fear. To push it down into some dark corner of myself where it couldn’t betray me. To show strength when I felt weak, to show nothing when everything inside me was screaming.

I’d prepared myself for the meeting with Nolan Reid. Gone through it in my mind over and over, rehearsing responses, making sure every crack in my armor was sealed tight. But no amount of rehearsing could’ve prepared me for meeting him for the first time.

The moment I entered the conference room, his scent hit me like a physical force, stopping time for a heartbeat.

Smoky sandalwood, leather, and clove. Rich and complex, wrapping around me, sinking into my skin.

Just for a moment, I was transported back to when I was 8 years old, a cold, winter evening in my grandmother’s house—the crackling fireplace, warm spiced cider, the leather-bound books she’d read to me. Safety and comfort wrapped in quiet strength.

The memory was so vivid, so overwhelming, that for a moment I forgot to breathe.

Then the metallic undertone hit me—sharp and cold, cutting through the warmth. Alpha. After Roman, all alphas carried that strange metallic undertone to me—sharp and cold. Nolan’s scent had it too, that familiar edge that made my skin crawl.

No matter how comforting he’d smelled for a moment, he was still an alpha. Despite the unexpected warmth underneath, I expected him to behave like one—intimidating, aggressive. Someone like Roman with his cold eyes and cutting words, the kind of alpha who used his presence like a weapon.

But there was none of that with Nolan Reid.

He gave me space, as if he was used to being mindful of how his alpha presence affected others around him. Careful not to crowd or loom. Even though he was very broad and tall—and physically imposing in a way that should have terrified me—he wasn’t intimidating at all. He seemed almost... respectful.

I could sense his suspicion, but that was only natural for a security meeting. There seemed to be no underlying current of violence waiting to surface, no pleasure in making others uncomfortable. Just curiosity.

Then again, Roman had been nice in the beginning too. In fact, he’d been too nice—charming, attentive, everything my mother said I should want in an alpha. And look how that turned out.

The memory makes my chest tighten, but I push it away. One meeting doesn’t tell you everything about a person. Alphas are good at wearing masks.

I’ve been working at Sentinel for a week now, and it’s been... uneventful. Which is exactly what I needed. Aside from that one meeting with Nolan, I’ve managed to avoid the owners completely. The work is straightforward—clean the assigned floors after hours when the building is mostly empty. Val still assigns me the worst tasks, but I don’t mind scrubbing toilets if it means I can save money and stay invisible.

More importantly, the pay is good. Six hundred dollars a week is more than I’ve made in a long time. I’m already counting down the days until I can buy a car and go back to my normal house cleaning clients exclusively. Four months, maybe five if I’m being conservative. Then I can disappear back into my quiet, safe life.

The bus lurches to a stop at downtown Cleveland station, pulling me from my thoughts. Through the grimy window, I can see Becca waiting on the platform, her curly hair catching the afternoon sunlight as she bounces on her toes, scanning the crowd for me.

My chest loosens for the first time all week. Becca visits every couple of months, and each time feels like coming up for air after being underwater too long.

I make my way off the bus, shouldering my small purse, and barely have time to steady myself before Becca launches herself at me in one of her trademark hugs—the kind that could crack ribs but somehow makes everything feel safer.

“Kit-Kat!” She squeezes me tight enough that I feel my spine pop. “God, I missed you. You look good—tired, but good. Are you eating enough? You feel skinnier.”

“I’m fine, Bec.” But I hug her back just as tightly, breathing in her familiar scent of floral perfume and subtle warmth. “I missed you too.”

She pulls back to study my face with those sharp brown eyes that never miss anything. “How’s the new job? You sounded different on the phone when you told me about it.”

“Different how?”

“I don’t know. More... tense? Like you were waiting for the other shoe to drop.” She links her arm through mine, steering us toward the main street. “Come on, let’s get coffee and you can tell me everything. I found this cute little place that doesn’t look like it was decorated by someone having a beige emergency.”

Despite everything, I find myself smiling. This is what I’ve missed most—not just Becca’s friendship, but the way she can make me feel like myself again. Not Kit Ellis, the invisible cleaning lady. Not Katherine Lawson, the broken omega who couldn’t do anything right. Just... me.

The café she leads me to is small and warm, with mismatched chairs and local art covering the walls. We claim a corner table, and Becca orders us both coffee and an alarming amount of pastries because apparently I need more carbs in my life.

“So,” she says, settling back in her chair and fixing me with that expectant look I know so well. “Tell me about this job. And don’t give me the sanitized version—I want details.”

I wrap my hands around my coffee mug, letting the warmth seep into my palms. “It’s fine. Really. Good pay, simple work, minimal human interaction. Everything I wanted.”

“Uh-huh.” Becca tears off a piece of blueberry muffin and points it at me. “And the part you’re not telling me?”

Sometimes I forget how well she knows me. How impossible it is to hide anything from someone who’s seen you at your lowest point.

“There are three alphas who own the company,” I say quietly. “I had to do a security clearance meeting with one of them.”

Becca goes very still. “And?”

“And... it was fine. He was professional. Asked standard questions, didn’t try anything.” I take a sip of coffee, avoiding her eyes. “But being in a room alone with an alpha again...”

“Kit.” Her voice is soft now, understanding.

“It was fine, Bec. I gave him no reason to see me as anything other than exactly what I’m supposed to be—a beta cleaning lady who’s not worth a second thought.”

“And it worked?”

I think about Nolan Reid’s piercing blue eyes, the way he seemed to be studying me like I was a puzzle he couldn’t solve.

“Yeah,” I say. “It worked.”

But even as I say it, something twists in my stomach. Because for just a moment in that conference room, when Nolan Reid looked at me with those intense eyes, I’d felt something I hadn’t felt in years.

Like he was curious about me.

Actually curious—not dismissive, not predatory. And that’s dangerous in ways I’m not ready to think about.

“Kit?” Becca’s voice pulls me back to the present. “Where’d you go just then?”

I shake my head, forcing a smile. “Nowhere important. Tell me about work—how’s the new paralegal working out?”

Becca launches into a story about the office drama I’ve been missing, and for a while I can almost pretend everything is normal. That I’m just Kit having coffee with her best friend, not someone constantly looking over her shoulder, waiting for her past to catch up.

But then Becca’s expression shifts, becomes more serious. “Kit, there’s something else I need to tell you.”

My coffee turns bitter in my mouth. “What?”

“Your mother reached out to me.”

My heart slams into my chest so hard I can’t breathe. The café around us seems to fade into background noise, everything narrowing to Becca’s concerned face.

“You didn’t tell her anything, did you?” The words come out sharper than I intended, panic making my voice tight.

“No,” Becca says quickly. “God, no. I told her I have no idea where you are, that we haven’t spoken since you left.”

Relief floods through me, making my hands shake slightly around my mug. “That’s good. That’s—”

“But...” Becca hesitates, and I know from her expression that whatever comes next is going to hurt. “There’s something you need to know, Kit. She told me she’s sick. Cancer.”

The word hits me like a physical blow. Cancer.

“She looks it too,” Becca continues gently. “When she came to the office, I barely recognized her. She’s lost a lot of weight, and her hair...” She trails off, but I can fill in the blanks. “She told me she’s dying.”

The world tilts sideways. My mother—cold, critical, impossible-to-please Eleanor Lawson—is dying. The woman who chose Roman over her own daughter, who told me to go back to my abuser, is facing her own mortality.

Becca reaches into her purse and pulls out a folded piece of paper. “She asked me to give you this. Her phone number, in case... in case you want to reach out.”

I stare at the paper like it might bite me. My mother’s handwriting, still precise despite everything. The same handwriting that used to leave passive-aggressive notes about my failures, my shortcomings, all the ways I disappointed her.

“You don’t have to decide anything right now,” Becca says softly.

I take the paper with numb fingers, folding it smaller and tucking it into my wallet. “I don’t know what to do.”

“I know, honey. I know.”

But the truth is more complicated than that. Because despite everything—despite the way she failed me when I needed her most—she’s still my mother. And if she’s really dying, if this is her trying to make amends...

How could I live with myself if I didn’t at least try?

* * *

Later that night, after Becca leaves and I’m alone in my tiny apartment, I sit on my secondhand couch staring at my mother’s phone number.

The piece of paper feels like it weighs a thousand pounds in my hands. I’ve read the digits so many times they’re burned into my memory, but I still can’t bring myself to dial them.

What would I even say? Hi, Mom, it’s Katherine, the daughter you abandoned when she needed you most. I hear you’re dying—want to grab coffee and pretend the last two years didn’t happen?

But then I think about regret. About the kind of weight that settles in your chest and never leaves, the what-ifs that follow you around like ghosts. I’ve learned to live with a lot of things, but I’m not sure I could live with never knowing if my mother wanted to make things right.

If she’s really dying, this might be my only chance.

My hands shake as I pick up my phone and type out a text message. Delete it. Type another one. Delete that too. Finally, I settle on something simple:

It’s Katherine. I heard you wanted to talk.

I stare at the message for a long time before hitting send. Then I set the phone aside and wait, my heart hammering against my ribs like it’s trying to escape.

I don’t know what I’m hoping for. An apology, maybe. Some acknowledgment of what she put me through. Or maybe I just need to hear that she loves me, has always loved me, even if she had a terrible way of showing it.

The phone buzzes. One word:

Katherine.

And then, almost immediately, another message:

Thank you for reaching out. Can we talk?


Chapter Seven

DECLAN

The monitor glows in the dim light of B1’s operations center, casting shifting shadows across the concrete walls as our best undercover agent works her particular brand of magic. Sophie moves through the luxury hotel suite like she owns it, every gesture calculated to draw her target deeper into her web.

“She’s bloody brilliant,” I murmur, watching her pour two glasses of champagne with the perfect balance of seduction and vulnerability. “Look at how she’s got him eating out of her hand.”

Griffin and Nolan flank me at the bank of monitors, both focused on the screen like they could will her safety through sheer force of attention. We found Sophie three years ago during a raid on a trafficking ring in Detroit—half-dead, traumatized, but burning with a cold and deadly rage. Her pale hair had been chopped short, her green eyes hollow but fierce. Most omegas we rescue want nothing more than to disappear, to heal and rebuild their lives somewhere safe and quiet.

Not Sophie.

She wanted revenge. Wanted to hunt down every alpha who’d ever hurt an omega and watch them burn. That single-minded focus made her perfect for undercover work, but it also worried the hell out of us. Over the years, she’d become more than just an agent—she was family. A sister we’d never asked for but couldn’t imagine losing.

And sisters weren’t supposed to get that close to monsters.

“Target’s name is Marcus Vance,” Griffin says, reading from the file. “Runs a private adoption agency that specializes in omega children. Sells them to wealthy alphas who want ‘malleable’ partners they can ‘train’ from a young age.”

My stomach churns. Even after years of this work, the depths of human depravity still catch me off guard sometimes.

“How did the security clearance go with the new cleaner?” Griffin asks Nolan, though his eyes never leave the screen where Sophie is guiding Vance toward the couch.

“Kit Ellis,” Nolan says slowly. “It was... fine. But there was something about her that didn’t sit right.”

I pause in my review of Sophie’s equipment checklist. Nolan’s instincts are legendary—the man can smell trouble from three counties away. If he says something’s off, there’s definitely something to it.

“Off how?” I ask.

“She had total control over every response. No scent changes, no nervous tells, nothing. She sat there like I was invisible.” Nolan’s jaw tightens. “In all my years of reading people, I’ve never encountered someone so completely... opaque.”

Griffin turns from the monitor. “You think she’s hiding something?”

“I think she’s got more control than any beta should have. Question is why.”

“Could be military background,” I suggest, though something in Nolan’s expression makes me doubt it’s that simple. “Special training of some kind?”

“Maybe. I’ll keep an eye on her, see if anything else surfaces.”

“You don’t think she’s a spy or something, do you?”

Nolan pauses, considering the question. “No, I don’t think so. But something’s definitely off about her.”

On screen, Sophie laughs at something Vance says, her hand resting on his thigh. The bastard looks pleased with himself, completely unaware that he’s being hunted by someone far more dangerous than he could imagine.

“Christ, she’s good at this,” I breathe, watching her lean closer to whisper something in his ear. “Almost too good.”

“That’s what worries me,” Griffin mutters.

Sophie’s hand slides higher on Vance’s leg, and I have to look away for a moment. Some parts of this job never get easier.

“Jesus Christ, Sophie,” Nolan says under his breath as she practically climbs into the target’s lap. “There’s committed to the mission, and then there’s this.”

But Sophie knows what she’s doing. Always has. Even as Vance’s hands start wandering, she maintains perfect control, guiding him exactly where she wants him. When she reaches for her purse—ostensibly for lip gloss—I know the real show is about to begin.

The syringe is so small it’s almost invisible in her palm. One quick motion, and Vance slumps forward, unconscious before he even realizes what happened.

Sophie looks directly into the hidden camera and gives us a small, satisfied smile. Mission accomplished.

“That’s our girl,” I say with pride and relief in equal measure.

She’s already moving, pulling on latex gloves and heading for Vance’s briefcase. We watch her photograph documents, copy files from his phone, plant tracking devices in his luggage.

“Hopefully she finds the evidence we need to shut down his whole operation,” I say.

“She will,” Griffin says with certainty. “Sophie always delivers.”

I close my laptop and start gathering my gear. “Right, I’m heading home. Early morning tomorrow with the new server installations.”

The elevator ride to the executive floor gives me time to decompress from watching Sophie work. The woman’s fearless, but that fearlessness is going to get her killed one day if we’re not careful.

When the doors slide open, I step into a hallway dimly lit by security lighting that casts long shadows between the frosted glass office doors. Most of the offices are dark and empty, their occupants long gone to suburban homes and weekend plans. I can hear the quiet hum of vacuum cleaners in the distance, the occasional clink of dishes being collected from conference rooms. I round the corner toward my office and nearly collide with someone carrying a tray of dirty coffee cups and half-eaten pastry plates.

Instinct kicks in—I reach out to steady her before the dishes can crash to the polished marble floor, my hand closing around her upper arm. She feels delicate under my grip, but there’s surprising strength in the way she regains her balance.

“Whoa there—”

She immediately steps back, pulling free of my grip with a fluid motion that speaks of practice. Not the stumbling recovery most people would have, but a controlled retreat that puts distance between us.

“Sorry,” I say, flashing what I hope is a reassuring smile. “Didn’t see you there. I’m Declan, by the way. Declan Murphy.”

She looks up at me with storm-gray eyes that are striking enough to make me forget what I was going to say next. Kit Ellis, I presume. Jesus Christ, no wonder Nolan’s instincts are all twisted up.

“Kit,” she says simply. Her voice is steady, professional. “Are you all right? I’m sorry about that.”

I try not to stare—there’s something about those eyes that feels like an echo of something I can’t remember.

Irish charm has never failed me before, so I let my accent carry a bit more warmth. “Right as rain, love. No harm done. Just grabbing my car keys—left them in the conference room like a proper eejit.”

Most people would laugh, or at least smile. Kit Ellis just nods politely.

“Of course. Don’t let me keep you.”

I study her face, looking for the usual tells. Betas typically show some kind of reaction to alphas—nervousness, attraction, curiosity, something. But Kit stands there like she’s being interrupted from more important work, as if she’s slightly annoyed.

Her scent reaches me now that we’re in close proximity. Chamomile and industrial cleaner, soft and unremarkable. But what’s remarkable is what’s missing—no spike of adrenaline, no shift in pheromones, no biological response whatsoever to being alone with an alpha in a dimly lit hallway.

Fascinating.

I catch a hint of wariness in her posture, maybe a touch of defiance in the set of her shoulders. But mostly... nothing. Even standing close enough to touch, she seems completely unaffected, her breathing never changing rhythm.

I understand what Nolan meant now.

The elevator dings, and two more women emerge—Mia and Val from the cleaning staff. Mia’s cheeks immediately flush pink when she spots me standing in the hallway, and she nearly trips over her own feet, clutching her cleaning supplies like a lifeline.

Val, on the other hand, is striking as always with her perfectly styled auburn waves and makeup that looks more suited to a night out than scrubbing floors. Her green eyes light up when she sees me, and she tosses her hair over one shoulder. Her eyelashes flutter so dramatically I’m half-convinced she’s trying to signal an aircraft in the upper atmosphere.

“Oh! Mr. Murphy!” Val practically purrs my name. “I didn’t know you were working so late. You must be exhausted.”

“Just grabbing something I forgot,” I say with an easy smile. Mia ducks her head and turns even redder.

The contrast is impossible to miss. Here are two betas showing completely normal reactions to alpha presence—attraction, nervousness, the biological responses that are hardwired into their DNA. And then there’s Kit, standing to the side like she’s waiting for a bus, clearly wanting this interruption to end.

Kit shifts her weight slightly and glances toward the elevator, her fingers drumming once against the cleaning supplies in her other hand.

“Well then,” I say, curiosity thoroughly piqued. “I’ll leave you ladies to your work. Kit, it was a pleasure meeting you. Welcome to Sentinel. I hope you’ll like it here.”

She nods once. “Thank you.”

Not “Thank you, Mr. Murphy” or “It’s nice to meet you too” or any of the usual pleasantries.

As I head toward the conference room, I can hear Val launching into an elaborate explanation of something that definitely doesn’t require that much detail, while Mia giggles nervously in the background. Normal beta behavior around alphas—the kind of reactions I’m used to seeing.

But Kit Ellis... Kit Ellis is something else entirely.

I collect my keys and make my way back toward the elevator, my mind churning with questions. What kind of background gives someone that level of control over their biological responses? Military training, maybe? Some kind of specialized discipline?

Nolan’s right to be curious. There’s definitely more to Kit Ellis than meets the eye.

But it’s those gray eyes that keep coming back to me as I wait for the elevator. There had been a depth to them that didn’t match her careful composure, like glimpsing something vast and complex beneath still water.

Something tells me there’s a whole story hidden behind those eyes. And I find myself wanting to know what it is.

* * *

Later that night, I’m sitting in our living room nursing a glass of Jameson, staring out at the grounds sprawling beyond our estate. The whiskey burns pleasantly, but it’s not helping with the restlessness that’s been gnawing at me all evening.

For some reason, I can’t sleep. Our work is exciting enough—hell, most people would kill for the adrenaline rush we get on a regular basis. We’re making a real difference, taking out the monsters that slip through the cracks of the system, making a real impact. I should be satisfied.

But I can’t shake the feeling that something’s missing.

Griffin appears in the doorway first, still in his work clothes but with his tie loosened. Nolan follows a few minutes later, hair damp from a shower, pulling on a t-shirt.

“Couldn’t sleep either?” Nolan asks, heading straight for the whiskey bottle on the bar cart.

“Thinking too much,” I admit, watching him pour himself a generous measure.

Griffin settles into his usual armchair, the leather creaking under his weight. “Long day. Sophie’s debrief took longer than expected.”

“Worth it though,” Nolan says, dropping onto the opposite end of the couch. “She got everything we needed. Financial records, client lists, even recordings of Vance discussing his ‘merchandise.’“ His voice turns disgusted on the last word.

“The FBI just gave us the green light to eliminate him,” Griffin adds, his tone matter-of-fact.

I take another sip of whiskey, feeling that familiar twist in my gut. It took me a while to get used to this part of our work—the violence, the finality of taking someone else’s life. Even now, six years in, it’s not something that comes naturally to me.

I look at Griffin, knowing that for him, it’s different. There’s a strange kind of satisfaction he gets from eliminating the monsters we hunt, and I understand why. With what happened to his sister—murdered by a wealthy alpha who bought his way out of consequences—every kill is personal. Every monster we put down is a small measure of revenge for the sister he couldn’t save.

Nolan’s different again. For all his rough exterior and intimidating presence, he’s fundamentally a protector. A teddy bear with claws, someone whose instinct is to shield the vulnerable from harm. The killing bothers him too, but in a different way than it bothers me.

For me, it’s more complicated. I still have moments of hesitation. Moments when I remember that taking another person’s life is something that should weigh on you, should leave marks on your soul. In the beginning, it was the hardest thing I’d ever done. Eventually, I learned to focus on the math—by eliminating one monster, we save dozens of innocent people. That made it easier. Over time, I’ve managed to push most of the guilt aside, to focus on the greater good.

“How’s Sophie handling it? Being that close to someone like that...” I ask, needing to break the silence.

“Better than we are, probably,” Nolan mutters. “Woman’s got nerves of steel.”

“Or she’s gotten too good at compartmentalizing,” Griffin says quietly. “That worries me more.”

We sit in comfortable silence for a moment, each lost in our own thoughts about the sister we’ve claimed, the agent we’ve trained, the weapon we’ve potentially created.

“Mrs. Winters cornered me again today,” Nolan says suddenly, clearly wanting to change the subject. “About that damn dating service.”

Griffin’s expression immediately darkens. “Not this again.”

“What did she say this time?” I ask, genuinely curious despite Griffin’s obvious irritation.

“Something about how three successful alphas like us shouldn’t be ‘wasting our prime years’ without an omega to ‘complete our pack.’“ Nolan does a surprisingly good impression of Mrs. Winters’ slightly scandalized tone.

I can’t help but grin. “She’s not wrong about the prime years part.”

“Speak for yourself,” Griffin says dryly. “Some of us are perfectly content with our current arrangement.”

“Are we though?” The question slips out before I can stop it, the whiskey making me more honest than usual. “I mean, really?”

Nolan raises an eyebrow. “Someone’s feeling philosophical tonight.”

“I’m serious.” I lean forward, the alcohol and the late hour making me bold. “Don’t you ever feel like something’s missing? Like we’ve built this whole life, this successful pack, but there’s still an empty space?”

Griffin crosses his arms. “An omega isn’t going to magically solve whatever existential crisis you’re having, Declan.”

“I’m not talking about just any omega,” I protest. “I’m talking about the right one. Someone who could actually handle what we do, who we are.”

“You mean someone who wouldn’t run screaming when they found out we torture information out of traffickers in our spare time?” Nolan asks with dark humor.

“Exactly,” I say. “Someone who understands that sometimes the world needs monsters to hunt monsters.”

Griffin’s expression softens slightly. “That’s a very specific type of person, Declan. And the statistical probability of finding an omega who complements three alphas with our particular backgrounds, can handle our high-risk lifestyle, and happens to be scent-compatible with all of us approaches zero.”

“But not impossible,” I counter. “Just... unlikely.”

“Unlikely is generous,” Griffin says. “We’re talking about finding someone who’s emotionally stable enough to be in a relationship with killers, strong enough to handle the danger that follows us home, and compatible enough with all three of us to make it work long-term.”

“When you put it like that, it does sound hopeless,” Nolan admits.

“Plus,” Griffin continues, “finding someone who could handle our particular brand of chaos would be... challenging.”

“But what if we actually found someone like that?” I press. “Hypothetically.”

Nolan grins. “Hypothetically, I’d be interested. Might be nice to have someone to come home to who doesn’t carry a gun.”

I turn to Griffin. “What about you? Hypothetically.”

He’s quiet for a long moment, swirling the whiskey in his glass. “I suppose... if such a person existed... it might be worth considering.”

“Really?” Nolan looks genuinely surprised.

“I said might,” Griffin says firmly. “But I’d want to know them first. Really know them. Not just their scent profile and compatibility ratings.”

“So you’ll think about letting Mrs. Winters set something up?” I ask hopefully.

Griffin sighs, the sound of a man admitting defeat. “I’ll think about it. But no promises.”

After they head to their respective rooms, I’m left alone with my whiskey and my thoughts again. Maybe that’s what’s been missing—not just an omega, but the right omega. Someone who could complete our pack, make us whole in a way we’ve never been before.

Who knows? Maybe finding our omega would finally feel like that missing piece sliding into place.

The thought follows me to bed, and for some reason I couldn’t understand, along with the memory of storm-gray eyes and the sense that something important had just begun.


Chapter Eight

KIT

Ijolt awake, my heart convulsing in my chest, as the dream shatters around me. For a moment, I’m disoriented, caught between sleep and waking, the phantom sensations still clinging to my skin like morning mist.

In the dream, I’d been safe. Nolan’s hand had been stroking my hair with infinite patience, his fingers gentle as they worked through the tangles. Declan had been there too, his palm warm against my cheek, thumb tracing slow, soothing circles against my skin. They’d spoken to me in soft voices, words I can’t quite recall but that had wrapped around me like a blanket. No urgency, no demands—just tenderness I’d forgotten could exist.

The dreams feel so real, so vivid that for a moment I forget where I am, forget who I am now. In sleep, I’d been someone else—someone who could be touched without flinching, someone who could want without fear, someone who hadn’t been broken by an alpha’s hands.

But I’m awake now, alone in my narrow bed, and the harsh reality crashes back.

What the hell is wrong with me? I barely know these men. They’re my bosses. They’re alphas. Everything I’ve spent two years learning to avoid, everything I know is dangerous.

Yet here I am, dreaming about them like they’re... what? Safe? Caring? The very idea is insane.

The shower in my tiny bathroom runs hot for exactly three minutes before turning lukewarm, so I make it count. The water pressure is terrible, barely more than a trickle, but it’s mine. This cramped studio with its peeling linoleum and temperamental radiator is mine. No one can take it away from me, no one can tell me how to arrange the furniture or what color towels to buy or whether I’m allowed to drink coffee after six PM.

Freedom tastes like burnt coffee from a secondhand coffee maker and sounds like my upstairs neighbor’s television bleeding through paper-thin walls. It’s not pretty or polished or impressive, but it’s mine.

I get dressed in my cleaning uniform that lets me slip through the world unnoticed. Perfect for someone who needs to disappear into the background of other people’s lives.

Today I’m cleaning Mrs. Winters’ house before my shift at Sentinel. I always look forward to these visits. Her home feels like the kind of place where good things happen—mostly because of how kind she’s been to me since the beginning.

As I gather my supplies, my mind drifts back to yesterday’s encounter with Declan Murphy. Just like with Nolan, his scent had carried that sharp metallic edge that all alphas seem to have—the scent that makes my stomach clench and my shoulders tense without conscious thought. But underneath it, there had been something else. Whiskey, rain-soaked earth, and wood smoke. Rich and warming, like sitting by a fire after walking through a forest in the rain, the smoky sweetness mixing with something clean and earthy that reminded me of safety and shelter.

It’s strange. I’ve trained myself to associate alpha scent with danger, with the promise of pain disguised as protection. Roman’s scent had been all sharp edges and bitter undertones, like expensive cologne trying to mask something rotten underneath. But both Nolan and Declan had that sweetness beneath the metallic tang, like there was something genuinely warm in them despite being predators.

It doesn’t matter, I remind myself as I lock my apartment door. Sweet or not, they’re still alphas. And alphas only bring pain.

The bus ride to Mrs. Winters’ neighborhood gives me time to think about how different my life is now compared to two years ago. Then, I’d lived in Roman’s sterile penthouse where everything was white marble and sharp angles, where I’d tiptoed around his moods like I was walking through a minefield. Every morning had been a careful calculation—what to wear that wouldn’t displease him, what to say that wouldn’t set him off, how to make myself smaller and quieter and more acceptable.

Now I wake up in my own space, make my own coffee, choose my own clothes. I don’t have to ask permission to go to the grocery store or explain why I need more shampoo or justify wanting to read a book he didn’t approve of. The freedom to make mundane decisions feels miraculous even two years later.

I have nothing now—no savings to speak of, no career prospects beyond menial labor, no family who cares whether I live or die. But I have everything that matters. I have the right to say no. I have the right to leave. I have the right to exist without apologizing for taking up space.

My phone buzzes as the bus rumbles through downtown Cleveland. A text from my mother, the first since our brief conversation a couple of days ago.

Let me know when you want to meet. I’d like to see you before...

She doesn’t finish the sentence, but she doesn’t need to. Before she dies. Before cancer takes away any chance we might have had to fix what’s broken between us.

I stare at the message, my chest tightening with a familiar cocktail of guilt, anger, and grief. I’m not sure I’m ready for this. When we spoke on the phone, her voice had been weak, fragile in a way that reminded me she’s not the invincible force of criticism and disappointment she’d been my entire childhood. She’s just a woman who’s dying, who wants to see her daughter one last time.

But she’s also the woman who told me to go back to Roman. Who chose my abuser over her own child. Who made it clear that keeping up appearances mattered more than keeping me safe.

She’d apologized during that phone call, in her own carefully worded way. “I may have... misjudged the situation,” she’d said, as close to admitting fault as Eleanor Lawson has ever come. “Perhaps I should have listened more carefully to your concerns.”

Perhaps. Maybe. Possibly. Even her apologies come with escape clauses.

The part that hurts most isn’t Roman’s betrayal—I’d learned not to expect anything from him toward the end. It’s hers. Mothers are supposed to protect their children, supposed to believe them when they say they’re in danger. Instead, she’d sent me back to the wolf and told me to try harder to be better prey.

I know I should forgive her. She’s dying, and holding onto anger won’t change the past. When she told me her dying wish was to see me again, the guilt had hit me like a physical blow. What kind of daughter refuses to see her dying mother?

But I can’t unknow what I know about her priorities. Can’t unfeel the moment she chose respectability over my safety. The painful feeling of betrayal was so strong still, like a knife that has been permanently lodged in my heart, and now that she was back in my life, it felt like that knife was being twisted, slowly and painfully.

I text back: I need more time. I’ll think about it.

Her response comes quickly: Of course, Katie. When you’re ready, I’m here.

Katie. She hasn’t called me that since I was small, since before everything became about managing my behavior and fixing my flaws. The nickname makes my throat tight with complicated emotions I don’t have time to process.

As I watch Cleveland’s morning rush hour through the bus window, my mind drifts back to the alphas at Sentinel. Meeting them both in the span of a few weeks feels like some kind of cosmic joke—just when I’ve built a life where I can avoid their kind entirely, they appear in my path like unavoidable obstacles.

I’ll have to be more careful. Take routes through the building that minimize contact, keep my head down and my interactions professional. I’ve gotten good at being invisible over the past two years. I can do it again.

But the dream from this morning scares me more than I want to admit. The last time I felt anything toward an alpha—the last time I let myself see one as anything other than a threat—it almost destroyed me. I learned that lesson the hard way, paid for it with months of psychological torture and scars that still haven’t fully healed.

Never again.

I may not be able to control my dreams, but I can control my waking life. And that means keeping alphas at arm’s length, no matter how sweet their scents might be underneath the metallic tang of predator.

Alphas only bring pain. It’s the one truth I can’t afford to forget.

The bus lurches to a stop at Mrs. Winters’ corner, and I gather my cleaning supplies with renewed determination. I have a life to protect now—small and simple and entirely my own. And I won’t let anyone, no matter how warm their hands feel in my dreams, take that away from me.

* * *

Griffin Hayes’s office is exactly what I’d expect from a man who runs a security company with military precision. Everything has its place—files organized in perfect stacks, pens arranged like soldiers at attention, not a single paper clip out of alignment. The mahogany desk gleams under the overhead lights, its surface so spotless I could probably eat off it.

Dark wood bookshelves line two walls, filled with what looks like technical manuals and business journals. A few framed photos sit on the credenza—military unit shots, I think, though I can’t make out the details from here.

I run the microfiber cloth over his desk one final time, checking for any streaks or missed spots. Val would have my head if she found even the smallest imperfection in the executive offices. As I move around the desk to straighten his chair, something on the bookshelf catches my eye.

My breath stops.

Blackstone’s Commentaries on the Laws of England. Fourth edition, the same worn blue binding I’d memorized during my pre-law class, back when I hadn’t decided yet whether I’d go to law school or become a paralegal. The same book I’d carried in my handbag every single day, its pages dog-eared from constant study. I’d practically lived in those volumes, memorizing everything I could about legal foundations and constitutional principles.

Before I can stop myself, my hand reaches out, fingers brushing against the familiar spine. The leather is smooth under my fingertips, worn soft from years of handling. How many late nights had I spent with this exact edition, absorbing the foundations of legal reasoning and dreaming about the cases I might one day handle? Back when I still believed I could build a career around justice and helping people.

It feels like touching a piece of my old life. Katherine Lawson’s life. The woman who’d had dreams and ambitions, who’d been building toward something bigger, who’d believed she could change the world through law instead of just trying to survive it.

A throat clears behind me.

My heart slams into my chest as I spin around, dropping my hand like I’ve been caught stealing. Griffin Hayes stands in the doorway, his eyes black as midnight, fixed on me with laser focus. Those eyes narrow slightly as they take in my position near his bookshelf, and something dangerous flickers across his expression.

Suspicion. The kind of cold calculation that makes my stomach drop.

I force myself to breathe slowly, to let my shoulders relax despite every instinct screaming at me to run. I’ve practiced this a thousand times—the art of showing nothing, feeling nothing, being nothing worth remembering. My face settles into careful neutrality, my hands clasping behind my back in what I hope looks like professional composure rather than the desperate attempt to hide their trembling that it actually is.

“What are you doing?” His voice is controlled, measured. The tone of someone who’s used to getting answers.

Shit.

“I was just admiring your book collection,” I say, grateful that my voice comes out steady. “I’m sorry if I overstepped.” The words were out before I could stop myself, I wince internally. Admiring your book collection? Really? That’s the best you can come up with?

“Admiring?” One dark eyebrow rises slightly. “Legal texts?”

Heat creeps up my neck, but I keep my expression neutral, determined to go with the lie. “Yes, sir. I find them... interesting. It’s sort of a hobby of mine.”

The words sound ridiculous even as they leave my mouth. Who has legal research as a hobby? But it’s too late to take them back.

“A hobby.” His lips twitch, just for a millisecond, and I have the strange feeling he finds this amusing. But maybe I’m imagining it—Griffin Hayes doesn’t seem like the type to find much of anything funny.

He crosses his arms, leaning against the doorframe in a way that somehow makes him look even larger. His gaze doesn’t waver from my face, and I can feel him cataloguing every micro-expression, every tell. Searching for cracks in my carefully constructed mask.

I’m nervous—how could I not be? But I’ve learned to control that fear, to push it down into some dark corner where it can’t betray me. I stand perfectly still under his scrutiny, letting nothing show on my face even as my pulse hammers in my throat.

He really is striking. Handsome in a sharp, dangerous way that makes my pulse quicken despite myself. His dark hair shows just enough silver at the temples to suggest experience without betraying his age, and it looks slightly tousled, as if he’s been running his hands through it. Those obsidian eyes are framed by strong brows, and his jaw could have been carved from granite. I find myself wondering what he’d look like if he actually smiled. Really smiled, not just that polite corporate expression he probably uses with clients.

His scent reaches me from across the room—that familiar metallic tang that all alphas seem to carry, the one that makes my shoulders tense without conscious thought. But just like with Nolan and Declan, there’s something underneath it. Dark cinnamon, cedar, and brown sugar, rich and warm like Christmas morning when the world felt safe and full of promise.

The thought is ridiculous. Three for three now—what are the odds that the only alphas I’ve spent any time around since Roman would all have that same underlying sweetness? It should be impossible, yet here I am, catching hints of comfort where I should only smell danger.

“What exactly do you find so interesting about legal commentary?” he asks, his tone carefully neutral.

I hesitate for a moment, then decide on honesty. “How cases from centuries ago still influence decisions today. The way precedent builds on itself, creates this whole framework for how we think about justice and rights.”

His expression shifts. The suspicion doesn’t disappear, but something else creeps in—surprise, maybe? Curiosity? It’s barely noticeable, just a slight widening of his eyes, but I catch it.

“If legal theory is your hobby,” he says slowly, never taking his eyes off me, “then you should know Blackstone’s position on property rights in domestic relations.”

My mind immediately supplies the answer, years of study making the response automatic. “Blackstone argued that marriage created a legal unity where the husband and wife became one person under law—specifically, that the wife’s legal existence was suspended during marriage. ‘By marriage, the husband and wife are one person in law: that is, the very being or legal existence of the woman is suspended during the marriage.’“

I pause, then add, “It’s the foundation for coverture laws that weren’t fully abolished until the late twentieth century. Blackstone saw it as protection, but in practice, it meant women had no legal recourse against domestic abuse since they couldn’t legally exist separately from their husbands.”

The words hang in the air between us. Griffin stares at me like I’ve grown a second head, his composed mask slipping just enough to show genuine shock. For a moment, the only sound in the office is the quiet hum of the ventilation system.

Finally, he speaks. “That’s... remarkably specific knowledge for a hobby.”

I realize I’ve said too much. Revealed too much. Someone whose only experience with law books is casual interest wouldn’t know those details, wouldn’t be able to quote Blackstone verbatim or understand the historical implications of coverture doctrine.

But it’s too late to take it back now.

“I’m not sure I got all of that right,” I say quickly, forcing a self-deprecating shrug. “I just remember reading something about it somewhere. I like to read,” I add, hoping my voice doesn’t betray the panic building in my chest. “I have a lot of free time.”

Griffin doesn’t look convinced. Those midnight-dark eyes eyes remain fixed on me. The silence stretches between us, heavy with unspoken questions.

“I don’t believe we’ve been formally introduced,” he says finally, though his tone suggests this is more interrogation than pleasantry. “I’m Griffin Hayes.”

“Kit Ellis,” I reply, resisting the urge to fidget under his scrutiny. “I started a few weeks ago.”

“Kit.” He repeats my name like he’s testing how it sounds, and something about the way he says it makes my pulse quicken. “Short for Katherine?”

My blood turns to ice. The question seems innocent enough, but the way he asks it—too casual, too pointed—sets every alarm bell in my head ringing.

“Just Kit,” I say firmly, proud that my voice doesn’t shake.

His eyes narrow slightly, and I can practically see the wheels turning in his head. He doesn’t believe me. Not about my name, not about my “hobby,” not about any of it.

“Well, Kit,” he says, emphasizing my name in a way that makes it sound like a challenge, “what other legal texts do you enjoy reading in your spare time?”

I’m drowning. Each question pulls me deeper into dangerous waters, and I can feel my carefully constructed identity slipping away with every word.

“Oh, I don’t really... I mean, I just pick up whatever I can find at the library,” I stammer, hating how flustered I sound. “Nothing too advanced. Just basic stuff.”

“Basic stuff,” he repeats, and there’s definitely skepticism in his voice now. “Like what?”

My mind goes completely blank. What would someone with a casual interest say? “Um... basic law books? Sometimes.” The words sound weak even to me.

Griffin’s expression doesn’t change, but something shifts in his posture. Like a predator who’s caught the scent of wounded prey.

“I should finish up,” I say quickly, gesturing toward my cleaning supplies before he can ask another question I can’t answer without revealing too much. “I’ve completed your office—desk, bookshelves, windows. Everything should be to standard.”

I move toward my cart, desperate to escape this conversation before I reveal something that will destroy everything I’ve built. But I can feel his eyes on me, watching my every movement.

“Of course,” he says, but he doesn’t move from the doorway. Doesn’t give me a clear path to leave.

I gather my supplies with deliberate calm, even though every instinct screams at me to run. When I finally approach the door, Griffin steps aside, but barely. Just enough space for me to pass without touching him, but close enough that I catch his scent again—that cinnamon, cedar, and brown sugar that shouldn’t be comforting but somehow is.

“Have a good evening, Ms. Ellis,” he says as I wheel my cart past him.

“Thank you, Mr. Hayes.”

I walk down the hallway at a measured pace, forcing myself not to hurry despite the desperate need to put distance between us. At the elevator, I press the call button and wait, hyperaware of whether he’s watching me from his office doorway.

The elevator doors open with a soft ding, and I step inside, finally allowing myself to breathe. As the doors begin to close, I catch a glimpse of Griffin still standing in his office doorway, those penetrating black eyes following me until the very last second.

Only when the elevator begins its descent do I allow my shoulders to slump, my carefully maintained composure cracking just enough to let the fear seep through.

He knows something’s wrong. He just doesn’t know what yet.

And that terrifies me more than anything.


Chapter Nine

GRIFFIN

Iwatch the elevator doors slide shut, taking Kit Ellis away from my office and the questions I should have asked. My jaw clenches as I realize how close she’d been standing to the bookshelf—just a few inches to the right and she would have spotted the biometric scanner hidden behind Blackstone’s Commentaries.

Jesus fucking Christ.

If she’d looked even a couple inches further, she would’ve found the secret elevator that leads to the basement. To our hidden operations. The thought makes my blood run cold. Everything we’ve built, every life we’ve saved, every monster we’ve eliminated—all of it could be compromised by one curious cleaning lady with an interest in legal texts.

I scan the bookshelf, trying to see it through her eyes. She’d seemed completely engrossed in that book, though. Genuinely surprised to see it, like she was touching something meaningful to her. Probably didn’t notice anything else.

Still, the fact remains—she shouldn’t know that much about legal precedent. She’s a cleaner, for God’s sake. Constitutional law isn’t exactly light bedtime reading for someone scrubbing toilets.

Nolan and Declan were right. There’s definitely something off about Kit Ellis.

I inhale deeply, and her scent still lingers in the air. Chamomile—soft, herbal, the kind of unremarkable beta fragrance that should fade into the background. I don’t usually like herbal scents, find them too medicinal. But I find myself breathing in again, searching for more of it.

There’s something else underneath the chamomile. Something sweeter. Almost like...

I shake my head. It couldn’t be vanilla. That wouldn’t make sense—vanilla is commonly found in omega scents, and it would be completely inconsistent with her beta presentation. I must be imagining it, projecting something that isn’t there.

I need to focus on the real problem here. Kit Ellis knows more than she should, acts like she’s trained to hide it, and has access to areas that could expose everything we’ve worked for.

I cross to the hidden panel, pressing my palm against the scanner. The bookshelf slides aside with a quiet hiss, revealing the steel elevator that will carry me down to our real work.

The basement hums with activity even at this hour. Monitors display surveillance feeds from across the city, encrypted communications scroll past on multiple screens, and the soft chatter of our night shift fills the air.

I find Nolan, Declan, and Sophie in the main operations center. Sophie spots me first and jumps up from her chair, throwing her arms around me in one of her typical enthusiastic hugs.

“Griffin! How did the Caruso meeting go? Please tell me he didn’t cry about someone breathing on him again.”

Despite everything, I find myself smiling. Sophie has that effect on people—her energy is infectious, her optimism somehow intact despite everything she’s been through. “He survived another day of being adored by fans. I was worried about you during that hotel operation, by the way.”

She pulls back, rolling her green eyes. “Stop worrying about me. I can handle myself.”

“Sure you can,” I say, but my chest tightens as I look at her. She’s so much like Emily—the same fearless smile, the same stubborn independence, the same way of throwing herself into danger without a second thought. Emily used to smile like that too, right up until the day she didn’t come home.

The familiar pain that comes with thinking about my sister hits like a punch to the gut. I push it away, focus on the present. Emily’s gone, but Sophie’s here, and I’ll be damned if I let anything happen to her.

“So what’s new?” Sophie asks, settling back into her chair. “What’s my next mission?”

“Actually,” Nolan says, “we think you should take a break for a bit. You’ve been working cases nonstop for three years now.”

Sophie’s face falls. “A break? Are you kidding me? I don’t need a break.”

“Everyone needs downtime,” Declan adds. “Even badass undercover agents.”

“I want to work,” Sophie pouts, crossing her arms like a petulant child. “Sitting around doing nothing isn’t going to help anyone.”

Before I can respond to her protests, Nolan turns to me. “Speaking of work—have you met the new cleaner yet? Kit Ellis?”

My expression must change, because all three of them immediately focus on me with laser intensity.

“What happened?” Declan asks.

I tell them about finding her in my office, her knowledge of legal precedent, the way she’d touched that book like it meant something personal to her. With each detail, their expressions grow more serious.

“She quoted Blackstone verbatim,” I finish. “Then tried to play it off like she wasn’t sure she got it right.”

“Could be a spy,” Nolan says immediately, his operational mind jumping to threats. “Corporate espionage, maybe government surveillance.”

“If she were a spy, would she make it so obvious that she knows legal theory?” Declan counters. “Seems counterproductive to blow your cover that badly.”

“Unless it’s intentional misdirection,” Sophie suggests, her undercover experience making her think in layers. “Make you think she’s harmless by seeming incompetent at hiding her knowledge.”

Nolan stands, already shifting into operational mode. “Either way, we need her investigated. This work is too important to risk exposure. I’ll handle it—run a deep background check, see what Kit Ellis was doing before she started cleaning houses.”

“Agreed,” I say, though something twists in my gut at the thought of digging into her life. “We can’t afford to take chances.”

“What was she like?” Sophie asks, leaning forward with obvious curiosity. “I mean, besides the suspicious legal knowledge.”

I pause, considering how to answer. “Professional. Controlled. Almost too controlled for someone in her position.” I hesitate, then add, “Her scent was... unusual.”

“Unusual how?” Declan asks, but there’s something in his voice.

“Chamomile, like most betas. But there was something else underneath. Something strangely... nice. Almost too nice.” I don’t mention her eyes—those smoky-gray depths that had seemed to hold secrets, pain, intelligence. It’s one thing to notice an employee’s scent for security purposes, another entirely to admit I’d been cataloguing the way her eyes had sparked with hidden fire.

Nolan and Declan exchange a look.

“You noticed it too,” Nolan says. It’s not a question.

Declan runs a hand through his hair. “I thought I was imagining it. When I ran into her in the hallway last week—there was something about her scent that was... different. More complex than typical beta fragrance.”

“Same here,” Nolan admits. “During her security clearance meeting. Chamomile, but with these undertones that shouldn’t be there.”

“And it never changed,” Declan adds, frowning. “Even when she was clearly nervous about running into me in the hallway. Her scent stayed exactly the same.”

“That’s what bothered me most,” Nolan says. “I was pushing her during the interview, testing her reactions, and her scent didn’t shift at all. No spike of adrenaline, no stress markers, nothing. It’s like she has complete control over her biological responses.”

I nod. “Same thing tonight. She was obviously panicking when I caught her with the book, but her scent remained perfectly steady. That level of control isn’t normal.”

Sophie’s eyebrows shoot up. “Wait, all three of you had the same reaction to her scent, and it never changes to reflect her emotions? That’s... that doesn’t happen with betas. Most beta scents are pleasant but forgettable to alphas, and they definitely fluctuate with mood.”

The three of us fall silent.

“It’s probably nothing,” I say finally.

“Right,” Nolan says, but his tone suggests he’s as confused as I am. “It must be nothing.”

Before the silence can stretch any longer, Declan pulls up files on the main screen. “Speaking of investigations, we’ve made progress on the trafficking case. My team has been working around the clock to crack the financial networks.”

The conversation shifts to our prisoner in B2, the shell companies we’ve traced, the breadcrumb trail leading to whoever’s coordinating the omega trafficking operation. It’s the kind of work that matters, the reason we do what we do.

But even as we discuss operational details and next steps, part of my mind keeps drifting back to Kit Ellis. To the way she’d touched that book like it was something precious. To the careful control in her voice even when she was clearly panicking.

To the fact that underneath her unremarkable beta scent, I’d caught something that reminded me of vanilla and possibilities.

Which makes no sense at all.

“Griffin?” Sophie’s voice pulls me back to the present. “You still with us?”

“Yeah,” I say, refocusing on the team around me. “Just thinking about our next move.”

But the truth is more complicated. Because for some reason I can’t explain, I was curious. Curious to know what was behind those eyes that seemed to hold a thousand secrets.

Curious in a way that made no sense, and in a way I’ve never felt before.


Chapter Ten

KIT

Val is in a mood today. Not just her usual territorial attitude or passive-aggressive comments about my lack of experience—this is something darker, more vicious. From the moment we clocked in, she’s been on the warpath, and with Mia home sick with some stomach bug, I’m her only available target.

“You missed a spot on the conference room table,” she snaps, appearing behind me like a particularly vindictive ghost. “Do I need to show you how to use a microfiber cloth properly?”

I bite back my response and spray more cleaner on the already spotless surface. This is the third time she’s made me re-clean something that was perfectly fine to begin with. My jaw aches from clenching it so tightly.

“And another thing,” Val continues, her voice carrying that familiar note of condescension that makes my skin crawl. “When you’re dusting the bookshelves, you need to actually move the books, not just dust around them. This isn’t amateur hour.”

I nod silently, running the cloth over the table in long, methodical strokes. Usually, I let this stuff slide. Val’s need to establish dominance over the cleaning hierarchy is her problem, not mine. I do my job, collect my paycheck, and go home to my quiet apartment where no one tells me I’m doing everything wrong.

But today, something about her tone—that sharp, critical edge laced with disappointment—is getting under my skin in ways I can’t ignore.

“Katherine, honestly, how many times do I have to explain this to you? You’re thirty years old, not thirteen. When will you learn to pay attention?”

My mother’s voice echoes in my head, and suddenly I’m eight years old again, standing in our pristine kitchen while Eleanor Lawson lists all the ways I’ve fallen short of her expectations. The same tone, the same impatient sigh, the same way of making me feel like I’m fundamentally defective.

“Are you even listening to me?” Val’s voice cuts through the memory, bringing me back to the present. She’s standing with her hands on her hips, hair perfectly styled despite hours of cleaning, makeup still flawless under the fluorescent lights.

“Yes,” I say quietly, focusing on the table. “I’m listening.”

“I doubt that. You have this glazed look, like you’re somewhere else entirely.” She moves closer, and I can smell her perfume—something floral and overwhelming that makes my nose itch. “Maybe if you spent less time daydreaming and more time actually working, you’d be better at this job.”

The criticism hits like a slap. Not because it’s accurate—I do my work thoroughly and on time—but because of how casually cruel it is. How unnecessary.

I move to the next conference room, wheeling my cart with deliberate calm. Val follows, her heels clicking against the polished floor like a countdown to my next failure.

“You know what your problem is?” she continues, apparently not done with her psychological assessment. “You think you’re better than this job. Like cleaning is beneath you. Well, newsflash—this is what you’re qualified for. This is your level.”

My hands tighten on the handle of my cart. The metal is cool under my palms, grounding me, reminding me to breathe. I’ve heard worse. Roman said worse things to me every single day for months. I survived that; I can survive Val’s petty power trip.

But as we reach the final conference room of the night, my nerves are stretched thin as wire. Every muscle in my body is tense, coiled tight with the effort of maintaining my composure. The familiar knot of anxiety sits heavy in my stomach, the same feeling I used to get when Roman would come home in one of his moods.

I start wiping down the table—a massive piece of polished oak. The wood gleams under the overhead lights, reflecting our distorted images back at us.

“God, you’re slow,” Val says, leaning against the doorframe with theatrical exasperation. “How long does it take to clean one table? I swear, watching you work is like watching paint dry.”

I don’t respond, just continue my methodical cleaning. Each stroke of the cloth is careful, deliberate, professional. I will not give her ammunition to criticize my work.

“You know what I think?” Val’s voice takes on that particular tone—the one that means she’s about to say something deliberately hurtful. “I think you’re one of those people who peaked early. Maybe you were somebody in high school or had some little job where you felt important, and now you can’t accept that this is your life. Cleaning up after your betters.”

The words punch through my chest, stealing the air from my lungs. For a moment, the conference room fades away, and I’m back on that city bus two years ago, gripping my phone as my mother’s voice cuts through the static.

“You’re throwing away the best opportunity you’ll ever have. Look at yourself, Katherine. Look at what you’ve accomplished on your own. This is the best you can do.”

My vision blurs at the edges. The cleaning cloth trembles in my hand.

“That’s it, isn’t it?” Val’s voice grows more confident, more vicious, as she senses weakness. “You used to be somebody, didn’t you? Had some little job where you felt important, wore nice clothes, pretended you mattered. And now look at you—”

“That’s enough.”

The voice cuts through Val’s monologue like a blade. Deep, authoritative, with just enough edge to make both of us freeze.

Nolan Reid stands in the doorway, his massive frame filling the space. His blue eyes are fixed on Val with an expression that could freeze fire, and something in his posture, perfectly controlled and lethal, makes the hair on the back of my neck stand up.

How long has he been standing there? How much did he hear?

“Mr. Reid!” Val’s entire demeanor shifts in an instant, her voice going from cruel to sweetly professional. “I didn’t see you there. We’re just finishing up the conference rooms.”

“I can see that,” he says, his tone flat and unimpressed. Those piercing blue eyes flick to me, and I see something there—concern? Anger? Then his gaze returns to Val, and his expression hardens. “I also heard what you were saying.”

The silence that follows is deafening. Val’s fake smile falters, her face cycling through confusion, fear, and dawning realization.

“Oh, that was just... we were just discussing work methods,” she stammers, but even she doesn’t sound convinced by her own excuse.

Nolan doesn’t move from the doorway. He continues to stare at Val with those cold blue eyes, and the temperature in the room seems to drop ten degrees.

“Ms. Johnson,” he says, his voice dangerously quiet. “Let me be crystal clear about something. If I ever hear you speaking to a colleague—any colleague—with that kind of language again, you’re fired. We don’t tolerate workplace harassment at Sentinel Security. Is that understood?”

Val’s face goes from red to white in seconds. “I... yes, Mr. Reid. I understand. I was just—”

“You were just what?” he cuts her off, taking a step forward. Even from across the room, I can feel the alpha authority rolling off him in waves. “Just being unprofessional? Just creating a hostile work environment? Just taking your personal issues out on someone who’s doing her job?”

“No, sir. I mean... I didn’t mean—”

“I don’t care what you meant. I care about what you did.” His voice could cut glass. “Leave. Now.”

Val nods frantically, grabbing her supplies with shaking hands. She won’t meet either of our eyes as she hurries to gather her things, her earlier confidence completely shattered.

“Thank you, Mr. Reid,” she mumbles as she wheels her cart toward the door. “It won’t happen again.”

“No,” he says simply. “It won’t.”

Once Val disappears down the hallway, Nolan turns back to me. The dangerous edge in his expression softens slightly, but those blue eyes are still intense, searching my face like he’s trying to read something there.

The conference room suddenly feels enormous and intimate at the same time. Just me and him in this space where moments ago I’d been falling apart under Val’s verbal assault. The silence presses down on me like a weight.

I can feel my carefully constructed control beginning to crack. The room feels too small, the air too thin, and I’m not sure how much longer I can hold it together.


Chapter Eleven

NOLAN

Jesus Christ, what was wrong with Val?

The urge to fire her on the spot had been overwhelming—watching her tear into Kit with that vicious, calculated cruelty made every protective instinct I possess roar to life. But I know HR wouldn’t appreciate an immediate termination without proper documentation, and the last thing we need is a wrongful termination lawsuit. A warning first, then a paper trail if she steps out of line again.

Besides, something tells me Val Johnson won’t be testing my patience a second time.

I turn my attention to Kit, and the sight of her stops me cold.

Gone is the composed, unflappable woman I met during her security clearance interview. The beta who sat across from my desk with perfect posture and steady breathing, whose scent never shifted despite my deliberate attempts to read her reactions. Over the past few weeks, I’d caught glimpses of her in the hallways—always moving with that same careful precision, always perfectly controlled when she passed by my office or nodded politely in the elevator.

That woman has vanished completely.

In her place stands someone who looks like she’s been hollowed out from the inside, all fragile edges and barely contained fear.

Her small frame is rigid with tension, shoulders drawn up defensively like she’s expecting another blow. Those mist-gray eyes that had seemed so intelligently calculating just weeks ago are now wide with something that makes my chest tighten.

Fear. Actual, bone-deep terror.

“Kit,” I say softly, trying to make my voice as non-threatening as possible. “Are you okay?”

She opens her mouth to respond, but no words come. Her hands begin to tremble as she grips the edge of the conference table. I watch her knuckles go white.

“Kit?” I say, keeping my voice gentle.

Her breathing starts to quicken—just slightly at first, then faster. She presses a hand to her chest, her eyes going wide with something that looks like recognition. Like she knows what’s coming and can’t stop it.

“Can’t—” she gasps, and then the full panic hits.

Shit.

She’s hyperventilating.

I take a tentative step closer, moving slowly like I would around a wounded animal. “Kit, breathe. You need to slow your breathing.”

But my proximity seems to make it worse. Her eyes go even wider, darting between my face and the door like she’s calculating escape routes. Her hands shake violently as she presses them against her chest.

“Can’t—can’t breathe,” she gasps between rapid breaths. “Can’t—”

A panic attack. I’ve seen them before—soldiers coming back from deployment, witnesses after particularly brutal crimes. But seeing Kit like this, so fragile and absolutely terrified, hits me like a punch to the gut.

“Hey, hey, it’s okay,” I say, sinking slowly to my knees to make myself less imposing. “You’re safe. I’m not going to hurt you.”

She’s backing away from me now, her legs unsteady, until she hits the wall. Then she slides down to the floor, wrapping her arms around her knees like she’s trying to make herself disappear.

I scan the conference room quickly, spotting a small brown paper bag on the credenza—someone’s forgotten lunch, probably. I grab it, emptying out the sandwich and apple, then lower myself to the floor a few feet away from her—close enough to help, far enough away that I’m not trapping her.

“Kit, look at me,” I say gently. “I need you to breathe into this bag. It’ll help slow down your breathing.”

She shakes her head frantically, those beautiful gray eyes swimming with tears, her breathing coming in short, desperate gasps. “I can’t—I’m sorry—I can’t—”

“You can,” I tell her firmly but softly. “Just one breath at a time. In through the bag, out through the bag. That’s all you have to do.”

It takes several minutes of coaxing, but eventually she takes the bag with trembling fingers and presses it to her mouth. Her breathing is still too fast, too shallow, but at least she’s trying.

“Good,” I murmur. “That’s good, Kit. Now try to count with me. In for four, hold for four, out for four. Can you do that?”

She nods weakly.

We sit there on the conference room floor for what feels like hours but is probably only twenty minutes. Slowly, gradually, her breathing evens out. The terror in her eyes fades to exhaustion, and the violent shaking reduces to occasional tremors.

But something in my chest has fundamentally shifted during those twenty minutes.

Looking at her—so small and broken, curled up on the floor with her dark hair falling around her face like a protective curtain—I feel something I haven’t experienced in years. It’s primal, overwhelming, completely irrational.

The need to protect her. To hunt down whoever put that look of bone-deep fear in her storm-gray eyes and make them pay. To stand between her and every threat in the world until she never has to be afraid again.

It makes absolutely no sense. I barely know her. She’s an employee—a beta, for God’s sake. My reaction is completely inappropriate.

But sitting here watching her piece herself back together with quiet determination, seeing the way she wipes her tears with the back of her hand like she’s embarrassed by her own vulnerability, it also makes all the sense in the world.

Kit Ellis needs protecting. And every instinct I possess is screaming at me to be the one to do it.

“Better?” I ask when her breathing has returned to something approaching normal.

She nods, not meeting my eyes. “I’m sorry. That was unprofessional. I shouldn’t have—”

“Don’t,” I cut her off. “Don’t apologize for having a panic attack after being verbally abused by a coworker. That’s not on you, Kit.”

She finally looks up at me, and something in her expression makes my chest ache. Like she can’t quite believe someone is taking her side.

“Val was way out of line,” I continue. “What she said to you was unacceptable, and it will never happen again. I promise you that.”

“You don’t have to—” she starts.

“Yeah, I do.” The words come out rougher than I intended, carrying more emotion than I meant to reveal. “Nobody deserves to be treated like that. Especially not someone who works as hard as you do.”

She blinks at me in surprise, like the idea that someone would give her a genuine compliment is completely foreign to her.

What kind of life has this woman lived that she’s surprised when someone takes her side?

“Thank you,” she whispers, and the gratitude in her voice makes me want to find Val Johnson and finish what I started.

I want to reach out, smooth that worried line between her brows, promise her she’s safe. Instead, I keep my hands to myself and extend one to help her up. “Come on. Let’s get you cleaned up.”

She hesitates for a moment before taking my hand, and the contact sends an unexpected jolt through me. Her palm is soft but callused from work, small in mine, still slightly trembling.

As I help her to her feet, I catch her scent again—that chamomile sweetness with something else underneath. Something that calls to every alpha instinct I possess and whispers protect, claim, keep safe.

Kit Ellis is going to be a problem.

But as I watch her straighten her shoulders and smooth down her hair, rebuilding her composure piece by careful piece, I realize I don’t care.

Some problems are worth having.


Chapter Twelve

GRIFFIN

“Ithink this lawyer is fucking us over.”

The words hang in the air of the conference room, heavy with frustration and barely contained anger. Spread across the polished table are forty-three pages of what should be a straightforward client contract, but instead reads like a masterclass in legal manipulation.

Nolan and Declan sit across from me, both hunched over their own copies of the document, red pens in hand from marking every problematic clause they’ve found. Which, at this point, is nearly every paragraph.

“This Steven guy knows what he’s doing,” Nolan mutters, flipping through another page with disgust. “This contract is so one-sided it’s practically theft.”

I lean back in my chair, rubbing my temples where a headache has been building for the past two hours. Steven Martinez, the client’s lawyer, had sent this contract over three days ago with a note about “industry standard terms” and a request for quick turnaround. What he’d failed to mention was that these “standard terms” were designed to screw us over completely.

“Look at this clause,” I say, stabbing my finger at section twelve. “He’s essentially giving his client complete indemnification while making us liable for any ‘perceived failures’ in service delivery. That’s not standard language—that’s deliberate sabotage.”

Declan looks up from his laptop where he’s been cross-referencing industry standards. “It gets worse. The termination clause allows them to cancel our contract without cause and withhold final payment. We’d be working for free and assuming all the risk.”

“Christ.” Nolan tosses his pen down in disgust. “How did Richard not catch this when he reviewed it?”

That’s the million-dollar question. Alberto Mendez, our corporate lawyer, was on his family vacation in Italy, so his partner Richard Davidson had been covering contract reviews. Richard had given this contract his stamp of approval two days ago, apparently missing every single red flag that Steven had planted.

“Because Richard’s either incompetent or he didn’t actually read it,” I say grimly. “Alberto’s going to be furious when he gets back and sees what his partner let slip through.”

The irony isn’t lost on me. We eliminate threats for a living, hunt down criminals who think they’re untouchable, and yet a corporate lawyer nearly pulled a fast one on us with legalese and fine print while our own legal counsel was asleep at the wheel.

“We need another lawyer to look this over,” Declan suggests, closing his laptop. “Someone who can spot all the landmines Steven planted and counter them properly.”

“That’ll take time we don’t have,” Nolan points out. “The client expects a signed contract tomorrow morning. If we delay, they might walk.”

And we can’t afford to lose this client. Not with our current operational expenses and the three ongoing federal contracts that are bleeding money faster than they’re generating revenue.

“We could ask around for recommendations,” I suggest, though even as I say it, I know it’s not practical. “Rodriguez might know someone, or Williams has connections in corporate law.”

“That’ll take days,” Declan says. “And honestly, after Richard’s spectacular failure to protect our interests, I don’t trust bringing in another unknown lawyer at the last minute.”

He pauses, fingers drumming against the table in that nervous rhythm he gets when he’s working through a problem. I can practically see the wheels turning in his head.

“Actually,” he says slowly, “I know someone who might be worth asking. Just for a second opinion, you know? She might be able to help, or she might not have a clue.”

I know who he’s talking about before he says her name. The knowledge settles in my chest like a stone.

“Kit,” I say.

“Kit,” he confirms.

I hesitate, considering the implications. “It’s a stretch, though. We have no idea if she’d actually be any good at this. Sure, she knew some Blackstone commentary, but that doesn’t mean she can analyze a corporate contract. She might know absolutely nothing about business law.”

“Only one way to find out,” Declan says with a shrug.

Nolan goes very still across the table. His jaw tightens, and something shifts in his expression—something dark and protective that makes me lean forward.

“What’s wrong?” I ask.

He’s quiet for a long moment, staring down at the contract pages like they hold answers to questions he doesn’t want to ask.

“I should have told you both this yesterday,” he finally says. “Something happened during Kit’s shift. With Val.”

Declan and I exchange a look. We both know that tone—carefully controlled, which with Nolan usually means barely contained anger.

“What kind of something?” I ask, though part of me already knows I’m not going to like the answer.

Nolan tells us the basics. Val had been harassing Kit throughout their shift, making increasingly cruel comments that finally pushed Kit over the edge. He’d intervened when he found them, given Val a formal warning, and stayed to make sure Kit was okay.

His voice remains steady, but I catch the underlying tension in his tone, the restrained fury that suggests there’s more to the story than he’s sharing.

“Why didn’t you tell us?” I demand when he finishes.

“I don’t know,” Nolan admits, running a hand through his hair. “She was so vulnerable, you know? It felt wrong to share something that personal about her with anyone else. But now, with this contract situation...”

I understand. The urge to protect someone’s privacy, especially when they’ve shown you their wounds, is strong. But Kit is our employee, our responsibility, and we should have known immediately that she was being harassed.

“Well,” Declan says, breaking into my thoughts, “we can actually see for ourselves.”

He spins his laptop around, fingers flying over the keyboard as he pulls up the security system. Within seconds, yesterday’s footage fills the screen—the timestamp showing 9:20 PM, camera angle capturing the conference room where Kit and Val were working.

We watch in silence as the scene unfolds. Val’s body language is aggressive from the start, her voice carrying that sharp, condescending tone even through the laptop speakers. Kit tries to maintain her composure, but we can see her shoulders growing more tense with each cruel comment.

“Jesus Christ,” I breathe as Val launches into her final, vicious monologue about Kit being someone who “used to be somebody.” The calculated cruelty in her voice makes me want to hunt her down and show her exactly what happens to people who prey on the innocent.

I’ve never been able to stomach bullies—people who use their position or perceived power to tear down others who can’t fight back. It’s the same sick satisfaction I saw in Emily’s killer, the same twisted pleasure in causing pain to someone vulnerable. The memory of my sister’s case flashes through my mind, and my hands clench into fists.

Kit’s breakdown is painful to watch. The moment her defenses crumble, the way she slides down the wall like her legs can’t support her anymore, the absolute terror in her eyes when Nolan approaches—it’s like watching someone’s soul shatter in real time.

Seeing that raw terror, I realize how wrong my initial suspicions were. The idea that she could be a spy—someone trained to deceive and manipulate—seems almost laughable now. Her fragility is real, her pain genuine. Whatever secrets Kit Ellis is hiding, they’re born from survival, not subterfuge.

“Why isn’t Val fired?” Declan asks quietly, his voice thick with emotion. “Why did you give her a warning instead of throwing her out on her arse?”

“HR protocols,” Nolan says grimly. “Wrongful termination lawsuits. I wanted to make sure we had proper documentation in case she tries to claim discrimination.”

I nod, understanding the logic even as every instinct screams for more immediate justice. But watching Kit curl up on that floor, watching her fight through a panic attack while Nolan sits patiently beside her, makes me question whether legal caution is worth the cost.

“I wouldn’t be surprised if she quit,” Nolan says quietly. “After what she went through... maybe I really should have fired Val on the spot.”

I study Kit’s image on the screen—small, fragile, but still trying to pull herself together with quiet determination. There’s strength there, beneath the vulnerability. Steel wrapped in silk.

“She’s a fighter,” I say with certainty. “She won’t quit.”

I remember the fire in her eyes when I questioned her about legal texts, the way she’d straightened her spine even while clearly uncomfortable. The quiet strength that radiates from her even when she’s trying to be invisible.

Kit Ellis doesn’t run from fights. She endures them.

“So we ask her about the contract,” Declan says, closing the laptop. “When her shift starts tonight.”

“Agreed,” I say, though part of me wonders what we’ll discover when we do. “I’m curious to see what she says.”

After watching her tonight, one thing was clear: Kit Ellis has secrets. But I’m less interested in what she’s hiding and more interested in what she’s survived.

Tonight, we might finally get some answers.


Chapter Thirteen

KIT

The familiar ritual of changing into my cleaning uniform should be comforting by now, but tonight my hands shake as I pull on the navy polo. The locker room feels smaller than usual, the harsh lighting throwing everything into sharp relief that makes my skin look pale and washed out.

I can’t stop thinking about yesterday.

About the way I fell apart so completely that a virtual stranger—an alpha—had to become my anchor in a moment of complete breakdown. The memory makes heat crawl up my neck—not just embarrassment, but something deeper. Shame at being so weak, so broken that a few cruel words from Val could shatter the composure it’s taken me two years to build.

But what shakes me most isn’t my breakdown. It’s Nolan’s reaction to it.

I’d expected pity—that patronizing sympathy people offer when they want to feel better about themselves. Or annoyance, because my personal problems had become his professional headache. Maybe even anger, because I’d wasted his time and made a scene in his workplace.

Instead, I got something else entirely.

Compassion. Real, genuine caring that had nothing to do with obligation or courtesy. The way he’d knelt on that floor without a second thought for his expensive suit, the patience in his voice as he talked me through breathing exercises, the careful distance he’d maintained so I wouldn’t feel trapped or threatened.

“Nobody deserves to be treated like that. Especially not someone who works as hard as you do.”

The words replay in my mind, and something warm unfurls in my chest—a feeling I can’t quite name but don’t want to examine too closely. When he’d said it, looking directly into my eyes with those intense blue ones, I’d felt something I hadn’t experienced in years.

Protected.

Which makes absolutely no sense. I’m a beta office cleaner. His employee. Someone so far beneath his notice that our paths should never cross beyond the occasional polite nod in the hallway.

He helped me because I’m an employee, I tell myself firmly, closing my locker with more force than necessary. He probably didn’t want any lawsuits if word got out that harassment was happening on his watch. He was just being professionally courteous, covering the company’s liability.

Part of me doesn’t believe that, though. Part of me remembers the way his voice had gone soft when he promised it would never happen again, the genuine concern in his expression when he’d asked if I was okay.

“Well, well, look who decided to show up.”

Val’s voice cuts through my thoughts like a blade. She stands in the doorway, but there’s something different about her posture tonight—tension in her shoulders, a tightness around her eyes that suggests yesterday’s encounter with Nolan is still very much on her mind.

“Val,” I say quietly, grabbing my cleaning supplies from my locker.

She doesn’t respond, which is somehow worse than her usual passive-aggressive comments. The silence stretches between us, heavy with unspoken resentment and barely contained anger. I can feel her shooting daggers at me with her eyes, but I keep my head down, focusing on organizing my cart.

The locker room door opens again, and relief floods through me when Mia bustles in with her usual cheerful energy. I wasn’t sure she’d be coming in tonight—stomach bugs can linger for days.

“Mia,” I say, genuinely glad to see her. “How are you feeling?”

“Much better, thanks,” she says with a smile, then stops short when she takes in the atmosphere—Val’s rigid posture, my careful avoidance of eye contact, the tension thick enough to cut with a knife.

“Everything okay?” she asks tentatively, looking between us. “Did something happen yesterday while I was out sick?”

“No,” Val says sharply, her tone suggesting the conversation is closed. “Nothing happened.”

But her eyes tell a different story as they fix on me with barely controlled fury.

We make our way to the lobby in uncomfortable silence, our footsteps echoing off the polished marble floors. The building feels different at night—larger somehow, more imposing, with shadows stretching between the modern furniture and expensive-looking abstract art pieces.

I’m setting up my supplies at the reception desk when I hear familiar footsteps approaching. My pulse quickens before I even look up to see Declan Murphy walking toward us, his dark hair slightly mussed and his sleeves rolled up like he’s been working late.

Mia immediately tenses beside me, her cheeks flushing pink as she fumbles with her cleaning cloth. Val’s entire demeanor shifts like someone flipped a switch—shoulders back, lips curved in a bright smile, straightening her posture.

I keep my eyes down and continue cleaning, hoping to remain invisible.

“Evening, ladies,” Declan says, his Irish accent carrying that warm charm that probably makes most women melt. “Sorry to interrupt, but I need to borrow Kit for a few minutes.”

My head snaps up in surprise. All three of us are staring at him now—me with confusion, Mia with curious concern, and Val with barely concealed jealousy.

“Kit?” Val’s voice is sharp with disbelief. “What could you possibly need her for?”

“That’s between Kit and management,” Declan replies smoothly, but there’s steel underneath the politeness. A reminder that he’s not just a charming alpha—he’s one of the men who owns this building and everything in it.

“You’re not in trouble,” he adds, looking directly at me. “We just need to ask you something.”

I follow him through the corridors, my hands trembling. Behind us, I can hear Mia whispering frantically to Val, probably trying to figure out what’s happening. But Val’s silence is more unnerving than any speculation.

We take the elevator to the executive floor, and with each passing second, my anxiety ratchets higher. In the confined space, Declan’s scent reaches me more strongly—that whiskey and rain-soaked earth I’d noticed before, with something warm underneath that makes my shoulders relax despite my nerves.

I keep my eyes fixed on the elevator doors, but I can see his reflection in the polished steel—tall, broad-shouldered, hands tucked casually in his pockets in a way that makes his shirt pull slightly across his chest. The small space feels charged with his presence, and I’m hyperaware of every breath, every small movement he makes beside me.

What could they possibly need from me? Did someone complain about my work? Did Val file some kind of report about yesterday? Or worse, did they find out the truth about me?

Declan leads me to Griffin’s office, and when the door opens, I step into what feels like a trap.

Griffin and Nolan are both there waiting. Griffin behind his massive desk, Nolan leaning against the bookshelf with his arms crossed, while Declan takes position near the door behind me. For the first time since I started working here, I’m completely surrounded by them—three alphas whose combined presence fills the room like a physical force.

Their scents hit me immediately, and I have to fight not to react. That familiar metallic edge that all alphas carry, sharp and commanding. But underneath it, I catch hints of their individual fragrances—dark cinnamon, cedar, and brown sugar from Griffin, smoky sandalwood, leather, and clove from Nolan, whiskey, rain-soaked earth, and wood smoke from Declan. The combination is rich and layered, reminiscent of a cozy fireside on a winter evening—warm wood smoke, spiced cider, and the comfort of well-worn leather. It should feel overwhelming, but instead it feels like safety.

Being surrounded by them like this makes me acutely aware of exactly how big they are, how much space they take up, how their alpha energy presses against me from every direction. Griffin is all controlled power in his perfectly fitted suit, his obsidian eyes tracking my every movement. Nolan’s massive frame seems to radiate protective intensity, while Declan’s easy charm does nothing to disguise the predator lurking beneath.

Thank God I’m no longer an omega, I think desperately.

I don’t have the usual reactions to alphas anymore—no spike of attraction, no submissive urges, no biological compulsion to please or appease. The trauma that broke me also freed me from those instincts, and right now I’m grateful for it. I can only imagine how overwhelming this would be if I were still the omega Katherine Lawson had been.

But I also wasn’t blind. Even as a beta, I can see exactly how attractive they are—the kind of men who would have every omega in the city vying for their attention. But I can observe that fact objectively, clinically, without it affecting me the way it should.

“Kit,” Griffin says, gesturing to the chair across from his desk. “Please, have a seat.”

I perch on the edge of the chair, my hands folded carefully in my lap to hide their trembling. “What can I do for you?”

Griffin and Nolan exchange a look before Griffin speaks. “We have a situation we’re hoping you might be able to help us with. A legal contract that needs reviewing.”

My stomach drops. “I... I don’t know about that stuff.”

“Don’t you?” Griffin’s voice is deceptively mild, but his eyes are sharp as they study my face. “I must have imagined that conversation we had the other day. The woman who was reciting Blackstone’s commentary on coverture law.”

Heat crawls up my neck, and I can feel my cheeks warming. Of course he’d remember that. Of course he’d bring it up now.

“We’ll pay you, of course,” Declan interjects smoothly. “A bonus of two thousand dollars for your time.”

My eyes widen despite my attempt to remain composed. Two thousand dollars. That’s enough for a car down payment.

“The contract is problematic,” Griffin continues. “We suspect the client’s lawyer who drafted it is trying to take advantage of us, but our own lawyer missed all the red flags when he reviewed it. We need someone with legal knowledge to confirm our suspicions and help us understand exactly what we’re dealing with.”

I stare at the three of them, my mind racing. They’re offering me more money than I’ve seen in years, asking for help with something I actually know how to do. But accepting means admitting that I lied about my background, that I’m not just a cleaning lady with a casual interest in legal texts.

It means revealing part of Katherine Lawson.

“We really need this done, Kit,” Nolan says, and something in his voice makes me look at him. Those kind blue eyes that didn’t judge me yesterday, that looked at me with patience and understanding when I was falling apart on a conference room floor.

They’re looking at me now with something that might be hope.

I remember his calm, steady voice talking me through each breath when he could have left me on that floor. He chose to stay. Now he’s asking for my help, and I realize I want to give it.

“I’ll do it,” I hear myself say.

Griffin reaches into his briefcase and pulls out a thick manila folder, sliding it across the desk toward me. “How much time do you need?”

I flip through the first few pages, my trained eye already catching problematic language and suspicious clauses. It’s a mess—deliberately complicated and full of the kind of legal landmines that could destroy a business if they’re not careful.

“How much time do I have?” I ask.

I know I should be careful, that I can’t reveal too much about my legal background. But remembering the kindness in Nolan’s eyes yesterday, I find myself caring more about helping them than protecting my secrets.

“We need it by tomorrow morning,” Griffin says. “The client expects our response by ten AM.”

I look down at the document again, my pulse quickening with something that isn’t fear for the first time in years.

It’s excitement. The thrill of intellectual challenge, of putting my skills to use for something that matters.

“I can do that,” I say, and for the first time since walking into this room, I feel completely sure of myself.


Chapter Fourteen

DECLAN

The conference room table is covered with marked-up pages, sticky notes, and legal precedent books that Griffin pulled from his office shelves. Empty coffee cups and the remnants of takeout containers litter the space around us—evidence of a long night’s work that none of us minded in the slightest.

When Kit first sat down with the contract, she’d been almost overly cautious. Quiet, deferential, keeping her eyes down as she read through the pages. When Griffin asked her initial thoughts, she’d offered only the most basic observations—”This seems complicated” and “Some of the language is confusing”—as if she were afraid to reveal too much.

But gradually, as the evening wore on, something began to shift.

It started small. Kit would point to a clause and say, “This part doesn’t seem right,” then immediately look up nervously, as if expecting to be told she was wrong. When we encouraged her to explain, she’d offer careful, tentative observations that were actually brilliant insights delivered in the most apologetic way possible.

“I think—I mean, it might be that this section contradicts what it says earlier? But I could be wrong...”

“That’s exactly right,” Griffin had encouraged. “What else do you see?”

And slowly, so slowly, Kit began to unfold.

Now, two hours in, she’s leaning over the documents with intense concentration, her dark hair coming loose from its braid as she makes notes in careful handwriting. Those clear silver-gray eyes are bright with intelligence, scanning through clauses and subsections with growing confidence.

“This termination clause is particularly problematic,” she says, tapping her pen against section fifteen. “The language in the subordinate clause references an appendix, which references another section entirely. If you follow the chain...” She traces the path with her finger. “The client can terminate for any reason they deem ‘material breach’—and they get to define what that means.”

Griffin leans forward, studying the pages she’s indicated. “So they could claim we breached contract for anything they wanted.”

“Exactly. And you’d still be liable for all costs incurred up to that point, including their legal fees for the termination itself.”

“Bloody hell,” I breathe. “That’s highway robbery.”

Kit’s lips curve in what might be the beginning of a smile. “It gets worse. Look at the indemnification language in section nine.”

As Griffin reads the indicated passage, his frown deepens. “This doesn’t make sense. It seems to suggest we’re indemnifying them, but the syntax is off. I think what they meant to say was that we’d hold them harmless for our actions.”

Kit shakes her head slowly. “Actually, I think the syntax is deliberately wrong. The way it’s written, you’d be accepting liability for their actions, not the other way around. Any lawsuit against them would become your financial responsibility.”

“That can’t be legal,” Nolan says, his jaw tightening.

Kit gives him a look that’s part sympathy, part steel. “It’s not illegal if you sign it willingly.”

For a moment, the room falls silent. Then Griffin shakes his head with a rueful smile.

“So Richard Davidson essentially failed to catch that Steven’s contract would make us our clients’ indentured servants while assuming all financial risk.”

“I’d say Steven was trying to make you their personal ATM,” Kit says, then stops abruptly, pressing her lips together as if the words escaped without permission.

The quip catches me off guard, and I find myself grinning. There’s wit underneath all that careful composure, a dry sense of humor that slips through when she forgets to be cautious.

Griffin chuckles at Kit’s comment. “Personal ATM with a security detail attached. That’s exactly what this is.”

“Actually,” I say, my expression growing more serious, “I think there’s an argument to be made that some of these clauses constitute unconscionable terms under contract law. The power imbalance is so severe that any competent lawyer could get a court to throw this whole contract out—”

“That’s not how unconscionability works,” Kit interrupts sharply, then her eyes widen in horror as if she just realizes what she’s done.

The silence that follows is absolute. Kit’s face drains of color and her hands begin to shake as she looks between the three of us. I can see the panic building in her expression, the way she’s tensing like she’s about to bolt.

“I’m sorry,” she whispers, her voice barely audible. “I didn’t mean to interrupt. I’m probably wrong...”

She starts to gather the papers with shaking hands, clearly preparing to flee.

“Kit,” Griffin says gently. “Stop.”

She freezes, not looking up.

“Look at me,” he says, his voice kind but firm.

Reluctantly, she raises her eyes to meet his.

“We need you to be honest with us,” Griffin continues. “We need you to tell us exactly what you think, even if—especially if—you disagree with us. That’s the only way you can help us. Do you understand?”

Kit nods hesitantly.

“We’re not asking you to agree with everything we say,” Nolan adds. “We’re asking you to use that brilliant mind of yours to save our company from getting screwed over.”

“But you’re...” Kit trails off, clearly struggling with something.

“We’re what?” I ask gently.

“You’re alphas,” she says quietly. “And I’m just—”

“You’re the smartest person in this room when it comes to contract law,” Griffin cuts her off. “Right now, that’s all that matters.”

Kit stares at all three of us for a long moment, something shifting in her expression.

“Okay,” she says finally, her voice stronger. She turns to look directly at me. “In that case... Declan, you’re completely wrong about the unconscionable terms argument.”

The words hang in the air for a heartbeat. Then I start laughing—not a polite chuckle, but genuine, delighted laughter. Griffin joins in, while Nolan just smiles warmly at Kit.

“Am I now?” I say, my eyes sparkling with amusement. “Please, enlighten me.”

Kit looks shocked by our reaction, glancing between the three of us. She takes a moment to absorb our responses. Then, something wonderful happens.

Her whole face lights up. Dimples appear in her cheeks, her eyes spark with intelligence and joy, and she sits up straighter like a flower turning toward the sun.

“The power imbalance isn’t legal grounds for unconscionability unless there’s also procedural unconscionability,” she explains, her voice growing more confident with each word. “Which means you’d have to prove you didn’t have a meaningful choice or couldn’t understand the terms. Since you’re successful businessmen who clearly understand complex contracts, no court would buy that argument.”

“But?” Griffin prompts, clearly enjoying this.

Kit’s smile turns almost mischievous. “But there are other ways to challenge this contract that would actually work.”

She launches into an explanation of alternative legal strategies, her earlier nervousness completely forgotten. Her hands move as she speaks, tracing connections between different sections of the contract, her voice gaining confidence with each point. I find myself leaning forward, hanging on every word as she systematically dismantles my argument and rebuilds it with surgical precision.

And watching her transformation—from someone afraid to speak to someone confident—is like watching someone come alive.

We finish the contract review an hour later, Kit’s recommendations filling several pages of notes that will make renegotiating with Steven a pleasure rather than a nightmare. As she gathers the documents into neat stacks, I find myself not wanting this to end.

“What should I tell Mia and Val?” she asks as she stands, smoothing down her cleaning uniform—a gesture that reminds me this brilliant woman is supposed to be scrubbing toilets right now.

“Tell them you were helping us with some filing,” Griffin suggests. “Administrative work that came up unexpectedly.”

Kit nods, smoothing down her cleaning uniform. “That works.”

She’s almost to the door when Nolan calls out, “Kit, wait.”

She turns, those storm-gray eyes still bright with the lingering excitement of intellectual challenge.

“Thank you,” he says simply. “Really. You saved us tonight.”

“Thank you,” Griffin echoes, and I hear myself adding my own voice to theirs.

A soft blush creeps up her neck, and she looks down for a moment before meeting our eyes again. “I... you’re welcome. Thank you for letting me help.”

Then she’s gone, the door closing quietly behind her, leaving the three of us alone with the scent of chamomile and something sweeter lingering in the air.

For a long moment, none of us speak. We just stare at the door she disappeared through, processing what we’ve just witnessed.

“Well,” Griffin says finally. “That was...”

“Incredible,” I finish. “Did you see the way her whole face changed when she realized we actually wanted her opinion?”

“She was terrified to contradict you,” Nolan says quietly. “But once she understood we needed her honesty...”

“She came alive,” Griffin finishes. “Completely and utterly alive.”

I lean back in my chair, my mind already working through the implications. “We need to keep using her for this kind of work.”

“Agreed,” Griffin says. “There are always contracts to review, legal research that needs doing. It would be... practical.”

“She has to have some kind of legal background,” I say, voicing what we’re all thinking. “Nobody picks up contract law that thoroughly just from casual reading.”

Nolan nods slowly. “The way she quoted Blackstone to you, Griffin. And tonight—that wasn’t amateur hour. She knew exactly what she was talking about.”

Griffin’s expression grows thoughtful. “Law school dropout?”

“She seems to have practical experience though,” I add. “The way she spotted those landmines in the contract—that’s not just theoretical knowledge.”

We all exchange looks, understanding passing between us without words. Kit Ellis has secrets, and we’re all curious about what they are.

But even as we try to rationalize it with practical concerns, we all know it’s not just about her background or her usefulness.

It’s about seeing Kit Ellis smile like that again. About watching her transform from invisible to brilliant when she’s given permission to shine.

“For the business,” Griffin repeats, but his tone suggests he’s trying to convince himself as much as us.

None of us are buying it. This is about much, much more than business.

This is about Kit Ellis, and the way she’s already started to matter more than she should.

* * *

The next evening, I’m already waiting in the cleaning staff room when the door opens. Kit’s work on that contract was so brilliant that our client came back within hours with a counter-proposal, and frankly, I couldn’t wait to see her reaction.

Mia and Val are both staring at me like I’ve sprouted wings—probably because it’s unusual for one of the owners to be casually leaning against the lockers in the staff break room.

Kit arrives a few minutes later, and even under the harsh fluorescent lighting, there’s something different about her tonight—a subtle confidence in the way she carries herself that wasn’t there before.

“Mr. Murphy?” Kit says, surprise clear in her voice as she sets down her purse. “Is everything alright?”

“Kit, we need your help again,” I say.

Val immediately steps forward, inserting herself into the conversation. “With more filing?” she asks, her tone suspicious.

“Yes,” I say shortly, making it clear the conversation doesn’t concern her.

“Kit?” I turn back to her, ignoring Val’s obvious displeasure. “Do you have a few minutes?”

She nods, grabbing her purse from her locker. As we head toward the elevator, I catch Val’s expression—a mixture of jealousy and calculation that suggests trouble ahead.

The elevator doors close, giving us privacy.

“Your work on the contract was brilliant,” I tell her, watching her expression change. “They came back with a counter-proposal within a couple of hours. They want to renegotiate the entire thing.”

Kit’s eyes light up with genuine excitement. “They came back that quickly?”

“Griffin said it was the fastest turnaround he’d ever seen on a contract this complex.” I pause, studying her face. “We need you to look at their counter-offer.”

“Of course,” she says, and there’s no hesitation now, just excitement and eagerness to dive back into the challenge.

The elevator opens on the executive floor, and I lead her toward the conference room where Griffin and Nolan are waiting. The same setup as last night—documents spread across the table, legal reference books nearby, the organized chaos of serious work about to begin.

“I’ll make coffee,” I say, heading toward the kitchenette. “Kit, just cream again?”

She stops, looking startled. “Oh, I’ll get it myself,” she says quickly, still not entirely comfortable with the reversal of our usual dynamic.

“Kit, don’t worry about it,” I say gently. “How do you take your coffee?”

She hesitates, then smiles—the same genuine expression from last night. “Just with cream.”

I smile back, already heading for the coffee maker. “Perfect. Have a seat—we’ll get started in just a minute.”

As I measure coffee grounds, I can hear Griffin and Nolan greeting Kit with the same warm tone from last night. But underneath it, I catch something else—genuine pleasure at seeing her again.

We’re all looking forward to this more than we should be. More than any simple business arrangement would warrant.

And somehow, I don’t think any of us mind.


Chapter Fifteen

KIT

It’s been a few days since the alphas asked me to help them with the contract, and I’ve thought about it almost constantly. Not just because of the money—though two thousand dollars for two days of work is more than I’ve had in a very long time—but because of how it felt to use my legal training again. To be valued for the skills I’d thought I’d lost forever.

I’d forgotten how much I enjoyed that kind of work. The thrill of dissecting complex legal language, finding the hidden traps and crafting solutions. For those two nights, I wasn’t just Kit Ellis following cleaning protocols. I was using my mind in ways I hadn’t been able to in years.

The alphas were... different. So different from what I expected, so different from every alpha I’d ever encountered. They listened when I spoke. Really listened, as if they wanted to truly know what I thought. When I disagreed with one of them, they didn’t dismiss me or grow angry—they engaged with my argument, challenged my reasoning, treated me like an intellectual equal.

It shook something loose inside me that I’d thought was permanently broken.

The main conference room is empty when I wheel my cart in tonight, the lights automatically brightening as I enter. The long table gleams beneath recessed lighting, surrounded by ergonomic chairs. The wall of windows showcases Cleveland’s skyline, now dotted with lights as dusk falls.

I start with the table, running the microfiber cloth along its length in long, steady strokes. The routine is soothing, requiring just enough attention to quiet my thoughts without demanding full concentration. I work my way methodically around the room, collecting discarded coffee cups and straightening chairs.

In the corner stands a tall decorative vase—an elegant, blue-glazed piece that rises nearly to my shoulder. It’s clearly expensive, the kind of artwork that belongs in a museum rather than an office building. I carefully dust around it every week, always mindful of how easily it could topple.

Tonight, as I reach behind it to wipe the window ledge, my elbow bumps against the vase. It wobbles precariously, and I freeze, watching in horror as it teeters for one stomach-dropping moment before crashing to the floor.

The sound is deafening in the quiet room—delicate ceramic shattering into countless jagged pieces that scatter across the polished floor. One large shard flies toward me, and I feel a sharp, burning pain slice across my left calf. For a moment, I just stand there, paralyzed by the magnitude of what I’ve done.

This is clearly an artwork worth thousands of dollars—maybe tens of thousands.

Panic rises like a tide, threatening to overwhelm me. I drop to my knees, frantically trying to gather the larger pieces, my hands shaking so badly I can barely grip the shards. The pain in my leg is getting worse, but I ignore it—the vase is more important.

You stupid, clumsy bitch.

Roman’s voice echoes in my head, so vivid I almost look around to see if he’s somehow materialized in the room.

Can’t you do anything right? Do you have any idea how much that cost? How are you going to pay for this? What makes you think you deserve anything nice when you just destroy everything you touch?

I’m still desperately collecting fragments when I hear footsteps approaching rapidly. The sound freezes my blood, sending my heart into a frantic rhythm against my ribs.

“What happened? I heard—” Griffin appears in the doorway, his sentence cutting off abruptly as he takes in the scene before him.

“I’m so sorry,” I gasp, the words tumbling out in a rush. “It was an accident. I’ll pay for it, I swear. I can work extra hours, weekends, whatever it takes—”

He steps into the room, approaching quickly, and every muscle in my body tenses in anticipation of what comes next. Without conscious thought, I find myself curling inward, one arm rising to shield my face as I squeeze my eyes shut.

I wait for the impact. For the sharp crack of his palm against my cheek, the explosion of pain, the ringing in my ears that always followed Roman’s corrections. My body remembers the sequence—the moment of stillness before the strike, the way the air would shift as his hand moved through it, the metallic taste that would flood my mouth afterward.

Look what you made me do.

But the blow doesn’t come.

Instead, I hear Griffin’s voice, much closer now but impossibly gentle. “Kit? Are you hurt?”

I keep my eyes squeezed shut, my arm still raised defensively. This has to be a trick. A way to make me drop my guard before the punishment begins.

“Kit.” His voice is sharper now, more urgent. “Look at me. You’re bleeding—there’s blood all over the floor.”

Bleeding? I crack my eyes open and look down. There’s a dark stain spreading across my left pant leg, and I can see red pooling on the polished floor beneath me. The burning sensation in my calf suddenly intensifies, and I realize how much it hurts.

Griffin is crouched a few feet away from me, careful not to get too close, his eyes wide with genuine alarm.

“I’m okay,” I whisper, though clearly I’m not. The gash must be deeper than I thought—blood is steadily seeping through the fabric of my uniform pants.

“The vase—” I whisper, my voice barely audible. “I can pay it back.”

Griffin’s expression changes, his eyes flashing with something intense. “Kit, listen to me. I don’t give a flying fuck about that vase. It’s just an object—ceramic and glaze, nothing more. We can buy a hundred of them. But you’re sitting there bleeding, and that’s the only thing in this room that matters right now.”

The words stop me cold. I stare at him, unable to process what I just heard.

“Here,” Griffin says, quickly pulling one of the conference chairs closer to me, careful to keep his distance. “Can you get yourself onto this chair? You shouldn’t be sitting on the floor with that cut.”

I nod shakily and manage to pull myself up onto the chair, wincing as the movement sends pain shooting through my leg.

He pauses, studying the blood seeping through my pants, his expression growing more concerned. “ “Actually, that’s bleeding pretty heavily.” Without hesitation, he reaches up and loosens his tie, pulling it free from his collar in one smooth motion.

What is he doing?

Seeing my confused expression, he says, “I need to put pressure on this to slow the bleeding. This might hurt a bit, Kit. But I promise it’ll help.”

I watch in stunned silence as he carefully wraps his expensive silk tie around my upper thigh, positioning it well above the wound. His movements are efficient and practiced, like he’s done this before. He pulls it tight—tight enough that I gasp at the sudden pressure.

“Sorry,” he murmurs, then checks his work. “There. That should help control the bleeding until I can get proper supplies.” He stands up, already moving toward the door. “I’m getting the first aid kit. Stay right here. Don’t try to move around with that cut.”

I watch him disappear down the hallway, his footsteps echoing against the polished floors.

I look down at his navy silk tie wrapped around my thigh, stained with my blood from when he positioned it around the wound.

But he doesn’t care.

Not about the tie. Not about the vase.

All he cared about was that I was hurt. And that thought fills me with a warmth I haven’t felt in years. Like something deep inside me cracks open—something I’ve kept locked away for so long I’d forgotten it existed.


Chapter Sixteen

GRIFFIN

Iclear my throat roughly, trying to push down the emotion threatening to choke me. My hands shake slightly as I reach for the first aid kit in the supply room, the image of Kit cowering with her arm raised defensively burned into my mind.

She thought I was going to hit her.

The realization hits me like a sledgehammer to the chest, and suddenly everything clicks into place. Her reactions to me, to all of us. Why she’s so guarded and controlled, especially in those first meetings. Why she responds so differently from typical betas—that unnatural level of emotional suppression, the way her scent never shifts despite obvious stress.

Someone hurt her. Badly.

They hurt her so thoroughly that accidentally breaking a vase made her expect physical violence from me. The thought makes bile rise in my throat, makes my hands curl into fists around the first aid kit. It’s too familiar—the same helpless rage I felt when Emily’s case files described the bruises, the defensive wounds, the way she’d tried to shield herself from her killer’s blows.

Whoever did this to Kit—I want to find them. I want to make them pay for every moment of fear they put in those storm-dark eyes.

When I return to the conference room, Kit is sitting in the chair with her injured leg elevated on another chair, just as I’d instructed. The makeshift tourniquet I’d fashioned from my tie is still wrapped around her thigh, dark with blood but doing its job of slowing the bleeding. She’s still surrounded by ceramic fragments on the floor, but something in her posture has changed since I left. The rigid terror has eased into something more like wariness, and she looks up when I enter instead of keeping her eyes squeezed shut.

“Here,” I say softly, setting the first aid kit down nearby. “How are you feeling?”

“Better,” she says quietly, her voice still shaky but more steady than before. “The bleeding slowed down after you... after the tie.”

“Good. We need to look at that cut properly now,” I tell her, kneeling in front of the chair. “Is it alright if I remove my tie and clean the wound?”

She nods, watching me with those steady silver-gray eyes as I carefully untie my bloodstained tie and assess the damage. The gash is about two inches long across her calf where a sharp piece of ceramic caught her. Blood has soaked through her pants and is still seeping from the wound, but it’s not as deep as I’d initially feared.

“It looks worse than it is,” I say, opening the first aid kit. “I’ll clean it and get it bandaged properly.”

I work as gently as I can, using antiseptic wipes to clean around the wound. Kit winces but doesn’t pull away, watching my hands with those beautiful gray eyes.

“I’m sorry,” I murmur when she tenses at a particularly sensitive spot. “I know it stings.”

“It’s okay,” she whispers. “You’re being very gentle.”

Something in her voice—surprise, maybe, like gentleness isn’t what she’s used to—makes my chest ache. When I set aside the antiseptic and my bare fingers finally make contact with her skin to steady her leg, the effect is immediate and electric.

Her skin is impossibly soft, warm and smooth under my fingertips in a way that sends heat racing up my arm and straight to my chest. The simple contact—palm against her calf, fingers wrapped gently around her ankle—feels more intimate than it has any right to. I can feel her pulse through the delicate skin, steady but elevated, and I have to fight the urge to stroke my thumb across that vulnerable spot just to feel her heartbeat quicken.

Get it together, I tell myself, but my hands seem to have developed a mind of their own, lingering far longer than medically necessary against the silk of her skin.

“There,” I say, applying pressure with gauze to slow the bleeding. “How does that feel?”

“Better,” she says, and when I look up, our eyes meet.

Something shifts in the air between us. Her scent, which has been that steady chamomile since we first met, suddenly changes. A sweet note creeps in—warm and enticing and completely at odds with her beta presentation.

Vanilla.

The realization slams into me with stunning force. Not the faint, artificial vanilla of perfume, but something deeper. Richer. Something that shouldn’t be there.

I freeze, my hand still pressed against her leg, and inhale more deeply without meaning to. The vanilla scent is so subtle but unmistakable, mixing with the chamomile in a way that makes every alpha instinct I possess roar to life. I find myself staring at her skin where my palm rests, breathing in that intoxicating sweetness as it fills my lungs and makes my mouth water.

“Griffin,” she whispers, and something in the way she says my name—not Mr. Hayes, just Griffin—sends heat shooting straight through me.

I look up to meet her gaze, those beautiful eyes fixed on mine with an intensity I haven’t seen before. Her lips are slightly parted, pink and soft-looking, and she runs her tongue across her bottom lip in a way that makes my pulse quicken and my body respond in ways that are completely inappropriate for this moment.

The gesture is unconscious, I’m sure, but when her gaze drops to my mouth and lingers there for just a heartbeat too long, something primal in my chest roars to life.

She wants—

No. No, that’s insane. She’s looking at me like that because she’s grateful, nothing more.

But the thought sends a surge of blood straight to my cock anyway, and I have to shift my position to hide my body’s reaction.

Jesus Christ.

What is wrong with me? She’s injured, traumatized, and sitting in a room full of broken ceramic because she was terrified I might hurt her. This is not the time to be noticing how her scent makes me want to bury my face in her neck or how she’s looking at my mouth like she wants to taste it.

I clear my throat and force myself to focus on the bandage I’m applying. “We should get you to a hospital for proper stitches.”

“No,” she says quickly, alarm creeping into her voice. “No hospitals. Please. It’s fine, really. Just... just a bandage is enough.”

The panic in her voice stops me cold. Another piece of the puzzle that is Kit Ellis. Someone who’s afraid of hospitals, afraid of authority figures, afraid of being hit for making mistakes.

What the hell happened to her?

“Alright,” I say gently. “No hospital. But you need to keep this clean and watch for signs of infection. And if it starts bleeding heavily again...”

“I’ll be careful,” she promises.

I finish wrapping the gauze around her calf, my fingers brushing against her skin more than strictly necessary. Each contact sends little sparks of electricity up my arm, and I have to fight the urge to let my hands linger.

“Kit,” I say quietly, not moving away from where I’m kneeling in front of her chair. “Can I ask you something?”

She nods, though wariness flickers in her expression.

“Who hurt you?”

She looks shocked, her eyes wide.

The question hangs between us, heavy with implication. For a moment, I think she might answer. Her lips part slightly, and something vulnerable flashes across her face.

Then the walls slam back up, and she’s Kit Ellis the cleaning lady again.

“I don’t know what you mean,” she says carefully. “It was just an accident. I’m clumsy sometimes.”

But we both know that’s not what I’m asking, and the careful way she doesn’t meet my eyes tells me everything I need to know.

Someone did hurt her. Someone taught her to expect violence, to cower and brace for impact when she makes a mistake.

And I’m going to find out who.


Chapter Seventeen

KIT

Ican’t stop thinking about his hands.

The memory follows me home on the bus, through my tiny apartment as I hang up my jacket. Griffin’s fingers on my skin, so careful and gentle as he cleaned my wound. Long, elegant fingers that handled me like I was made of spun glass instead of damaged goods.

I don’t give a flying fuck about the vase, Kit.

No one has ever said anything like that to me. No one has ever dismissed thousands of dollars in damage because I was hurt. The memory makes something warm unfurl in my chest, spreading like honey in sunlight.

Roman would have made me clean up every shard while bleeding, would have lectured me about carelessness and responsibility while I bandaged myself in the bathroom, alone and ashamed. He would have calculated the cost to the penny and added it to my growing list of failures.

But Griffin knelt on the floor and took care of me like I mattered.

The warmth spreads through me, pooling low in my belly and making my skin feel flushed and sensitive. My sweater suddenly feels too heavy, too constraining. I pull it over my head without thinking, letting it drop to the floor.

I catch sight of myself in the bathroom mirror and stop, staring at my reflection in the flickering light. My cheeks are flushed pink, my pupils slightly dilated, my lips parted like I’ve been running.

I look the same. But also completely different.

Slowly, I start undressing. The navy polo comes off first, then my khaki pants, careful not to disturb the bandage where Griffin’s gentle hands had wrapped white gauze around my injury. I stand in front of the mirror in just my plain cotton underwear.

That’s when I see it.

Dampness between my thighs. Actual wetness soaking through the cotton, creating a dark patch I haven’t seen in what feels like forever.

I haven’t produced slick in so long that I thought it was gone forever. My body had simply... stopped. No heat, no slick, no biological responses that marked me as what I used to be.

But here it is, unmistakable evidence that something is waking up inside me.

With trembling fingers, I slide my hand inside my underwear, touching the wetness with wonder and trepidation. When I bring my fingers to my nose, I expect the bland, almost medicinal scent my body has produced for so long.

Chamomile. Like always. Soft and herbal and unremarkable.

But I inhale deeper, and for just a moment—just the barest whisper—I swear I catch something else. Something sweeter underneath the chamomile base.

Vanilla.

My eyes snap open. It can’t be. That would be impossible. Vanilla was part of my old scent, back when I was Katherine Lawson, when my designation was clear and my biology functioned the way it was supposed to. Jasmine and vanilla, sweet and enticing, the kind of scent that made alphas turn their heads.

I touch my tongue to my finger, tasting the slick. Bland, as expected, like chamomile tea that’s been steeped too long. But the sweetness... is it really there, or am I imagining it?

I push the thought away and focus on the more immediate discovery. My body is responding.

Without conscious decision, my hand moves lower, finding the sensitive bundle of nerves that’s been dormant for so long. The touch sends electricity through me, sharp and bright and overwhelming, and I gasp at the intensity.

The cramped bathroom suddenly feels too confining. I stumble to my bedroom, sinking onto the narrow bed with its worn quilt.

My free hand moves to my breast, cupping the soft weight through my plain cotton bra. Even through the fabric, my nipple responds immediately, hardening under my palm in a way that makes me arch off the bed.

In my mind, I’m not alone in this tiny bedroom with its peeling paint and single window. I’m somewhere warm and safe, surrounded by three alphas who look at me like I’m precious instead of broken. Their scents surround me—not the metallic harshness I usually smell, but the underlying warmth I’ve caught glimpses of. A perfect blend that reminds me of Christmas morning by a crackling fireplace—Griffin’s dark cinnamon and brown sugar like holiday spices, Nolan’s smoky sandalwood and leather like well-worn books beside the hearth, Declan’s whiskey and wood smoke like the fire itself, all wrapped in the promise of safety and home.

Griffin’s hands replace mine, those long elegant fingers mapping every curve with reverent patience. His dark, fathomless eyes never leave my face as he touches me. “Beautiful,” he murmurs against my skin. “So beautiful, Kit.”

Nolan’s massive frame shelters me, his protective strength making me feel delicate and cherished. His calloused hands are impossibly gentle as they explore my body. “Let me take care of you,” he whispers, his blue eyes soft with tenderness.

Declan’s easy warmth surrounds me like sunlight, his Irish accent thick with want as he whispers sweet things in my ear. His mouth finds sensitive spots I’d forgotten existed. “That’s it, love,” he breathes against my throat. “Let go for us. You’re safe here.”

They worship my body with gentle hands and reverent mouths, taking their time, showing me I’m worth their patience. No demands, no expectations except my pleasure.

The fantasy builds as my hands move with increasing urgency, and for the first time in what feels like forever, I let myself climb toward release—something I’d thought was lost to me forever.

When the orgasm hits, it’s like coming back to life. Wave after wave of sensation crashes through me, making my knees weak and my vision white at the edges. I bite my lip to keep from crying out, my teeth pressing into the soft flesh as I try to stay quiet. The pleasure seems to go on forever, aftershocks rippling through me until I’m shaking and breathless and more alive than I’ve felt in years.

* * *

The next day, I arrive at work twenty minutes early, my nerves too frayed to sit in my apartment any longer. I’d made the decision this morning after staring at my reflection and seeing what was happening to me. The fuller lips, the pink flush in my cheeks—changes I couldn’t explain or control.

I’d rehearsed the conversation over and over while getting dressed. Mr. Hayes, I need to give my notice. I’ve accepted another position that requires me to start immediately. Clean, simple, no room for questions.

The elevator rises silently toward the executive floors. I can’t do this anymore. I can’t be around Griffin, Nolan, and Declan. They’re affecting me in ways I can’t control, awakening parts of myself I thought were dead forever. It’s dangerous. They’re dangerous.

Alphas always start gentle. Roman had been tender in the beginning too, bringing me flowers and opening doors, making me feel cherished and special. Right up until the moment his mask slipped and I saw what he really was underneath.

Why do you make me do this, Katherine? You know how much I hate having to correct you. This is your fault.

The memory makes me flinch, and I press my hand to my chest where my heart is racing. I can’t let alphas get close to me again. I can’t give them the chance to hurt me. I won’t survive it a second time.

But then I remember Griffin’s voice yesterday, soft and concerned as he knelt beside me. I don’t give a flying fuck about the vase, Kit. The way he’d touched my injured leg with such careful gentleness, like I was worth protecting.

I shake my head sharply. It doesn’t matter how gentle he seemed. He’s still an alpha, still capable of the same cruelty Roman showed me. The kindness is just another mask.

I need to quit. Tonight. Before this goes any further.

The elevator doors open with a soft chime, and I step onto the executive floor with renewed determination. I’ll tell Griffin I’m leaving, make up some excuse about family obligations or a better opportunity.

Griffin’s office door is closed when I reach it, but I can see light beneath the frame. I knock twice, waiting for his deep voice to call me in.

Silence.

I knock again, then carefully push the door open. “Mr. Hayes?”

The office is empty, his chair pushed back from the desk like he just stepped away. I should leave, wait for him to return so I can have this conversation properly. But something draws me further into the room, toward his desk where everything is arranged with military precision.

A black Mont Blanc pen lies beside a stack of documents, perfectly aligned with the edge of his leather desk pad. I’ve watched him use that pen countless times during our contract work—seen his long fingers wrap around the barrel as he made notes in the margins, seen him tap it against his lips while he thought through complex legal language.

The same fingers that touched my leg yesterday. The same hands that bandaged my wound with such infinite care.

Before I can stop myself, I reach out and pick up the pen. The metal is smooth and substantial in my palm. I close my eyes and imagine his fingers in this exact position, imagine those hands touching me instead of cool metal.

Heat floods through me instantly, settling between my thighs with shocking intensity. My breath catches as I remember the way his skin felt against mine. What would those hands feel like on other parts of my body?

A throat clears behind me.

I nearly drop the pen, my heart slamming against my ribs as I spin around to find Griffin standing in the doorway. His coal-dark eyes take in the scene—me standing behind his desk, his pen clutched in my trembling hand.

“Kit,” he says slowly, his voice carrying a note I can’t identify. “What are you doing?”

Touching your pen. The one that you’ve touched a thousand times before. Fantasizing about your fingers doing things to my body that would make me forget my own name.

“I... I was just tidying up your desk,” I lie, my voice barely steady. I quickly place the pen back in its exact position, my fingers reluctant to let go of the now warm metal. “I noticed it was slightly out of place.”

He looks confused, his dark eyebrows drawing together as he studies my face. “You don’t usually clean my office until later in your shift.”

I busy myself straightening papers that don’t need straightening, moving a paperweight a fraction of an inch to the left. Anything to avoid meeting his gaze while my body still thrums with forbidden thoughts.

His scent reaches me as he steps further into the room, and I inhale despite myself. The metallic edge that usually makes my stomach clench is barely noticeable now, overwhelmed by something warmer underneath. Dark cinnamon, cedar, and brown sugar, rich and masculine and infinitely appealing.

He smells so good. Too good. Good enough that I want to press my face against his throat and breathe him in until I’m dizzy with it.

“I should go,” I say quickly, abandoning any pretense of cleaning. All thoughts of quitting have completely fled my mind. I just need to get away from him before I do something monumentally stupid. “I’ll come back later when you’re not—”

“Kit, wait.”

His voice stops me just as I reach the door. I don’t turn around, can’t trust myself to look at him when every nerve ending in my body is screaming for his touch.

“How’s your leg?”

The question catches me off guard. My leg? I look down at my calf, surprised to realize I’d completely forgotten about the injury. The bandage is still there beneath my pants, but the pain that had been so sharp yesterday has faded to almost nothing.

“It’s fine,” I say, still not turning around.

“Are you sure?” There’s something in his voice now, a note of concern mixed with what might be suspicion. “You’re walking without any favoring. Let me check the wound, make sure it’s healing properly.”

I want to say no. Every rational part of my brain is screaming at me to leave this office, to put distance between myself and this alpha who’s affecting me in ways I don’t understand. But the thought of his hands on my skin again, even in the most clinical way, makes my pulse race with anticipation.

“Okay,” I hear myself say.

He gestures toward the leather couch against the far wall. “Have a seat. I’ll take a quick look.”

I move to the couch on unsteady legs, my hands trembling as I sit down. Griffin retrieves a small first aid kit from a cabinet and kneels in front of me, his movements precise and professional.

“I’ll need to roll up your pant leg,” he says, his hands hovering near my ankle.

I nod, not trusting my voice.

His fingers are gentle as they push up the fabric of my uniform pants, exposing the white gauze bandage wrapped around my calf. The touch is innocent, medical, completely appropriate. But my body responds like he’s stroking much more intimate places, heat flooding through me until I have to bite my lip to keep from making a sound.

“The bandage looks clean,” he murmurs, his fingers tracing the edges where the gauze meets my skin. “No signs of infection or excessive bleeding.”

It feels so good. Too good. Like instead of examining a simple cut, he’s touching every sensitive nerve in my body. I want to tell him to stop before I lose what’s left of my control, but I can’t make the words form.

More, I think desperately. I want more. I want those fingers everywhere.

“What were you thinking about when you were touching my pen, Kit?”

The words slice through me, gentle but exposing everything I’m trying to hide. My eyes snap to his face, and I find him watching me with an intensity that makes my mouth go dry.

How much I want your fingers to touch me. How much I want you to forget about being professional and show me what it feels like to be wanted instead of just tolerated.

But I can’t say that. Can’t admit that his simple touch is unraveling me completely. So I say nothing, just try to slow my breathing and pray he can’t see how much I’m affected.

A warmth is blooming between my thighs, unmistakable and overwhelming. I can feel myself growing wet, can smell the faint sweetness that’s starting to mix with my usual chamomile scent. If he notices—if he realizes what’s happening to me—

“Kit?” Griffin’s voice carries a note of shock, and when I look at him, his eyes are wide with something that might be recognition.

Oh God. He knows.


Chapter Eighteen

GRIFFIN

The smell of vanilla fills the air, clear and unmistakable now that I’m kneeling this close to her. Christ, it smells incredible. Sweet and warm and intoxicating in a way that has nothing to do with her usual chamomile scent.

It’s distinct now, impossible to ignore. More than enough to recognize what it is.

Slick. I’m smelling her slick.

What the fuck?

The realization sends electricity through every nerve ending in my body. Kit Ellis—beta Kit Ellis—is producing slick while I touch her leg, while I kneel between her thighs like I’m worshipping at an altar. The vanilla scent that’s been driving me insane, that I’ve been catching hints of for weeks...

How is that possible? She passed our background checks, her documentation says beta, her scent has always been that unremarkable chamomile. But there’s no mistaking what I’m smelling right now. No beta produces slick this sweet, this intoxicating.

Is that what she’s been hiding? That she’s an omega?

When I look up, I can see it written across her face—she wants me. Her smoky-gray eyes are dark, pupils dilated with desire. Her lips are parted, breathing shallow and quick, and she’s staring at my mouth like she’s imagining exactly what it would feel like pressed against hers.

The knowledge sends heat pooling in my groin, makes my hands shake where they rest against her calf. I should stop this. Should put her leg down, step away, remember that she’s my employee and this crosses every professional boundary I have.

But I can’t move. Can’t do anything but kneel here breathing in that sweet vanilla scent and trying not to lose what’s left of my control.

“Kit,” I say, my voice rougher than intended. “You have to stop looking at me like that. There’s only so much self-control I have.”

But she doesn’t look away. If anything, her gaze becomes more intense, her breathing deeper. I watch her struggle between whatever instinct is driving her and the part of her that knows this is dangerous territory.

“I... I don’t know what you mean,” she whispers, but her voice is breathless, unconvincing.

Don’t you? I want to ask. Don’t you know what that vanilla scent is doing to me? How it’s making me forget every reason why I should keep my hands to myself?

She looks at my lips again, and this time her tongue darts out to wet her own. The sight of that pink tongue, the unconscious sensuality of it, makes me think of other places I want those lips to be.

Damn it.

Why can’t I stop? She’s an employee. I swore to never, ever cross that line. But here I am, kneeling between her legs, breathing in her scent like a man possessed. My arousal is becoming impossible to ignore, straining against my dress pants in a way that’s probably obvious from this angle.

The tension in the room grows thicker, more charged, like the air before a thunderstorm. Every breath feels loaded with possibility, with the promise of something that could change everything between us.

Our gazes meet and hold. For a moment, the world narrows to just this—her eyes on mine, that intoxicating scent growing stronger, the rapid rise and fall of her chest telling me she’s as affected as I am.

Then she kisses me.

The moment our lips touch, it’s like the world catches fire. Her mouth is soft and warm and everything I’ve been imagining, but the reality is so much better than any fantasy. She tastes like sweetness and desperation, like everything I’ve been denying myself for weeks.

It’s explosive, like striking a match in a room full of gasoline. Her mouth crashes against mine with desperate hunger, and I’m lost. Completely, utterly lost.

Her lips part beneath mine, opening when I deepen the kiss. When her tongue touches mine, tentative at first then bolder, I nearly come undone right there.

I cradle her face in my hands, thumbs stroking her cheekbones as I pour everything I’m feeling into this kiss. Years of discipline, of control—all of it crumbles the moment her tongue matches mine stroke for stroke.

She’s everywhere, hands fisting in my hair, pulling me closer like she can’t get enough. The sounds she makes—small, needy whimpers against my lips—drive me absolutely insane. I want to hear those sounds while I’m buried deep inside her, want to feel her come apart in my arms.

I’m seconds away from losing control completely, from coming right here fully clothed just from the taste of her mouth and the feeling of her hands in my hair. If I don’t stop now...

“Kit, sweetheart,” I breathe against her lips, the endearment slipping out before I can stop it, trying to summon some shred of sanity. “We need to slow down.”

The words are meant to give us both a moment to breathe, to think. But she stops immediately, pulling back like I’ve slapped her. The loss of contact is devastating.

“I’m sorry,” she gasps, hand flying to her mouth, her eyes wide with horror. “I’m so sorry, I shouldn’t have—”

No. She’s misunderstood completely. The devastation in her eyes makes my chest ache. She thinks I don’t want this, don’t want her, when the truth is I want her so badly it’s destroying my control.

Before I can explain that she has nothing to apologize for, before I can pull her back into my arms and show her exactly how much I want this, she’s running. Literally fleeing my office like she’s been burned.

Shit.

I want to chase after her, to catch her in the hallway and explain that she misunderstood. That I only said we should slow down because I was about to lose control completely. Because I was seconds away from laying her back on this couch and showing her exactly what her scent does to me.

But I can’t. Not when I’m this hard, this obviously aroused. Anyone in the hallway would see exactly what state I’m in.

And even if I could, she’s skittish as a wounded animal. If I push too hard, too fast, I’ll lose any chance I might have with her.

I adjust myself through my pants, wincing at how hard I am. Her scent still lingers in the air, taunting me with what I can’t have.

I close and lock my office door with shaking hands, then lean back against the solid wood and close my eyes. It’s useless trying to regain control. All I can think about is the taste of her, the way she felt in my arms.

My body throbs with need I’ve been denying too long.

Fuck it.

I unzip my pants with trembling fingers, freeing myself. The relief is immediate but nowhere near enough. I close my eyes and let myself imagine what I really want.

In my fantasy, she’s spread across my desk, legs open wide, glistening with arousal. So wet, so beautiful, so ready. I slide into her slowly, feeling her stretch around me, her tight heat gripping me like silk. She gasps my name as I fill her completely, her back arching off the desk.

I take her until she’s writhing beneath me, her nails digging into my shoulders, begging for my knot. Until she comes so hard around me that her walls clench and flutter, milking me until I can’t hold back anymore. I knot her, claim her, mark her as mine.

The fantasy is so vivid that when I come it’s with her name on my lips and the phantom taste of vanilla on my tongue. The release is intense, devastating, but it does nothing to ease the ache in my chest that has nothing to do with physical need.

I want her.

Not just her body, though God knows I want that too. I want her brilliant mind, her quiet strength, her carefully guarded heart. I want to know what dimmed the light in those beautiful, gray eyes, what made someone so brilliant believe she had to become invisible to survive.

After what just happened, I think she might want me too.

The question is: what the hell am I going to do about it?


Chapter Nineteen

KIT

It was the longest shift of my life.

Every minute dragged by like an hour as I tried to focus on my tasks, but all I could think about was Griffin. The memory of his hands on my skin, the taste of his mouth against mine, the way I’d completely lost control and thrown myself at him.

I wanted to quit and ended up kissing my boss like I wanted to eat him whole.

The thought makes heat crawl up my neck, embarrassment warring with the arousal that still simmers beneath my skin. What was I thinking? How could I have lost control so completely? One moment I was rehearsing my resignation, and the next I was attacking him like some desperate omega in heat.

Except I’m not supposed to be an omega anymore.

Mia and Val finished up about ten minutes ago, their voices echoing down the hallway as they gathered their things and headed home. I finished restocking the supply closet on the fourth floor as quickly as possible, desperate to get out of this building and away from any chance of running into Griffin again.

The last thing I want is to face him after what happened in his office.

As soon as I step outside the building, the sky opens up.

Rain pours down in sheets, soaking through my uniform in seconds. Of course. It’s almost like the gods have it out for me tonight. I don’t have an umbrella, didn’t think to check the weather before leaving my apartment this afternoon in my haste to get here and quit.

I run toward the bus stop, my shoes splashing through puddles that seem to appear out of nowhere. By the time I reach the small shelter, I’m completely drenched. My navy polo clings uncomfortably to my skin, outlining every curve in a way that makes me cross my arms over my chest.

I’m not alone at the bus stop.

An alpha leans against the far end of the shelter, his eyes tracking my movements with an intensity that makes my skin crawl. He’s young, maybe mid-twenties, with the kind of predatory smile that makes my stomach turn. His scent reaches me even through the rain—aggressive, demanding, nothing like the warm undertones I’ve been smelling from Griffin, Nolan, and Declan.

“Rough night?” he says, pushing off from the wall and taking a step closer. “You look like you could use some company.”

“I’m fine,” I say quickly, backing toward the opposite end of the small shelter. “The bus should be here soon.”

“Should be. But you never know with this weather.” Another step closer, and now I can smell the alcohol on his breath beneath his alpha scent. “My car’s right over there. I could give you a ride, make sure you get home safe and dry.”

Every instinct I have screams danger. This is exactly the kind of situation Roman used to warn me about, the reason omegas need protection, need alphas to keep them safe from other alphas. The irony would be laughable if I weren’t so terrified.

“No thank you,” I say, trying to keep my voice steady. “I’m waiting for the bus.”

“Come on, beautiful. Don’t be like that.” His voice takes on that commanding tone alphas use when they expect immediate obedience. “I’m just trying to help.”

The headlights of a car turn into the parking lot, and I tense, hoping whoever it is will just drive past and not stop here. But then the driver’s window rolls down, and I nearly sob with relief when I see Nolan’s familiar face.

“Kit, get in.”

I don’t hesitate. All I can think about is getting away from the alpha whose scent is making my stomach turn with remembered fear.

“I’ll get your car wet,” I say as I reach for the door handle.

“I don’t care. Get in the car.”

I take one last look at the aggressive alpha, whose expression has shifted from predatory to angry now that his prey is escaping, and slip into Nolan’s passenger seat.

The moment I’m inside, his scent hits me like a wave. Smoky sandalwood, leather, and clove—warm and safe and infinitely better than the chemical aggression I was breathing a moment ago. Where the other alpha’s scent had made my stomach turn with revulsion, Nolan’s wraps around me like a protective blanket, making my shoulders relax immediately.

“Hold on,” he says, reaching into the backseat. I hear the rustle of fabric before he produces a clean towel from what must be a gym bag. “Here, dry yourself off before you catch pneumonia.”

The towel is soft and smells faintly of his scent. I press it to my face for just a moment, breathing him in, before using it to dry my hair and wipe the water from my skin.

“I’m sorry,” I say, trying to wipe the water from my face while simultaneously attempting not to drip all over his leather seats. “I’m getting everything wet.”

“Kit.” His voice is firm, drawing my attention to his face. Those blue eyes are dark with concern as they search my expression. “I don’t care about the car seat. Are you okay? That alpha looked dangerous.”

“Yes, I’m okay,” I say, though my hands are still shaking slightly from the encounter. “Thank you. I don’t know what would have happened if you hadn’t—”

“Thank God I drove by when I did,” he says grimly, putting the car in drive. “What’s your address? I’m taking you home.”

I give him my address, and he pulls out of the parking lot and into traffic. “You shouldn’t be taking the bus this late, especially not alone.”

“I don’t have a car,” I say quietly. “The bus is usually fine.”

“Usually isn’t good enough.” There’s something protective in his voice, the same tone he’d used when he warned Val about her behavior. “I’ll drive you home from now on. When your shift ends, text me and I’ll pick you up.”

“Nolan, you don’t have to—”

“I want to,” he says firmly, his knuckles white where they grip the steering wheel. “After what just happened? I’m not letting you wait at bus stops alone anymore.”

I wait for him to continue, but he just turns his attention back to the road, his knuckles white where they grip the steering wheel.

Why? The question burns in my throat. Why would he offer to drive me home every night? He’s an alpha, wealthy, important. I’m just a cleaner. We exist in completely different worlds. It doesn’t make sense for him to go out of his way for someone like me.

I want to ask him. The words are right there, desperate to spill out. But every time I open my mouth, something stops me. Maybe I’m afraid of the answer. Or maybe I’m afraid there isn’t one that would make sense to either of us.

We drive in silence for a few minutes, the rain drumming against the windows while the heater slowly warms my chilled skin. I sneak glances at his profile—the strong line of his jaw, the way his hands grip the steering wheel with casual competence. He’s taken off his suit jacket, and I can see the way his white dress shirt stretches across his broad shoulders.

I realize this is the perfect time to quit. Tell him I’m leaving, end this before it goes any further. But every time I open my mouth to speak, the words stick in my throat.

“How’s your leg?” he asks, glancing over at me with genuine concern. “Griffin told me about the accident with the vase. I’ve been telling him to get rid of that hideous thing for months—I knew it was an accident waiting to happen.”

And there it is again. That same look I saw on Griffin’s face, like he actually cares about my wellbeing instead of just seeing me as a liability or inconvenience. The worry in his voice when he talks about my injury makes something flutter in my chest.

“Griffin said you were bleeding pretty badly. We were worried about you.”

They were worried about me. The thought sends heat pooling low in my belly, and I have to resist the urge to press my thighs together.

“I’m sure he’d have done the same for anyone,” I say, but even I’m not sure if I believe the words.

Nolan gives me a look that suggests he doesn’t believe them either. “You sure about that?”

“What else would it be?” The question comes out more defensive than I intended.

“Maybe he cares about you.” His voice is quiet, serious. “Maybe we all do.”

My breath catches. “That’s impossible.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m...” I struggle to find the words. “I’m nobody. I’m a cleaning lady. Why would you care about someone like me?”

“Someone like you?” He sounds genuinely confused.

“Nolan, I mean just look at me.” I gesture to myself helplessly. “And look at you.”

Just then we pull up in front of my building. He stops the engine and turns toward me, raising one eyebrow as he looks at me. Really looks at me, like he’s seeing something I can’t.

“I am, Kit. I am looking. We all are. And we can’t seem to stop. Maybe that’s the problem.”

My heart slams against my chest. “I... I don’t know what you mean.”

“Don’t you, Kit?” He pauses, his eyes searching my face. “Do you know what I see when I look at you?”

His voice is soft but intense, and I can barely breathe under the weight of his gaze.

“I see a beautiful woman, one who has been hurt, but is strong. Someone who is used to making herself invisible.” His voice drops even lower. “But someone who, when allowed, shines so bright it’s almost blinding.”

He leans slightly closer. “And we want to see that light, Kit.”

I stare at him, shocked into silence by the raw honesty in his voice.

“Why are you saying these things?” I ask quietly, looking down at my hands.

“Because I want you to know the truth. I don’t want you to think, even for one moment, that you don’t matter.”

I look up at him, taking him in completely. The warmth and caring in his blue eyes, so intense it makes my chest ache. His lips, soft and slightly parted as he breathes. The strong line of his jaw, shadowed by the streetlights filtering through the rain-streaked windows. His scent surrounds me, intoxicating, making every nerve ending come alive and my skin feel too tight.

It does something to me, something I can’t name or control. Heat pools low in my belly, and I can feel my body responding just like it did with Griffin. This man, this alpha who could have anyone he wants, actually sees me. Not just sees me, but cares about what happens to me.

I should get out. I should run away like I always do.

But I can’t stop staring at him.

His lips are full and soft-looking, slightly parted as he breathes. I wonder what it would be like to kiss him. Would those lips be soft and gentle against mine?

I want to know. I want to trace the curve of his bottom lip with my tongue, want to feel those strong hands touching me in places no one ever has.

When my gaze meets his, his breath catches. The air between us grows thick, charged with possibility.

My heart pounds, and as if being pulled by an invisible force I can’t understand, I lean across the console and kiss him.

The moment our lips touch, electricity shoots through every nerve in my body. He responds immediately, his hand coming up to cup the back of my neck, fingers threading through my hair as his mouth moves against mine with devastating tenderness. His kiss is different from Griffin’s—softer, more patient, like he has all the time in the world to savor my taste. Where Griffin’s kiss had been explosive and desperate, Nolan’s is careful exploration, gentle pressure that makes me melt into him completely. His lips are warm and firm, moving against mine with a reverence that makes my chest ache. When his tongue traces my bottom lip, asking for permission, I open for him with a soft gasp.

When we finally break apart, we’re both breathing hard. He rests his forehead against mine, his thumb stroking along my jawline with reverent touches.

“Kit,” he breathes against my lips, his voice rough with want. “You don’t know how many times I’ve thought about this.”

The confession sends fire racing through my veins. His hand traces along my throat, down to where my pulse hammers beneath my skin. I can feel his restraint in every touch, the way he’s holding himself back, and it only makes me want him more.

“I’ve thought about it too,” I whisper, surprising myself with the admission.

Something shifts in his expression at my words, his blue eyes darkening. His hand moves to rest against my waist, fingers splaying across my ribs through the damp fabric.

“Tell me what you want, Kit,” he says softly, his voice careful despite the hunger I can see in his eyes.

“I want...” I struggle to find the words, my heart racing. “I want you to touch me.”

His hand moves higher, tentatively brushing against my breast through the damp fabric of my polo. The contact sends warmth spiraling through me, and I can’t stop the small sound that escapes my throat.

“You like that, sweetheart?” His voice is rougher now, deeper, and the endearment makes me shiver with want.

“Yes,” I breathe. “Please, Nolan. I need you to touch me. I can’t think about anything else.”

Something snaps in him at my admission. The careful gentleness gives way to something more intense, more demanding. His hand moves beneath my shirt, and the feeling of his palm against my bare skin makes me gasp. The sensation is overwhelming—warmth blooming everywhere he touches.

His fingers find the edge of my bra, hesitating for just a moment before slipping beneath the fabric. When his palm finally touches my bare breast, skin against skin, I arch against him with a broken cry.

“God, you’re so soft,” he murmurs, his voice thick with wonder.

His mouth finds my neck as his fingers work magic on my breast, thumb circling my nipple until I’m arching against him with a broken moan. He inhales deeply against my throat, his breath hot on my skin.

“Fuck, Kit,” he growls, his voice rough with need. “That sweet vanilla scent... You smell like the sweetest fucking dessert.”

I can feel myself growing wet, slick gathering between my thighs as my body responds to his touch. My core clenches with need, empty and aching in a way that’s both foreign and desperate. The sensation is overwhelming—like every part of me is waking up after being dormant for years.

Without thinking, without any conscious decision, I grab his other hand and guide it down, pressing his palm against the apex of my thighs through my uniform pants.

“Kit,” he breathes, but he doesn’t pull away. Instead, his fingers move against me through the fabric, finding that sensitive bundle of nerves with unerring accuracy.

The pressure is perfect, exactly what my body is craving. I arch against his hand with a broken moan, and he captures my mouth with his, swallowing the sound. His kiss is hungry now, desperate, his tongue stroking against mine while his fingers work magic through the barrier of my pants.

His mouth leaves mine to trail hot kisses down my throat, and when he finds that sensitive spot where my pulse hammers beneath my skin, I nearly come apart.

“Oh my god,” I whisper, my voice breaking on the words.

He continues that perfect pressure, his fingers circling and pressing while his lips worship my neck. When he lifts his head to look at me, his blue eyes are dark with desire.

“Come for me, sweet girl,” he murmurs against my lips, and the rough command in his voice is my undoing.

The climax hits like lightning, devastating and all-consuming. Wave after wave of pleasure crashes through me, leaving me shaking and breathless in the passenger seat of his car while he holds me through it, his mouth soft against mine.

For a moment, we just stare at each other, both breathing hard. The reality of what just happened crashes over me like cold water.

I kissed another one of my bosses. Let him touch me, make me come in the front seat of his car like some desperate—

“Kit—” Nolan starts, but I’m already moving.

I bolt from the car, running through the rain toward my building without looking back. I can hear him calling my name, but I don’t stop, don’t turn around.

I make it to my apartment and lock the door behind me, sliding down against the wood until I’m sitting on the floor. Despite what Nolan did to me, I feel an emptiness aching to be filled, growing stronger by the second. The intensity almost shocks me—this need so powerful that my core clenches on its own, my slick growing heavier between my thighs.

What is happening with me? Years of practiced self-control, gone. Why can’t I seem to control myself around these alphas? How can they affect me this much?

But somehow, deep down, I already knew the answer.


Chapter Twenty

NOLAN

Well, fuck me.

Kit just bolted from my car like the devil himself was chasing her, leaving me sitting here with my cock still hard as steel and her scent lingering in the air like some kind of sweet torture. Her faint chamomile smell clings to the leather seats, but underneath it—Christ, underneath it is vanilla. Warm, rich vanilla that shouldn’t exist in a beta’s scent profile but somehow does.

Kit Ellis is a goddamn wildfire under all that careful control. All that hiding, all that practiced invisibility, and beneath it burns something so fierce it nearly brought me to my knees. The way she’d responded to my touch, the desperate little sounds she made, the way her body had arched against my hand like she was starving for contact.

Jesus Christ. I adjust myself through my pants, wincing at how painfully hard I still am. The taste of her is still on my tongue, sweet and addictive, and all I want to do is follow her upstairs and show her exactly what she does to me.

But she ran. And I can’t say I blame her—what we just did was insane on about fifteen different levels. She’s our employee, for fuck’s sake. A cleaning lady who we should barely notice, let alone... whatever the hell this is becoming.

I start the engine and pull away from her building, forcing myself not to look up at the windows to see if she’s watching. My hands shake slightly on the steering wheel, adrenaline and arousal making it hard to focus on the road. Every breath brings another hint of her scent from the passenger seat, making my cock throb with want.

The drive home passes in a blur of rain-slicked streets and red lights that seem designed to torture me. By the time I pull through the iron gates and up the long circular driveway of our estate, I’ve almost convinced myself that what happened was some kind of fever dream. That I didn’t actually make our beta employee come in the front seat of my car while she whispered my name like a prayer.

But the vanilla scent clinging to my clothes says otherwise.

I walk through the grand foyer and up the sweeping marble staircase to the main living area on the second floor. When I reach the top, I’m greeted by the warm glow of our spacious living room and the familiar sight of Griffin and Declan sprawled across the leather furniture with glasses of whiskey in hand. They look up when I enter, and something in my expression must give me away because Griffin’s eyebrows rise slightly.

“Rough night?” Declan asks, curiosity thick in his voice as he takes in my disheveled appearance.

I run a hand through my hair, suddenly aware that I probably look like I’ve been through a war. “You could say that.”

Griffin gestures toward the bar cart with his glass. “Join us. You look like you need it.”

I pour myself three fingers of Jameson, downing half of it in one burning gulp before settling into the armchair across from them. The whiskey burns but does nothing to ease the tension coiled tight in my chest.

“So,” I start, then stop. How do you tell your pack brothers that you just made your employee come through her clothes in your car? That she tasted like heaven and responded like she was made for your touch? That her scent is doing things to your alpha instincts that shouldn’t be possible?

But before I can figure out how to explain the clusterfuck that was my evening, Griffin speaks up.

“Kit and I kissed.”

The words hang in the air like a bomb waiting to explode. Declan chokes on his whiskey, coughing as he stares at Griffin in shock.

“You what?” Declan sputters.

Griffin’s expression is carefully controlled, but I catch the flash of something possessive in his eyes. “In my office. Earlier today. She kissed me.”

A strange relief floods through me. At least I’m not the only one who’s completely gone for her.

“Well,” I say, taking another sip of whiskey, “that makes two of us.”

Both of them turn to stare at me, and I find myself grinning despite everything. “Kit and I had our own moment tonight. In my car.”

“Jesus Christ,” Declan breathes, leaning back in his chair. “What the hell is happening to us?”

Griffin sets down his glass. “How far did it go?”

“Far enough,” I say, meeting his gaze steadily. “We kissed, and she...” I pause, running a hand through my hair. “She asked me to touch her. She was very... responsive.”

Griffin’s knuckles whiten where they grip his glass, but his voice remains level. “And then?”

“And then she ran.” I drain the rest of my whiskey, feeling the burn all the way down. “Bolted from the car like I was about to hurt her.”

“She did the same thing after we kissed,” Griffin admits quietly. “Panic. Pure, absolute panic.”

Declan looks between us with growing concern. “Someone hurt her. Badly. You can see it in the way she moves, the way she flinches sometimes.”

“An alpha,” Griffin says with certainty. “Someone taught her to expect violence from our kind.”

The thought makes my hands clench into fists. The idea that someone put that fear in Kit’s storm eyes, that some bastard alpha made her believe she deserved pain instead of pleasure, makes me want to hunt them down and tear them apart with my bare hands.

“We need to be careful,” Griffin continues. “Patient. She’s skittish as a wild animal, and if we push too hard—”

“We’ll lose her completely,” I finish. “I know. But Christ, Griffin, the way she responded tonight... it was like she’s been starving and didn’t even know it.”

“What’s her scent like up close?” Declan asks, leaning forward with interest. “I’ve only caught hints from a distance.”

Griffin and I exchange a look. How do we explain that our beta employee smells like vanilla and promises? That her scent makes every alpha instinct we possess roar to life?

“Chamomile,” Griffin says carefully. “But there’s something else underneath. Something that shouldn’t be there.”

“Vanilla,” I add, watching Declan’s expression change. “Warm, sweet vanilla that gets stronger when she’s aroused.”

Declan goes very still. “Betas don’t smell like vanilla.”

“No,” Griffin agrees quietly. “They don’t.”

The implications hang heavy in the air between us. We’re all thinking the same thing, but none of us wants to be the first to say it out loud. That maybe Kit Ellis isn’t what she seems. That maybe there’s more to our quiet cleaning lady than meets the eye.

“Whatever she is,” I say finally, “she’s ours to protect now.”

“Ours?” Griffin repeats, as if testing how the word feels.

I meet his gaze steadily. “You felt it too. Don’t try to tell me you didn’t. That pull, that need to keep her safe, to make her ours. It’s not just attraction, Griffin. It’s something deeper.”

Griffin is quiet for a long moment, swirling the whiskey in his glass. “I know,” he says finally.

“There’s something about her,” Declan admits. “When I’m around her, I feel this weird protectiveness... Like I just want to make sure she’s safe. Which makes no sense, because she’s a beta, right?”

Griffin and I exchange a long look. The weight of unspoken suspicions hangs between us.

“What if she’s not?” Griffin says quietly.

“Not what?” Declan asks, though I can see understanding already dawning in his eyes.

“Not a beta,” I say. “Think about it, Dec. The vanilla scent that shouldn’t be there. The way we all react to her. The protective instincts she triggers.”

Declan leans back in his chair, processing. “It would explain a lot of things.”

A quiet calm settles over the room, like pieces of a puzzle finally clicking into place. For the first time since Kit walked into our lives, everything makes sense. The inexplicable pull we all feel toward her, the way our pack dynamics shift when she’s around, the fierce need to protect and claim her.

“So what do we do?” I ask. “Because pretending this isn’t happening isn’t working for any of us.”

Griffin leans forward, his expression serious. “We take it slow. One step at a time. We show her that not all alphas are monsters, that we can be trusted. We protect her, but we don’t crowd her.”

“And if she runs again?” Declan asks.

“Then we give her space to come back on her own terms,” Griffin replies. “She’s not a possession to be claimed. She’s a woman who’s been hurt, and she deserves to choose what happens next.”

I nod, even though every alpha instinct I have is screaming at me to hunt her down and convince her that she’s safe with us. That we’d never hurt her, never make her afraid, never be anything but grateful for whatever pieces of herself she’s willing to share.

“One step at a time,” I agree.

“One step at a time,” Declan echoes.

We sit in comfortable silence for a while, each lost in our own thoughts about the woman who’s somehow managed to turn our carefully ordered lives upside down. Not one of us mentions how insane this is—that three alphas have somehow zeroed in on an employee, something we vowed we’d never do, a line we’d never crossed. But also someone who has secrets, someone who flinches at sudden movements and runs when we get too close.

It’s wrong on so many levels I can’t even count them.

But it also feels more right than anything ever has.


Chapter Twenty-One

KIT

I‘m exhausted.

My eyes burn from lack of sleep, and my hands shake slightly as I reach for my coffee mug in the break room. Every time I’d closed my eyes last night, I saw Griffin’s face when I ran from his office, heard the concern in Nolan’s voice as I bolted from his car. The memory of their hands on my skin, the way they’d made me feel alive for the first time in years, warred with the panic that followed.

What is wrong with me? Why can’t I stop thinking about them?

Mia sits across from me at the small folding table, stirring sugar into her coffee with tired movements. She looks as worn out as I feel, her usually bright smile dimmed by exhaustion.

“Long night?” she asks softly, glancing at the dark circles under my eyes.

“Something like that,” I murmur, taking a sip of bitter coffee that does nothing to clear the fog in my head.

Val enters the break room with her usual dramatic flair, her perfectly styled hair not a strand out of place despite the late hour. She pours herself coffee and leans against the counter, surveying us with the satisfied expression of someone who has gossip to share.

“You both look terrible,” she announces cheerfully. “Rough shifts?”

Mia shrugs. “Just tired.”

“Well, I have something that might wake you up,” Val says, her eyes gleaming with malicious excitement. “Did you know Griffin Hayes had a sister?”

My coffee cup freezes halfway to my lips. Something in Val’s tone makes my stomach clench with dread.

“Had?” Mia asks quietly.

“She’s dead,” Val says, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “Murdered about six years ago. Emily Hayes. She was only twenty-two, fresh out of college, had her whole life ahead of her. Beautiful girl—I’ve seen pictures. Long dark hair, those same dark eyes as Griffin.”

The coffee turns bitter in my mouth. I set the cup down carefully, my hands trembling. “How do you know this?”

Val waves her hand dismissively. “I have my sources. Anyway, she was an omega. Working as a junior editor at some publishing house downtown. She’d been dating this alpha for a few months—some guy from one of those old money families. They had some kind of argument at his penthouse, and he...” She pauses dramatically. “Well, let’s just say when they found her, it was bad. Really bad.”

My vision blurs at the edges. The way Val describes this woman’s murder, like it’s just another piece of office gossip, makes bile rise in my throat.

“That’s horrible,” Mia whispers, her face pale with shock.

“Gets worse,” Val continues, clearly enjoying our reactions. “The alpha who killed her? He walked. His daddy had connections, money, influence. The case got buried, evidence disappeared. Griffin tried everything—hired private investigators, filed appeals, even offered rewards for information. Nothing stuck.”

I can’t breathe. The break room suddenly feels too small, too hot. I think about Griffin’s gentle hands cleaning my wound, the way he’d knelt on the floor without caring about his expensive suit. The fierce protectiveness in his voice when he said he didn’t care about the vase.

I don’t give a flying fuck about that vase, Kit. You’re sitting there bleeding, and that’s the only thing in this room that matters right now.

It wasn’t an act. It wasn’t professional courtesy or damage control. It was genuine care born from unspeakable loss. His sister was an omega killed by an alpha.

“And that’s why he started this whole security company afterward,” Val continues, her voice taking on an almost admiring tone. “Like he’s trying to save everyone because he couldn’t save her. It’s actually kind of... noble, in a tragic way. Makes him even more attractive, doesn’t it?”

Something about Val’s dreamy tone when she talks about Griffin’s tragedy makes my stomach turn. Like she’s romanticizing his pain, turning his sister’s murder into some kind of attractive backstory.

“It’s not about being noble,” I say quietly, surprising myself with the firmness in my voice. “He lost someone he loved.”

Val’s eyebrows rise, a speculative look in her eyes. “Interesting reaction, Kit.”

I feel heat creep up my neck, realizing I’ve said too much. Shown too much. The last thing I need is Val asking questions I can’t answer.

“I just think it’s sad,” I mumble, staring down at my coffee cup.

“Mmm.” Val studies me for another moment, then straightens and claps her hands together. “Right, enough gossiping for now. We should get back to work.”

I want to point out that she was the one doing all the gossiping, but I bite my tongue.

“Kit, could you handle the storage room on the third floor tonight? It’s gotten pretty disorganized and needs sorting.”

The storage room. I nod, grateful for the distraction from this heavy conversation. “Of course.”

“Take your time,” Val says with false sweetness. “It’s quite a mess.”

As I gather my things and head toward the door, my mind reels with everything I’ve learned. Griffin’s sister, murdered by an alpha who walked free. The security company built from grief and a desperate need to protect others. His gentle hands and patient voice when I’d fallen apart, born not from pity but from understanding.

He knows what it’s like to lose someone to violence. He knows what it means to feel helpless.

For the first time since I met him, Griffin Hayes makes complete sense. And I’ve been running from the one person who might actually understand what I’ve survived.

The thought follows me as I walk toward the storage room, my heart heavy with newfound understanding and crushing guilt.


Chapter Twenty-Two

DECLAN

Ilean back in my chair, stretching muscles that have been hunched over keyboards for the better part of six hours. The omega trafficking case has consumed my attention since dawn—specifically, breaking through the military-grade encryption on our transporter’s phone. The bastard had layers of security that would make government agencies jealous, but six hours of custom code and brute force algorithms finally cracked it open like an egg.

The data blurs together until my eyes burn from the strain. But it was worth every minute. The phone is a goddamn goldmine—communication logs with handlers, client requests, even GPS coordinates of drop-off points. We’re finally making progress—real, tangible progress that could shut down an entire network of monsters.

“Right,” I say, pulling up the decrypted files on the main screen. “The good news is that I finally cracked the encryption on our friend’s phone. The bad news is that this operation is bigger than we thought.”

Griffin and Nolan flank me at the console, both studying the data with intense focus. Sophie perches on the edge of a nearby desk, her pale blonde hair catching the harsh lights as she examines printed surveillance photos.

“How much bigger?” Griffin asks, his eyes scanning the financial records I’ve managed to decrypt.

“Massive.” I highlight a series of transactions, tracing the money flow across multiple shell companies. “We’re not just looking at local trafficking anymore. This is an international network—omegas being transported from Eastern Europe, South America, even parts of Asia.”

“Jesus Christ,” Nolan mutters, his jaw tightening as he reads over the client list I’ve compiled. “Look at all these names. This network is huge.”

“Underground sex parties for the super wealthy,” Sophie adds, her voice carrying that cold fury that always appears when we discuss cases like this. “The kind of people who think money makes them untouchable.”

I pull up the network topology recovered from the phone. “They’re sophisticated—encrypted communications, untraceable payments. But they made one critical mistake.”

Griffin raises an eyebrow. “Which was?”

“They documented everything. Client preferences, transaction details—the works.” I can’t keep the satisfaction out of my voice. “Whether for blackmail or just record-keeping, every transaction is here.”

The three of them crowd closer to the screen as I scroll through the evidence. Names, detailed descriptions of what these monsters did to helpless omegas who had no choice, no voice, no hope of escape.

“This bastard here,” I point to a file marked with a red flag, “specifically requests omegas who’ve been ‘broken in.’ Wants them traumatized and compliant.”

Sophie’s hands clench into fists. “How many omegas are we talking about?”

“Based on the financial records? At least three dozen in the past six months alone.” The number tastes like ash in my mouth. “Ages ranging from sixteen to twenty-five, all of them reported missing.”

Griffin’s expression doesn’t change, but I catch the way his shoulders tense. “Any of them still alive?”

“Unknown. The records stop tracking them after the initial... transaction.” I can’t bring myself to use the word ‘sale.’ These are people, not commodities, despite how this network treats them.

Nolan studies the client list, his blue eyes dark with barely contained violence. “I don’t recognize most of these names. They’re using aliases.”

“All of them, as far as I can tell.” I pull up a separate screen showing the financial data. “But look at the payment amounts. We’re talking about extremely wealthy clients—the kind who can afford this level of... service.”

“And they’re all going to burn,” Sophie says with quiet venom.

We spend the next hour going through the names, building target profiles and operational plans. Each file represents months of meticulous hunting, but also dozens of victims who deserved better than the system that failed to protect them.

“What about local connections?” Griffin asks, highlighting a cluster of transactions centered around Cleveland. “Anyone operating in our territory?”

I scroll through the regional data, looking for patterns in the chaos of shell companies and encrypted communications. “A few possibilities. There’s been some unusual activity at several high-end private clubs downtown, and I’ve traced some payments to—”

I pause mid-sentence, a thought hitting me like a cold slap. The victims’ fear responses, the way they’ve been traumatized and broken down...

“What if...” I start slowly, then shake my head. “No, that’s insane.”

“What?” Nolan asks, looking up from the victim profiles.

“Kit,” I say quietly. “What if that’s what she’s running from? What if she escaped from something like this?”

The silence that follows is heavy. Griffin and Nolan exchange a look, and I can see them both considering the possibility—Kit’s jumpiness, her fear of alphas, the way she seems to expect violence.

“The timeline doesn’t work,” Griffin says finally. “This network’s only been operating for less than a year. Kit’s been in Cleveland for over two years.”

“And Mrs. Winters has known her for two years,” Nolan adds. “Kit’s been working for her personally, and we trust Mrs. Winters completely.”

I nod, feeling relieved. “You’re right. Just... the fear in her eyes sometimes reminds me of the victims we’ve helped.”

“She’s been hurt by someone,” Nolan says quietly. “But not this way.”

“Hold on,” Sophie interrupts, looking between the three of us with sharp green eyes. “Why are you all analyzing some cleaning lady and speculating about her history like she’s a case file?”

We all freeze. In our discussion, we’d forgotten Sophie was there, forgotten that our concern for Kit might seem... excessive to an outside observer.

Griffin checks his watch and pushes back from the console, standing. “We need to head upstairs. We have a meeting with a potential new client in twenty minutes.”

Sophie eyes us all suspiciously as we dodge her question about Kit. “Fine, change the subject,” she says, crossing her arms. “I’ll find out eventually.”

“I’m sure you will, Soph,” I say with a resigned sigh.

Nolan stands and runs a hand through his hair. “What kind of client?”

“High-profile attorney,” Griffin replies, straightening his tie as he shifts back into CEO mode. “Represents a lot of celebrity clients, apparently. Mrs. Winters set up the meeting—said he specifically requested our services after hearing about our work through some mutual connections.”

“Rich lawyer needs protection?” Sophie guesses. “Sounds like a typical Tuesday.”

“Something like that.” Griffin checks his watch. “Declan, keep working on those records. I want every name, every transaction, every connection mapped out by tomorrow.”

“Already on it,” I assure him, turning back to the screens. “What’s this lawyer’s name, anyway?”

Griffin pauses at the door, consulting his phone. “Roman Slater.”

* * *

An hour later, while Griffin and Nolan are upstairs charming our new client, I’m still in the basement dealing with a server issue that’s making my eye twitch. The monitoring system has been throwing error codes all evening, and remote diagnostics aren’t giving me the answers I need.

Sometimes you just have to get your hands dirty.

I take the elevator to the third floor, where our main server room hums behind reinforced steel doors. My keycard grants access with a soft beep, and I step into what should be a brightly lit technological sanctuary. Instead, I’m greeted by complete darkness—the overhead fluorescents are clearly out.

Shit. I can’t work on the server panel in the dark, and my phone’s flashlight won’t provide nearly enough illumination for the detailed work I need to do.

I head to the storage room down the hall, hoping to find a proper flashlight. I push open the door and step inside. The space is dimly lit by a small desk lamp sitting on a shelf, casting warm shadows across shelves lined with office supplies and equipment.

I’m about to search for a flashlight when I realize I’m not alone. A figure moves near the far wall, and my alpha instincts kick in for a split second before I recognize the familiar silhouette.

“Kit, it’s just me,” I say quickly, seeing her nearly jump out of her skin.

She spins around, one hand pressed to her heart, her eyes wide with something that looks like panic. “Declan! You scared me.”

“Sorry for startling you,” I say quickly. As my eyes adjust to the dim lighting, I notice something that makes my breath catch.

She looks... transformed. Even in the soft glow of the lamp, I can see her skin has an almost luminous quality, like she’s radiating warmth from within. Her lips are fuller, deeper pink, slightly parted as she breathes. There’s something fundamentally different about her—as if she’s shed some invisible weight and finally stepped into herself.

When I breathe in, her scent wraps around me like liquid silk, making my head swim. Griffin and Nolan were right. The familiar chamomile base is there, but beneath it—just a whisper, barely detectable—is something that makes my mouth water. Vanilla, faint but intoxicating, threading through my senses until my cock hardens painfully against my pants. Every instinct I have roars to life, demanding I get closer, breathe deeper, scent her fully.

I force myself to focus, to remember why I’m here. Professional. Keep it professional.

“Sorry, love. Didn’t mean to startle you.” I gesture toward the shelves, fighting to keep my voice steady. “I’m looking for a flashlight. The server room lights are completely out and I need to fix the monitoring system.”

“Oh.” She tucks a loose strand of dark hair behind her ear. “I was just organizing some of the supplies. I think I saw a flashlight over here while I was working.” She moves to a shelf near the back, her movements graceful in the warm lamplight. “Yes, here it is.”

She hands me a heavy-duty flashlight, our fingers brushing as I take it from her. The contact sends electricity racing up my arm, and I have to fight the urge to prolong the moment.

“Perfect. Thank you.” I hesitate, then forge ahead. “Kit... would you mind helping me? I need someone to hold this steady while I work on the server panel. It’s detailed work and I need both hands free.”

She seems to consider this for a moment, something flickering across her expression that I can’t quite read. Then she nods. “Yes, of course.”

We walk together down the hallway toward the server room, and I’m acutely aware of her presence beside me.

I swipe my keycard at the server room door and step inside, holding it open for her. The room is pitch black except for the soft hum of equipment and blinking LED lights from the server racks.

“Here,” I say, handing her the flashlight. “If you could just aim it at the access panel while I work.”

I move to the problematic server rack, popping open the access panel. The interior is a maze of cables and circuit boards, all of which need proper illumination to diagnose correctly.

“Just hold it steady right there,” I murmur, positioning her hand so the light falls across the components I need to examine.

As I start working, I realize how close she’s standing, close enough that I can feel the heat radiating from her body despite the server room’s cool temperature.

Then her scent hits me.

The vanilla starts blooming—warm, rich, intoxicating. It’s like breathing in liquid sugar and forbidden desires, filling my lungs until I’m drowning in it. My hands still on the circuit board as the sweetness wraps around me, making my mouth water and my pulse quicken.

I force myself to focus on the task at hand—checking connections, running diagnostics—but I can feel her watching me, her gaze tracking the movement of my hands as I work.

Focus, Murphy. She’s helping you with work, not seducing you.

But I lose track of what I’m supposed to be diagnosing. The circuit board blurs as all my focus narrows to the heat of her body so close to mine, the way her breathing has quickened.

The beam of light wavers slightly, and when I glance up, I catch her trying to control her breathing. Her chest rises and falls in quick, shallow movements, and there’s a flush creeping up her neck that has nothing to do with the room’s temperature.

She’s fighting it too—the pull between us, the way the air seems to thicken with every breath. When our eyes meet in the flashlight’s pale glow, something passes between us that makes my breath catch.

“Kit,” I whisper, her name like a prayer on my lips. As soon as her name leaves my mouth, her scent intensifies—that faint vanilla blooming into something rich and intoxicating, wrapping around me like silk until I can barely think straight.

Every instinct I possess screams one word: Mine.


Chapter Twenty-Three

KIT

Itry not to breathe in, but it’s useless. Every breath I take fills my lungs with his scent—whiskey, rain-soaked earth, and wood smoke, something uniquely Declan that sends heat racing through me. My core clenches involuntarily, a pulse of heat that makes me squeeze my thighs together in a desperate attempt at control.

But there is no control anymore. Not around these alphas. Not around him.

I watch his hands as he works, mesmerized by the elegant precision of his fingers as they navigate the maze of cables and circuits. Those hands are so capable, so sure of themselves, and my treacherous mind can’t stop imagining how they would feel on my skin. Stroking along my thighs, teasing me with that same methodical patience, sliding deep inside me where I’m empty and aching.

I swallow hard, trying to think of anything else, but it’s impossible when he’s so close I can feel the warmth coming off his broad frame. The flashlight trembles in my grip as arousal floods through me, slick gathering between my thighs despite my attempts to remain professional.

His scent intensifies as he shifts closer, and I have to bite my lip to keep from whimpering at how good he smells. How right this feels, standing here in the dim glow of the flashlight, surrounded by his warmth and strength.

Suddenly, he looks up. “Kit?”

I know I should step back, should put distance between us before I do something we’ll both regret. But I can’t move. He’s so broad, so tall, taking up all the space in this small server room. I should be scared—trapped here with an alpha whose presence makes my skin feel too tight and my pulse race with need.

Instead, all I want is to press closer, to feel the solid warmth of him against me. To feel his skin against mine, his lips on mine. Touch me, I think desperately. Kiss me. The plea repeats endlessly in my head.

His nostrils flare suddenly, and his green eyes darken with something that makes my breath catch.

“Kit,” he says, his voice rough with restraint. “I can smell you.”

My slick. He can smell my arousal, the evidence of how completely he affects me.

Heat floods my cheeks as embarrassment wars with desire, my skin burning under his intense gaze. The air between us crackles with tension so thick I can barely breathe. “I... I’m sorry,” I stammer, my voice barely a whisper. “This is so inappropriate. I shouldn’t—” I start to turn away, desperate to escape before I humiliate myself further, before he sees just how much I’m falling apart.

“Don’t.” The single word stops me cold. His hand shoots out, fingers wrapping around my wrist with surprising gentleness despite the command in his voice. His touch sends electricity racing up my arm, making me gasp. “Don’t you dare apologize for that, Kit.” His thumb traces over my pulse point, and I know he can feel how frantically my heart is beating. “Do you have any idea what your scent does to me? How fucking perfect you smell?”

I shake my head, unable to form words as his green eyes bore into mine with an intensity that makes my knees weak.

“Like vanilla and honey,” he murmurs, his voice dropping to a rough whisper that makes my core clench. He lifts my wrist to his nose, inhaling deeply, his emerald eyes fluttering closed for a moment as if savoring the scent. “Sweet and warm and so goddamn intoxicating I can barely think straight.” His eyes darken as they hold mine. “Makes me wonder if you’d taste as sweet as you smell.”

My core clenches at his words, heat flooding through me as my mind immediately conjures the image of his tongue against my skin, tasting, exploring. I can almost feel the wet heat of his mouth, the way his tongue would feel stroking against my most sensitive places. A soft whimper escapes my throat before I can stop it.

I should step back, leave this room, go home where it’s safe. This is insane—he’s an alpha. My rational mind screams that this is all wrong, that I should run before this gets any more complicated.

But there’s something else, something deeper than logic or fear. The same inexplicable force that draws me to Griffin and Nolan. An invisible thread pulling me toward all three of them with a strength I can’t understand or explain, like I’m powerless to resist.

My eyes are drawn downward by some movement, and I realize with shock that he’s hard, straining against the fabric of his pants in a way that’s impossible to ignore. He looks huge, thick and long even confined by clothing, and my breath catches in my throat as I stare.

I can’t help myself. My gaze traces the outline of his arousal, wondering what he’d look like without the barrier of fabric. Would he be as thick as he appears? Would there be veins running along the shaft? How would it feel in my hands?

My body responds immediately to the thought, core clenching with desperate need, slick flowing heavier as the emptiness inside me becomes more unbearable with each passing second.

“You have to stop staring, Kit,” he whispers, his voice tortured. “Do you even know what you’re doing to me? To us?”

The knowledge that I have this effect on him—on all three of them—sends a thrill through me that’s both terrifying and intoxicating. These powerful alphas who could have anyone they want, and somehow I’m the one making them lose control.

“I don’t know what’s happening to me, Declan,” I whisper, my voice barely audible over the hum of the servers. “All I know is I can’t stop thinking about the three of you. My body feels alive when you’re around in a way I’ve never experienced before.”

The confession hangs in the air between us, raw and honest and impossible to take back. We stare at each other in the dim glow of the flashlight in my trembling hand, the weight of everything unspoken pressing down until I can barely breathe.

Then he kisses me.

It’s explosive, desperate, like a dam finally bursting after holding back a flood. His mouth crashes against mine with hungry intensity, his tongue sliding past my lips to stroke against mine in a dance that makes my knees weak. I taste whiskey and mint, something darkly masculine that’s purely him.

My hands fist in his shirt, pulling him closer as he backs me against the wall. The cool metal of the server rack presses against my spine, a stark contrast to the heat of his body covering mine. His hands span my waist, fingers digging in just enough to make me gasp into his mouth.

Suddenly, he stops. His hands still on my waist as he pulls back just enough to look into my eyes, his breathing ragged.

“Kit,” he says, his voice rough but gentle. “I need you to know something. I can stop. Right now, any moment you want me to. If you tell me to stop, I will. No questions, no pressure. This is your choice.”

The sincerity in his voice, the way he’s giving me complete control even when I can see how much he wants this, makes my heart race for entirely different reasons. This powerful alpha, putting my comfort above his own desire.

“Don’t stop, Declan,” I whisper, reaching up to cup his face before pulling him down to me. “Please don’t stop.”

Then I’m kissing him again, and he responds immediately, his hands sliding up to tangle in my hair, holding me to him as if I might disappear.

“More, Declan,” I hear myself saying frantically, my hands roaming across the broad expanse of his chest, threading through his dark hair. “I need more.”

He lifts me easily, his large hands gripping my waist as he presses me against the wall. I wrap my legs around his waist, feeling the hard length of him pressing against my core through our clothes. The friction sends sparks through me, making me arch against him with a broken moan.

When he lowers me back to my feet, I’m trembling with need. Without conscious thought, I guide his hand between my thighs, pressing his palm against my aching center through my uniform pants.

He doesn’t hesitate. His fingers find my clit through the fabric, rubbing in slow circles that have me gasping into his mouth. The kiss turns deeper, more desperate, as he works me with skilled fingers that seem to know exactly how to drive me wild.

“Fuck, you smell so good,” he breathes against my neck, his lips trailing hot kisses along my throat. When he bites gently at the sensitive spot where my neck meets my shoulder, I nearly come apart in his arms.

“I want to taste you, Kit,” he whispers against my ear, his voice rough with desire. “I want to taste you so bad.”

God, yes.

“Then do it,” I whisper back, all logical reasoning completely gone as my mind is overwhelmed with need, my hands already moving to the button of my pants.

We’re still kissing frantically as I work the fabric down my hips, his hands helping, both of us desperate to eliminate the barriers between us. When his fingers slide against my bare skin for the first time, we both groan at the contact.

I’m so wet, slick coating his fingers as he explores my folds with reverent touches. He finds my clit, circling it with just the right pressure until I’m trembling on the edge of release.

Then he stops.

“Not yet, sweetheart,” he says, his emerald eyes dark with promise. “I want you to come on my tongue. I want to taste your sweet release.”

My core clenches at his words, at the thought of his mouth on me in ways no one has ever touched me before.

His voice drops lower, intimate and reverent. “Do you want that, sweetheart?”

“Yes,” I whisper.

“Say it, Kit.”

“Taste me, Declan.” The words come out breathless, desperate. “Please.”

He drops to his knees in front of me, and the sight of this powerful alpha kneeling between my thighs makes my breath catch. The flashlight has fallen to the floor beside us, casting long shadows up the walls and leaving us in intimate semi-darkness. When his tongue touches my clit for the first time—tentative, testing—I cry out at the sensation.

“Fuck, you taste so sweet, sweetheart,” he groans against my core. “You taste like fucking heaven.”

Then he’s devouring me, his tongue working my clit with devastating skill while his fingers slide deep inside me. The dual sensation is overwhelming, pleasure building with an intensity that terrifies and thrills me in equal measure.

When I come, it’s explosive—my back arching off the wall as his name tears from my throat in a broken cry. The orgasm crashes through me in devastating waves, each pulse of pleasure so intense it borders on overwhelming. My thighs shake uncontrollably around his head as he continues his relentless attention, his tongue working me through every spasm, drawing out aftershock after aftershock until I’m completely undone. My fingers claw desperately at the metal behind me, seeking purchase as sensation floods every nerve ending, leaving me boneless and trembling against the wall.

He comes up and kisses me, and I taste myself on his tongue—sweet vanilla instead of the bland chamomile that’s defined me for so long. We stare at each other in the flashlight’s pale glow, his hand cupping my cheek with infinite tenderness, his face filled with something that looks like awe.

The realization strikes me like lightning. Vanilla. My old scent. The scent that marked me as what I used to be. What I really am.

The chamomile is gone completely. In its place is the vanilla that speaks of who I really am, what I’m becoming in their hands.

Then suddenly, like ice water flooding my veins, Roman’s voice echoes in my memory.

What kind of omega smells like this? Where’s the jasmine I was promised? You’re broken, Katherine. Defective. No real alpha would ever want something as disgusting as you.

The panic slams into me like a freight train. I’m an omega again. The broken, defective omega that Roman couldn’t stand. The one who wasn’t good enough, who disgusted him so much he could barely touch me. All these years of hiding as a beta, of being safe and invisible—and now it’s all unraveling.

They’ll see what I really am. What Roman saw. They’ll realize I’m not worth their time, their patience, their gentleness.

“I have to go,” I gasp, scrambling to pull up my pants with shaking hands. “I’m sorry, I have to—”

“Kit, wait—” Declan reaches for me, confusion and concern written across his face.

But I’m already running, fleeing from the server room and the truth I can’t face. That I’m still that broken omega who ruins everything she touches.

I need to get out of here. Need to go home where I can lock the door and pretend this never happened. My hands shake as I jab the elevator button repeatedly, as if that will make it arrive faster. The vanilla scent clings to my skin like evidence of my shame, impossible to ignore or wash away.

What is happening to me? The thought spirals frantically as the elevator finally arrives and I stumble inside. Two years of careful control, of being safely invisible, and now everything is unraveling. My body is betraying me, changing me back into something I never wanted to be again.

The elevator descends toward the lobby, and all I can think about is getting to the bus stop, getting home, getting away from the truth about what I am.

The doors slide open, and I step into the lobby.

Time stands still.

For a moment, I think I’m hallucinating. That the stress and panic have finally broken my mind completely. Because there, standing between Griffin and Nolan in his perfectly tailored suit, is the face that haunts my nightmares.

Roman.

He looks exactly the same—golden hair perfectly styled, expensive suit immaculate, that cold beauty that once fooled me into thinking he was salvation instead of damnation.

Our eyes meet across the marble expanse of the lobby, and I see the exact moment recognition flickers across his features. Those cold blue eyes I once thought were beautiful narrow slightly, and then his mouth curves into that same cruel smile I remember so well. The one that always preceded pain.

My pulse skyrockets, blood rushing so loud it drowns out everything else. I just stare, frozen like prey caught in a predator’s gaze, unable to move or breathe or think beyond the single, terrifying realization:

He’s found me.

After all these years of hiding, of running, of becoming someone else entirely—he’s found me.

I turn and run.

I don’t know where I’m going until I find myself bursting through the door of the cleaning staff room, my breathing coming in sharp, panicked gasps. The familiar smell of industrial cleaner and old coffee does nothing to calm me as I stumble to the back of the room, sliding down the wall until I’m sitting on the cold linoleum floor.

He’s going to kill me.

The thought repeats in my mind like a mantra of terror. Roman doesn’t forgive. Roman doesn’t forget. And Roman certainly doesn’t let his property walk away without consequences.

I wrap my arms around my knees, trying to make myself as small as possible, trying to disappear the way I’d learned to do when his voice got that particular edge. But I can’t stop shaking, can’t stop the hyperventilating that makes black spots dance at the edges of my vision.

The door opens, and I flinch, expecting to see Roman’s cold smile and perfectly styled hair. Instead, three familiar figures fill the doorway—Griffin, Nolan, and Declan, their faces etched with concern and alarm.

They take in my huddled form on the floor, the way I’m gasping for air that won’t seem to fill my lungs, the terror written across every line of my body. I see the moment their expressions shift from confusion to something deeper—protective worry that makes my chest ache even through the panic.

“Jesus Christ,” Nolan breathes, immediately dropping to his knees beside me. “Kit, what happened?”

But I can’t speak, can’t explain. All I can do is shake my head frantically as the panic consumes me, as the walls of the small room seem to close in around us.

He’s found me. After everything, Roman has found me.

And I have nowhere left to run.


Chapter Twenty-Four

GRIFFIN

Seeing Kit so small and helpless, curled up on the cold linoleum floor like a wounded animal, does something catastrophic to my heart. Every protective instinct I possess roars to life, demanding action, demanding I fix whatever has put that look of absolute terror in her gray eyes.

I move without conscious thought, my body responding to her distress before my mind can catch up. Nolan and Declan are right behind me, all three of us dropping to our knees around her like we’re forming a barrier against whatever invisible threat has reduced her to this state.

“Kit,” I say softly, keeping my voice low and non-threatening. “We’re here. You’re safe.”

Nolan already has a paper bag from somewhere—probably grabbed it from the small kitchenette—and he’s holding it out to her with steady hands. “Breathe into this, sweetheart. Just focus on breathing.”

Her hands shake violently as she takes the bag, pressing it to her mouth with desperate fingers. Each breath is a struggle, rapid and shallow, like she’s drowning in air that won’t reach her lungs.

“That’s it,” Declan murmurs, his voice thick with concern as he settles beside her. His hand finds her leg, stroking slowly through the fabric of her uniform pants. “You’re doing great, love. Just keep breathing.”

We arrange ourselves around her on the floor, creating a circle of protection, of warmth, of alpha presence that says without words: nothing will hurt you here.

I reach out carefully, my fingers finding the pulse point at her wrist. It’s racing, fluttering like a trapped bird beneath her skin, but the contact seems to ground her somehow. Her breathing starts to slow, becoming deeper and more controlled.

“Good,” I whisper, stroking my thumb across her wrist in soothing circles. “That’s so good, Kit.”

Gradually, the terror in her eyes begins to recede, replaced by exhaustion and something that looks like shame. The careful composure she usually wears like armor has been completely stripped away, leaving someone raw and vulnerable and utterly broken.

It takes nearly ten minutes before her breathing returns to something approaching normal. Even then, she sits perfectly still, as if afraid that any movement might shatter this fragile calm we’ve managed to create around her.

Once her breathing stabilizes, she closes her eyes and whispers, “I’m sorry.”

The words gut me completely. Sorry. She’s apologizing for having a panic attack, for being human, for whatever hell she’s just lived through.

“Don’t apologize, Kit,” I say firmly, my voice carrying more emotion than I intended. “Not for this. Never for this.”

She opens her eyes and looks at me with such profound pain that it takes everything I have not to gather her in my arms and promise to hunt down whoever put that look on her face.

For a long moment, she just stares at us, fear and uncertainty flickering across her features. Her mouth opens, then closes, as if the words are too dangerous to speak aloud.

“Tell us what happened, Kit,” I say gently. “Whatever it is, we can help.”

“I...” she starts, then stops, shaking her head. “You wouldn’t understand. You’d think I was crazy, or broken, or—”

“Kit,” Nolan interrupts softly, his voice filled with conviction. “There is nothing you could tell us that would change how we feel about you. Nothing.”

“He’s right,” I add, leaning closer so she can see the sincerity in my eyes. “From the moment we met you, we’ve felt this overwhelming need to keep you safe. We don’t fully understand it ourselves, but it’s there.”

“We’re here for you, Kit,” Declan says quietly, his voice thick with emotion. “Whatever happened to you, whatever you’re running from—we’ll face it together.”

“You can tell us anything,” I promise, my voice rough with the depth of my feelings. “And we’ll shield you from whatever comes. I swear it on my life, Kit.”

She looks between the three of us, tears gathering in her eyes as she sees the truth written in our faces. The absolute certainty that we mean every word.

Then she takes a shuddering breath and speaks words that change everything.

“I used to be an omega.”

My heart slams against my chest as everything starts to make sense. The vanilla scent that shouldn’t exist in a beta, the way she affects all three of us, the protective instincts she triggers without trying.

Nolan’s shoulders visibly relax, as if a weight he’s been carrying for weeks has finally lifted. Declan nods slowly, understanding dawning in his green eyes.

“We suspected,” I say gently. “Your scent, the way you respond to us—we’ve been wondering for a while now.”

“I was Katherine Lawson,” she continues, her voice barely above a whisper. “I worked as a paralegal at Morrison, White & Associates. I lived with my mother until I was thirty because that’s what good omegas do—they stay protected until they find the right alpha.”

The words taste bitter even in the retelling, and I can hear the echo of someone else’s voice in them. Someone who taught her that her worth was measured by how well she could disappear into an alpha’s shadow.

“I met Roman Slater at a charity gala. He was... charming. Successful. Everything my mother said I should want in an alpha.” Her laugh is hollow, brittle. “She was so proud when he started courting me. Finally, her disappointing daughter had found someone worthy.”

My hands clench into fists at the pain in her voice, but I force myself to remain still, to let her tell this story at her own pace.

“I moved in with him for the traditional six-month period before bonding. That’s when everything changed.” Her breathing hitches slightly. “Within a week, he wasn’t the man I thought I’d fallen in love with. He was controlling, critical, cruel. And my scent... it started changing.”

The three of us exchange dark glances. Scent changes aren’t normal—they just don’t happen, especially not in healthy omegas.

“My omega scent began fading, replaced by chamomile,” she continues, tears threatening at the corners of her eyes. “Roman hated it. Said I was broken, defective, that no real alpha would ever want something as disgusting as me.”

White-hot rage floods through my veins. I keep my expression carefully controlled, but inside I’m burning with the need for violence. The urge to find this bastard and make him pay for every cruel word, every moment of fear he put in Kit’s eyes.

“My heats stopped coming,” she continues. “I stopped producing slick. My body just... shut down. Roman said it proved I was never a real omega to begin with.”

“He was wrong,” Declan says fiercely, his voice thick with emotion. “So fucking wrong, Kit. What he did to you—that’s not how an alpha should treat their omega. That’s abuse, pure and simple.”

“One night, Roman crossed a line,” Kit whispers, her voice barely audible. “He’d been hitting me for months, but it was always where others couldn’t see. That night was the first time he hit my face—somewhere visible. I called my mother afterward, told her I was scared, that I needed help.” Her voice breaks slightly. “She told me to go back to him and try harder to be a better omega.”

Her own mother. The person who should have protected her above all else, and she failed in the most fundamental way possible. My heart aches for her—for the omega who reached out in desperation only to be abandoned by the one person who should have fought for her. The betrayal cuts deep, even secondhand, and I can only imagine how it must have shattered something inside Kit to hear those words from her own mother.

“I ran that night. My friend Becca helped me create a new identity—Kit Ellis. I’ve been hiding for over two years, working cleaning jobs, trying to stay invisible.” She looks up at us with haunted eyes. “But he found me. Roman is here, in this building. I saw him in the lobby with you two.”

Roman Slater. The polished lawyer we just spent an hour with, discussing security arrangements and client protection. The man who shook our hands and complimented our facilities.

My vision goes red at the edges. “That son of a bitch,” I growl, my voice barely recognizable. “He was sitting in our conference room pretending to—”

“We’re going to destroy him,” Nolan says quietly, but there’s steel in his voice that promises violence. “Professionally, personally, completely.”

Kit looks up at us then, her eyes wide with shock at the venom in our voices. For a moment, she just stares, as if she can’t quite believe what she’s hearing. Then something shifts in her expression—surprise giving way to something that looks almost like relief. As if the idea that someone would finally make Roman pay for what he did isn’t terrifying, but deeply, desperately welcome.

“Kit,” I say, forcing my voice to gentleness despite the rage coursing through me. “We’ll protect you. No one will ever hurt you again.”

“Never,” Nolan adds, his tone carrying the weight of an oath. “We care about you more than we’ve ever cared about anyone, Kit. We won’t let anything happen to you.”

Her eyes fill with tears at our words, and something extraordinary happens. The vanilla scent that’s been growing stronger around her suddenly intensifies, filling the small room with warmth and sweetness. And underneath it, barely perceptible but unmistakably there, comes the faintest hint of jasmine.

Her true scent. The one Roman tried to destroy, emerging as if in response to our protection, our care, our promise to keep her safe.

My nostrils flare as I breathe it in, and I see Nolan and Declan doing the same. It’s intoxicating, perfect, everything an omega’s scent should be. She smells like home, like belonging, like everything we never knew we were missing.

“I should go,” Kit says quietly, placing her palms on the floor as if to push herself up. “I’ve told you enough. Too much. I should just—”

She starts to rise, getting halfway to her feet before her face goes pale as parchment. Beads of sweat form on her forehead as she sways dangerously.

“I don’t feel—” she begins, her words slurring slightly.

Her eyes flutter, pupils dilating as she struggles to focus on us. “Something’s wrong—I can’t—”

Her words cut off abruptly as her eyes roll back, showing only white. Her legs give out completely, sending her collapsing toward the hard linoleum floor.

I surge forward, catching her before she can hit the ground. Her dead weight settles against me as I pull her into my arms, her head falling back against my shoulder, completely unconscious.

“Kit!” Nolan says urgently, immediately pressing his fingers to her throat, searching for a pulse. “Jesus, is she breathing?”

“Pulse is there but weak,” he reports, his voice tight with worry. “Breathing’s shallow but steady.”

Declan scrambles closer, his hands hovering over her as if afraid to touch. “Fuck, what happened? She was fine a second ago—”

I adjust my hold, cradling her more securely against my chest. She looks so fragile like this, all the fight drained out of her, leaving behind someone heartbreakingly vulnerable.

“She’s burning up,” I say, pressing the back of my hand to her forehead. Her skin radiates heat like she’s running a high fever. “Christ, she’s on fire.”

I brush a strand of hair from her feverish face, my touch gentle despite the panic clawing at my chest. “The scent changes, the emotional trauma of reliving everything, her body trying to return to its natural state after years of suppression—her system couldn’t handle it all at once.”

Nolan nods grimly. “Her body’s probably going into some kind of biological shock as it tries to revert to what it should have been all along.”

We settle into tense silence around her unconscious form, our presence a barrier against any threat. Her vanilla and jasmine scent grows stronger with each breath, wrapping around us like a promise of what could be.

She may not know it yet, but she’s found her pack. We’ll keep her safe from monsters like Roman Slater, no matter what it takes.


Chapter Twenty-Five

NOLAN

Iwant to kill someone.

Roman Slater, specifically. I want to hunt him down and tear him apart with my bare hands for what he did to Kit. For trying to break something so precious, so perfect, that she had to abandon her entire life and start over.

I pace the length of our estate’s grand living room like a caged animal, my hands clenched into fists, my jaw tight with barely contained violence. Every few steps, I glance toward the guest wing where Kit lies unconscious, her face flushed with fever that’s been climbing steadily for the past two hours.

Declan sits beside her bed in the guest suite, a cool cloth in his hand as he gently wipes her forehead. His usual easy demeanor has been replaced by the same fury that’s eating me alive from the inside. None of us had hesitated when she collapsed—we’d brought her straight home instead of risking questions or gossip at the office. The last thing she needed was curious employees seeing her vulnerable in our arms.

“Will she be here soon?” I ask Griffin, unable to keep the worry out of my voice.

Griffin checks his phone for what must be the twentieth time. “She’ll be here in ten minutes.”

Sophie. We’d called her immediately, desperate for someone with medical knowledge who could tell us if Kit was okay. Before everything that happened to her—before the trafficking ring, before we found her half-dead in Detroit—Sophie had been a nurse.

I resume my pacing, my mind churning with everything Kit told us. The way her mother abandoned her. The months of psychological torture Roman put her through.

“She’s been through hell,” I mutter, running a hand through my hair. “All this time, she’s been carrying this alone. Working, trying to stay invisible, terrified he’d find her.”

“She’s not alone anymore,” Griffin says quietly, his eyes fixed on the bedroom door. “She’ll never be alone again.”

The certainty in his voice mirrors what I’m feeling. Whatever this is between us and Kit—this pull, this need to care for her—it’s not going away. If anything, learning the truth has only made it stronger.

Declan returns from the guest room, his expression grim. “Her fever’s still climbing, but she seems to be resting peacefully.”

“We need to talk about what happened in that meeting with Roman,” Declan says, his voice hard. “What did the bastard want? What was he hiring us for?”

Griffin’s jaw tightens. “Protection services. Said he’s been receiving threats, needs personal security.”

“But why us?” Declan asks, settling into one of the leather chairs. “Why our company specifically? There are dozens of security firms in Cleveland.”

Griffin’s jaw tightens. “He had to know Kit worked here. The question is—what was his endgame? Why orchestrate that whole meeting?”

“Maybe he actually wanted to hire us?” Declan suggests. “Use us to get close to her?”

“I don’t think so,” Griffin shakes his head. “He seemed more interested in the theatrics than the actual contract details.”

“Then what?” I stop pacing, turning to face them. “What kind of sick game is he playing?”

“Power,” Griffin says with certainty. “Showing her he can find her anywhere, even infiltrate her workplace and destroy what little stability she’s built.”

The realization strikes me with sickening clarity. Roman hadn’t just found Kit by accident. He’d orchestrated this entire situation, somehow turning our own company into part of his sick game against the woman we care about.

“Christ,” I breathe. “He almost had us playing right into his hands.”

“There’s something else,” Declan says, his voice tight with emotion. “Something happened between Kit and me tonight. Right before she saw Roman in the lobby.”

Griffin and I both turn to stare at him, and I can see the conflict written across his features.

“What kind of something?” Griffin asks carefully.

Declan looks down at his hands. “We were in the server room. She was helping me with the equipment, and... Christ, the way she smelled. That vanilla scent was driving me insane.” He takes a shaky breath. “I kissed her. And it went much further than it should have.”

The admission hangs in the air, and I feel something warm settle in my chest.

“She was so responsive,” Declan continues, his voice thick with wonder. “Like she was finally allowing herself to feel again. But what if that’s what triggered her collapse? What if her body couldn’t handle finally letting go like that?”

“Declan,” Griffin says firmly, “you didn’t hurt her. If anything, I suspect that being with us—all of us—is what’s allowing her to heal.”

“Griffin’s right,” I add, understanding dawning. “My guess is her omega nature has been suppressed for two years due to trauma. When she finally feels safe enough to let it surface, her body has to readjust. That’s not your fault—that’s her biology trying to heal.”

I run a hand through my hair, frustrated. “I can’t stop thinking about what that bastard did to her. Every time I close my eyes, I see her terror in that lobby.”

“Same here,” Griffin says grimly. “I’ve never wanted to hurt someone as badly as I want to hurt Roman Slater.”

“So what do we do?” I ask.

“We protect her,” Griffin says with absolute certainty. “Whatever it takes. And we figure out the rest as we go.”

“And Roman?” Declan asks, his eyes dark with promise.

Griffin’s expression turns cold, predatory. “Roman Slater is going to learn what happens when someone hurts our omega.”

“What are you thinking?” I ask, though there’s something dark in my voice that suggests I already know.

“I’m thinking Roman likes games,” Griffin says quietly, his voice carrying a lethal edge. “Maybe it’s time someone played back.”

“The kind where players sometimes... disappear,” Declan says, meeting his gaze steadily.

Griffin’s smile is cold and predatory. “Exactly.”

A silence settles over us, heavy with unspoken promises of violence. We all know what needs to be done about Roman Slater. But right now, Kit’s well-being comes first.

The front gates buzz, and I nearly sprint through the foyer to answer the intercom. Sophie’s voice comes through clearly as security lets her through, and within minutes she’s walking up our front steps, her medical bag already in hand, concern written across her delicate features.

“Where is she?” she asks without preamble.

“This way,” Griffin says, leading her down the hall toward the guest wing.

Sophie immediately rushes to Kit’s side, setting down her medical bag as she begins checking vitals. Her fingers find Kit’s pulse, her other hand pressing against her forehead to gauge the fever. Kit looks so small in the big bed, her dark hair spread across the pillow like spilled ink.

“Pulse is elevated but steady,” Sophie murmurs, pulling out a thermometer. “Breathing is good. How long has she been unconscious?”

“About two hours,” Declan answers, his voice tight with worry. “The fever started right after she fainted.”

Sophie nods, checking the thermometer reading before moving to examine Kit’s neck, where her scent glands would be most active. “Her glands are swollen, but that’s normal with this level of fever.”

She works quietly for several more minutes, checking reflexes and making notes in a small notebook. Finally, she looks up at us with something like relief.

“Let’s talk outside,” she says softly.

We follow her to the living room, all three of us practically vibrating with tension as we wait for her assessment.

“She’s stable,” Sophie says, settling into one of the armchairs. “Her fever is already starting to come down, which is a good sign.”

“Thank God,” Griffin breathes, and I feel some of the tightness in my chest ease.

“Give her lots of fluids when she wakes up, and make sure she eats something. Her body is going to need fuel for what it’s going through.” Sophie pauses, studying our faces. “What exactly happened? All you told me over the phone was that she collapsed.”

Griffin and I exchange a look. How much do we tell her?

“Her designation... she’s not a beta like we thought, Sophie,” Griffin says carefully. “She’s an omega, but years ago her scent started changing completely. Tonight, when her original scent—jasmine—started coming back, she collapsed.”

Understanding dawns on Sophie’s face, her eyes widening with recognition. “I’ve heard of cases like this before. They’re incredibly rare, but it can happen.” She leans forward, her expression serious. “If an omega goes through severe enough emotional distress, their biology can actually shift as a protective mechanism. Most of the time, it’s permanent.”

“Most of the time?” Declan asks.

“Yes, I’ve never heard of cases where it reverses,” Sophie continues, pausing thoughtfully. “Unless... something triggers her inner omega to resurface. Something powerful enough to override years of biological protection.”

She looks between the three of us, her expression growing more thoughtful. “I’ve noticed it since you first mentioned her—how focused you all are on Kit. The way you talk about her, worry about her.”

The air in the room seems to thicken as Sophie’s words hang between us.

“What if she’s yours?” Sophie asks quietly. “Your fated one?”

The words hit like lightning. Fated mates. The three of us, and Kit.

I feel the truth of it in my bones—the inexplicable pull we’ve all felt, the fierce need to protect her, the way she affects us differently than any other omega ever has.

“That would explain everything,” Griffin says quietly, but there’s no surprise in his voice, as if he’s known it for a while.

“The way we all reacted to her from the first moment,” Declan adds, understanding flooding his features.

“The protective instincts,” I finish. “It’s not just attraction—it’s recognition.”

Sophie nods slowly. “Her omega nature recognizing her mates. That would be powerful enough to break through years of biological suppression.”

We’re all silent, processing the magnitude of what this means.

She’s ours.

I feel the truth of those words in every fiber of my being, in every breath I take, in every beat of my heart. Kit Ellis—Katherine Lawson—whatever name she chooses to go by, she belongs with us. Has always belonged with us, even when she was hiding behind chamomile and careful politeness.

We’re her pack. Her alphas. Her mates.

And Roman Slater is going to pay for every moment of pain he put her through.


Chapter Twenty-Six

KIT

Iwake slowly, like swimming up through warm honey toward consciousness. For a disorienting moment, I don’t know where I am—the ceiling above me is unfamiliar, cream-colored with elegant crown molding that speaks of wealth and taste. The bed beneath me is impossibly soft, nothing like the firm mattress in my tiny apartment.

I look down at myself, relieved to find I’m still wearing my cleaning uniform, though it’s wrinkled from sleep. Then it all comes rushing back—seeing Roman in the lobby, the panic attack in the staff room, telling the alphas everything. A momentary sense of panic flutters through me as I remember Roman’s cold smile, making my stomach clench with familiar dread.

But then I remember the alphas’ promises to protect me, and the panic is replaced with a warmth that fills my chest at the memory of their voices, so sincere and fierce as they vowed to keep me safe. They know what I am now, know about my past, and they didn’t run. They didn’t look at me with disgust or pity.

I sit up slowly, testing how I feel. Much better than before—the fever that had been burning through me is gone, leaving me refreshed in a way I haven’t felt in years. The room around me is beautiful, decorated in warm earth tones with expensive furniture that manages to feel cozy rather than intimidating.

A note catches my eye on the bedside table, propped against a covered plate that makes my mouth water just from the aroma escaping around the edges.

Kit, in case you wake up, we just have to run a quick errand and we’ll be back as soon as we can. - G, N, D

I lift the cover to find perfectly prepared eggs Benedict, the hollandaise sauce still warm, with fresh berries and orange juice. My stomach growls loudly—apparently my body is making up for lost time. I eat every bite, savoring flavors that seem more intense than usual, like my senses are more awake than they’ve been in years.

After finishing the meal, I make my way to the attached bathroom. It’s like stepping into a luxury spa—marble surfaces, a massive rainfall shower, and towels so soft they feel like clouds against my skin.

I shed my wrinkled uniform and step under the hot spray, letting the water wash away the remnants of yesterday’s panic. As I shower, I think about the alphas who brought me here. I have vague memories of gentle hands, worried voices, Declan placing a cool cloth on my forehead with infinite tenderness.

This has to be their home. The realization that they cared enough to bring me to their private sanctuary, away from curious eyes and potential gossip, intensifies the warmth that had been blooming in my chest.

When I emerge from the shower, I find a plush white bathrobe hanging on the door. I slip into it, the soft fabric caressing my clean skin. My uniform is dirty and wrinkled beyond help, and I have no other clothes with me.

I peek out of the bathroom and notice a couple of folded shirts on the dresser—clearly meant for me. I approach them slowly, like they might disappear if I move too quickly.

I pick up the white dress shirt on top, bringing it to my nose without thinking. Griffin’s scent floods my senses—warm and masculine and utterly intoxicating. Before I can second-guess myself, I slip the shirt over my head.

It’s enormous on my smaller frame, the hem falling to mid-thigh, the sleeves hanging past my fingertips until I roll them up. But it feels incredible, like being wrapped in his embrace, his scent surrounding me.

Stepping out of the bedroom, I’m struck by the beauty of their home. The mansion is luxurious but warm, with exposed brick walls, a massive stone fireplace, and floor-to-ceiling windows that showcase the sprawling gardens beyond. Everything speaks of wealth, but also of a place that’s actually lived in and loved.

I wander through the main areas, marveling at details that reveal their personalities. The kitchen is a chef’s dream, with high-end appliances and a spacious breakfast bar. The living room centers around that gorgeous fireplace, with leather furniture arranged for conversation rather than show.

The indoor pool area takes my breath away—a lap pool surrounded by ambient lighting that reflects off the water in dancing patterns. The atmosphere is cozy and inviting, with comfortable lounge chairs and a view of the manicured grounds beyond the glass walls.

I discover their individual offices, each reflecting its owner’s personality. Declan’s is organized chaos, with multiple monitors and technology I can’t begin to identify. Nolan’s is more spartan, functional, with tactical maps covering one wall.

Griffin’s office draws me in immediately. It’s sophisticated and orderly, with rich wood furniture and that same beautiful view of the gardens. Business books and files line the shelves, but I’m surprised to find fiction mixed in—a well-worn copy of To Kill a Mockingbird sits next to what look like security manuals.

I pick up the novel and settle into a leather armchair by the window, curling my legs beneath me. The shirt rides up slightly, but I’m alone, so I don’t worry about modesty. The book falls open to a page marked with marginalia in Griffin’s precise handwriting, and I find myself smiling at this glimpse into his private thoughts.

I lose myself in the story, enjoying the peace and quiet after everything that’s happened. The chair is incredibly comfortable, and Griffin’s scent still clings faintly to the leather, making me feel safe and content. I’m several chapters in when I hear footsteps in the hallway, but I’m too absorbed in the book to pay much attention.

“Ah, there you are.”

The voice from the doorway makes me look up, and my breath catches. Griffin stands there in the threshold, his dark, fathomless eyes taking in the sight of me curled in his chair, wearing his shirt. Something intense flickers across his face before he schools his expression back to neutral.

“I’m sorry,” I say immediately, starting to rise. “I was just—I didn’t mean to intrude in your private space—”

“Don’t apologize,” he says firmly, stepping into the room. “You can go anywhere you want in this house, Kit.”

The words make my chest tight with emotion. “Griffin... thank you. For everything.”

He moves closer, and his scent hits me like a physical force—clearer, richer, more intoxicating than I’ve ever experienced. The metallic tang that used to dominate is gone, replaced by pure dark cinnamon, cedar, and brown sugar that goes straight to my core and makes my mouth water.

I inhale sharply, unable to stop myself from breathing him in deeper. The scent is intoxicating, making my head spin and my pulse race. Heat pools between my thighs, and I’m suddenly acutely aware that I’m wearing nothing but his white shirt, the fabric so thin he can probably see the outline of my body beneath it.

I clench my thighs together, trying to control my body’s response, but it’s useless. His scent is overwhelming every rational thought I have.

“How are you feeling?” he asks, his voice slightly rougher than usual.

“Much better,” I manage, standing slowly. “Better than I have in a long time.”

I take a step toward him, drawn by forces I don’t understand. His pupils dilate as I move closer, and I catch the moment he stops breathing, like he’s trying to control his own reaction to my proximity.

The knowledge that I’m affecting him as much as he’s affecting me sends a thrill through me. After years of feeling broken, unwanted, disgusting—to see desire in his eyes, to smell his scent change with arousal, is intoxicating.

Wanting to test my theory, I take another step closer.

“Kit,” he says, his jaw clenching with obvious restraint. “I think it’s better if you stay where you are.”

“Why?” I ask softly, taking another step despite his warning.

I can see his nostrils flare as my scent reaches him, can watch his hands clench into fists at his sides. The knowledge that I’m affecting this controlled, powerful alpha makes me feel drunk with newfound power.

“Because my control is hanging by a thread,” he says, his voice tortured.

Instead of backing away, I close the remaining distance between us and kiss him.

It’s explosive, just like the first time we kissed, but different now. This time my scent is deepening, changing, jasmine blooming alongside the vanilla until the air around us is thick with my arousal. He smells so good I want to devour him, want to press my face against his throat and never come up for air.

I do exactly that, burying my nose in the warm skin of his neck and inhaling deeply. His hands come up to frame my face as he turns his face into my hair, breathing me in just as desperately.

“God, you smell so good,” he groans against my hair.

“So do you,” I breathe against his throat. “I can actually smell you now, Griffin. You smell like dark cinnamon, cedar, and brown sugar... You smell so delicious it makes me want to eat you alive.”

He groans and laughs at the same time, the sound vibrating through his chest. “You’re going to be the death of me.”

“Touch me,” I whisper against his mouth, and any pretense of restraint crumbles.

He lifts me easily, setting me on the edge of his desk so that his hips fit perfectly between my thighs. I can feel the hard length of him pressing against my core through his pants, and the size of him makes me gasp. He’s so big, so hard, and I want him with a desperation that terrifies and thrills me.

I kiss him frantically, my hands threading through his hair, trying to pull him closer, needing more—needing him. Every part of me aches to touch him, to feel him pressed against me. His hand slips beneath the shirt, warm fingers skating over my skin until they find my bare breasts. When his thumbs graze my nipples, I gasp—a raw, hungry sound that echoes through the quiet office.

His hands still suddenly. “Kit,” he breathes, realization dawning in his voice. “You’re not wearing anything under this.”

“No,” I say, watching his face. “I’m naked under your shirt.”

“Fuck,” he breathes, and the raw desire in his voice makes me clench around nothing.

I see him hesitate, his control warring with his desire. “Touch me, Griffin,” I say softly.

The simple words, spoken with such raw need, seem to shatter his restraint.

Slowly, reverently, he pushes the hem of the shirt up, exposing me to his gaze. His sharp intake of breath when he sees how wet I am—slick coating the inside of my thighs, evidence of just how much I want him—makes heat flood through me.

“So fucking beautiful,” he says, and I’ve never felt more beautiful than in this moment, under his reverent gaze.

When he touches my folds with gentle fingers, I moan at the contact. I’ve imagined his hands on me so many times, but the reality is so much better than any fantasy.

He finds my clit with unerring accuracy, circling the sensitive bundle of nerves until I’m gasping his name.

“Griffin, please,” I breathe, my hips moving against his hand.

“You want my fingers inside you, sweetheart?” he asks, his voice rough but tender.

“Yes, please,” I whisper, breathless, my thighs trembling with anticipation.

To my surprise, he drops to his knees between them, his hands gently spreading my thighs wider as he looks up at me with dark, hungry eyes.

For what feels like an eternity, he just looks at me, as if memorizing every detail. “You’re so fucking beautiful, Kit.”

“Griffin...” I whisper, my hands threading through his dark hair, fingers tangling in the silky strands as I grip him closer.

“I need to taste you first,” he says, his breath hot against my core. “I’ve been dreaming about this since I met you.”

His breath ghosts over my most sensitive flesh, and then his tongue flicks against my clit. I cry out, my fingers tightening in his hair, instinct driving me to anchor myself to him. He groans against me, a deep, rumbling sound that vibrates through my core.

“So sweet,” he murmurs, licking deeper, slower, like he’s memorizing my taste. “You were made for my mouth.”

He worships me like a man starving, his tongue exploring every inch of me, lapping up my slick like it’s the sweetest thing he’s ever tasted. Every stroke of his tongue is possessive, reverent, claiming. My scent grows stronger, the air thick with vanilla and jasmine, and I swear he gets hungrier with every moan I let out, as if he’s drunk on me.

When he sucks my clit into his mouth while slowly sliding one thick finger inside me, I nearly come apart. The dual sensation is overwhelming, pleasure building with an intensity that steals my breath. My body arches instinctively, chasing more, needing it—needing him.

Just as I’m climbing toward the peak, I hear footsteps approaching in the hallway. My entire body tenses, panic flaring. I push away from Griffin, heart pounding, slick still dripping down my thighs. I jump down from the desk on shaky legs, the air still thick with our combined scents.

He rises slowly, his lips still glistening with my arousal, amusement dancing in his eyes despite the obvious strain of his erection against his pants.

“Looks like we’re about to have company,” he says, his voice rough with unfulfilled desire.

My heart pounds as the footsteps grow closer, but for the first time in years, it’s not from fear.

It’s from anticipation.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

DECLAN

Icould smell Kit the moment Nolan and I entered the estate. It was the sweetest, most enticing smell I’ve ever encountered in my life—jasmine and vanilla so rich and intoxicating it made my mouth water. Her scent is so strong it fills every inch of our home, enveloping us like smoke and making my cock harden instantly.

Glancing at Nolan, I realize I’m not the only one affected. His nostrils are flared, his blue eyes dark with arousal, and there’s a tension in his massive frame that speaks of barely controlled desire.

We follow the scent like bloodhounds, letting it guide us through the estate until we end up at Griffin’s office. The door is open, and the sight that greets us makes my breath catch.

Kit stands near Griffin’s desk, looking embarrassed but radiant. Her dark hair falls in soft waves around her face like a halo, freed from the braid she usually wears it in. Her scent is so concentrated in here it’s almost overwhelming—layers of arousal and omega sweetness that make every alpha instinct I possess roar to life.

She’s wearing Griffin’s white dress shirt, the fabric enormous on her smaller frame, hanging to mid-thigh with the sleeves rolled up. The sight of her in his clothes does something primal to my chest—she looks claimed, protected, ours.

But what strikes me most is how different she looks. Gone is the careful, controlled woman we’ve grown accustomed to. Her cheeks are flushed a beautiful rose color, her lips slightly swollen, and there’s a light in her storm-gray eyes that I’ve never seen before. She looks alive in a way that makes my chest ache with something deeper than desire.

“How are you feeling, sweetheart?” I ask, my voice rougher than I intended.

Nolan has that same barely contained tension I can feel thrumming through my own body. “Seems like you’re doing much better.”

Kit gestures toward the book on Griffin’s chair, her movements slightly unsteady. “I’ve just been reading. And exploring your home—it’s beautiful.”

“And?” Nolan asks, taking a careful step closer.

Kit reacts immediately to our proximity, her scent deepening and intensifying until I can smell her slick—sweet and musky and so damn appealing I can almost taste it in the air. But more than that, there’s no fear in her eyes as she looks at us—only invitation, a silent plea for us to come closer.

“Fuck,” Nolan breathes, stopping abruptly about three feet away. “I think it’s better if we stay back.”

I stop with him, not wanting to scare her or overwhelm her. We’ve promised to go slow, to let her set the pace. But then she’s the one stepping closer to us, closing the distance with deliberate intent.

Once she’s standing in front of us, there’s this quiet determination in her storm-gray eyes that takes my breath away.

She inhales deeply, her chest rising with the motion. “I can smell you both completely now,” she whispers. “Really smell you. No metallic scent, just... you.”

The wonder in her voice, the way she’s discovering parts of herself that were stolen from her—it’s beautiful and heartbreaking at the same time.

I can’t help myself. I reach out and touch her face, my fingers trailing along her jawline as I lean down to breathe in her scent. “Kit,” I whisper, my voice thick with emotion. “You smell like home.”

She leans into my touch, a soft sigh escaping her lips. Griffin moves behind her, his hands settling gently on her shoulders, and suddenly she’s surrounded by all three of us. The rightness of it, the way she fits perfectly in the center of our pack, makes something settle deep in my chest.

“Kit,” I say, my voice strained with the effort of maintaining control. “We need to talk.”

She looks between the three of us, confusion flickering across her features. “Did I do something wrong?”

“No,” Griffin says immediately, his hands tightening protectively on her shoulders. “God, no. You’re perfect, Kit.”

Nolan runs a hand through his hair, and I can see him struggling with the same internal battle we’re all fighting. “Your body is going through a lot of changes right now, Kit,” he says gently. “And the last thing we want is to take advantage of that.”

Her face falls slightly, and I can smell the shift in her scent—confusion mixed with what might be rejection. The idea that she thinks we don’t want her is physically painful.

“We care about you,” Griffin says firmly, turning her so she can see the sincerity in his eyes. “More than care about you. We love you, Kit.”

The words hang in the air, and I watch her eyes widen with shock. But it’s true—I’ve known it for a while now, even before understanding what she really was. The feeling has been growing steadily, beyond attraction, beyond protectiveness.

“We do,” I confirm, my voice soft but certain. “I love how brilliant you are—the way your mind works when you’re intellectually challenged, how you light up when you’re solving problems.”

Nolan nods, his blue eyes intense as they hold hers. “I love your strength—the way you’ve survived everything that’s been thrown at you and still have the courage to trust us. The way you work so hard, never complaining, never asking for more than you think you deserve.”

“I love your wit,” Griffin adds, a small smile playing at his lips. “Your dry humor that slips out when you’re comfortable—calling Steven’s contract a ‘personal ATM.’ The way you challenge us when you feel safe enough to speak your mind, correcting Declan on unconscionability like you were born to argue law.”

I can see tears gathering in her eyes, and I move closer, close enough that I can take her hands in mine. Her palms are slightly callused from work, evidence of everything she’s endured to stay independent, to survive. I bring them to my lips, pressing gentle kisses to each palm.

“These hands,” I murmur against her skin. “They tell a story of survival, of determination. You’ve built a life from nothing, Kit. Made yourself invisible to stay safe. That takes incredible strength.”

“We don’t want you to do anything you’ll regret,” Griffin says gently, his voice carrying absolute conviction. “Your omega nature is just beginning to resurface after years of suppression. The last thing we want is for you to feel like we pressured you into something you weren’t ready for.”

Nolan takes a careful step closer, his massive frame somehow non-threatening despite his size. “We’ve waited this long to find you, sweetheart. We can wait as long as you need.”

“But what if I want this?” she whispers, her voice small but determined. “What if I’m tired of being afraid, tired of running from everything that could be good in my life?”

The raw honesty in her voice makes my chest ache. I can see the war playing out in her expression—years of conditioning telling her she doesn’t deserve happiness warring with the growing certainty of what she feels for us.

“Then we’ll be here,” I promise, stroking my thumbs across her knuckles. “Every step of the way. But we need you to be sure, love. Not just your body responding to your returning omega nature, but your heart, your mind. All of you.”

“We’ll protect you,” Nolan adds, his voice carrying the weight of an oath. “From Roman, from anyone who tries to hurt you. But more than that—we’ll protect you from rushing into anything before you’re ready.”

Griffin’s hands slide down her arms to cover mine where I’m holding her hands. “You’re precious to us, Kit. More precious than anything else in the world. We won’t risk damaging that by moving too fast.”

I can smell her scent shifting again—the confusion fading, replaced by something warmer. Understanding, maybe. Trust.

“So what happens now?” she asks quietly.

“Now,” Griffin says with a small smile, “we take care of you. We show you what it means to be cherished, protected, valued for who you are. And when you’re ready—if you’re ready—we’ll be here.”

“All of us,” Nolan confirms, his blue eyes soft with affection as they trace her face. “For as long as you’ll have us.”

I bring her hands to my lips again, pressing another gentle kiss to her palm. “No pressure, no expectations.”

She looks between the three of us, tears spilling over to track down her cheeks. But they’re not tears of sadness—I can smell the shift in her scent, the way jasmine blooms stronger around us.

“I...” she starts, then stops, her voice catching with emotion. “No one has ever said things like that to me before. No one has ever made me feel like I’m worth protecting.”

Her words pierce straight through me, the pain in them making my chest ache. Griffin’s jaw tightens, and I can see the way Nolan’s hands clench into fists at the reminder of how she’s been treated.

“Then we have all the time in the world,” Griffin says softly, pressing a gentle kiss to the top of her head.

She nods, leaning back against his chest as Nolan and I move closer, creating that circle of protection around her again. But this time, it feels different. Not just protective—promised. Like we’re making a vow without words.

Griffin’s expression grows serious behind her, his eyes meeting mine and then Nolan’s over her head. “Kit, we need you to stay with us. At least for now.”

“What do you mean?” she asks, though I can see understanding already dawning in her eyes.

“Roman,” Nolan says grimly. “He knows where you work, which means he probably knows where you live. It’s not safe for you to go back there alone.”

The fear that flickers across her face makes every protective instinct I have roar to life. She’s been hiding for two years, building a small sanctuary for herself, and now even that’s been compromised.

“We’re not trying to control you,” Griffin adds quickly, clearly seeing her internal struggle. “But until we figure out what Roman’s planning, what he wants—”

“We need you somewhere we can protect you,” Nolan finishes, his voice carrying the weight of absolute conviction.

She’s quiet for a long moment, and I can practically see her weighing independence against safety, pride against practicality. Finally, she nods slowly.

“Okay,” she whispers. “You’re right. I can’t go back there, can I?”

The resignation in her voice breaks my heart. She’s worked so hard to build a life for herself, and now she has to abandon it because a monster from her past won’t let her go.

“Hey,” I say softly, moving closer and taking her hands again. “This isn’t permanent. Once we deal with Roman, once we make sure you’re safe, you can make whatever choice you want about where to live.”

She takes a shaky breath, looking around at the three of us. “Okay. I’ll stay.”

“Good,” Griffin says, and I can hear the relief in his voice. “That’s settled then.”

“What about my things?” she asks hesitantly. “My clothes, my books... I don’t have much, but what I do have is important to me.”

I exchange a look with Griffin and Nolan. The thought of her going back to that apartment, even with protection, makes my skin crawl.

“We can go get them for you,” I offer. “If you’d like. You could make a list of what you need, and we’ll bring everything back here.”

She hesitates, and I can see the conflict playing out across her face. The need for independence warring with the practical reality of the situation.

“I...” she starts, then stops. “Would you really do that? Go to my apartment and pack my things?”

“Of course,” Nolan says immediately. “Anything you need, sweetheart. Just tell us what you’d like us to get.”

She’s quiet for another moment, then nods slowly. “Yes. Yes, I’d like that. There isn’t much—just some clothes, a few books, and my grandmother’s pendant. It’s the only thing I have left of her.”

“Then we’ll get it all,” I promise, squeezing her hands gently.

She looks around at the three of us, tears threatening again, but this time I can smell gratitude mixing with the jasmine and vanilla.

“Thank you,” she whispers. “For everything. I don’t know how to repay—”

“You don’t,” Griffin cuts her off firmly. “You don’t owe us anything, Kit. This is what people do when they care about each other.”

She nods, taking a shaky breath. “I’m not used to people caring about me.”

“Well,” I say with a smile, “you’d better get used to it. Because we’re not going anywhere.”

And just like that, everything changes.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

KIT

The heat inside me is getting stronger by the minute.

I stand at the marble kitchen island, stirring cake batter with more force than necessary, trying to channel my restless energy into something productive. It’s been three days since I moved into the estate, and the alphas have been keeping their distance—leaving early for work, returning late, speaking to me in careful, polite tones that make me want to scream.

I understand why they’re doing it. They’re trying to give me space, trying not to overwhelm me while my omega nature continues to resurface. In the beginning, their consideration warmed my heart. The knowledge that they wanted me so badly but were holding back to protect my wellbeing made my heart ache with gratitude.

But now? Now I’m starting to get annoyed.

The day after they brought my belongings from my apartment—along with my ancient mixer that barely functions and my collection of worn baking books—a massive delivery arrived. Professional-grade stand mixer, every baking tool imaginable, ingredients I’d only dreamed of affording. They’d noticed what mattered to me and made sure I had everything I needed to pursue it properly.

The gesture was so thoughtful, so generous, that I’d nearly cried. But when I tried to thank them, they’d brushed off my gratitude with those same careful smiles and polite distance that’s driving me slowly insane.

I pour the batter into prepared pans, my movements sharp with frustration. My skin feels like it’s on fire, hypersensitive to every brush of fabric, every shift of air. The simple white dress—one of the dresses they bought for me—feels constraining, too heavy against my heated flesh.

The worst part is being surrounded by their scents all day. Dark cinnamon, cedar, and brown sugar from Griffin’s office, smoky sandalwood, leather, and clove lingering in the hallways where Nolan passes through, whiskey, rain-soaked earth, and wood smoke from Declan’s spaces. Their presence is everywhere, teasing me, making my body respond with increasing intensity while they maintain their frustrating distance.

It’s like slow, sweet torture.

The ding of my phone snaps me out of my brooding. I glance at the screen and see a text from my mother.

Treatment is going well. Doctor says I could be in remission soon. I miss you, Katie. I really want to see you.

A complicated mix of emotions washes over me. Relief that she’s responding well to treatment, genuine happiness that she might beat this. But underneath it all, that familiar hesitation. The memory of her telling me to go back to Roman, to try harder to be a better omega, still stings. Even knowing she’s sick, even wanting to forgive her, part of me isn’t ready.

I type back a simple response: I’m glad you’re feeling better. Let me think about it.

Another ding interrupts before I can put the phone away. This time it’s Becca.

Miss you! Haven’t heard from you in forever. Everything okay?

Guilt twists in my stomach. I texted her yesterday with some vague excuse about being busy, but I haven’t told her anything about what’s really happened. About Roman finding me, about the alphas, about everything that’s changed. She deserves to know, but every time I try to figure out how to explain it all, the words get tangled in my throat.

I’ll tell her everything during our catch-up call tomorrow, I promise myself, typing back: All good! Talk tomorrow?

Can’t wait! Love you.

I slide the cake pans into the oven and glance at the clock. Four PM. They won’t be home for hours—they’ve been working late every night, probably trying to avoid me. The thought makes my chest tight with hurt and want in equal measure.

I need to cool down. Literally.

The pool area calls to me like a siren song. I make my way through the estate’s winding corridors, past expensive-looking artwork, toward the sanctuary I’ve discovered in their indoor oasis.

When I step through the glass doors, my breath catches as it does every time. The space is magnificent—a lap pool surrounded by ambient lighting that dances across the water in hypnotic patterns, creating an atmosphere that’s both luxurious and intimate. Floor-to-ceiling windows showcase the manicured grounds beyond, but strategically placed frosted glass ensures complete privacy.

Comfortable loungers line one side of the pool, with a cozy seating area in the far corner. Everything speaks of wealth, but also genuine comfort rather than show.

I slip off my sandals and settle on the pool’s edge, slowly lowering my feet into the cool water. The contrast against my heated skin is immediate relief, making me sigh with pleasure as the temperature soothes my overwrought nerves.

The water feels incredible—perfectly maintained, neither too chlorinated nor too warm. I watch the gentle ripples my feet create, mesmerized by the play of light across the surface. The estate’s security means I’m completely safe here, completely alone, free to let my guard down in ways I’m still learning to allow myself.

Before I can second-guess myself, I stand and pull the white dress over my head, letting it pool on the smooth stone beside the pool. My bra and panties follow, leaving me completely bare in the soft, intimate lighting.

A full-length mirror lines one wall beside the pool—probably meant for checking form during lap swimming—and I catch sight of myself in its reflection. My breath hitches at what I see.

The woman staring back doesn’t look like the careful, controlled Kit Ellis who scrubbed toilets and kept her head down. This woman is flushed with arousal, her skin glowing in the ambient light, her curves soft and inviting. My breasts are full and heavy, nipples peaked from the cool air and my own arousal. Between my thighs, I can see a hint of slick, proof of how thoroughly the alphas affect me without even touching me.

I step into the pool, gasping as the cool water envelops my overheated skin. The sensation is incredible—like silk sliding against every nerve ending, soothing the fire that’s been building inside me for days. I sink deeper, letting the water rise to my shoulders, closing my eyes as it laps against my throat.

But even here, surrounded by cooling water, my mind drifts inevitably to them.

Griffin’s midnight-dark eyes, the way they deepen when he looks at me when he thinks I’m not paying attention. The controlled strength in his hands when he touched my injured leg, so gentle despite the obvious power in his strong fingers.

Nolan’s protective bulk, the way he makes me feel delicate and cherished instead of weak. His blue eyes softening with tenderness when he talks to me, the careful way he modulates his voice so he won’t startle me.

Declan’s easy warmth, the way his accent thickens when he’s affected by something. The memory of his mouth on me in that server room, the way he’d worshipped me like I was something precious.

My hand drifts down my body without conscious decision, fingers trailing over my breast before moving lower. I’ve been aching for days, empty and wanting, craving their touch with an intensity that borders on desperation.

My body has never felt this alive. Before I met Roman, the suppressants made my heats manageable—muted, controlled, something I could handle alone in the privacy of my room. With Roman, they’d stopped altogether, my biology shutting down to protect itself from his cruelty. But this... this awakening I’m experiencing with Griffin, Nolan, and Declan is something entirely different. It’s not the biological imperative of heat—it’s pure desire, pure want, my body coming alive in ways I never knew were possible.

They love me. The memory of their words from just days ago floods through me, warming me from the inside out. Griffin’s eyes so sincere as he spoke about my intelligence, my strength. Nolan’s deep voice telling me I was worth protecting. Declan’s gentle hands holding mine as he promised they’d keep me safe.

I know, without a shadow of doubt, that they would never hurt me. Not like Roman did. Where he had taken pleasure in my pain, in breaking me down piece by piece until I forgot who I was, these alphas see me as something precious. Something to be cherished and protected, not controlled and diminished.

For what feels like the hundredth time since moving in, I wonder what they look like beneath their perfectly tailored clothes. Griffin’s broad shoulders beneath those crisp dress shirts, the lean muscle I glimpsed when he rolled up his sleeves. Nolan’s powerful chest and arms that strain against his clothing, all that contained strength. Declan’s confident stride suggesting an athlete’s build beneath his casual elegance. The thought of seeing them, really seeing them, makes heat pool low in my belly.

The fantasy builds as my fingers work between my thighs, imagining their hands on me, their mouths, their—

Footsteps echo across the stone, and my eyes snap open.

Nolan stands at the entrance to the pool area, his massive frame filling the doorway. His blue eyes are wide with shock as he takes in the sight of me—naked, aroused, completely exposed in the softly lit water.

For a moment, neither of us moves. The air between us crackles with tension, with want, with the promise of everything we’ve been denying ourselves.

“Hi,” I say softly, not bothering to cover myself or sink deeper into the water. Surprisingly, I feel no shame, no embarrassment at being caught like this. Only a deep, bone-deep desire that makes my voice husky. “You’re home early.”

“Kit,” he breathes, my name a prayer on his lips. His voice is rough, strained, like he’s fighting a war with himself. “I forgot some files. I didn’t know you were...”

He trails off, his gaze traveling over what he can see of me through the water. I can smell his scent shifting, darkening with arousal, and it makes me bold.

I start moving toward the pool steps, water cascading off my body as I rise. “Don’t leave,” I say when I see him take a step backward.

“Kit,” he says, his voice tortured. “You need to stay in the water.”

“Why?” I ask, continuing my approach. Each step up reveals more of my body to his hungry gaze—first my shoulders, then my breasts, then my waist. I can see the exact moment his eyes lock onto my chest, can hear his sharp intake of breath as he takes in my body.

“Because I’m trying to be good,” he says roughly, but he doesn’t move away. “Trying to give you space.”

“I don’t want space,” I tell him, stepping fully out of the pool now. Water drips from my hair, my skin, pooling at my feet as I stand completely naked before him. “I want you.”

His eyes travel lower, taking in the curve of my waist, the flare of my hips, before settling between my thighs where I know he can see everything. The hunger in his expression is so intense it makes me clench around nothing, makes fresh slick coat my inner thighs.

I walk toward him slowly, deliberately, letting him look his fill. When I’m close enough to touch, I stop.

“Nolan,” I whisper, reaching out to place my palm against his chest. His heart hammers beneath my fingers, and I can feel the tension coiled in his massive frame. “I need you.”

“Are you sure?” he asks, his voice barely recognizable. “Kit, sweetheart, are you sure? Because if you’re not ready—”

“I’m sure,” I interrupt, pressing closer until my naked body is almost touching his clothed one. “There’s a fire in me, Nolan. A need that’s been building for days. I can’t think about anything else.”

“You’re not in heat, are you?” he asks, genuine concern cutting through the desire in his voice.

I shake my head immediately. I know what my heats felt like, even the suppressed ones from before. This isn’t heat—this is want, pure and simple. “No. This is just me, wanting you. All of you.”

“Kit,” he says again, and I can see his control hanging by a thread.

Instead of answering, I move to one of the loungers, the plush cushions soft beneath me as I settle back and slowly part my thighs. I can see his pupils dilate as he takes in the view I’m offering him—completely open, completely his for the taking.

When I slide my hand between my legs, touching myself the way I’ve been doing alone for days, I see the exact moment his control shatters completely.

He moves like a man possessed, crossing the space between us in two quick strides. His large hands spread my knees wider, positioning himself between my thighs as he stares down at my glistening core.

He leans closer, his face hovering just inches from my most intimate place. I watch, mesmerized, as he closes his eyes and inhales deeply, like he’s breathing in the most intoxicating scent in the world. The reverent expression on his face makes my core clench with need.

“Declan and Griffin were right,” he says, his voice hoarse with need when he opens his eyes to meet mine. “You smell like fucking heaven.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine

NOLAN

I‘m half-crazed with need as I breathe in Kit’s scent, her arousal wrapping around me like smoke, making my cock throb so hard it’s painful against my pants. The vanilla and jasmine is so concentrated here, so pure, it makes my head spin with want.

The need to taste her is overwhelming, consuming every rational thought I have. For days I’ve been fighting this, trying to be good, trying to give her space. But Christ, seeing her like this—naked, wanting, offering herself to me with no shame or hesitation—has shattered every ounce of control I thought I possessed.

I settle between her thighs, my mouth hovering close but not touching. “What do you want, Kit?” I rasp, my voice thick with hunger.

Her eyes flutter half-shut, cheeks flushed. “I want you,” she whispers. “I want your tongue on me.”

“Where exactly, sweetheart?” I press, needing to hear her say it.

“My pussy,” she breathes, voice broken with need.

Fuck. Those words from her lips nearly undo me. I groan, my cock jerking against my pants. “Jesus Christ, Kit.”

I lean down and drag my tongue slowly through her folds, and the first taste of her nearly brings me to my knees. She moans beneath me, the sound vibrating through her core and straight to my cock.

Sweet Jesus. She tastes even better than in my wildest fantasies—like honey and desire and everything I’ve ever wanted. I pull back just enough to look at her, to really see what’s mine.

Her pussy is pink, so perfectly exposed to my gaze, glistening with slick that coats her inner thighs. I can’t resist leaning down to lick it up, not wanting to waste a single drop of her sweetness. The taste of her on my tongue is addictive, making me hungry for more.

“Nolan, please,” she whispers, her voice broken with need.

I look up at her face, and the sight almost undoes me completely. Her eyes are half-closed, heavy with desire, her cheeks flushed a beautiful rose color. She looks wanton, completely without control, lost in pure want. The careful composure she usually wears has been stripped away, leaving nothing but raw desire.

“Want me to lick this sweet pussy, sweetheart?” I ask, my voice rough with barely contained hunger.

I watch her core pulse in response to my words, a fresh drip of slick emerging that makes my mouth water. “Jesus fucking Christ, Kit. You’re so ready for me.”

I lean down to catch that drop with my tongue before finally giving her what she wants. I lick through her folds with slow deliberation, savoring every taste, every sound she makes beneath me. Her moans fill the pool area, echoing off the glass walls.

“Tell me how it feels,” I command against her core, the vibration making her arch beneath me.

“So good,” she gasps, her hands clutching at the lounger cushions. “Nolan, it feels so good.”

“That’s my good girl,” I murmur, punctuating my words with long strokes of my tongue. “You taste like heaven, sweetheart. I could eat this perfect pussy for hours.”

Her response is immediate—her back arching, more slick flowing from her core, her breathing becoming even more ragged.

“Hold your knees,” I tell her, my voice carrying that alpha command that makes her body respond instinctively. “Keep those legs spread wide for me. I want to see everything.”

She complies immediately, her hands moving to grip behind her knees, pulling them back and opening herself even more to my gaze. The new position tilts her hips, exposing not just her glistening pussy but the tight ring of her ass as well.

Fuck.

The sight of her so completely open, so trusting, makes my cock twitch against my pants. I want to touch every inch of her, claim every part of her body as mine.

I focus my attention on her clit, sucking the sensitive bundle of nerves into my mouth while slowly sliding one finger into her tight heat. She’s so wet that I slide in easily, but she’s incredibly tight around my finger.

“More,” she whispers, her hips moving against my hand. “Please, Nolan.”

I add a second finger, stretching her carefully while my tongue works her clit in steady patterns. The sounds she makes are driving me insane—breathy moans and gasped pleas that go straight to my cock.

Her pussy is getting ready for more, I can tell by how she’s responding, how her walls are relaxing around my fingers. I work a third finger into her, the wet sounds of her arousal filling the air as I pump them in and out.

“Harder,” she tells me, her voice desperate. “I’m so close, Nolan. Please.”

I increase my pace, my fingers driving into her while my mouth works her clit relentlessly. But I want more. I want to claim every part of her.

I adjust her position slightly, making sure she’s fully exposed to me, then meet her eyes. “Can I lick you here too, sweet girl?” I ask, my thumb brushing lightly over her tight ring.

“Yes,” she moans without hesitation, trust shining in her eyes. “Yes, please.”

I still my fingers inside her pussy, holding them deep while I lean down to drag my tongue slowly over her ass. The taste is different but equally intoxicating, and the way she responds—her pussy clenching around my fingers, her moans growing louder—tells me she likes it just as much as I do.

“You like that, sweet girl?” I ask against her skin.

“Yes,” she gasps, her body trembling beneath me. “God, don’t stop.”

I resume the movement of my fingers inside her pussy, pumping them harder while my mouth works her tight ring. The dual stimulation has her writhing beneath me, her moans echoing off the pool area’s glass walls.

When her climax hits, it’s violent and beautiful. Her whole body convulses, her pussy clenching rhythmically around my fingers as she cries out my name. I work her through every wave of pleasure, lapping up the fresh slick that flows from her core, not wanting to waste a drop of her sweetness.

As she comes down from her high, I press gentle kisses to her inner thighs, her breathing slowly returning to something approaching normal.

“That was...” she starts, then trails off, seemingly unable to find words.

“Incredible,” I murmur against her skin, looking up at her with awe in my eyes. “You’re incredible, sweetheart. Absolutely fucking incredible.”

* * *

GRIFFIN

I sit in our living room nursing a glass of Macallan, the amber liquid doing nothing to ease the tension coiled tight in my chest. Declan occupies the armchair across from me, his own whiskey untouched as he stares into the fireplace with unfocused eyes. The flames dance behind the glass, casting shifting shadows across his face that mirror the restless energy radiating from both of us.

It’s nine PM, and Kit’s scent permeates every inch of our home. The moment I walked through the front door, jasmine and vanilla hit me like a wall, so concentrated it’s like breathing pure desire. My cock hardened instantly, straining against my pants as her intoxicating fragrance filled my lungs.

We’d promised her we’d wait, that we’d let her set the pace. But Christ, it’s getting harder by the minute to maintain that noble intention when every breath reminds me of what I want, what we all want. It’s why we’ve been working late every night this week, staying at the office until we’re sure she’s asleep, trying to give her space that feels more like torture with each passing day.

The front door opens with a soft click, and Nolan’s heavy footsteps echo through the foyer. When he appears in the living room doorway, something in his expression stops me cold. He looks... guilty. Like a man who’s done something he knows he shouldn’t have but can’t bring himself to regret.

“How was the rest of your day?” Declan asks carefully, though I can see the knowing look in his green eyes.

Nolan settles into the remaining chair with uncharacteristic heaviness, running both hands through his hair. “Fine. Good. I just...” He trails off, unable to meet our eyes.

“Come on,” I say, setting down my glass. “Spill it.”

For a moment, I think he won’t answer. Then the words come tumbling out—Kit in the pool, naked and wanting, the way she’d offered herself to him without shame or hesitation. How he’d tried to maintain control, tried to be the good alpha we’d all promised to be, but she’d shattered his resolve completely.

“I tried so hard to control myself,” he says, his voice rough with guilt and remembered desire. “But she was so beautiful, so ready. And when she touched herself, when she opened her legs for me...” He shakes his head. “I couldn’t resist anymore.”

Something hot unfurls in my chest at his words. Deep satisfaction that Kit had felt safe enough, confident enough, to take what she wanted from one of us.

“We don’t blame you,” Declan says quietly, echoing my own thoughts. “She’s been driving us all insane. If she’d come to me like that...”

“Same here,” I admit, surprised by the truth of it. “We said we’d wait for her to be ready. Sounds like she’s more than ready.”

Nolan looks up at us with something like relief in his blue eyes. “So you’re not angry?”

“Angry?” I shake my head. “Hell no. If anything, I’m proud of her for taking what she wanted.” I stand, adjusting myself through my pants as discretely as possible. The conversation, combined with Kit’s scent growing stronger in the evening air, is making my arousal impossible to ignore. “I need to go work out. Let off some steam before I do something we’ll all regret.”

But just as I’m about to head toward our home gym, Kit appears in the living room entrance.

All three of us turn toward her like magnets drawn to true north, and the sight of her stops my heart completely. She’s wearing a simple white dress that skims her curves in ways that make my mouth water. The fabric is soft and flowing, innocent in design but rendered anything but innocent by the woman wearing it.

She looks radiant. Glowing. Her dark hair falls in soft waves around her face. But it’s more than that—there’s something different about her tonight. A confidence in the way she holds herself, a light in her storm-gray eyes that I’ve never seen before.

Her scent hits me like a physical blow, so intense I have to actively stop myself from breathing. It’s almost painful, the way it goes straight to my cock, making me harder than I’ve been in years. Jasmine and vanilla and pure female arousal, concentrated enough to make me dizzy with want.

When I finally manage to focus on her expression instead of just breathing her in, I realize she looks... angry.

“You’ve been avoiding me,” she says, and there’s an annoyed edge to her voice I’ve never heard before. Her lips are set in the smallest pout, and despite the accusation in her words, I can’t help but think she looks adorable. That tiny jutted lower lip makes me want to kiss her until she forgets whatever grievance brought her here.

“Kit,” I start, but she cuts me off with a look.

“Don’t,” she says firmly. “Don’t try to make excuses. You’ve all been leaving early and coming home late, barely speaking to me except to ask if I need anything. I know you’re trying to avoid me.”

Declan shifts uncomfortably in his chair. “We’re trying to give you space, love. After everything you’ve been through—”

“It’s for your own good,” Nolan adds, though his voice lacks conviction.

Kit’s arms fold across her chest, and the movement draws my attention to how the white fabric stretches across her breasts. I force myself to look at her face instead, where something vulnerable flickers beneath the irritation.

“Did you tell them about what happened earlier?” she asks Nolan, her voice quieter now.

Nolan looks like he’s in physical pain. “Yes,” he admits.

But instead of anger, I see something that looks almost like hurt cross her features. The vulnerability I caught a glimpse of spreads across her expression, making her look younger, more fragile.

“I...” she starts, then stops, her confidence wavering. “I want more,” she whispers, so quietly I almost miss it. “More of that.”

My heart clenches at the honesty in her voice, at the way she’s putting herself out there.

She looks up at us, eyes bright with unshed tears. “You don’t have to protect me from yourselves,” she says, her voice growing stronger with each word. “I know that you would never hurt me. I know that with every fiber of my being. And I know that I would never regret this...”

She takes a shaky breath, and when she speaks again, the words change everything.

“Because I love you too.”

The silence that follows is absolute. I can hear my own heartbeat, can smell the shift in all our scents as her words sink in. Love. She loves us. All of us.

“Kit,” I breathe, taking a step toward her before I can stop myself.

“I love you,” she repeats, more firmly this time. “And this isn’t just my biology talking, or my omega nature responding to alphas. This is my heart.” She presses her hand to her chest. “This is me, choosing you.”

Her voice grows stronger with each word. “You’ve shown me what real alphas are supposed to be—protective without being controlling, strong without being cruel, passionate without being selfish. Griffin, you knelt on the floor to tend my cut without caring about your expensive suit. Nolan, you sat with me through my panic attack with such patience. Declan, you gave me permission to be brilliant again, to challenge and debate without fear.”

Tears gather in her eyes as she looks between all three of us. “You’ve healed parts of me I thought were broken forever. You make me feel precious instead of fragile, brilliant instead of burdensome. You’ve shown me that love doesn’t have to hurt, that strength can be gentle, that I don’t have to make myself smaller to be worthy of care.”

Each word sends warmth flooding through my chest, overwhelming in the best possible way.

After everything she’s been through, everything Roman put her through, she’s found it in herself to love again. To love us.

“I’m not broken,” she continues, her voice growing stronger. “I’m not the same omega who let Roman control and hurt her. I’m stronger now. And I know what I want.”

“What do you want, sweetheart?” Nolan asks, his voice rough with emotion.

She looks between the three of us, her chin lifting with determination. “I want you. All of you. I want to be yours, completely and without reservation. I want to stop pretending that I’m content with stolen moments and careful distance.”

“Kit,” Declan says, rising from his chair. “Are you absolutely certain? Because once we—”

“I’m certain,” she interrupts. “I’ve never been more certain of anything in my life. I love you, and I trust you, and I want this. I want us.”

The words hang in the air between us, a promise and a plea and a gift all wrapped into one. I can see the truth of it in her eyes, can smell it in her scent—not just desire now, but love. Deep, certain love that makes my chest tight with emotion I don’t have words for.

“We love you too,” I tell her, my voice rougher than I intended. “More than you know.”

“Then stop protecting me from something I want,” she says simply. “Stop protecting me from you.”

And just like that, every wall we’ve built, every careful boundary we’ve maintained, crumbles to dust.

She’s ready. She’s ours. And we’re never letting her go.

Declan steps forward, his green eyes dark with promise as he looks at her with reverent intensity. “Tell us what you want, love. We’re yours to command.”


Chapter Thirty

KIT

We’re yours to command. Declan’s words reverberate through my head like a prayer I never knew I needed to hear.

Touch me. Fuck me. Knot me.

The thoughts flash through my mind unbidden, so bold and desperate they shock me. But standing here in this living room, surrounded by their scents and warmth, looking into three pairs of eyes dark with desire and love, I’ve never wanted anything more. Every cell in my body is screaming for their touch, their complete possession.

I hesitate, looking up into Griffin’s velvet-dark eyes, softer than I’ve ever seen them. “Kiss me,” I whisper instead, the safer request falling from my lips.

The alphas surround me instantly, moving like they’ve been waiting for this moment their entire lives. Their combined scents envelop me—dark cinnamon and brown sugar, smoky sandalwood and leather, whiskey and wood smoke—creating an intoxicating cloud that goes straight to my pussy, triggering an aching pulse deep inside me.

I can smell them responding, their arousal sharpening their natural fragrances until the air between us is thick with want and promise.

Griffin cups my cheek with reverent fingers, his thumb brushing across my bottom lip with feather-light touches that make me shiver. When his mouth finally touches mine, it’s soft at first—tentative, careful, like he’s afraid I might shatter.

But then I press closer, my lips parting beneath his, and his restraint shatters completely.

His tongue slides against mine, hot and demanding, claiming my mouth with a hunger that makes my knees weak. His other hand tangles in my hair, holding me to him as he deepens the kiss until I’m drowning in the taste of him. His fingers trail fire across my skin wherever they touch—along my jaw, down my throat, across the sensitive spot where my neck meets my shoulder.

Each caress leaves burning trails that make me arch against him, desperate for more contact, more pressure, more everything.

When he finally pulls back, we’re both breathing hard, his forehead resting against mine as we struggle for air.

“Let’s go upstairs, sweetheart,” he says, his voice rough with barely controlled need.

Before I can respond, he’s lifting me into his arms like I weigh nothing at all. The solid strength of him, the way he cradles me against his chest with such care, makes my heart race with both desperate arousal and something deeper—the overwhelming feeling of being cherished.

Nolan and Declan follow us up the sweeping staircase, their footsteps echoing through the mansion’s quiet corridors. I can feel their eyes on us, their presence like a warm blanket of protection and desire wrapped around me.

Griffin carries me to his bedroom—a beautiful room decorated in rich, masculine tones with an enormous bed that dominates the space. He sets me down gently on the edge of the mattress, and I sit there facing all three of them, my hands clasped in my lap to keep them from trembling.

The idea that these three powerful alphas want me, desire me, choose me—it hits like a blow, unraveling every ounce of control I thought I had, leaving my body pulsing with raw, helpless want.

“We’ll take it slow, sweetheart,” Griffin promises, his voice gentle despite the hunger burning in his eyes.

Slowly, he begins to undress. His fingers work the buttons of his shirt with deliberate precision, revealing inch by inch the body I’ve only glimpsed in my fantasies. His chest is broad and sculpted, with defined muscles that speak of disciplined strength rather than vanity. Dark hair dusts his pectorals, trailing down to disappear beneath his belt in a line that makes my mouth water.

“Come closer,” I whisper, unable to resist the pull I feel toward him.

He approaches until he’s standing directly in front of me, close enough that I can feel the heat radiating from his skin. Nolan and Declan move closer too, flanking him on either side, surrounding me with their presence in a way that should feel overwhelming but instead feels like coming home.

I stand up slowly, my hands reaching out to touch Griffin’s chest before I can second-guess myself. His skin is warm and firm beneath my palms, the steady thrum of his heartbeat grounding me as my fingers explore the contours of his muscles.

Griffin groans at my touch, the sound vibrating through his chest. For a split second, panic flares—did I hurt him? Did I do something wrong? It makes me snatch my hands back, fear flickering through me.

“I’m sorry,” I gasp.

But Griffin immediately catches my hands, pressing my palms back against his chest with gentle insistence. “Don’t,” he says firmly, his voice rough with emotion. “Don’t apologize for touching me. You can touch me whenever you want, wherever you want. I’m yours, Kit.”

Wherever you want.

As if of their own accord, my eyes immediately drift downward. His cock strains against his pants, huge and so obviously erect that my breath catches. I watch in fascination as it twitches, responding to my gaze.

“Do you want Griffin to take off his pants, sweetheart?” Declan asks softly, his voice thick with amusement and desire.

I look at Declan, then back at Griffin’s obvious arousal, my tongue darting out to wet my lips unconsciously. “Yes,” I whisper. “I want to... I want to see you. All of you.”

The effect of my words is immediate and devastating. All three alphas go completely still, their scents sharpening with sudden, overwhelming arousal. Griffin’s hands clench into fists at his sides, Nolan’s breathing becomes audibly rough behind me, and Declan’s eyes flash with something primal that makes my pussy tighten with need.

“Fuck,” Nolan breathes, the word barely audible.

“Kit,” Griffin says, his voice strained, “you have no idea what you do to us.”

“What exactly do you want to see?” Nolan asks, his voice a gentle rumble that makes me shiver.

I look up into Griffin’s eyes, finding courage in the patient desire I see there. “I want to see your cocks.”

All three alphas groan at my words, the sound sending electricity straight through me.

“Fuck, Kit,” Griffin breathes. “Hearing those words from your lips...”

Anticipation builds as he slowly unbuckles his belt, the metallic sound unnaturally loud in the quiet room. His movements are deliberate, almost ceremonial, as he pushes his pants down his hips.

His cock springs free, jutting proud and thick from his body, and I do a sharp intake of breath at the sight.

He’s magnificent. Long and thick, with a slight upward curve that makes my mouth water. A prominent vein runs along the underside, and the head is flushed dark with arousal. I’ve wondered what he’d look like so many times, but the reality is so much better than anything my imagination conjured.

“Do you want to touch it, sweetheart?” Griffin asks, his voice strained as he watches my face.

Slowly, like I’m approaching something sacred, I reach out and wrap my fingers around his length. The skin is impossibly smooth over steel-hard flesh, burning hot against my palm. He’s thick enough that my fingers barely meet around his girth, and the weight of him in my hand triggers an instinctive pulse deep in my core.

I tighten my grip experimentally, fascinated by the way he groans and his hips jerk slightly forward. A bead of clear moisture appears at the tip, and I watch it with hungry, fascinated eyes.

Will he even fit inside me? I wonder, a mixture of trepidation and excitement coursing through me.

“Don’t worry, sweetheart,” Declan says, as if reading my mind. “We’ll go slow. We’ll make sure you’re ready.”

I squeeze my thighs together, knowing I’m more than ready—I can feel just how soaked I am, slick coating my inner thighs, hot and sticky as it trickles down my skin. But I want to see Declan and Nolan too.

I reluctantly release Griffin’s cock and sit back on the bed, leaning back on my hands as I look up at the three alphas surrounding me.

“Declan, Nolan,” I say, my voice stronger now with growing confidence. “I want to see your cocks too.”

The tension in the room grows so thick I can almost taste it.

Nolan undresses first, and I watch in awe as his massive chest is revealed. His arms are just as breathtaking—thick with muscle, veins snaking over his biceps and forearms like living proof of his strength. He’s so broad and muscular, built like a warrior, such a beautiful contrast to his sweet and gentle nature. When he pushes his pants down, I can’t help the gasp that escapes me.

Oh my God.

His cock is thicker than Griffin’s—slightly shorter, but the sheer girth makes my breath stutter in my chest. The head is broad, flushed dark, almost purple, and the thick shaft is laced with prominent veins that pulse beneath the surface, like it’s barely containing the pressure building inside. He’s intimidatingly big, the kind of thick that promises to stretch me wide and leave me shaking. Just beneath the base, his knot is already beginning to swell—dense and heavy, throbbing with restrained power. The sight of it makes my core clench in anticipation. I can’t stop imagining what it will feel like when it locks him deep inside me, sealing us together.

I reach out to touch him almost automatically, wrapping my fingers around his thickness and marveling at how different he feels from Griffin. Nolan groans at my touch, his hips pushing forward slightly into my grip.

I stroke him once, experimentally, watching his jaw tighten. I’m fascinated—by his size, by his control, by the way he tenses beneath my touch. But before I can do more, Nolan catches my wrist in a firm, gentle grip.

“Fuck, Kit,” he pants. “If you keep doing that, I’m going to come right here and now. And I’d really prefer to come inside you the first time.”

My pussy clenches at the thought of his thick cock filling me, stretching me wide around every thick inch. “I... I’d like that too,” I whisper, turning to Declan.

“Dec…” I murmur, voice soft with want. “I want to see you too.”

He grins at me as he pulls his shirt over his head, revealing a lean, athletic build decorated with intricate tattoos that wind around his arms and across his chest. The ink is beautiful, artistic, and I find myself wanting to trace every line with my tongue.

When he pushes his pants down, my breath hitches again. His cock is different from both Griffin’s and Nolan’s—long and thick, with a flushed, deep red head, but what makes me stare are the pronounced ridges that spiral along his length like nature’s perfect design.

As if my hand has a mind of its own, I reach out and trace those ridges with reverent fingers. Declan moans, his cock jumping in my grip, and I imagine what those ridges will feel like inside me, how they’ll drag against my walls with every thrust.

“Are you wondering what the ridges will feel like inside you, sweetheart?” Declan asks, his voice rough with need.

“Yes,” I whisper honestly.

I let his cock go reluctantly and lean back, taking in all three alphas at once. They’re all so different—Griffin’s elegant length, Nolan’s thick girth, Declan’s ridged perfection—but equally beautiful.

Mine, I think fiercely. Not just one of them, but all of them.

A part of me wonders if I can handle them, but the omega in me knows with absolute certainty that I can. That I was made for them.

“Your turn,” Griffin whispers, his eyes dark with promise.

I stand slowly, my hands finding the hem of my white dress. I pull it over my head in one fluid motion, revealing that I’m wearing nothing underneath. The alphas’ sharp intake of breath makes every part of me tingle, begging for their touch.

I know my thighs are soaked, my pussy practically dripping with slick. My clit throbs, swollen and begging for attention, and my nipples are hard peaks, my breasts heavy with need. The idea of their glorious cocks filling me soon is almost too much to bear.

“Please touch me,” I whisper.

The alphas surround me instantly. Nolan moves behind me, his lips finding my neck, pressing hot kisses that make me moan. I can feel his thick cock against my back, hard and ready, and the sensation makes me arch against him.

Declan moves in front of me, his eyes glued to my chest, glazed over with arousal. “Fuck, Kit. You’re beautiful,” he breathes, his hands coming up to cup my breasts.

His thumbs brush over my nipples with maddening slowness, making me gasp at the sensation. Then his mouth follows, hot and wet as he sucks one peaked nipple into his mouth while his fingers work the other.

Griffin kneels in front of me, looking up at me with reverent eyes. “Can I taste your pussy, sweetheart?” he asks, his voice thick with need.

“God, yes,” I breathe.

I spread my legs wider, giving him better access, and he groans at the sight of me.

“Sweetheart, you’re dripping.”

I look down and see he’s right—there’s slick literally running down my thighs, evidence of how desperately I want them.

The next instant, Griffin is greedily lapping up my arousal, his tongue hot and skilled as he devours me. “You’re so fucking delicious,” he growls against my pussy, the vibration making me cry out.

My head falls back against Nolan’s chest as Griffin starts sucking my clit, his mouth working magic between my thighs. The triple assault is almost too much—Nolan sucking and biting at my neck, Declan worshipping my breasts, Griffin devouring my pussy like a man starved.

“Oh my God,” I whimper, overwhelmed by sensation.

“No God here, sweetheart,” Nolan rumbles against my ear. “Just three alphas who are going to make you feel better than you ever have.”

My eyes flutter open, and I realize I can’t wait anymore. The need is too strong, too overwhelming. I need to be filled, claimed, knotted.

“Griffin,” I gasp, my hands tangling in his dark hair. “I... I need you. I need your knot. I can’t wait any longer.”

All three alphas go still at my desperate plea. I move to the bed with shaking legs, lying back and opening myself to them completely, letting them see every part of me—my glistening pussy, my swollen clit, my heavy breasts, everything.

The alphas stare at me with such intensity I feel it like a physical touch, and for the first time in my life, I feel like the omega I was always meant to be. Beautiful, desired, precious.

Theirs.


Chapter Thirty-One

GRIFFIN

Seeing Kit so ready and open does things to me that are hard to explain. This beautiful woman, who has known so much pain, trusts us. Despite everything she’s been through—the abuse, the betrayal, the years of hiding—she’s willing to let us in. The gravity of that trust doesn’t escape me. It settles in my chest like a sacred responsibility.

I look at her, devour her with my eyes, taking her in inch by beautiful inch. Her skin is flushed rose-gold in the soft bedroom lighting, her dark hair fanned around her face like spilled silk. Those storm-gray eyes are half-closed with arousal, pupils dilated with want. My gaze travels lower—her breasts are perfection, nipples peaked and reddened from Declan’s attention, and between her spread thighs, I can see how ready she is for us. Slick glistens, coating her folds, soaking into the bed beneath her.

She’s magnificent. Our omega, ready and wanting and trusting us with her heart and her body.

I move over her carefully, supporting my weight on my forearms so I don’t crush her smaller frame. The first touch of her heated skin against mine sends electricity racing through every nerve ending. My cock throbs almost painfully against her, and I have to grit my teeth against the overwhelming urge to bury myself inside her immediately.

Instead, I kiss her softly, pouring all my love and reverence into the gentle press of our lips. She whimpers against my mouth, the sound going straight to my already aching cock.

I can smell her scent surrounding us—jasmine and vanilla so concentrated it’s intoxicating, mixed with the musk of her arousal until the air itself feels thick with desire.

“We’ll take care of you, Kit,” Declan whispers from beside her, his voice rough with emotion and need.

She turns her head toward him, and their lips meet in a kiss that’s all heat and promise. I watch, mesmerized by the sight of our omega being loved, being worshipped the way she deserves.

Nolan settles on her other side, his large hand finding her swollen clit with gentle precision. The moment he touches her, she arches beneath me with a moan that vibrates against Declan’s lips.

Seeing our omega surrounded by us, so responsive and open, trusting us completely—it’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever witnessed.

I trail kisses down her throat, tasting the salt of her skin, breathing in her intoxicating scent. When I reach her breasts, I take one peaked nipple into my mouth, sucking gently while my hand kneads the soft weight of her other breast.

Nolan slides a finger into her heat, and her hips move in rhythm with his gentle thrusts. The wet sounds of her arousal mix with her breathy moans, creating a symphony that makes my cock leak against her thigh.

She breaks away from Declan’s kiss, her breathing ragged. “I can’t wait any longer,” she whispers, her voice breaking with need. “Please.”

The desperate plea in her voice undoes me completely. I position myself at her entrance, my cock parting her slick folds, coating myself in her arousal. The first touch of her heat against me makes us both gasp.

“Sweetheart, you’re soaking,” Nolan murmurs against her neck, his voice filled with awe and desire.

“Are you ready for Griffin’s cock?” Declan asks, his green eyes dark as he and Nolan both watch where I’m poised at her entrance.

“Yes,” she breathes, spreading her thighs even wider in invitation. “I’m ready.”

Slowly, I begin to enter her. The first inch steals my breath—she’s impossibly tight, silk-soft heat that grips me like a fist. I have to stop, gritting my teeth against the overwhelming sensation.

“Fuck, you’re so tight, sweetheart,” I whisper, my voice strained.

Nolan keeps working her clit with those slow, practiced strokes, making her moan and writhe beneath me. “That’s it, sweetheart,” he encourages softly. “Let your alpha fill you up.”

I push forward another inch, then another, feeling her body slowly adjust to accommodate me. She’s so warm, so perfect, made for me in every way. Her walls flutter around me, trying to draw me deeper even as she stretches to take my size.

When I’m finally seated fully inside her, I have to stop and breathe. The sensation is overwhelming—she’s gripping me so tightly I can barely think, her heat surrounding every inch of me.

“Fuck, you look so beautiful like this, sweetheart,” Declan whispers in awe, his hand stroking her hair with infinite tenderness.

Kit looks up at me with those beautiful gray eyes, pupils blown wide. “Griffin,” she moans, her voice breaking. “Please, move. I need... I need more.”

I start to move then, withdrawing slowly before pushing back in, setting a gentle rhythm that has her gasping beneath me.

“So beautiful,” Declan murmurs, pressing kisses to her temple. “Our perfect omega.”

“Taking her alpha so well,” Nolan adds, his thumb still working her clit in slow circles that make her clench around me. “Made for us, weren’t you, sweetheart?”

I can feel her climbing toward release, her walls beginning to flutter around me with increasing intensity. Her breathing becomes ragged, desperate little pants that make my own control slip.

“That’s it, sweetheart,” I encourage, my voice rough with strain. “Come for me. Come on my cock.”

Nolan increases the pressure on her clit, and suddenly she’s there, crying out as her climax crashes through her. Her pussy clamps down around me, pulsing and gripping me so tightly it takes my breath away.

The sensation of her coming around me, the vice-like grip of her walls milking my cock, pushes me right to the edge. My rhythm becomes more urgent, more desperate as I chase my own release.

“I’m going to come, sweetheart,” I warn her, my voice rough as my thrusts become more frantic.

“Yes,” Kit whispers, her hands fisting in the sheets as she meets my movements. “Knot me, Griffin. Please.”

“Are you sure?” I ask, even as my body screams for release, for the ultimate claim.

“Yes, please,” she breathes, her eyes locked on mine with absolute trust and love. “I want all of you.”

Her words shatter what’s left of my control. My release hits me like a freight train, devastating and complete as I empty myself deep inside her.

“Fuck, Kit,” I groan, my body shaking with the intensity of it.

But as my knot begins to swell, stretching her even wider, locking us together completely, something incredible happens. The pressure of my expanding knot against her sensitive walls triggers something in her, and she comes again—harder this time, more explosive.

Her scream of pleasure echoes off the bedroom walls as her entire body convulses beneath me. Her back arches so violently I have to hold her steady, her nails digging into my shoulders as wave after wave of devastating pleasure crashes through her. This climax is different—deeper, more intense, like her body is recognizing being knotted and claimed for the first time.

“Oh God, Griffin!” she sobs, tears welling in her eyes from the overwhelming sensation. “I can’t... it’s too much...”

“I’ve got you,” I whisper, kissing away her tears as her body continues to shake around me. “You’re perfect, sweetheart. So fucking perfect.”

The feeling of being locked inside her while she comes apart around my knot is indescribable. Every pulse of her walls sends aftershocks through my own sensitized cock, prolonging both our pleasure until we’re both trembling and breathless.

I kiss her softly as we both slowly come down from the intensity, my heart hammering against my ribs.

“You’re ours, Kit,” I whisper against her lips, the words a promise and a vow.

“Yours,” she whispers back, her eyes shining with tears of joy and completion as she looks up at me. “Always yours.”


Chapter Thirty-Two

NOLAN

The sight of them locked together, Kit’s body stretched around Griffin’s knot, is pure perfection. They’re lying on their sides now, Griffin’s arms wrapped protectively around Kit as his knot keeps them locked together. He’s so gentle with her, pressing soft kisses to her face, her neck, whispering words of praise that make her glow with contentment.

Behind her, Declan has positioned himself so his cock nestles between her ass cheeks, and I watch her hips move slightly, instinctively seeking more contact. His hand reaches around to cup her breast from behind, pinching her nipple just hard enough to make her moan against Griffin’s mouth as they kiss.

The sight of our omega between two of her alphas, completely claimed and cherished, makes my cock throb almost painfully.

“How does it feel, sweetheart?” I ask, my voice rougher than I intend. “With Griffin’s knot stretching you?”

She turns her head to look at me, her storm-gray eyes hazy with satisfaction. “It feels incredible. I feel so full, so complete.”

My cock jerks at her words, and I can’t help but fist it, groaning when I see a bead of pre-cum leak from the tip. The need to be inside her, to claim her as thoroughly as Griffin has, is overwhelming.

I move closer, needing to touch her, to be part of this perfect moment. My hands find her hips, slowly tracing the gentle slope from her waist to the flare of her curves. Her skin is warm and silky under my touch, marked with the faint sheen of sweat from her exertions.

“You’re so beautiful like this,” I murmur, my fingers trailing patterns on her skin. “So perfect for us.”

“I never knew it could feel like this,” she whispers, her voice filled with wonder. “I never knew I could feel so wanted.”

“You are wanted, sweetheart,” Griffin says against her ear. “More than you could ever imagine.”

“We’re going to worship you every day for the rest of our lives,” Declan adds, his voice thick with emotion as he circles her nipple with soft, deliberate touches.

I watch as Declan begins to kiss his way down her back, his lips trailing a path of fire along her spine. Kit shivers at the contact, pressing back into his touch. When he reaches the small of her back, his tongue darts out to taste her skin, making her gasp.

“Declan,” she breathes, her voice filled with wonder.

He continues lower, his hands gently spreading her ass cheeks, revealing all of her. Declan pauses, and I find myself moving closer, needing a better look at our omega displayed so beautifully.

Her slick has dripped down, coating everything, making her glisten in the soft light. I reach out and gently lift her leg higher, giving us both a better view. I can see her pussy stretched around Griffin’s knot, can see how her puckered opening flutters like it’s aching to be filled. My mouth waters at the sight.

“Beautiful,” I breathe, my voice rough with desire.

Declan’s tongue finally makes contact with her tight ring. Kit tenses for a moment, clearly surprised by the intimate contact.

“Relax, sweetheart,” I murmur, stroking her thigh. “Let Declan take care of you.”

She gradually relaxes into the sensation, and I watch with growing arousal as Declan devours her, his tongue working magic that has her moaning and pressing closer to his face.

“Fuck, you taste so sweet,” Declan groans against her skin. “So perfect, love.”

“How does it feel?” I ask her, my cock throbbing as I watch her responses.

“Good,” she moans, her hips moving slightly. “It feels so good.” She presses her ass closer to Declan’s face, completely lost in the pleasure he’s giving her.

“Fuck,” Griffin groans from his position in front of her. “I can feel your pussy clenching around my knot, sweetheart. You like being licked there?”

“Yes,” she gasps, her voice breathy with arousal. “It feels so good.”

The sight of our omega being pleasured by both my pack brothers while I watch makes my cock painfully hard. I’ve always been drawn to the curve of her backside, and seeing Declan worship her there while she responds so beautifully is almost too much to bear.

“Do you want me to add a finger, sweet girl?” Declan asks against her skin.

Before she can answer, I watch as his finger traces through her slick, gathering the wetness and slowly spreading it around her tight entrance. The gentle, deliberate touch makes her gasp and press back against him.

“Yes,” she whispers, and I watch as he slowly works one finger inside her, made easier by the slick he’s spread there, making her moan loudly.

Just then, Griffin’s knot begins to release, and Declan carefully withdraws his finger as she sighs at the various sensations.

When Griffin’s knot finally releases her completely, she looks up at me with those beautiful eyes, and the desire I see there nearly brings me to my knees.

“Nolan,” she says softly, reaching for me. “Please. I want you.”

“I thought you’d never ask, sweetheart,” I say, moving to take Griffin’s place as he shifts to give me room.

She immediately welcomes me with open arms, pulling me down for a kiss that’s hungry and desperate. I can taste Griffin on her lips, can smell the combined scents of our pack mixing with her own sweet fragrance. My tongue slides against hers, exploring, claiming, while my hands roam over her soft skin.

Her breasts press against my chest, nipples still peaked from Declan’s attention, and I can’t resist cupping one in my palm, rolling the sensitive peak between my fingers. She moans into my mouth, the sound vibrating through both of us, and I feel her back arch, pressing more firmly into my touch.

That’s when her scent hits me again—stronger now, richer. The jasmine and vanilla bloom around us like a cloud of pure temptation, but there’s something else underneath. Need. Desperation. The unmistakable aroma of an omega ready to be claimed again.

“Fuck,” I growl against her lips, my voice rough with desire. “You can’t wait to be knotted again, can you, sweetheart?”

She whimpers in response, her hips already moving restlessly beneath me, seeking friction, seeking fullness.

“Are you ready for your alpha’s knot, sweetheart?” I ask against her mouth, positioning myself between her thighs. “Ready to take all of me?”

She just moans in response, her hips lifting to meet me, and the invitation is clear. My cock is almost painful in its hardness, the head dark and swollen with need.

Declan helps by lifting her leg, giving me better access while he supports her from behind. The sight of her spread open for me, Griffin’s release still coating her inner thighs, makes me growl with possessive satisfaction.

My hands grip her hips firmly, holding her steady as I enter her slowly, savoring every inch as I stretch her around my considerable girth. She’s incredibly tight despite Griffin having just claimed her, her body gripping me like hot silk wrapped tight around me. I can feel Griffin’s release still inside her, warm and slick, and the primitive part of my brain roars with approval at mixing our essence inside our omega.

“Fuck,” I groan as I push deeper, feeling her walls flutter around me. “You feel incredible, sweetheart. So tight, so perfect.”

She gasps at the stretch, her back arching as I fill her completely. “Nolan, you’re so thick. I can feel every inch of you.”

“That’s it, baby,” I encourage, starting to move with slow, deliberate strokes. “Take all of me. You’re doing so well.”

Griffin and Declan move closer, gently touching her. Griffin’s fingers trace along her jawline as he murmurs against her ear, “So beautiful, sweetheart. Taking Nolan so perfectly.”

Declan’s hands roam over her curves, his voice thick with admiration. “Look at you, love. So responsive, so perfect for us.” His fingers find her nipples again, rolling them gently as she gasps.

“That’s it,” Griffin encourages, his voice soft but heated. “Let us take care of you. Let us show you how much you mean to us.”

The sight of her caught between us, completely surrounded by alpha attention and affection, is the most intimate and erotic thing I’ve ever seen. Her scent grows stronger with each word of praise, each gentle touch, telling us exactly how much she loves being worshipped by her pack.

As I build a rhythm, I can feel my knot beginning to swell at the base of my cock. The sensation is almost overwhelming, the need to lock inside her, to claim her as completely as Griffin did, driving me toward the edge of control.

“Knot me,” she gasps, her hands fisting in my hair as she looks directly into my eyes. “Knot me now, Nolan. I want you to fill me up like Griffin did.”

Her words are my undoing. With a growl that comes from somewhere deep in my chest, I thrust deep and let my knot expand inside her. The sensation of locking into our omega, of being completely joined with her, sends me over the edge into the most intense release of my life.

She cries out as my knot stretches her, her body clenching around me as her own climax crashes through her. For long moments we’re lost in each other, locked together by biology and choice, surrounded by the warmth and scent of our pack.

This is what I was meant for.

This is home.


Chapter Thirty-Three

DECLAN

As soon as Nolan’s knot releases her with a soft pop, Kit moves with a purpose that makes my breath catch. She gets on her knees between my thighs, her eyes fixed on my cock with an intensity that sends heat straight through me.

She looks... hungry. Absolutely ravenous for my cock, and the sight makes my already hard length throb even more painfully.

“Sweetheart, you’re insatiable,” Griffin whispers, his voice rough with arousal as he watches her position herself.

“You want to taste Declan’s cock?” Nolan asks, both alphas flanking her now, their cocks hard again as they fist themselves slowly. The sight of my pack brothers stroking themselves while watching our omega prepare to take me is almost too much.

She licks her lips, pink tongue darting out in a way that makes my cock jerk. “Yes,” she breathes. “I have never... I’ve never tasted a cock before.”

Fuck.

The admission hits me like a physical blow. Our perfect omega, so responsive and eager, and she’s never experienced this before. The thought that I’ll be her first makes something primal roar to life in my chest.

“Go on, sweetheart,” I whisper, my voice thick with want. “Why don’t you try it?”

She starts slowly, her tongue darting out to lick along my length. The moment her warm, wet tongue touches the ridges running along my shaft, I nearly come undone. She traces each ridge carefully, learning the texture, her eyes wide with fascination.

“Christ, love,” I groan, my hands fisting in the sheets to keep from grabbing her head. “That feels incredible.”

She grows bolder, her tongue swirling around the head before taking me into her mouth. The sight of her lips stretched around my cock, the way she moans softly as she explores the ridges with her tongue, is so fucking hot I forget how to breathe.

“That’s it,” I encourage, my voice strained. “Just like that, sweet girl. Those ridges feel good under your tongue, don’t they?”

She hums in response, dragging a raw, guttural sound from my throat. Her mouth is warm and perfect, and the way she focuses on the textured ridges of my cock shows she’s learning exactly what affects me.

I watch Griffin move behind her, his fingers sliding through her folds. The obscene wet sounds fill the air as he explores her slick heat.

“Fuck, you love having Declan’s cock in your mouth, don’t you, sweetheart?” Griffin’s voice is rough with desire. “You’re dripping.”

She just moans against my cock, the sound vibrating through me as her hips move backward, seeking more contact with Griffin’s hand. Nolan moves closer, one hand stroking his length while the other finds her breast, rolling her nipple between his fingers.

The sight of our omega being pleasured by all three of us while she worships my cock with her mouth is almost too much to bear. Her technique might be inexperienced, but her enthusiasm more than makes up for it.

“Declan,” she suddenly stops, pulling off my cock to look up at me with those beautiful storm-gray eyes, her lips swollen and glistening.

“I want you inside me. Now.”

The demand in her voice, the desperate need, breaks what’s left of my control. She turns and positions herself on her hands and knees, presenting her perfect ass to me with a needy little wiggle that nearly makes me lose it.

I move behind her, my hands grip her hips as I position myself at her entrance. She’s so wet, so ready, that I slide in easily despite my considerable size. The ridges on my cock create delicious friction as I enter her, and she gasps at the sensation.

“Fuck, love,” I groan, feeling her tight heat grip me. “You feel so perfect. Those ridges hitting all the right spots?”

“Yes,” she moans, her back arching. “I can feel every single one. It’s incredible.”

I start to move, setting a rhythm that has her crying out with pleasure. Her head lifts, eyes locking on Griffin as he kneels in front of her, his cock thick and hard, flushed dark with need. Her voice is breathless, laced with want.

“Griffin,” she moans, “I... I want to suck your cock.”

Griffin growls, the sound raw and possessive, and I feel her clench around me in response.

“Then take what you want, sweetheart.”

He guides his cock toward her parted lips, and she leans forward eagerly, tongue flicking out to taste him. I watch as she laps at the head, teasing him with slow, deliberate strokes, before wrapping her lips around him and sucking him deep.

The sight of her being claimed from both ends, completely surrounded by alpha attention, makes me thrust harder.

“Such a good girl,” I praise, my hands gripping her hips tighter. “Taking both of us so perfectly.”

Griffin’s hands tangle in her hair as she works him with growing confidence. “Christ, sweetheart,” he groans. “Your mouth feels amazing.”

I can feel my knot beginning to swell as I thrust into her, the ridges on my cock creating intense friction that has her pushing back against me desperately. Her moans around Griffin’s length tell me she’s close to the edge.

“Griffin,” she gasps, pulling off him for a moment. “Please... I want you to come in my mouth. I want to taste you.”

“Fuck,” Griffin growls, his control snapping. He guides himself back between her lips, and I watch as he finds his release, filling her mouth as she swallows eagerly.

The sight pushes me over the edge. My knot swells and locks inside her as my release fills her, the ridged texture of my cock creating waves of sensation that have her crying out in pleasure. Her body clenches around me as her own climax crashes through her, her pussy gripping my knot as we’re locked together.

We collapse in a tangle of satisfied limbs, my knot keeping us connected as we catch our breath. This is what perfection feels like—our omega claimed and satisfied, surrounded by the alphas who would do anything to keep her safe and happy.

“Beautiful,” I murmur against her neck, pressing soft kisses to her sweat-dampened skin. “So bloody perfect, love.”


Chapter Thirty-Four

KIT

Iwake slowly, like swimming up through layers of warm honey toward consciousness. My body feels different—deliciously sore in places I’d forgotten could feel anything at all. Every muscle carries the sweet ache of being thoroughly claimed, thoroughly loved. The sheets beneath me are soft as silk, still carrying the mingled scents of my alphas.

My alphas.

The thought sends warmth flooding through my chest, even as my core clenches with remembered pleasure. Griffin’s controlled precision, Nolan’s overwhelming intensity, Declan’s playful worship—they’d taken me apart piece by piece and put me back together as something new. Something whole.

I stretch carefully, feeling the pull in my thighs, the tender fullness between my legs that speaks of being knotted by three magnificent alphas. It’s like years of suppressed hunger finally being fed all at once. My body had been starving without me even knowing it, and they’d given me a feast.

Warm arms tighten around me from behind—Nolan’s massive frame spooning me protectively. To my left, Griffin’s elegant fingers rest possessively on my hip even in sleep. Declan’s leg is thrown over both of mine, his breathing soft and even against my shoulder.

They’re beautiful like this. Vulnerable in a way they’d never let the world see. Griffin’s sharp features are relaxed, his hair mussed from my fingers. Nolan’s harsh edges are softened by sleep, his golden-brown hair falling across his forehead. Declan looks younger somehow, the playful boy he must have been visible beneath the tattooed alpha exterior.

These men who promised to protect me. Who looked at me like I was precious instead of broken. Who made me feel safe enough to trust, to open, to become myself again. Who loved me completely.

I slip carefully from their embrace, my legs unsteady as I pad naked toward the guest room where I’ve been staying the past few days. My phone sits on the nightstand where I’d left it yesterday—was it really only yesterday that my world changed completely?

I need to call Becca. We’re supposed to have our catch-up call today—I promised her yesterday we’d talk, and she’s probably wondering why I haven’t reached out yet. But how do I even begin to explain what happened? That I’ve gone from hiding from alphas to sleeping with three of them in the span of a few weeks?

I should call her now, tell her everything. She deserves to know about Roman finding me, about the alphas, about everything that’s changed. But every time I try to figure out how to explain it all, the words get tangled in my throat.

God, she’s going to think I’ve lost my mind. She warned me to be careful around my alpha bosses, and here I am, naked in their house after the most incredible night of my life. But surely she’ll understand once I explain? Once she sees how different they are from Roman?

My throat feels dry, so I make my way to the kitchen, still naked, reveling in the freedom of it. In Roman’s house, I’d covered myself obsessively, ashamed of my body, of taking up space. Here, I feel beautiful. Wanted.

I find a glass and fill it with cold water, drinking deeply as I lean against the marble counter.

My phone buzzes with notifications I’d missed while we were... busy. Most are spam, but one makes me pause.

Mrs. Winters. That’s odd—she rarely texts, preferring phone calls for anything important. The timestamp shows it came through yesterday evening.

I open the message, expecting something work-related.

Kit, I hope this reaches you safely. I’ve been wrestling with whether to send this, but I can’t stay silent any longer. You need to know the truth about Griffin, Nolan, and Declan. They’re not what they seem. Please look up the following names: Jessica Chen, Maria Santos, Lisa Thompson. All omegas. All missing after getting involved with them. I’m so sorry, dear. Get out of there as soon as you can. Quit the job. Don’t go back.

The glass nearly slips from my numb fingers. I catch it just in time, my hands shaking so badly that water sloshes over the rim and onto the marble counter. My heart slams against my ribs so hard I’m surprised it doesn’t crack.

No. The word echoes in my head like a prayer, like a plea. No, no, no.

With trembling fingers, I google the first name. Jessica Chen, 24, omega, reported missing six months ago. Last seen at a downtown nightclub. The news article mentions she’d been dating someone new—an alpha businessman who no one in her family had met.

Maria Santos. Vanished four months ago. The police report mentions she’d recently moved in with her alpha boyfriend. No one has seen her since.

Lisa Thompson. Missing two months ago. Friends say she’d been excited about a new relationship with a wealthy alpha who promised to take care of her.

The pattern hits me like a sledgehammer to the chest. Young omegas, all involved with mysterious alpha boyfriends. All gone.

My vision tunnels as the truth crashes over me like ice water. The gentle touches, the protective words, the way they made me feel safe and cherished—it was all a lie. A carefully constructed trap, just like Roman’s initial charm.

They’re predators. Just like him.

How could I be so stupid?

The thought tears through me, vicious and unforgiving. I’d fallen for the same tricks again, let myself be lulled into trusting alphas who saw me as prey. The way they’d isolated me, brought me to their home, made me dependent on them—it was textbook predator behavior.

And I’d thanked them for it. Begged them to knot me. Given them my body, my trust, my heart.

The soreness between my thighs suddenly feels different. Not the sweet ache of being loved, but the evidence of being used. Violated. How many other omegas had they done this to? How many had trusted them the way I did before they disappeared forever?

Jessica, Maria, Lisa. Their names cycle through my mind like a funeral dirge. Had they felt safe too, right before the end? Had they thought they’d found protectors instead of predators?

I stumble toward the guest room, my naked body suddenly feeling exposed and vulnerable instead of free. My hands shake as I grab my cleaning uniform from the dresser, pulling the clothes on with clumsy fingers.

I have to get out of here. Now. Before they wake up and realize I know the truth.

The hallway stretches endlessly as I tiptoe toward the front door, every creak of the floorboards sounding like gunshots in the silence. What if they hear me? What if they wake up and find me trying to leave?

What do they do to omegas who try to run?

I reach the grand foyer, my bare feet silent on the cold marble. Any second, I expect to hear footsteps behind me, three angry alphas demanding to know where I’m going.

But the house remains silent around me, just the soft tick of an antique clock in the hallway. I force myself to move normally toward the front door, fighting every instinct that screams at me to run.

The morning air hits my face like a slap, cold and sharp and real. I can see the security booth near the gate, but it appears empty—probably a shift change, or maybe the guard stepped away. The security gate opens automatically as I approach, sensors detecting my movement. I slip through quickly, not wanting to linger near the property any longer than necessary, praying no one saw me leave.

Traffic is already building despite the early hour, the city waking up around me while my world falls apart.

Where can I go?

The question hits me with cold dread. My apartment—but Roman could find me there easily if he’s still looking for me. And worse, Griffin, Nolan, and Declan also know where I live.

Becca—but she’s hours away, and I can’t drag her into this. What if they go after her too?

Family—the thought is laughable. My mother made her choice years ago. She’d probably hand me back to them herself if she thought it would benefit her somehow.

I consider taking the bus—it’s what I always do, what I can afford—but it’ll take too long. They could wake up any minute, could come looking for me. A taxi will eat through what little money I have, but I don’t have a choice.

I flag down a taxi with shaking hands, giving the driver my address in a voice that doesn’t sound like my own. As Cleveland blurs past the windows, I try to think, to plan, to figure out how the hell I’m supposed to survive this.

I trusted them.

The thought keeps circling back, a knife twisting in my chest. I’d let myself believe in fairytales, in the possibility of alphas who were different. Who saw me as more than a conquest or a possession.

But alphas are all the same underneath. Roman taught me that lesson once, and now Griffin, Nolan, and Declan have driven it home with devastating clarity.

The taxi pulls up outside my building, and I hand over what little cash I have with numb fingers. The driver gives me a concerned look—probably because I look like hell—but I’m already scrambling out of the backseat.

My tiny apartment feels like a stranger’s home as I burst through the door. Everything looks the same—my secondhand furniture, my small kitchen, my carefully organized life—but it all feels foreign now. Tainted by the knowledge of what I’ve lost, what I never really had to begin with.

I drag my old suitcase from the closet, throwing clothes into it with desperate efficiency. I don’t have much—two years of hiding taught me to live light—but even packing this little feels like too much time, too much exposure.

My phone buzzes. My heart stops.

Griffin.

I decline the call without reading the message preview, my hands shaking so badly I nearly drop the phone. It immediately starts ringing again.

Nolan.

Decline.

Declan.

Decline.

They know I’m gone. They know I know. How long before they show up here? How long before I end up like Jessica, Maria, and Lisa?

I try calling Becca with shaking fingers, but it goes straight to voicemail. She’s probably at work, probably can’t take personal calls. I hang up without leaving a message—what would I even say? Help me, I’ve been incredibly stupid and now I need to disappear again?

My phone buzzes with a text from Griffin: Kit, where are you? We’re worried.

The concern in those words might have fooled me yesterday. Now they just sound like the manipulative lies they are.

Another buzz: Please call us. We just want to make sure you’re safe.

Safe. The irony would be funny if it weren’t so terrifying.

Before I can lose my nerve, before I can talk myself out of it, I scroll to another contact.

Mom.

It rings once. Twice. What if she doesn’t answer? What if she sees my number and decides I’m not worth her time?

“Katherine?” Her voice is sharp with surprise and something that might be concern. “What’s wrong?”

The sound of my real name, spoken with genuine worry instead of disappointment, breaks something inside me. Tears that I’ve been holding back start falling, hot and fast and unstoppable.

“Mom,” I gasp, my voice breaking on the word. “I need your help.”

Silence stretches between us, and for a horrible moment I think she’s going to hang up. Tell me I made my bed and now I have to lie in it. Remind me that I chose to cut ties with the family.

“Where are you?” she asks instead, and her voice is gentler than I’ve heard it in years. “Tell me what happened.”

“I... I have nowhere to go, Mom.” The words tear out of me like a confession. “I’m in trouble, and I don’t know what to do.”

“Give me your address,” she says immediately. “I’ll send someone to come get you right now.”

I rattle off my apartment details through my tears, hardly believing this is happening. That after everything, my mother is the one offering to save me.

“Don’t go anywhere,” she says firmly. “Don’t talk to anyone. I’ll send someone as soon as I can.”

The line goes dead, leaving me alone with my tears and my suitcase and the terrible knowledge that everything I thought I’d found was a lie.

My phone buzzes again. Griffin: Kit, please. You’re scaring us. Just tell us you’re okay.

I turn the phone off and sink to the floor of my tiny apartment, surrounded by the wreckage of my carefully rebuilt life.

How could I have been so wrong about them?

But even as I ask the question, I know the answer. Because I wanted to believe. Because after Roman, after my mother’s betrayal, after two years of emptiness, I was desperate for someone to see me as worth protecting.

And predators are very good at giving people exactly what they think they want.

The worst part? Even knowing what I know now, part of me still aches for them. Still remembers the gentle way Griffin touched my face, the protective fury in Nolan’s eyes, the playful warmth of Declan’s smile.

But that was all fake. It had to be.

Outside my window, Cleveland goes about its morning routine, oblivious to the fact that my world has just ended for the second time.

All I can do now is wait for whoever my mother sends and hope that this time, she won’t let me down.


Chapter Thirty-Five

ROMAN

Two years. Two goddamn years Katherine has been hiding from me like some frightened little mouse. But the hunt is finally over.

I stand at the floor-to-ceiling windows of my Cleveland hotel suite, watching the city sprawl beneath me like a conquered territory. Somewhere out there, my omega is running scared, probably thinking she’s so clever for evading me this long. The thought makes my lips curve into a smile that has nothing to do with warmth.

She never understood that I would find her eventually. That I would never stop hunting her, never give up the chase. Katherine always was naive—thinking she could simply disappear from my life without consequences. As if an alpha of my caliber would just accept being abandoned, would let his omega slip away into the night like some common deserter.

The breakthrough came a couple of weeks ago when Eleanor finally contacted me. Katherine reached out to me, she’d said. After all this time, she finally called.

Eleanor had been pathetically easy to manipulate. A few careful words about how much I’d “missed” Katherine, some strategic concern about wanting to “reconcile” with her, and suddenly her mother was providing details about their conversation. Cleveland. That’s where my little omega had been hiding, playing at being someone else.

It took some time, but I eventually tracked her down. Kit Ellis—such a pedestrian name for someone who used to be Katherine Lawson, who was destined to be Katherine Slater. Working as a cleaning lady, of all things. The mental image of my sophisticated omega scrubbing toilets disgusted me, but the knowledge that I’ll be the one to save her—that I will restore her to her rightful place—sends a delicious surge of power through me.

Hiring Sentinel Security had been inspired. A way to get close to her, to remind her exactly who she was running from. I’d prepared for tears, for pleas, for the inevitable begging that would come when she realized her pathetic attempt at a new life was over.

What I hadn’t prepared for was catching her scent.

The moment she’d appeared in that lobby a couple of days ago, terror written across her pale face, I’d caught it. Just a whisper at first, but unmistakable. Vanilla. Sweet, intoxicating vanilla, laced with a hint of jasmine. The same irresistible combination that had nearly broken my control the very first time we met.

My cock had hardened instantly, right there in front of those brutish alphas she worked for. After months of that revolting chamomile stench that had made me want to retch every time I got near her, my Katherine was finally returning to what she was meant to be.

My omega.

The realization had been intoxicating, overwhelming. For two years I’d convinced myself I was hunting her down out of principle, out of wounded pride at being abandoned. But breathing in even that faint trace of her true scent again reminded me of the truth—I was addicted to her. Had been from the very first moment she’d walked into that charity gala, her nervous energy and jasmine sweetness calling to every predatory instinct I possessed.

She’d run the moment she saw me, of course. Bolted like the frightened little prey animal she’d always been. But not before I’d seen the recognition in her eyes, the way her face had gone white with terror.

Good. She should be afraid.

What disgusted me was watching those three alphas from Sentinel follow her. The protective way they’d immediately gone after her, like guard dogs responding to an omega’s distress. The thought of their hands on her, their scents mixing with hers, made my jaw clench with possessive fury.

I’d followed them when they left the building, keeping a careful distance as they drove through the city to what was obviously their private residence—an estate that reeked of money and alpha privilege. I’d waited outside for hours, my patience wearing thin as the night stretched on. When Katherine didn’t emerge, when the lights in the estate stayed on well into the early morning hours, the implications became clear.

She’d spent the night with them. My omega. In their bed.

The rage that had flooded through me was volcanic, barely contained. Katherine had refused my touch for months, her body rejecting me even as I tried to show her how an omega should behave. Her inability to produce slick, her complete lack of heat cycles—it had been humiliating, infuriating. Proof that she was fundamentally broken in some essential way.

But apparently she wasn’t too broken to spread her legs for three strangers.

The betrayal cut deeper than I’d expected. Not just the sexual aspect—though the thought of other alphas touching what belonged to me made me want to tear Cleveland apart brick by brick—but the implication that she’d been lying about her condition all along. That she’d been capable of normal omega responses and had simply chosen to withhold them from me.

Well. We’ll see about that.

I turn away from the window and begin pacing the length of the suite, my expensive Italian shoes silent against the plush carpet. The space is exactly what I’d demanded when my assistant made the reservation—penthouse level, panoramic views, furnishings that speak of wealth and taste. Soon Katherine will be back in surroundings worthy of her.

Soon she’ll be back where she belongs. Back with me.

I’d stayed outside the alphas’ estate until the next day, but when Katherine still didn’t emerge, I knew I had to find another way. I’d seen her leave Sentinel with that old woman once, so when I spotted the hag again, I followed her. It was easy enough to get her phone from her purse.

Texting Katherine about those missing omegas—the ones from Cleveland, the ones we know are dead—was a stroke of brilliance. I might not be involved in the day-to-day business, but every name that passes through our transporter still crosses my desk.

It’s only a matter of time before Katherine comes out of hiding.

My phone buzzes against the marble countertop of the wet bar. Eleanor’s name flashes across the screen, and I answer on the second ring.

“Roman?” Her voice carries that familiar note of anxious authority, the tone of a woman accustomed to controlling everything around her. “I have Katherine’s address. She’s heading there now.”

Finally.

“Text it to me,” I say, already moving toward the walk-in closet where I’d unpacked my things. “How did you get it?”

“She called me just now. Panicked, crying, saying she needed help.” Eleanor’s voice turns cold, disapproving. “Apparently she’s gotten herself involved with some unsuitable alphas. I told her I’d send someone to come collect her.”

Unsuitable. The word tastes bitter with irony. As if any alpha could be more suitable for Katherine than the one she was always meant to belong to.

“You did well, Eleanor.” I pull my jacket from its hanger, checking that everything I need is secured in the inner pocket. “I’ll take care of this from here.”

“Roman.” Her voice stops me as I’m about to hang up. “You’d better make sure you claim her properly this time. I won’t have my daughter running around like some feral omega, embarrassing the family name.”

This time. As if her failure to respond to me before had been my fault rather than proof of how deeply damaged she was.

“Don’t worry,” I assure her, my voice smooth with confidence. “Katherine will be exactly the omega she was always meant to be. I’ll make sure of it.”

I end the call and check my watch. The text with Katherine’s address arrives moments later, and I memorize the location before deleting it. Can’t be too careful—not when I’m this close to getting what I want.

From the inner pocket of my jacket, I withdraw a small medical case, no larger than a prescription bottle. Inside, nestled in protective foam, is a single injection pen. Clear liquid, no distinguishing marks, nothing that would raise questions if discovered.

Heat accelerator. Military grade, acquired through channels that officially don’t exist. One injection, and any omega will be in full heat within two hours regardless of their natural cycle. Originally developed for controlled breeding programs or extreme compatibility testing.

For me, it’s the key to finally claiming what’s mine.

I’d tried everything else during our months together. Patience, when her scent first started changing. Gentle encouragement when she stopped responding to my touch. Even rougher handling when it became clear she was being deliberately difficult.

Nothing had worked. Katherine’s broken omega biology had resisted every attempt to trigger her natural responses.

But she can’t resist this. No omega can.

Once the accelerator takes effect, she’ll be desperate, needy, her body finally producing the slick and pheromones that had been missing for so long. She’ll beg me to knot her, to mark her, to make the burning need stop. And finally—finally—I’ll be able to complete the bond that should have happened two years ago.

The thought of her in heat, helpless and wanting, makes my cock throb against the confines of my perfectly tailored trousers. I can almost smell her already—jasmine and vanilla thick with arousal, the way she’d smelled during those first few weeks before everything went wrong.

My Katherine. Sweet, submissive, desperate for alpha guidance.

The way she was always meant to be.

I slip the injection pen back into my jacket and head for the door. Time to collect my omega and remind her exactly who she belongs to.

Soon, my sweet little omega, I think as the elevator carries me down toward the parking garage. Very soon, you’ll be mine again. Forever this time.

And this time, there will be no escape.


Chapter Thirty-Six

KIT

My suitcase sits by the door like a gravestone marking the death of another life. Everything I’ve built over the past two years—my tiny apartment that smelled like freedom instead of fear, my carefully curated independence, the illusion of safety—all of it crammed into one battered piece of luggage.

I perch on the edge of my couch, hands clasped so tightly in my lap that my knuckles have gone white. The silence in my apartment feels heavy, oppressive, broken only by the tick of the cheap wall clock that’s been counting down the minutes until whoever my mother sends arrives.

My mother. The woman who chose Roman over her own daughter two years ago, who told me to go back to my abuser and try harder to be a better victim. But this morning, when I’d called her in desperation, something had been different in her voice. Regret, maybe even shame.

“Katherine, I’m so sorry,” she’d said, her voice softer than usual. “I’ve been thinking about what happened between us, and I want to do better this time.”

The apology I’d waited my whole life to hear, finally spoken when I was at my lowest point.

“From now on, I’m on your side. Let me send someone to get you, sweetheart. Let me make this right.”

I’d cried at those words—actually sobbed with relief that finally, finally, my mother was choosing me. That she’d learned from her mistakes and was ready to be the parent I’d always needed.

I’d trusted those words completely. When your world is falling apart and the person who gave you life promises to save you, swears they’ve changed, you grab that lifeline with both hands and pray it’s real this time.

The walls of my studio seem to be closing in, covered with the ghosts of a life I’d convinced myself was real. The small bookshelf filled with novels I’d bought from secondhand stores. The coffee maker that brewed terrible coffee but was mine. The single window that looked out onto the alley but let in enough morning light to make me feel less like I was hiding underground.

God, I’d been so proud of this place when I first found it. After months of sleeping on Becca’s aunt’s couch, this cramped studio had felt like a palace. My own key, my own door, my own space where no one could tell me what to do or who to be.

Now it just feels like another cage I’m fleeing.

My phone buzzes, jolting me from my melancholy. The display shows an unknown number, but when I answer, a familiar voice fills the silence.

“Kit, dear? It’s Mrs. Winters.”

Relief floods through me at the sound of her warm, maternal voice. “Mrs. Winters, hi. How are you?”

“Oh, fine, fine. Listen, I have some extra sweaters in my car that I was going to donate—they’re barely worn, and I think they’d fit you perfectly. I’m going to leave them on my desk before I head home tonight. Just stop by and pick them up from my office when you come in for your shift later.”

I freeze, confusion cutting through my emotional fog like a blade. “My shift? Mrs. Winters, I... I won’t be coming in tonight. I’m quitting. Like you told me to.”

“Quitting?” Her voice sounds genuinely surprised. “What do you mean, like I told you to?”

My heart stops. The confusion in her voice isn’t fake—it’s real. Completely, devastatingly real.

“Mrs. Winters,” I say slowly, ice forming in my veins. “You sent me a text message yesterday. You told me to quit my job. You said the alphas were dangerous.”

Silence stretches between us, heavy and wrong.

“Kit, dear,” she says finally, her voice careful and worried. “I never sent you any text message.”

Terror sends my heart into overdrive. “Mrs. Winters... why are you calling me from your landline instead of your cell phone? You always use your cell.”

A pause. Too long, too heavy. “Oh, I lost my phone yesterday. Dropped it somewhere at the grocery store, I think. Such a nuisance. I’ll need to buy a replacement tomorrow.”

My heart slams against my ribs so hard I’m surprised it doesn’t crack.

I can’t breathe. Can’t think. My mind races back to the text message that shattered my world this morning. The warning about Griffin, Nolan, and Declan. The names of the missing omegas.

Mrs. Winters didn’t send that message.

But someone used her phone to send it.

Who had access to her phone yesterday?

The realization hits me like a freight train, devastating and absolute. The warning message. The missing omegas. The desperate flight from the alphas who’d shown me nothing but kindness and protection.

It was all a lie.

Roman.

His name echoes in my head like a death knell. Somehow, he’d gotten access to Mrs. Winters’ phone. Somehow, he’d known exactly what to say to make me run from the only safety I’d found in years.

And I’d fallen for it completely.

My hands shake as the pieces fall into place with sickening clarity. The message had been perfectly crafted to hit every one of my fears, to send me spiraling back into the terror and paranoia that Roman had spent months instilling in me. The missing omegas, the warning about the alphas I’d trusted—it was all designed to make me run.

Right into his waiting arms.

“Kit? Kit, are you still there?”

Mrs. Winters’ voice sounds far away, like I’m hearing it through water. I realize I’ve been holding my breath, my body locked in a paralysis of horror.

“I... I have to go,” I whisper.

“Kit, what’s wrong? You sound—”

I hang up, my hands trembling so violently I nearly drop the phone. My apartment suddenly feels like a trap, the walls closing in as panic claws at my throat. If Roman has Mrs. Winters’ phone, if he sent that message, then he knows I found it. He knows I ran.

He knows exactly where I am.

The knock at my door comes soft and polite, like a neighbor asking to borrow sugar. But I know that knock. I’d know it anywhere—the controlled, measured rhythm that speaks of someone who’s never had to demand entry because doors always open for him eventually.

My heart stops. It can’t be him. It has to be whoever my mother sent—she said she’d send someone to get me soon, said she was going to make this right. Please let it be whoever my mother sent.

“Katherine?” His voice drifts through the thin wood, warm and cultured and absolutely terrifying. “I know you’re in there. Why don’t you open the door so we can talk?”

I’m frozen on my couch, every muscle locked in place as if staying perfectly still might make me invisible. As if the flimsy door between us could protect me from the monster I’d spent two years running from.

“I’m not angry, Katherine. I understand why you left—you were confused, overwhelmed. It’s natural for an omega to feel frightened when her biology starts changing.” His voice remains perfectly calm, reasonable. The same tone he’d used to explain why my behavior was unacceptable, why I needed correction, why everything was always my fault.

“I’ve missed you terribly. We have so much to discuss.”

I should run. I should grab my suitcase and bolt for the fire escape, scramble down the rusty metal ladder and disappear into the Cleveland streets. But my legs won’t work, my body won’t respond to the desperate commands of my brain.

Another knock, more insistent this time. “Katherine, you’re being very rude. Open the door. We both know you don’t have anywhere else to go.”

He’s right. I don’t have anywhere to go.

Becca is hours away and unreachable. Whoever my mother sent should be here soon—but what if they don’t arrive in time? The alphas I’d trusted—the ones whose scents I can still smell on my skin, whose gentle touches had made me feel whole for the first time in my life—I’d run from them based on lies.

And now I’m alone with the monster who’d destroyed me once and was here to finish the job.

“I’m coming in now, Katherine.” Roman’s voice takes on that edge I remember so well, the subtle shift that meant his patience was wearing thin. “I’d prefer if you opened the door yourself, but I’m not opposed to other methods.”

The sound of metal scraping against metal reaches my ears—he’s doing something to my lock. A moment later, I hear the distinct click of the mechanism giving way. Of course he’d know how to pick a lock. Roman always was resourceful when it came to getting what he wanted.

The door swings open, and there he is. Tall, elegant, perfectly dressed in a charcoal suit. His blond hair is styled to perfection, his cold blue eyes bright with satisfaction as they take in my terrified form on the couch.

“Hello, Katherine,” he says, stepping into my sanctuary and closing the door behind him with a soft click. “You look well. A bit thin, perhaps, but we’ll fix that once you’re home where you belong.”

He moves with the same controlled grace I remember, every gesture calculated for maximum impact. When he sits down in my single armchair—my chair, in my apartment—he looks completely at ease, like he owns the place.

Like he owns me.

“Did you really think you could hide from me forever?” His voice is conversational, almost amused. “Oh, sweetheart. You know me better than that.”

I find my voice, though it comes out as barely a whisper. “How did you find me?”

“How did I find you?” He smiles, the expression cold and predatory. “Your mother was very helpful once I explained how worried I was about you. She’s been hoping you’d come to your senses for years now. Sweet Eleanor gave me your address not thirty minutes ago.”

The words hit me like a sledgehammer to the chest. My mother. The woman I’d called in my darkest moment, begging for help, trusting her to save me. She’d taken my desperate plea and handed my location directly to my abuser.

“She said you called her earlier, panicked and scared,” Roman continues, clearly enjoying my devastation. “She was so concerned about you getting involved with unsuitable alphas. We both agreed you needed to come home where you belong.”

“The text message,” I manage. “Mrs. Winters’ phone.”

“Clever girl.” His smile widens. “I knew you’d need the right motivation to leave your new... friends. A little research into missing omegas, a concerned message from a trusted figure—” He shrugs elegantly. “You always were easy to manipulate when you’re frightened.”

The words hit like slaps, each one designed to remind me how powerless I am, how easily he can control me even from a distance.

“They’re not—” I start to say, then stop. What’s the point in defending Griffin, Nolan, and Declan? I’d already destroyed whatever trust we’d built with my panicked flight.

“They’re not what, Katherine? Not dangerous?” Roman laughs, the sound sharp and cutting. “Oh, but they are. Just not in the way you think. They’re dangerous because they made you forget the most important thing: you belong to me.”

He leans forward in the chair, his blue eyes fixed on my face with laser intensity. “But that’s going to change now. I’m going to remind you exactly what you are, exactly where you belong.”

From his jacket pocket, he withdraws something small and silver—a medical injection pen that glints under the harsh fluorescent light of my apartment.

“What is that?” The question escapes before I can stop it.

His smile turns absolutely feral. “Your biology lesson, sweetheart. You’ve been broken for far too long, and it’s time to fix that.”

Understanding hits me like a lightning bolt, and suddenly I can’t get enough air. “No. Roman, please—”

“Please what?” He stands, moving toward me with predatory grace. “Please don’t give you what your body is crying out for? Please don’t help you become the omega you were always meant to be?”

I scramble backward on the couch, but there’s nowhere to go, nowhere to run. The wall presses against my back as Roman approaches, injection pen held like a weapon.

“This is going to hurt for just a moment,” he says, his voice taking on that soothing, patronizing tone I remember so well. “And then you’re going to thank me for helping you remember who you really are.”

The needle slides into my neck before I can move, before I can scream, before I can do anything but feel the sharp bite of metal piercing my skin.

“There we go,” Roman murmurs, smoothing my hair back from my face with fingers that feel like ice. “Such a good girl. In a few hours, you’ll be begging me to make the burning stop.”

He settles back into the chair, checking his expensive watch with casual satisfaction. “And then, my sweet Katherine, we’re going home. For good this time.”

As whatever he’s injected into me begins to burn through my veins like liquid fire, one thought echoes through my panicking mind: I should have trusted them.


Chapter Thirty-Seven

GRIFFIN

Iwake to the scent of jasmine and vanilla flooding my senses, so heady and potent it makes my cock harden before I’m fully conscious. Kit’s true scent, finally unleashed after years of suppression, wraps around me like silk. Even in sleep, my body responds to the promise of our omega, warm and pliant in our bed.

A smile tugs at my lips as the memories of last night wash over me. The way she’d looked at us with those storm-gray eyes dark with desire. The sounds she’d made when we touched her, claimed her, knotted her. The absolute trust she’d shown us, giving herself completely despite every instinct that told her alphas were dangerous.

Our omega.

The thought fills me with a satisfaction so deep it borders on primal. After years of meaningless encounters, of wondering if we’d ever find our match, Kit had fallen into our lives like a gift we never dared hope for. Beautiful, brilliant, brave—everything we never knew we needed.

I reach across the bed, seeking the warmth of her body, already imagining how she’ll wake in my arms. Sleepy and satisfied, maybe a little sore from being so thoroughly claimed. I’ll kiss her awake, worship every inch of skin I can reach, show her exactly how precious she is to us.

My hand finds only cold sheets.

I blink, confusion cutting through the haze of contentment. The indentation where she’d slept is still there, but the sheets are cool to the touch. She’s been gone for a while.

“Kit?” I call softly, not wanting to wake Nolan and Declan if she’s just in the bathroom.

Silence.

I sit up, running a hand through my hair as I scan the bedroom. Her clothes from yesterday are gone from the floor where we’d discarded them in our haste. The sight makes my chest tighten with something I don’t want to name.

“Nolan. Declan.” My voice comes out sharper than I intended. “Wake up.”

Nolan stirs first, those blue eyes opening immediately—a habit from years in intelligence work where waking slowly could get you killed. He takes in my expression and goes instantly alert.

“What’s wrong?”

“Kit’s gone.”

The words tear through both of them. Declan bolts upright, his hair disheveled, green eyes wide with alarm.

“Gone? What do you mean gone?”

“She’s not here.” I’m already climbing out of bed, pulling on the pants I’d discarded hours ago. “Her clothes are missing.”

We move through the house like a tactical unit, checking every room, every possible hiding place. 

Nothing. No trace of her except that lingering scent that seems to mock us with its sweetness.

“Should we call her?” Declan asks, his voice uncertain. “Maybe she just needs some space to process everything that happened.”

I hesitate, my hand hovering over my phone. Part of me knows he’s right—Kit has been through a lot, and pushing too hard could make things worse. But the thought of her out there alone, possibly scared or hurt, especially with Roman still looking for her, overrides every rational consideration.

“She could be in trouble,” I say, pulling out my phone. “We need to know she’s safe.”

I dial her number, my heart hammering as it rings once, twice—then she declines the call. The rejection feels like a knife to the chest.

“She declined,” I say, staring at my phone in disbelief.

“Let me try,” Nolan says, already dialing. His call rings briefly before being declined as well. The muscle in his jaw ticks dangerously.

Declan tries next, his Irish accent thick with worry as he mutters under his breath. “Come on, Kit, pick up...” But she declines his call too.

“Now it’s going straight to voicemail,” I say, trying again. “She’s turned her phone off.”

Declan tries texting, his fingers flying across his phone screen. “The messages aren’t even being delivered now. She’s definitely turned her phone off.”

I lean against the kitchen counter, my mind racing through possibilities, through contingencies I never wanted to consider. “She left willingly. There’s no sign of a struggle, no indication she was taken. And there’s no way anyone could have gotten past our security without us knowing.”

The words taste like ash in my mouth.

“But why?” Declan’s voice cracks slightly. “Last night was... Christ, it was perfect. She was perfect. The way she responded to us, the way she looked at us—”

“Like she was home,” Nolan finishes quietly. “Like she finally belonged somewhere.”

I remember every detail. The way her eyes had gone soft when I called her beautiful. How she’d arched into Declan’s touch like she was starving for gentleness. The absolute trust in her expression when she begged us to knot her, to claim her, to make her ours.

None of it had been fake. I’ve spent years reading people, and Kit’s responses last night were completely genuine. The way her scent had deepened and sweetened, the sounds she’d made, the way her body had opened for us—you can’t fake that level of biological response.

“She felt it too,” I say, more to myself than to them. “The connection. The bond. It wasn’t just physical attraction—it was deeper than that.”

“Then why did she run?” Declan demands, his voice thick with emotion. “If she felt what we felt, if she wanted what we could give her, why the hell did she leave?”

The question hangs in the air like an accusation. I close my eyes, trying to think past the panic clawing at my throat. Kit doesn’t run without reason. Everything she’s told us about her past, about Roman, about the trauma that changed her very biology—she’s learned to be careful, to protect herself.

Something scared her. Something made her believe she wasn’t safe with us.

“Maybe she got overwhelmed,” Nolan suggests, but his voice lacks conviction. “The intensity of what happened between us, the way her omega biology awakened so suddenly—”

“No.” I shake my head. “Kit doesn’t run from things that are good for her. She runs from things that threaten her. Something made her believe we were a threat.”

“That’s insane,” Declan says, frustration bleeding into his voice. “We’ve done nothing but protect her, care for her, show her that not all alphas are monsters—”

“What if she doesn’t see it that way?” The words come out harder than I intend. “What if we moved too fast? What if she woke up this morning and realized she’d given herself to three alphas she barely knows?”

The possibility hits like a punch to the gut. Last night, in the heat of claiming our omega, it had felt so right, so inevitable. But in the cold light of morning, maybe Kit saw it differently. Maybe she saw three powerful alphas who’d isolated her, brought her to their home, overwhelmed her with sensation until she couldn’t think straight.

Maybe she saw Roman.

“Fuck.” Nolan’s voice is raw. “What if she thinks we’re like him? What if she thinks we manipulated her into bed?”

“She was willing,” I say firmly. “More than willing. She initiated half of what happened.”

“But her trauma response might not see it that way,” Declan points out quietly. “Trauma doesn’t always respond to logic. If something triggered her flight response...”

I think about the careful way Kit had built her life over the past two years. The isolation, the invisibility, the complete avoidance of alphas until we crashed into her world. She’d been safe in her small apartment, her cleaning jobs, her carefully constructed distance from anything that might remind her of Roman.

And we’d shattered all of that in a matter of weeks.

“We need to find her,” I say, pushing away from the counter. “We need to talk to her, explain—”

“Explain what?” Nolan’s voice is bitter. “That we’re not like her abuser? That we actually care about her? She’s heard all of that before, Griffin. From Roman. Sweet words and gentle touches right up until they weren’t.”

The truth of it hits like a blade between my ribs. She had mentioned that Roman had been charming at first. Abusers always are—they lure their victims in with kindness before revealing their true nature. From Kit’s perspective, our behavior might look exactly the same.

Three powerful alphas, showing her attention, making her feel special, isolating her from other people. The pattern would be horrifyingly familiar.

“She’s terrified,” I realize aloud. “She woke up this morning and saw the situation clearly for the first time. Three alphas, one omega, complete power imbalance. Everything Roman taught her to fear.”

“So what do we do?” Declan asks. “How do we prove we’re different if she won’t even talk to us?”

Before I can answer, my phone rings. Mrs. Winters’ name flashes on the screen, and I answer immediately, hoping against hope she has some information about Kit.

“Mrs. Winters.”

“Griffin, I’m so glad you answered.” Her voice carries an urgency I’ve never heard before. “I just had the strangest conversation with Kit, and I’m worried something’s very wrong.”

My blood turns to ice. “What kind of conversation?”

“She called a couple of minutes ago, very upset. She was asking about text messages I supposedly sent her, warning her about you and the boys being dangerous. She mentioned something about missing omegas.”

“What?” The word comes out as a growl.

“I never sent any text messages, Griffin. I lost my phone yesterday at the grocery store. But Kit seemed convinced I’d warned her about you three, told her to quit her job. She was terrified.”

The pieces click into place with devastating clarity. Someone used Mrs. Winters’ stolen phone to send Kit fake warnings. Someone who knew exactly what to say to trigger her deepest fears.

“Roman,” I breathe.

“I’m sorry, what?”

“Mrs. Winters, we have to go. Thank you.”

I hang up immediately and look at my pack brothers, seeing my own desperation reflected in their faces.

We’re already moving toward our clothes, my mind calculating drive times, routes, contingencies.

“Roman has her,” Nolan says. It’s not a question.

“And we gave him the perfect opening,” I reply grimly. “He manipulated her into running from the only people who could protect her.”

We’re dressed and moving toward the door in under two minutes, but it feels like an eternity. Every second we waste is another second Roman has with Kit, another moment for him to hurt her, to undo all the healing we’ve helped her achieve.

On the way out, Declan’s hands are clenched into fists. “If he’s hurt her—”

“We’ll kill him,” Nolan finishes simply.

I don’t contradict him. Roman Slater has spent years hunting our omega, terrorizing her, breaking her down piece by piece. If he’s hurt her again, if he’s undone the progress she’s made, the trust she’s learned to give...

There won’t be enough left of him to bury.

The garage feels like a tomb as we climb into the car. I start the engine and pull out into Cleveland traffic, my hands steady on the wheel despite the chaos in my chest.

Please let us be in time, I think as we race through the city toward Kit’s apartment. Please let her be okay.

But deep down, I know we’re already too late. Roman didn’t spend two years hunting Kit just to have a conversation. He has plans for her, and none of them involve letting her go a second time.

The thought makes me press harder on the accelerator, weaving through traffic with a recklessness that would normally appall me. But nothing matters now except getting to Kit.

Nothing matters except bringing our omega home.


Chapter Thirty-Eight

KIT

Fire courses through my veins like molten lava, every cell in my body screaming with a need so intense I can barely form coherent thoughts through the haze of artificial heat. The injection Roman gave me is working exactly as he intended—my body is betraying me in the most fundamental way possible, flooding my system with hormones that make my skin feel too tight and my bones ache with desperate hunger.

I’m curled on my narrow bed like a wounded animal, my knees drawn up to my chest in a futile attempt to contain the burning. Sweat beads on my forehead in thick droplets, rolling down my temples and soaking through my navy cleaning uniform until the fabric clings to my overheated skin like a second, suffocating layer. The rough polyester scratches against my hypersensitive flesh, every fiber feeling like sandpaper against nerves that are raw and exposed.

My thighs are slick with arousal I can’t stop, can’t control—evidence of my body’s complete rebellion against my will. The wetness spreads across my inner thighs, warm and shameful, as my core clenches around nothing with a desperate need that makes me want to sob. The empty ache between my legs is so intense it’s almost painful, like hunger twisted into something cruel and demanding.

Roman lounges in my single armchair like a predator watching his prey slowly bleed out, his expensive suit pristine despite the chaos he’s brought into my tiny sanctuary. His cold blue eyes track every shiver, every whimper, every drop of sweat that rolls down my flushed skin. He’s loosened his silk tie just enough to reveal the hollow of his throat, rolled up his sleeves to expose his pale forearms—settling in to savor every moment of my suffering like it’s fine wine.

“Beautiful,” he murmurs, his cultured voice thick with anticipation that makes my stomach turn. “You smell exactly like you used to, Katherine. Pure jasmine and vanilla, just the way I remember. Just the way you were meant to smell before you broke yourself trying to run from me.”

His words slither through the air like smoke, coating everything they touch with poison. I squeeze my eyes shut so tightly that stars burst behind my eyelids, trying to block out his presence, his voice, the way his scent fills my tiny apartment like a toxic cloud. He smells exactly like he always did—that sharp antiseptic bite mixed with iron, like a hospital room where something has died. But now it’s worse, corrupted by his arousal and anticipation, creating a miasma that makes bile rise in my throat with each shallow breath.

“Don’t look away from me,” he commands, his voice taking on that razor edge I remember with crystal clarity—the tone that used to make me scramble to obey, to please, to disappear into myself until the storm passed. “Open your eyes, Katherine. I want to watch every moment as you fall apart.”

I keep my eyes squeezed shut in defiance, my hands fisted so tightly in my threadbare sheets that my knuckles go white. Another wave of artificial heat crashes over me like a tsunami, stealing my breath and making my back arch involuntarily off the mattress. My core clenches again, harder this time, sending liquid fire racing through my nerve endings. Slick flows heavier now, coating my thighs in shameful evidence of what this drug is doing to my body, and I press my legs together desperately, trying to maintain some shred of dignity in this nightmare.

It’s no use. My body is responding to the chemical heat with a desperation that terrifies me, every cell screaming for relief I refuse to ask for.

“Soon you’ll be begging for my knot,” Roman says, his voice dropping to that silky purr he used to use when he thought he was being seductive. “Begging me to fill that emptiness, to make the burning stop, to give you what your body is crying out for. And only then—when you admit that you belong to me, when you apologize for running away like a spoiled child—will I give you what you need.”

“Never,” I gasp through gritted teeth, forcing my eyes open despite the burning heat coursing through my body. I stare directly into his cold blue gaze, letting him see the fury blazing in my eyes like twin flames. “I will never beg for you.”

The words come out stronger than I feel, powered by a rage that burns even hotter than the artificial heat flooding my system. I hold his stare without wavering, my chin lifting in defiance despite the sweat beading on my forehead and the tremor in my limbs.

“I’d rather die,” I add, my voice steady and unflinching, each word deliberate and cutting. I want him to see exactly what he’s lost—the broken omega he once controlled is gone forever, replaced by someone who would choose death over surrender.

Roman’s perfectly composed mask slips for just a moment, surprise flickering across his aristocratic features like lightning before settling into something darker, more dangerous. His pale eyebrows draw together in a frown that transforms his handsome face into something cruel and calculating.

“That’s new,” he says slowly, unfolding his tall frame from the chair with predatory grace. Each movement is precise, controlled, like a snake preparing to strike. “You used to be so obedient, so eager to please. What changed you, Katherine? What turned my sweet little omega into this... defiant creature?”

He moves closer to the bed, his expensive leather shoes silent against my worn carpet. I scramble backward until my spine hits the cold wall, plaster rough against my overheated skin. There’s nowhere to run in this cramped space, nowhere to hide from the monster who’s invaded my sanctuary.

“What happened to my sweet, submissive omega?” he asks, tilting his head like he’s genuinely curious about the answer.

“She grew a spine,” I spit, surprising myself with the venom in my voice, the way it cuts through the air like a blade.

His hand moves so fast I barely see it coming—a blur of pale flesh and rage that connects with my cheek in a sharp crack that echoes off the walls. Stars explode behind my eyelids as my head snaps to the side, the metallic taste of blood flooding my mouth where my teeth cut into my inner cheek.

Before I can recover, his fingers tangle in my dark hair, yanking my head back with brutal efficiency that makes my scalp burn. My neck is stretched taut, exposed and vulnerable, as he forces me to meet his gaze.

“There’s my girl,” he breathes against my ear, his breath hot and disgusting against my sweat-dampened skin. He inhales deeply at my neck, right over my scent glands where the jasmine and vanilla are strongest, and I feel him shudder with want. “God, you smell incredible. I’ve missed this so much, Katherine. Missed having you where you belong.”

“Don’t touch me!” I scream, the words tearing from my throat raw and desperate. I try to pull away from his grip, but he’s stronger and the artificial heat is making me weak, making my movements sluggish and uncoordinated. “Get your fucking hands off me!”

But his free hand is already trailing down my body, possessive and claiming, fingers pressing against my overheated skin through the thin fabric of my uniform. Everywhere he touches feels contaminated, wrong, like poison seeping through my pores.

“You’re different,” he observes, his voice carrying a note of fascination that chills me to the bone despite the fire raging through my system. “Fighting back this time instead of just taking what I give you. Those alphas taught you some interesting habits, didn’t they?”

The mention of Griffin, Nolan, and Declan sends a fresh wave of emotion through my chest—not pain this time, but fierce, protective love. The memory of their gentle touches, their patient voices, the way they’d made me feel precious instead of broken.

“They didn’t teach me anything,” I say, my voice growing stronger with each word. “They showed me what real alphas are like. How they’re supposed to treat an omega—with respect, with kindness, with genuine care.”

Roman’s grip tightens in my hair, but I don’t stop. I can’t stop.

“They’re everything you’re not, Roman. They’re strong where you’re weak, kind where you’re cruel, generous where you’re pathetic and small.” The words pour out of me like poison I’ve been carrying for years. “They make me feel safe and cherished and beautiful. You made me feel broken and worthless and disgusting.”

His face is turning red with rage, his perfect composure finally cracking. “You little—”

“They’re real men,” I continue, my voice rising with conviction. “Real alphas who don’t need to break someone down to feel powerful. You’re nothing compared to them. Nothing but a small, cruel, pathetic excuse for an alpha who has to drug omegas to get what he wants.”

His hand trembles with fury where it grips my hair. “Shut up—”

“You know what the difference is between you and them?” I ask, meeting his furious gaze with defiant satisfaction. “They earned my trust. My love. My submission. You had to steal it.”

For a moment, Roman just stares at me in complete shock, his mouth slightly open as if he can’t process what he’s just heard. The Katherine he knew—the broken, submissive omega who apologized for breathing too loudly—would never have spoken to him like this. Would never have had the courage to compare him to other alphas and find him lacking.

Then his face contorts with rage. “How dare you,” he snarls, his voice shaking with fury. “How fucking dare you compare me to those animals—”

I gather every ounce of saliva I can muster and spit directly in his face.

The glob of moisture hits his cheek with a wet sound, and Roman jerks back in shock, releasing my hair as he wipes the spit away with the back of his hand. For a moment that stretches like eternity, we just stare at each other—him in complete disbelief, me in defiant satisfaction that tastes sweeter than anything I’ve experienced in years.

Then his expression turns murderous, features twisting into something ugly and brutal.

“You little bitch,” he snarls, his cultured accent slipping into something rougher, more honest. His hand rises to strike me again, fingers curled into a fist that promises real damage this time. “I’ll teach you to—”

The door to my apartment explodes inward with a crash that reverberates through the small space.

Griffin fills the doorway like an avenging angel carved from shadow and steel, his tall frame blocking out the hallway light. His eyes scan the room with deadly precision, taking in every detail—my position on the bed, Roman’s raised fist, the tears on my cheeks, the scent of artificial heat thick in the air. Behind him, Nolan and Declan crowd into my tiny space, their massive frames making my studio apartment feel like a dollhouse.

Relief floods through me so powerfully I nearly sob with it, stealing what little breath I have left. They came. Despite everything, despite my running, despite my refusal to trust them when it mattered most—they came for me.

“Get away from her,” Griffin’s voice is deadly quiet, the kind of controlled calm that promises swift and brutal violence. Every word is precisely articulated, each syllable carrying the weight of absolute authority.

Roman moves faster than I expect, one arm snaking around my waist to haul me against his chest while his other hand produces a knife from somewhere inside his jacket. I catch a glimpse of sharp metal before he presses it against the pulse point in my throat, cold against my overheated skin.

“Stay back,” Roman commands, his voice steady despite the chaos erupting around him. The cultured mask is back in place, but I can feel the tension in his body, the way his heart hammers against my back. “One step closer and I’ll open her pretty little throat.”

I feel the cold bite of metal against my skin and force myself to remain perfectly still, even as every instinct screams at me to fight, to run, to do anything but submit to his control again. The drug-induced heat is still raging through my system, making it hard to think clearly, but the sight of my alphas grounds me somehow.

They look magnificent and terrifying—three apex predators who’ve found someone threatening their pack. Griffin’s controlled facade has cracked completely, revealing the dangerous man underneath, all sharp angles and barely leashed violence. Nolan’s massive frame vibrates with barely contained rage, his blue eyes promising death in a dozen different ways. Declan’s easy charm has vanished entirely, replaced by something cold and calculating that makes him look like the killer I’m suddenly certain he is.

“You have five seconds to let her go,” Nolan growls, his voice carrying the promise of every nightmare Roman has ever had. “Before we tear you apart piece by piece.”

“I don’t think so,” Roman says, tightening his grip on me until I can barely breathe. “Katherine belongs to me. She always has. Whatever you think you had with her was just borrowed time—she’s mine by right, by nature, by everything that matters.”

I don’t let him finish. The knife is at my throat, but I can feel his grip loosening slightly as he focuses on taunting my alphas, his attention split between threats and posturing. It’s the opening I need, maybe the only one I’ll get.

I sink my teeth into the hand holding the knife, biting down as hard as I can until I taste copper on my tongue. Roman screams in shock and pain, the knife clattering to the floor as he jerks his hand away from my mouth.

The moment I’m free, three alphas explode into motion.

Griffin reaches Roman first, his fist connecting with his jaw in a satisfying crack that echoes through the small space. Nolan grabs Roman’s arm, twisting it behind his back with enough controlled force that I hear something pop—not quite breaking, but promising worse if he struggles. Declan kicks the knife away, sending it skittering across my worn carpet, then joins the others in restraining the man who’s terrorized me for years.

“Jesus Christ, Kit,” Declan breathes, his green eyes wide with admiration and concern as he looks at me. “You didn’t even need us.”

I’m shaking now, adrenaline and artificial heat warring in my system like competing drugs. “I... I bit him,” I say stupidly, staring at Roman’s bleeding hand where my teeth marks are clearly visible.

“Good,” Griffin says fiercely. His voice carries a savage satisfaction that sends warmth through my chest. “He deserves worse. He deserves everything we’re going to do to him.”

Roman spits blood onto my carpet, glaring at all of us with undiluted hatred that turns his handsome features ugly. “Fucking bitch,” he snarls, the cultured accent completely gone now, revealing the monster that was always lurking underneath. “You’ll regret this. All of you will regret this when I—”

Heavy footsteps echo in the hallway like thunder, and suddenly my tiny apartment is filled with more men in black tactical gear. Sentinel security, I realize, recognizing Rodriguez and Mitchell from the few times I’d glimpsed them at the office. They move with military precision, surrounding Roman like he’s a bomb that might detonate.

“Package secured,” one of them says into his radio, his voice clipped and professional. “Ready for transport to B2.”

“B2?” I ask weakly, sweat still beading on my forehead as another wave of artificial heat crashes over me.

“Special holding,” Griffin explains, his voice clipped with barely controlled rage. “Where we keep monsters so they can’t hurt anyone else.”

They drag Roman away, his expensive suit rumpled and torn, blood still dripping from his hand. But not before he manages one last venomous look in my direction, his cold blue eyes promising retribution.

“This isn’t over, Katherine,” he spits as they haul him toward the door. “You’ll always be mine. No matter how far you run, no matter who you hide behind—you’ll always belong to me.”

Then he’s gone, and I’m alone with my alphas in the ruins of my carefully constructed safe space.

I try to stand, but my legs won’t support me. The heat is intensifying with each passing moment, making everything fuzzy around the edges, turning my thoughts to honey-slow syrup. I sink back onto the bed, wrapping my arms around myself as another wave of need crashes over me.

“Kit,” Nolan says softly, his voice gentle in a way that makes my chest ache. “What did he give you?”

“Heat accelerator,” I whisper, barely able to form the words through the haze. “Injection. Military grade, he said. It’s... it’s getting worse every minute.”

Griffin’s jaw clenches so hard I can see the muscle jumping beneath his skin. “How long ago?”

“Maybe an hour? I don’t know anymore. Everything’s blurry, and time feels... wrong.”

The three of them exchange looks over my head.

“We need to get her home,” Declan says quietly. “She can’t stay here like this. It’s not safe.”

“Is that... is that okay?” I ask, my voice small and uncertain despite everything that’s just happened. “After what I did? After I ran from you based on lies?”

Griffin drops to his knees beside the bed, bringing his face level with mine. His eyes are soft with an emotion I can’t name, warm in a way I’ve never seen them before.

“Kit,” he says gently, his voice carrying absolute conviction. “You have nothing to apologize for. Nothing. Roman manipulated you into believing we were dangerous, used your own trauma against you. Anyone would have run.”

“But I should have trusted you,” I protest weakly, tears leaking from the corners of my eyes. “I should have known you were different, should have remembered how you made me feel—”

“No,” Nolan interrupts firmly, his massive frame radiating protective energy. “You did exactly what you needed to do to survive. Your instincts told you to run from a threat, so you ran. There’s no shame in protecting yourself, sweetheart.”

“You’re the bravest person I know,” Declan adds, his voice rough with emotion. “You survived Roman once, then you survived two years completely on your own, built a life from nothing. And today you fought him off until we could get here. You’re incredible, Kit. Absolutely incredible.”

Tears leak from the corners of my eyes, hot against my overheated cheeks. “I was so scared. And then I saw you, and I... I knew you’d come for me. Even after everything, I knew.”

“Always,” Griffin says simply, his voice carrying the weight of an unbreakable promise. “We will always come for you, no matter what. No matter where you are, no matter what’s happened—we will find you.”

Another wave of heat crashes over me like a tsunami, and I curl in on myself with a whimper that’s part pain, part desperate need. The artificial acceleration is relentless, pushing my body to its limits, demanding relief I can’t give myself.

“We need to get you somewhere safe,” Griffin says, standing with fluid grace. “Somewhere we can take care of you properly through this.”

“Home,” I whisper, and I realize I mean it with every fiber of my being. Not this tiny apartment that was never really mine, just another temporary place to hide. Home with them, where I belong, where I’ve felt like I belonged since the moment I got there.

Nolan scoops me up like I weigh nothing, cradling me against his massive chest with infinite care. His scent wraps around me—smoky sandalwood and protection and safety—and for the first time since the injection, I feel like I can breathe properly.

“We’ve got you, sweetheart,” he murmurs against my hair, his voice a rumble in his chest that I feel as much as hear. “We’re taking you home where you belong.”

As we leave my old life behind and head toward whatever comes next, I finally let myself believe it.

I’m safe. I’m going home.

I’m exactly where I belong.


Chapter Thirty-Nine

DECLAN

Icarry Kit up the front steps and across the threshold into our home—our sanctuary where she can finally be safe, finally be ours. Her small frame trembles against my chest, the artificial heat Roman injected into her making her skin burn like she’s running a fever. Every breath she takes fills the air with jasmine and vanilla so thick and intoxicating it makes my head spin.

“I’m so hot,” she gasps against my neck, her voice breaking with desperation. “I’m burning up. Please, I need these clothes off.”

Her cleaning uniform is soaked with sweat, clinging to her overheated skin like a second layer that’s only making things worse. Griffin and Nolan close ranks around us, their faces etched with the same protective fury I feel burning in my chest.

“Let’s get these clothes off you,” I whisper against her ear, my voice thick with concern and barely restrained desire.

We move as one unit through the living room, and I gently set her on her feet. Her legs are unsteady, but she immediately starts pulling at her navy polo shirt with jerky, desperate movements.

“Help me,” she pleads, her fingers fumbling with the fabric. “I can’t... it’s too hot.”

Griffin reaches for the hem of her shirt while Nolan supports her weight. “Easy, sweetheart,” Griffin murmurs. “We’ve got you.”

They work together to peel the navy fabric over her head, revealing her plain cotton bra underneath. Her skin is flushed pink and glistening with perspiration, and she immediately reaches behind herself to unclasp the bra.

“Too tight,” she gasps. “Everything’s too tight.”

Nolan helps her with the clasp, and the cotton falls away, baring her perfect breasts to our hungry gazes. She doesn’t stop there—her hands move to her pants, fumbling with the button and zipper.

“I need them off,” she whispers, her voice thick with need. “All of it. I’m burning up.”

Griffin drops to his knees to help with her pants while I steady her shoulders. Within moments, she’s completely naked, standing there flushed and trembling in our living room, her scent so rich and complex it makes my alpha instincts purr with satisfaction.

“Come on, let’s get you into the shower, sweetheart,” Griffin says gently, rising to his full height. “The cold water should bring your temperature down.”

She nods weakly and starts walking toward the bedroom on unsteady legs. We follow close behind, ready to catch her if she stumbles, and Christ—the view of her from behind makes my cock throb so hard it’s almost painful.

Her ass is absolutely perfect, completely bare now. Round and firm, just the right size for my hands, swaying slightly with each step in a way that’s completely unconscious but devastatingly sexy. I can’t stop staring, can’t stop imagining how it would feel to grip those curves while I’m buried deep inside her. The thought of tasting her there, of knotting her there eventually, makes my hands clench into fists.

Focus, Murphy. She needs help, not your perverted fantasies.

But fuck, it’s hard to think about anything else when her scent is this strong, when every instinct I possess is screaming at me to claim her, to ease her suffering in the most primal way possible.

Griffin moves ahead of us into the en suite bathroom, his movements precise and controlled as he starts the shower. The sound of water hitting marble fills the space, and he adjusts the temperature to something cooler than usual.

She turns toward the shower, then pauses at the threshold, looking back at us over her shoulder. Her naked body is flushed from head to toe, her nipples peaked, her thighs already showing traces of slick.

“Join me?” she asks, her voice small but hopeful.

“Of course, sweetheart,” I say, and the trust implicit in her request makes something warm and fierce bloom in my chest.

We undress quickly, efficiently, our movements sharp with barely contained need. When we step into the large shower enclosure, surrounding her with our bodies and our scents, she finally looks like she can breathe properly.

That’s when I notice the bruise forming on her cheek.

The sight of it sends fresh rage coursing through my veins—a dark purple mark in the perfect shape of Roman’s hand, marring her beautiful face. Griffin sees it at the same moment I do, his eyes going molten with fury before softening with gentle concern.

He cups her unmarked cheek with infinite tenderness, his thumb tracing along her jawline as he leans down to press the softest kiss to her lips. “I’m so sorry he hurt you,” he whispers against her mouth.

“It doesn’t matter now,” she breathes, her hands fisting in his hair to pull him closer. “You came for me. You saved me.”

Behind her, Nolan begins working shampoo through her dark hair with the patience of a man who’s never done anything more important. His massive hands are incredibly gentle, massaging her scalp with slow circles that make her eyes flutter closed in bliss.

I grab the soap and drop to my knees in front of her, starting with her feet and working my way up her calves with careful attention. Her skin is silk under my hands, warm and soft and perfect. When I reach her thighs, I can smell her arousal mixing with the clean scent of soap—sweet and musky and absolutely addictive.

My hands move higher, and she spreads her legs slightly to give me better access. When my soapy fingers finally reach her pussy, she’s so wet I can barely tell where her natural slick ends and the shower water begins.

“Jesus, love,” I breathe, my voice rough with want. “You’re dripping.”

She moans into Griffin’s mouth as he kisses her, her hips moving restlessly against my touch. I work the soap between her folds with careful strokes, cleaning her while trying not to lose my mind at how responsive she is.

“How are you feeling, sweetheart?” Griffin asks against her lips, his hands coming up to cup her breasts. “Is the shower helping cool you down?”

“A bit,” she gasps, her breathing still rapid and shallow. “But I... I need more.”

That’s all the permission I need. I slide two fingers inside her tight heat, groaning at how she grips me immediately. Her slick is flowing heavier now, coating my hand as I work her with slow, deliberate strokes.

“More,” she whispers, her head falling back against Nolan’s shoulder.

I lean forward and fasten my mouth over her clit, sucking the swollen bundle of nerves while my fingers pump in and out of her pussy. The taste of her floods my senses—sweet vanilla and jasmine with an underlying musk that’s purely her. I could do this for hours, could worship at the altar of her pleasure until she’s boneless and satisfied.

“That’s it,” Griffin murmurs, his mouth moving to her throat. “Let your alphas take care of you. Do you like having Declan’s tongue on you?”

“Yes,” she gasps, her hands tangling in my wet hair. “God, I love it so much. I need more.”

Nolan’s hands slide down from her hair to grip her hips, and I feel him drop to his knees behind her. “Spread your legs wider, sweetheart,” he rumbles against her ear. “Let me taste you too.”

She obeys without hesitation, widening her stance to give us both access. When Nolan’s tongue makes contact with her ass, she cries out so loudly it echoes off the shower walls.

“Do you like having both your alphas eating you at once?” Griffin asks, his voice rough with arousal as he watches us work.

“Yes,” she whispers, her voice breaking on the word. “I love it. I love all of you touching me everywhere.”

I continue working my fingers inside her pussy while my tongue circles her clit, and I can feel Nolan doing something similar behind her. The combination has her writhing between us, her moans growing higher and more desperate with each passing second.

“Shall I add a finger here, sweetheart?” Nolan asks, his voice muffled against her skin.

“God, yes,” she breathes without hesitation.

I feel her body tense as he slowly works one finger inside her, her pussy clenching around my fingers in response. “That’s it,” Nolan murmurs approvingly. “You’re opening up beautifully for me.”

I add a third finger to her pussy, then a fourth, marveling at how she stretches to accommodate me. “Fuck, sweet girl,” I groan against her clit. “You’re so ready for us.”

She can only moan in response, her body shaking with the intensity of the sensations we’re giving her. Griffin’s hands are everywhere—stroking her breasts, pinching her nipples, trailing along her ribs—while Nolan and I work her with increasing intensity.

“More,” she gasps, pushing back against Nolan’s hand. “Please, I need more.”

I watch, mesmerized, as Nolan slides in a second finger, then a third, stretching her with deliberate care. She opens around him like a blooming flower, taking him in with a hungry little whimper that makes my cock twitch painfully.

“Nolan,” she gasps, her voice trembling with need. “I… I need more. Need something bigger.”

He pulls his fingers free and stands slowly, his massive frame towering over all of us. His cock juts out from his body, thick and dark with arousal. He settles onto the built-in bench that runs along one wall of the shower, his legs spread wide.

“Come sit on it, sweet girl,” he rumbles, his voice rough with want. “Take what you need.”

I watch in amazement as she walks to him on shaky legs. Instead of straddling him facing forward, she turns around so her back is to his chest. Nolan’s hands find her hips immediately, guiding her into position.

“That’s it, sweetheart,” he murmurs against her ear. “God, your pussy is dripping all over my cock.”

But then she reaches between her legs, angling his massive length lower, pressing the broad head against her tight little rim instead of her slick pussy. My breath catches. Griffin swears under his breath, instantly realizing what she’s asking for. Nolan goes rigid beneath her, his hands gripping her hips.

“Jesus, baby,” Nolan groans, his voice gone rough with shock and hunger. Then, just as she starts to sink down, he halts her with a firm grip. “Not like that. Hold up.” He grabs the bottle of lubricant from the ledge, squirting a generous amount into his hand. His big fingers stroke his cock, coating the thick shaft until it shines, then circle her clenched opening, spreading the slickness over her until she moans. “Now you’re ready for me,” he rasps.

Slowly, she begins to lower herself, taking his intimidating girth inch by careful inch.
“Holy fuck,” I breathe, unable to look away from the sight of her stretching around Nolan’s cock. “You’re taking him so well, sweetheart.”

Griffin and I are both fisting our hard cocks now, watching in fascination as our omega claims her alpha with breathtaking courage. Her face is a mask of concentration and pleasure, her lips parted as she breathes through the intense stretch.

“Fuck,” Nolan groans, his hands gripping her hips hard enough to leave marks. “That’s it, sweetheart. Slowly. God, you’re so tight.”

“You’re so beautiful like this, sweetheart,” Griffin says, his voice rough with arousal.

When she’s finally seated completely on Nolan’s cock, she lets out a long, shuddering moan that goes straight to my balls. “That’s it, sweet girl,” Nolan rumbles. “Let us hear you.”

Griffin and I move closer, each of us taking one of her legs to spread her wider. From this angle, we can see everything—her pussy dripping with slick, Nolan’s thick cock buried completely in her, the way her legs shake.

“Nolan, please… fuck me.” she gasps, her head falling back against Nolan’s shoulder.

He obliges immediately, lifting her slightly before slamming her back down on his cock. The sound she makes is pure ecstasy, a scream of pleasure that makes my cock leak with pre-cum.

He continues the brutal pace until she’s coming apart in his arms, her orgasm ripping through her with such intensity that I can see her pussy clenching rhythmically around nothing.

“We’re not done yet,” Nolan says, his cock still buried deep in her ass. He takes her legs in his large hands, spreading her thighs wide to expose her dripping core to Griffin and me.

She looks up at Griffin with dazed, needy eyes. “Griff, please,” she whispers. “I need you too.”

And Christ, if that isn’t the sexiest thing I’ve ever heard in my life.


Chapter Forty

GRIFFIN

“Let’s move to the bedroom,” I say, my voice rough with barely contained need. The shower has helped cool her fever slightly, but I can see the heat still burning through her system, making her movements restless and desperate.

Nolan lifts her off his cock carefully, and she whimpers at the loss, her body already seeking to be filled again. The sound goes straight to my balls, making my cock throb with anticipation.

“Don’t worry, sweetheart,” Nolan murmurs against her neck as he pulls her back against his chest, his massive arms wrapping around her protectively. “Soon enough we’ll be filling you up again.”

“You’ll feel fuller than you ever have,” Declan adds, taking her hand and pressing a gentle kiss to her palm.

Together we move to the bedroom, our bodies surrounding her like a protective shield. I lie down on the massive bed, my cock jutting proudly from my body as I reach for her.

“Come on, sweetheart,” I say, my voice thick with want. “Sit on my cock.”

Kit doesn’t hesitate. She straddles me immediately, her beautiful breasts bouncing as she positions herself over my length. Without any teasing or preparation, she sinks down on my cock fast and hard, taking me completely in one smooth motion.

She screams—a sound of pure ecstasy that makes my vision blur at the edges. I moan her name, my hands gripping her hips as I struggle for control.

“Jesus Christ, Kit,” I gasp, my breathing ragged. “Be careful or I’ll come in two seconds.”

But my warning seems to spur her on rather than slow her down. She starts moving on top of me with wild abandon, her hips rolling and grinding in ways that make stars explode behind my eyelids. The artificial heat has made her completely uninhibited, raw and primal in ways that drive me absolutely insane.

Declan moves closer, his hands finding her breasts as he captures her mouth in a hungry kiss. “You’re so beautiful like this,” he murmurs against her lips, his fingers finding her clit and circling the swollen bundle of nerves. “So fucking perfect, love.”

Nolan joins us on her other side, his large hands kneading the perfect curves of her ass with possessive touches. “I can’t wait to fuck you here again, sweetheart,” he rumbles against her neck, his voice thick with promise. “You felt incredible. How many fingers do you want?”

“One,” she whispers, her voice breaking as she continues grinding on my cock with desperate intensity.

Kit is like she’s possessed, the drug Roman injected making her completely out of control, wild with need. Her slick is gushing out of her, coating my cock and dripping onto my thighs in a way that makes me dizzy with want.

I can feel her pussy clench the moment Nolan’s finger breaches her tight ring, the dual stimulation making her walls flutter around my length.

“Fuck, you love being filled everywhere, don’t you, sweetheart?” I groan, my voice strained with the effort of holding back my release.

“Two, Nolan,” she gasps, her head thrown back in ecstasy. “Please, I need more.”

I feel the incredible tightness increase as Nolan adds another finger, stretching her carefully while she continues riding me with abandon. Her movements are becoming more frantic, more desperate.

“I’m burning up,” she cries, her voice breaking with need. “It hurts so bad. I need more. Please, I need all of you.”

She leans down suddenly, her breasts grazing my chest as she looks back at Nolan with wild desperation. “Please, Nolan, I need you too. I need your cock inside me. It hurts. I need to be completely filled.”

“Are you sure, sweetheart?” I ask, cupping her face gently despite the fire raging through my veins. “We don’t want to hurt you. Taking both of us—”

“I’m sure,” she interrupts, her voice fierce with determination. “It hurts so bad. Please.”

Nolan doesn’t need to be asked twice. He positions himself behind her, the thick head of his cock pressing against her entrance. I can feel him through the thin membrane separating us as he begins to push inside, and the sensation is indescribable.

“Breathe, sweetheart,” Declan whispers, stroking her hair as Nolan works his way inside inch by careful inch. “Tell us to stop anytime. We’ve got you.”

“Don’t stop,” she gasps, her nails digging into my chest. “I need all of you. Please, Nolan.”

I feel every inch as Nolan finally slides home completely, his massive length filling her tight opening while my cock stretches her pussy. The feeling of his cock pressing against mine through that thin wall of flesh is overwhelming.

She moans as Nolan bottoms out, her eyes closing in blissful surrender.

“Kit?” Declan asks urgently, concern cutting through his arousal. “Sweetheart, are you okay? How are you feeling?”

She opens her eyes and looks between Declan and me with wonder and awe. “I feel so full,” she whispers, her voice filled with amazement. “It feels incredible. Like I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be.”

Nolan and I begin to move inside her at the same time, our rhythm synchronized as we work together to drive her higher. She urges us on with desperate pleas.

“Harder,” she demands, her voice raw with need. “Please, I need it harder.”

Her gaze turns to Declan, and the hunger in her eyes makes my cock twitch inside her. “Declan…” she pants, hesitating for a second before whispering, “Can I… suck your cock? I need you inside me too.”

He moves to kneel beside her head immediately. She takes him into her mouth hungrily, sucking him with the same desperate need that’s driving her movements on Nolan and me.

The sight of her taking all three of us at once nearly makes me lose control completely. “How does it feel, sweetheart?” I manage to ask through gritted teeth. “With all your alphas filling you at once?”

“Amazing,” she whispers around Declan’s cock before taking him deeper. Her voice is muffled but the satisfaction in it is unmistakable.

She pulls off Declan just long enough to gasp, “I want to taste your cum. I want all my alphas to fill me at once.”

Then she’s sucking him greedily again, her throat working as she takes him deeper than should be possible. Declan’s head falls back with a groan as he loses himself in her mouth.

“I’m close,” Nolan grunts behind her, his movements becoming more erratic.

“Knot me,” she demands around Declan’s cock, her voice primal and desperate. “Claim me. I want to be filled with all of you, at the same time.”

Her words break something inside both Nolan and me. We grip her hips and fuck her harder, driving into her with abandon while she screams around Declan’s length. When Declan comes with a shout, filling her mouth with his release, she swallows every drop greedily.

The feeling of her muscles spasming around us as her own climax hits triggers our releases simultaneously. Nolan and I come together, our knots swelling to lock us inside her as we fill her with our seed.

“You’re ours, Kit,” I growl against her throat as the aftershocks rock through all of us. “Completely and utterly ours.”

She collapses against my chest, spent and satisfied, completely claimed by her pack in the most primal way possible. She looks up at him, a satisfied smile on her lips, “Yours.”

* * *

It’s been three days since Kit’s artificial heat finally subsided, and I know it’s time. We’ve been waiting—all of us—for this moment when her mind would be crystal clear, when hormones wouldn’t cloud her judgment or make her feel obligated to say yes out of biological need. The time during her heat was the most intense, incredible experience of my life, bringing me closer to another human being than I’d ever thought possible. But more than that, it showed us how Kit completed our pack in ways we could only have dreamed of—like the final piece of a puzzle we hadn’t even known was incomplete.

Now, sitting in the passenger seat of our BMW with the small velvet box burning a hole in my jacket pocket, I can barely contain my nerves. My palms are sweating, something that hasn’t happened since my first day in the military. The weight of the ring feels enormous, representing everything we want, everything we hope for.

Declan fidgets beside me in the backseat, his usual easy confidence replaced by raw anxiety. I can smell the stress rolling off him in waves—sharp and acidic beneath his normal warm scent. “What if she says no?” he asks for the tenth time since we left Cartier. “What if we’re moving too fast? What if she feels trapped?”

“Then we’ll be patient,” I tell him, meaning every word despite the fear clawing at my chest. “We’ll wait. We’ll be there for her and love her until she says yes.”

But the truth is, I can’t imagine her saying no. Not after everything we’ve shared, everything we’ve been through together. The way she looks at us, touches us, the way her scent blooms with happiness when we walk into a room—surely that means something. But the possibility of rejection still makes my chest tight with a fear I haven’t felt since Emily died.

Nolan navigates the familiar streets toward home, his knuckles white where they grip the steering wheel. He’s trying to project calm, but I can see the tension in his massive shoulders, the way his jaw clenches every time we hit a red light.

When we finally arrive at the estate, pulling through the iron gates that have become synonymous with safety and home, the familiar scent of vanilla and cinnamon greets us before we even open the car doors. Kit has been baking every day since her heat ended, filling our home with the most incredible creations—elaborate cakes that look like works of art, delicate pastries that melt on your tongue, bread that smells like heaven itself.

We’ve had so many sweets that we started bringing them to the office, watching our employees’ faces light up when they discover Kit’s latest masterpiece in the break room. When Mrs. Winters tried one of Kit’s lemon tarts—the crust so perfectly buttery it crumbled at first touch, the filling tart enough to make your mouth pucker before the sweetness hit—and I mentioned our girlfriend had made it, she just gave me a knowing look. Her eyes had crinkled with amusement and something that looked suspiciously like approval. I’m pretty sure she suspected exactly what was happening, but she never asked questions.

Kit had officially quit working at Sentinel after Roman’s abduction—it took some convincing, but she eventually agreed when we sat her down and told her our actual net worth, complete with bank statements and investment portfolios. Her eyes had gone wide when she saw the numbers, the reality of just how well we could provide for her finally sinking in. She’d hesitated then, and I understood why. Independence was precious to her after everything she’d been through, after being controlled and diminished for so long.

I’d suggested she could go back to school if she wanted, get her law degree, start a business, do anything her brilliant mind could conceive. She’d just said she’d think about it, but I could see the wheels turning behind those storm-gray eyes, possibilities unfurling like flowers in spring.

Now we find her in our massive kitchen, and the sight stops me in my tracks. She’s covered in flour—white dusting across her cheek, her dark hair escaping from its messy bun, even a smudge on the tip of her nose. She’s wearing a simple yellow sundress that makes her skin glow, the fabric soft and feminine in a way that makes my heart clench with love. The kitchen island is covered with cooling racks holding what looks like chocolate croissants, their golden surfaces gleaming under the warm lights.

Her whole face lights up when she sees us—not just a smile, but a complete transformation. Her eyes sparkle, her cheeks flush pink with joy, and that beautiful dimple appears in her left cheek. Her joy wraps around me like sunlight, warm and overwhelming in its intensity.

We all go to her immediately, drawn like magnets to steel. I reach her first, cupping her flour-dusted face and kissing her softly, tasting sugar and vanilla on her lips. Nolan moves behind her, his arms wrapping around her waist as he presses a kiss to her neck, breathing in her scent mixed with the aroma of whatever she’s been creating. Declan captures her hand, bringing it to his lips to press a reverent kiss to her palm.

“You’ve been busy,” Nolan murmurs against her throat, and she shivers at the contact.

“I was restless,” she admits, leaning back into his embrace. “So I thought I’d try that chocolate croissant recipe I’ve been wanting to perfect.”

“Kit,” I say, my voice steadier than I feel, “there’s something we’d like to show you.”

She looks between the three of us, flour still dusting her cheek like fairy dust. Something in our expressions must give us away because her brow furrows slightly, confusion mixing with curiosity in her beautiful eyes. “Okay,” she says hesitantly, clearly picking up on the nervous energy crackling between us like electricity.

The drive across town feels endless. Every red light, every turn, every mile stretches like an eternity. Tension thrums between us like a live wire, so thick I can almost taste it. Kit sits in the passenger seat, stealing glances at us in the rearview mirror, clearly sensing that something significant is happening but not knowing what.

My mind drifts to yesterday, when we’d finally told her everything. The three of us had sat her down in our living room, unsure how to break the news. I’d been the one to speak first, my voice steady despite the gravity of what I was saying.

“Kit, we need you to know—Roman has been taken care of. He’ll never hurt you again.”

I’d expected questions, maybe tears, perhaps even anger that we’d acted without telling her first. Instead, she’d simply nodded her head, as if she’d already known what that meant, what we were capable of. Her response had been a single word: “Good.”

No shock, no moral outrage, no demands for details. Just acceptance and what looked suspiciously like relief.

Then I’d told her about the trafficking ring, how Roman had been the one coordinating it all, using his legal connections to protect the operation. Her eyes had widened in shock at first, but then she’d shaken her head slowly.

“It doesn’t surprise me. Not really. Roman always saw omegas as property. I’m even more glad he’s gone now.”

When we’d revealed the truth about Sentinel—our real work, what we actually did for the government—I’d watched her face carefully, waiting for the horror, the disgust, the rejection we’d all been terrified might come.

Instead, something that looked almost like pride had flickered in her eyes.

“Some monsters need to be killed,” she’d said simply. “The legal system failed me completely with Roman. If you hadn’t done what you did, he would have killed me eventually.”

When she’d asked why we did it, I’d told her about Emily. About my sister’s murder, about the wealthy alpha who’d walked free, about how every monster we eliminated felt like finally helping her. Kit’s eyes had filled with tears of understanding, and she’d reached out to take my hand.

“I’m proud of you,” she’d whispered. “All of you. For using your pain to protect people who can’t protect themselves.”

In that moment, I’d known with absolute certainty that eliminating Roman had been the right thing to do, and I’d felt no remorse about it whatsoever. When it turned out that Roman was behind the omega trafficking ring we’d been hunting, it had given us the perfect opportunity. Justice disguised as operational necessity.

Now, sitting in this car with the ring box burning a hole in my pocket, I’m grateful we told her everything yesterday. She knows who we are, what we do, what drives us. And she’s still here, still choosing us.

When we pull up in front of the building we purchased last week—a charming two-story structure with large windows and exposed brick—Kit peers out the window with growing confusion.

“What are we doing here?” she asks as we get out of the car, her voice small in the afternoon air. “This place is closed.”

It used to be a restaurant called Bella Vista—an Italian place that had been struggling for months before finally shuttering. But I can see past the “For Lease” signs and darkened windows to what it could become. What it will become.

Nolan produces a set of keys from his pocket, and Kit’s confusion deepens. “How do you have—?”

“Kit,” I begin, my heart hammering against my ribs so hard I’m surprised she can’t hear it, “we need to ask you something. But first... come inside.”

The front door opens with a soft click, and we step into the empty space. Afternoon sunlight streams through the large windows, illuminating dust motes that dance in the golden beams. The space is beautiful—original hardwood floors that creak softly under our feet and soaring ceilings with rustic wooden beams.

“It’s beautiful,” Kit whispers, her voice echoing slightly in the empty space. She moves deeper into the room, her fingers trailing along the brick wall. “But I still don’t understand why we’re here.”

I can see her mind working, trying to piece together why we’d bring her to an abandoned restaurant, why Nolan has keys, why we all look like we’re about to jump out of our skin with nervous energy.

We position ourselves in the center of the main dining area, where sunlight pools on the worn hardwood floors like a natural spotlight. Kit stands in the middle of us, still looking confused but trusting, always trusting us even when she doesn’t understand.

The weight of the moment settles over us like a blanket. Then, we all drop to one knee around her.

The look of shock that crosses her face is almost comical. Her mouth falls open, her eyes going wide as saucers as she realizes what’s happening. Her hand flies to her chest, and I can see the moment understanding dawns.

I speak first, my voice rough with emotion as I pull out the ring box. My hands shake slightly as I open it, revealing the ring we’d spent hours choosing—a stunning vintage piece with three perfectly matched stones representing our bond. The center stone is a flawless diamond, flanked by a sapphire and an emerald, set in platinum that catches the sunlight streaming through the windows.

“Kit,” I begin, my voice cracking slightly, “you’ve changed our lives in ways we never imagined possible. You’ve made us better men, better alphas, a better pack. Before you, we were just three people sharing a house. Now we’re a family.”

“You’ve brought light into places we didn’t even know were dark,” Nolan adds, his voice thick with emotion I’ve rarely heard from him. “You’ve shown us what it means to protect something precious, not just from duty, but from love.”

“You’ve given us purpose beyond just existing,” Declan finishes, his voice heavy with feeling, tears already gathering in his green eyes. “You’ve made us want to be worthy of you.”

I take a shaky breath, looking up into her eyes that are already filling with tears. “Kit Ellis—our Kit, our heart, our everything—will you marry us? Make us the happiest alphas in the world and bond with us officially? Will you be our wife, our omega, our forever?”

For a terrifying moment that stretches like an eternity, she just stares at us, her hands covering her mouth. The empty restaurant around us seems to hold its breath, waiting. I can hear my own heartbeat in my ears, can smell the shift in all our scents as anxiety spikes.

Then she nods, tears streaming down her face like a river. “Yes,” she whispers, so quietly it echoes in the empty space. Then stronger, her voice breaking with emotion, “Yes, of course, yes! A million times yes!”

The relief that floods through me is so overwhelming I nearly collapse right there on the dusty floor. We surge to our feet as one, gathering her in our arms, kissing her face, her lips, breathing in her joy and excitement as it mixes with our own. She tastes like tears and happiness and everything good in the world.

“There’s more,” Declan says when we finally pull apart, his voice thick with emotion as he gestures to the space around us. “We bought this place. For you.”

Kit’s eyes widen in shock, her gaze darting around the empty restaurant like she’s seeing it for the first time. “What?” she breathes.

“We thought you could open your own café, or bakery, or whatever you want,” I explain, watching her face carefully, memorizing every expression that crosses her features. “Your own space. Your independence. Your dream.”

She starts crying harder then—not tears of sadness or overwhelm, but pure, undiluted joy that makes the air around us shimmer with happiness. Her scent blooms with it, jasmine and vanilla so rich and sweet it makes my head spin.

“This was always my dream,” she whispers, looking around the space like she can’t quite believe it’s real. Her voice is small, wonder-struck. “Even when I was little, maybe five or six, I used to imagine having my own bakery. I’d set up tea parties for my dolls and pretend I was serving them pastries I’d made myself. My grandmother used to encourage it, would let me help her bake cookies and cakes.”

The image of a tiny Kit, covered in flour just like today, playing bakery with her dolls makes my chest ache with love and protectiveness.

“What should we call it?” Nolan asks, his voice gentle as his large hand strokes her hair.

Kit wipes her tears with the back of her hand, a soft smile spreading across her face like sunrise. “Emily Rose’s,” she says without hesitation. “Emily for...” she glances at me with those storm-gray eyes full of love, “for your sister. And Rose after my grandmother. She’s the one who taught me to bake, who believed in me when no one else did. Who told me I could be anything I wanted to be.”

Emily. My sister’s name, spoken with such love and intention. I have to swallow hard to keep my own tears at bay, my throat tight with emotion—not just from Kit’s touching tribute to her grandmother, but from her choosing to honor Emily’s memory.

I have never loved her as much as I have in that moment.

Here, standing in this empty space that will become her dream with my pack and our future wife, surrounded by the scent of her happiness and the promise of forever, I’ve never felt more complete. Our Kit is going to have everything she’s ever dreamed of. Her own bakery, her independence, her choice. And so are we—we’re going to have her, officially and forever, as our wife and omega.

The future has never looked brighter.


Chapter Forty-One

KIT

When the alphas had told me that they had taken care of Roman, I felt nothing but gratitude and relief. I expected to feel some guilt, maybe sadness for a life lost, but it never came. Because I knew, deep down in the parts of myself I’d tried to forget, that he would have killed me eventually. I had always known that he would never stop looking for me, would never let me go. Knowing now that he’s finally gone feels like I can breathe again in a way that I haven’t been able to since the day I first met him.

And when they told me about the others—the monsters they eliminated, people like Roman who used their wealth and connections to escape justice—I felt even more gratitude. My alphas are heroes. I know them, know their hearts, know how kind and gentle they are with me and everyone who deserves their protection. I can’t imagine that taking another human being’s life is easy for them, no matter how much that person deserves it. But they do it anyway, to save others who have gone through the same nightmare I did. For that, I will always be grateful.

It’s been a month since they asked me to bond with them, and I’m getting ready for a company event they’re hosting tonight. In that same event, they’ll be announcing our engagement to their employees and business associates. The thought makes butterflies dance in my stomach—nervous excitement mixed with pure joy.

I check myself out in the full-length mirror of our bedroom, hardly recognizing the woman staring back at me. My makeup was done professionally this afternoon by someone Griffin insisted on hiring—subtle but striking, emphasizing my eyes in a way that makes them look like storm clouds before lightning. The dark red dress hugs my curves perfectly, the silk fabric flowing like liquid fire when I move. My hair is styled in an elegant updo with a few loose strands framing my face. The heels add three inches to my height but somehow feel comfortable, like armor that makes me feel powerful instead of trapped.

I look like a different person. No—I look like myself. For the first time in my life, I feel like myself. Not Katherine Lawson, the broken omega who couldn’t do anything right. Not Kit Ellis, the invisible cleaning lady who kept her head down and tried not to be noticed. Just me. The real me.

My phone rings, interrupting my thoughts and making my stomach clench with familiar anxiety. The caller ID shows a number I’ve been avoiding for weeks: my mother.

I stare at the screen, my finger hovering over the decline button. Since Roman’s abduction, she’s called repeatedly, leaving voicemails that I delete without listening to. The fact that she betrayed me twice—first by sending me back to Roman, then by giving him information about where I lived—hurt initially. But now I’ve accepted it. My mother will never love me the way I needed her to, and I’ve made peace with that.

Before I can talk myself out of it, I answer.

“Hello, Mother.”

“Katherine.” Her voice sounds smaller than I remember, frailer. “Thank you for picking up. I wasn’t sure you would.”

“I almost didn’t.” I keep my voice steady, emotionless. “What do you want?”

There’s a long pause, filled with the kind of heavy silence that comes before words that change everything.

“I want to apologize,” she says finally, and I can hear tears in her voice. “For everything. For sending you back to Roman when you called me scared. For giving him information about where you lived. For choosing what I thought was best for you instead of listening to what you needed.”

I sit down heavily on the edge of the bed, my carefully composed facade cracking slightly. An apology. After all this time, another apology.

“I was wrong, Katherine. So terribly wrong. I let my own fears and desires cloud my judgment. I wanted you to have the life I thought you deserved—financial security, social status, protection. I didn’t understand that none of that matters if you’re not safe. If you’re not happy.”

Tears threaten at the corners of my eyes, but I blink them back. “You’re dying,” I say quietly. It’s not a question.

“Yes.” Her voice breaks. “The cancer is aggressive. The doctors say I have maybe two months left.”

“And now you want absolution.”

Another pause. “I want... I want you to know that I love you. I’ve always loved you, even when I failed to show it properly. Even when I made choices that hurt you. You deserved better from me, and I’m sorry I couldn’t be the mother you needed.”

The words I’ve wanted to hear my entire life, and they feel both healing and too late.

“You love me?” My voice comes out sharper than I intended, years of pain finally breaking free. “You have a funny way of showing it, Mother. Do you know what it’s like to grow up feeling like you’re never enough? Like no matter what you do, how hard you try, you’ll always be the disappointment?”

“Katherine—”

“No, let me finish. You want to apologize? Then you need to hear this.” My voice grows stronger with each word, all the hurt I’ve carried finally finding its way out. “I never felt loved by you. Not once. Even as a little girl, I knew Melissa was your favorite. She was the perfect daughter—beautiful, compliant, everything you wanted me to be. And I was just... there. Taking up space.”

I can hear her crying on the other end, but I can’t stop now. The words are pouring out like water through a broken dam.

“Do you remember when I was eight and made you that Mother’s Day card? I spent hours on it, drew little flowers all around the edges, wrote ‘I love you, Mommy’ in my best handwriting. You looked at it for maybe two seconds before putting it aside to answer a phone call. You never even hung it on the refrigerator.”

“I remember,” she whispers. “I’m so sorry, Katherine. I was—”

“You were always too busy, too disappointed, too focused on what I should be instead of who I was. And when Roman came along, you finally saw your chance to fix me. To make me into something worthy of your approval. You didn’t care that he was controlling, that he made me feel small and afraid. He looked good on paper, and that was enough for you.”

My voice breaks completely. “When I called you that night, terrified and begging for help, you told me to go back to him. Your own daughter, bruised and broken, and you sent me back to my abuser because it was more convenient than admitting you’d been wrong about him.”

“I was scared—”

“You were selfish!” The words explode out of me with decades of suppressed rage. “You were more concerned about what people would think than about my safety. You chose your reputation over your daughter’s life.”

“I can’t,” I whisper, my voice thick with emotion. “I can’t do this anymore, Mother. I can’t keep hoping you’ll change. I’m done trying to earn love that should have been unconditional.”

“Katherine—”

“No.” My voice grows stronger, more certain. “I need you to leave me alone. I need you to never contact me again. I’m building a life with people who actually love me, who protect me without trying to control me. I’m happy, Mother. For the first time in my life, I’m genuinely happy. And I won’t let you take that away from me.”

“But I—”

“Goodbye, Mother.”

I hang up before she can say anything else, then immediately block her number. My hands shake as I set the phone down, but underneath the tremor is relief. Finally. Finally, I’ve told her exactly how I feel, and I can move on. I can stop carrying the weight of her expectations and disappointments.

The family I found with Griffin, Nolan, and Declan is the only true family I’ve ever had anyway.

Just as I’m wiping away a stray tear, careful not to smudge my makeup, Nolan enters the bedroom. He stops in the doorway, his blue eyes drinking in the sight of me, and I feel my breath catch. He’s wearing a perfectly tailored black suit that emphasizes his massive frame, making him look like he could be on the cover of a magazine. So handsome and broad and tall that he fills the entire doorway with his presence.

He moves to stand behind me at the mirror, his hands settling gently on my shoulders as we both look at our reflection. I lean back against the solid warmth of his chest, feeling immediately grounded by his presence.

“You look absolutely stunning, sweetheart,” he murmurs against my ear, his voice rough with appreciation. “Like a queen.”

“Thank you,” I whisper, then turn in his arms to face him. “I just got off the phone with my mother.”

His expression immediately shifts, protective tension radiating from his massive frame. “What did she want?”

“To apologize. She’s dying, Nolan. She wanted to make amends before...” I gesture vaguely, unable to finish the sentence.

His jaw tightens, and I can smell the shift in his scent—sharp and dangerous in a way that speaks of barely controlled anger. “And?”

“And I told her to leave me alone. That I never want to hear from her again.” I reach up to cup his face, my thumb stroking along his cheekbone. “I had to do it, Nolan. Our engagement will be all over the news after tonight. I wanted her completely out of my life before that happens. I don’t want her calling to tell me I’m making a mistake or trying to insert herself into my happiness.”

Something in his expression softens, pride replacing the protective fury. “I’m really proud of you, sweetheart. That couldn’t have been easy.”

“It wasn’t. But it was necessary.” I smooth my hands down his lapels, steadying myself with his solid presence. “The car is waiting downstairs, isn’t it?”

“It is. Are you ready for this?”

I take a deep breath, thinking about the conversation I still need to have tonight. “I’m nervous about talking to Becca. I haven’t told her anything about us yet. But I invited her to the event, and I’m planning to talk to her before the announcement.”

Nolan’s large hands frame my face gently. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. Based on everything you’ve told me, she just wants you to be happy. And you are, right? Happy, that is?”

I smile up at him, feeling my heart swell with so much love it almost hurts. “Very. Happier than I ever imagined I could be.”

He leans down to press a soft kiss to my forehead, careful not to disturb my makeup. “Then that’s all she’ll need to know.”

* * *

The Sentinel building has been completely transformed for tonight’s event. The normally sleek, professional lobby now gleams with elegant decorations—soft lighting, floral arrangements that perfume the air with jasmine and roses, servers in crisp uniforms carrying trays of champagne and hors d’oeuvres. The company is announcing a major expansion tonight, and the energy in the room buzzes with excitement and anticipation.

As we enter together, Griffin and Declan immediately pause beside me. Griffin’s hand finds the small of my back, his touch steadying.

“You’re going to do great with Becca,” Griffin murmurs against my ear, his voice warm with confidence.

“Just be honest with her, love,” Declan adds, his easy smile doing wonders to calm my anxiety about the upcoming conversation.

“We need to handle some last-minute preparations,” Griffin says, pressing a soft kiss to my temple. “But you’re in excellent hands with Nolan.”

“Good luck with the talk,” Declan adds, squeezing my hand gently.

They both head off into the crowd, immediately switching into business mode as they’re approached by various executives and investors. I watch them go, feeling a moment of pride at how effortlessly they command the room.

“Ready to find your friend?” Nolan asks softly, offering me his arm.

I scan the crowd, my nerves ratcheting higher with each passing second. Then I spot her—Becca, standing near the reception desk in a simple black cocktail dress, her curly hair tamed into an elegant style. She looks slightly out of place among the business executives and potential investors, but she’s here. She came.

“There she is,” I tell Nolan, squeezing his arm before making my way across the lobby.

“Becca!” I call out, and she turns toward my voice. The moment she sees me, her eyes go wide with shock.

We embrace tightly, and I breathe in her familiar scent, warm and comforting.

“Kit?” She pulls back to look at me, her hands on my shoulders. “Oh my God, you look so different. Not different—transformed. You’re glowing.” She pauses, her nose wrinkling slightly as she breathes in. “And your scent... it’s changed. You smell like...” Her eyes widen in shock. “You smell like an omega again. Vanilla and jasmine, just like before Roman.”

My cheeks flush with heat. I’d hoped she wouldn’t notice, but Becca has always been perceptive about these things.

“I hope I look different in a good way?” I laugh nervously, suddenly feeling self-conscious about the transformation I can’t hide.

“In the best way. You look...” She searches for the right word. “Radiant. And your scent—Kit, how is this possible? I thought once it changed...”

“It’s complicated,” I say softly, glancing around at the crowd. “I’ll explain everything, I promise.”

Before I can respond, Nolan appears at my side, his protective presence immediately drawing Becca’s attention. Her eyes widen even further as she takes in his impressive height and size.

“Becca, this is Nolan. Nolan, this is Becca,” I say quickly, watching my best friend’s face carefully for any signs of judgment or disapproval.

Instead, I see confusion and growing curiosity. Her gaze darts between Nolan and me, clearly trying to piece together the puzzle.

“Nice to meet you,” Nolan says politely, extending his hand. His voice carries that careful tone he uses when he’s being deliberately charming.

“You too,” Becca replies, but I can see the questions building behind her eyes.

“Come on,” I say, taking her arm. “Let’s talk somewhere more private.”

Nolan catches my hand gently as we move toward the elevator. “I’ll see you later, sweetheart,” he says softly, his thumb brushing over my knuckles. “Take all the time you need.”

I squeeze his hand. “Thank you.”

We step into the elevator together, and as the doors close, Becca explodes with questions.

“Nolan? As in Nolan Reid? One of the owners of Sentinel Security?” Her eyes are as big as saucers. “Kit, what the hell is going on?”

“Yes, Bec. I...” The elevator opens before I can explain further. “Let’s go in here.”

I lead her down the familiar hallway to Griffin’s office, the nameplate on the door reading “Griffin Hayes, CEO” in elegant script.

“Are you sure it’s okay for us to be here?” Becca asks nervously, looking around the expensive hallway like she expects security to appear at any moment. “This is the CEO’s office. What’s going on, Kit?”

I unlock the door with the keycard Griffin gave me weeks ago and gesture for her to enter. The office looks exactly the same as always—sophisticated, organized, powerful. I settle onto the leather couch against the far wall, the same couch where Griffin and I shared our first kiss. It feels like a lifetime ago, but the memory still makes me smile.

“Bec,” I begin, patting the cushion beside me. “Please don’t get angry at me for not telling you sooner, but... I’m engaged.”

She sits down slowly, her expression shifting from confusion to shock. “Engaged?”

“Yes. To be married.”

“To who?” But even as she asks, I can see understanding dawning in her eyes.

“Griffin, Nolan, and Declan.”

“Pack Hayes?” she whispers.

“Yes.”

For a moment, Becca just stares at me in complete silence. Then she shakes her head slowly. “My God, Kit. Tell me everything.”

So I do. I tell her about starting work here, about how kind they were from the very beginning. About my panic attacks and how gently they handled them. About how my scent started changing back to what it used to be. About Roman showing up that terrible day and everything that followed.

“He found you?” Becca’s voice is barely a whisper, her face pale with shock and old fear.

“Yes. But they protected me, Bec. They...” I struggle to find the right words. “They make me feel so protected and loved, but not suffocated. Does that make sense?” Tears gather in my eyes as I remember how safe I felt in their arms, how completely they accepted every broken piece of me.

“I... I think it does,” Becca says slowly. “I’m sorry, Kit. I might just need a minute to absorb this. So when did you go from employee to fiancée exactly?”

I tell her about what Roman did, watching her face pale further with each detail.

“What the fuck?” she breathes when I describe the injection.

“Yeah. He injected me with a heat accelerator.” I can’t bring myself to look at her directly for this part. “It triggered my heat artificially, made it incredibly intense. Luckily, the alphas managed to find me, and Roman is... locked up now.” The lie tastes bitter on my tongue, but I can’t shock her with the truth about Roman’s fate. “The alphas… they helped me through it.”

Heat floods my cheeks as I remember those incredible days, and I know I’m blushing furiously.

“I bet they did,” Becca says with a knowing smirk, waggling her eyebrows in a way that’s so perfectly her that I burst out laughing despite my embarrassment.

The relief that floods through me is overwhelming. She’s making jokes. That means she’s going to be okay with this.

“I wanted you to know first, Bec,” I say, reaching for her hand. “They’re announcing the engagement tonight at the event.”

Her expression grows serious again. “Are you happy, Kit? Really, truly happy?”

The question hits me right in the chest, bringing tears to my eyes. “I’m happier than I’ve ever been in my entire life,” I whisper, my voice thick with emotion. “For the first time, I feel like I’m exactly where I belong. Like I’m home.”

Becca’s own eyes fill with tears, and she pulls me into a fierce hug. “If you’re happy, then I’m happy. That’s all I’ve ever wanted for you.”

We hold each other tightly, and I think about how lucky I am to have this friendship, this constant in my life when everything else was chaos.

“I want you to meet them properly,” I say when we finally pull apart. “All of them. Will you stay for the announcement?”

“Are you kidding?” Becca grins through her tears. “I wouldn’t miss this for the world. My best friend is marrying Pack Hayes. This is going to be the scandal of the century.”

I laugh, wiping my own tears carefully to preserve my makeup. “Just wait until you meet Declan. You’re going to love his accent.”

“Oh God,” Becca groans dramatically. “Three gorgeous, powerful alphas? How are you even functioning?”

“Very carefully,” I admit, and we both dissolve into laughter.

Tonight is going to change everything. Our engagement will be public, making us a target for gossip and speculation. But sitting here with my best friend, knowing that my alphas are somewhere in this building preparing to claim me publicly as theirs, I’ve never felt more ready for anything in my life.

Let the world talk. I’m finally exactly where I belong.


Chapter Forty-Two

NOLAN

The moment has arrived.

I stand near the back of the transformed lobby, watching Griffin take his position at the front of the room beside the elegant podium that’s been set up for tonight’s announcements. The crowd of investors, employees, and business associates gradually quiets as he adjusts the microphone, his presence commanding attention without effort.

Kit stands to the side with Becca, her dark red dress catching the soft lighting like liquid fire. She looks absolutely radiant—not just beautiful, but luminous with happiness in a way that makes my chest tight with emotion. Her eyes find mine across the room, and I give her an encouraging nod. My beautiful girl, finally able to shine the way she deserves.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Griffin begins, his voice carrying easily across the hushed space, “thank you all for joining us tonight to celebrate Sentinel Security’s expansion into international markets.”

The crowd murmurs appreciatively as he outlines the business growth, but I barely hear the words. My attention is fixed on Kit, watching the subtle play of emotions across her face as she waits for the second announcement—the one that will change everything.

Then Griffin’s voice shifts, becoming warmer, more personal.

“But tonight isn’t just about business expansion. It’s also about family, and I have some wonderful personal news to share with all of you.”

The room goes completely still. I can feel the anticipation crackling through the air like electricity before a storm.

“Tonight, I’m thrilled to announce our engagement—to the most extraordinary woman any of us have ever known. The future Mrs. Kit Hayes.”

The silence that follows is deafening. For a heartbeat, nobody moves, nobody breathes. Then the room erupts.

Some people gasp in shock, others begin talking excitedly, and I catch sight of several phones being pulled out to capture the moment. But I’m not focused on the crowd’s reaction—I’m scanning for specific faces, people whose responses matter more than the rest.

Mia Foster stands near the refreshment table, her eyes wide with genuine shock that quickly transforms into pure joy. Her face breaks into the biggest smile I’ve ever seen from the shy cleaning staff member, and she actually claps her hands together in delight. Sweet Mia, who became Kit’s closest friend during their time working together, is clearly thrilled for her happiness.

But it’s Val Johnson’s reaction that catches my attention and holds it. She stands frozen near the far wall, her face drained of all color as if she’s seen a ghost. Her perfectly styled auburn hair seems to wilt around her shoulders, and her mouth hangs open in undisguised shock. She looks like she’s about to have a heart attack, her hands pressed against her chest as she struggles to process what she’s just heard.

The memory surfaces unbidden—just a few days ago, when I’d suggested to Kit that we should fire Val for her treatment of the cleaning staff. Kit had been in my arms on our couch, her head resting against my chest, when I’d brought it up.

“We could easily let her go,” I’d said, stroking her dark hair. “Find a reason that wouldn’t cause legal issues. After what she put you through, she deserves it.”

But Kit had lifted her head to look at me with those storm-gray eyes full of compassion that constantly amazed me.

“Don’t,” she’d said softly. “Please, Nolan. I know what she did was wrong, but... she has a difficult life. Her daughter has leukemia, and the medical bills are crushing her. Her husband left when the diagnosis came—just packed up and disappeared one day. She’s struggling to keep her head above water.”

I’d stared at her in wonder. “Kit, she was cruel to you. Deliberately, viciously cruel.”

“I know.” Kit’s voice had been steady, sure. “But hurting people sometimes lash out at others. It doesn’t make it right, but I understand it. She saw me as someone safe to take her frustration out on—someone who wouldn’t fight back.” She’d paused, her fingers tracing patterns on my chest. “Firing her won’t help her daughter get better. It’ll just make everything worse for both of them.”

In that moment, I’d fallen in love with her all over again. Here was a woman who had every reason to want revenge, who could have demanded justice for the way she’d been treated, but instead chose compassion. Her capacity for forgiveness, for seeing beyond her own pain to understand someone else’s struggle, had left me speechless.

Now, watching Val’s shocked reaction to the news, I find myself hoping Kit’s mercy wasn’t misplaced. That maybe, somehow, this moment might teach Val something about kindness.

My gaze shifts to Becca, who stands beside Kit. She’s bouncing slightly on her toes, clearly bursting with pride for her best friend. The two of them embrace tightly, and I can see Becca whispering something in Kit’s ear that makes Kit laugh—a sound of pure joy that carries across the room even over the excited chatter of the crowd.

Mrs. Winters stands near the front of the room, her silver hair perfectly styled, watching the proceedings with the satisfied smile of someone whose instincts have been proven right. She’d vouched for Kit from the beginning, had seen something special in the quiet cleaning lady that others might have missed.

Sophie appears at my elbow, having materialized from somewhere in the crowd with her usual stealth. Her green eyes sparkle with mischief and genuine happiness as she looks between Kit and me.

“Well,” she says, her voice pitched low so only I can hear, “I have to admit I didn’t see this coming when you first mentioned the mysterious new cleaner. But looking at her now...” She pauses, studying Kit’s glowing face. “She’s perfect for you three. Look how happy she is.”

And she’s right. Kit looks transformed—not just by the elegant dress and professional makeup, but by pure, radiant happiness. This is what she was always meant to look like, I realize. This confident, glowing woman is who she’s always been underneath the fear and careful invisibility she wore like armor.

Griffin continues speaking, but I’m lost in watching Kit. The way she holds herself now, straight and proud instead of trying to shrink into the background. The way her scent has bloomed back into that intoxicating vanilla and jasmine that calls to everything alpha in me. The way she looks at each of us like we hung the moon, when the truth is she’s the one who brought light into our lives.

I can’t wait to marry her. Can’t wait to make this official, to give her our name and our protection permanently. To spend the rest of my life making sure she never again has to hide who she truly is.

As the crowd begins to surge forward to offer congratulations, I make my way toward her through the press of people. When I finally reach her side, she turns to me with eyes bright with tears of joy.

“How do you feel, sweetheart?” I ask, pulling her into my arms despite the watching crowd.

“Perfect,” she whispers against my chest.

“You are,” I tell her, pressing a kiss to the top of her head, breathing in that sweet scent that means home to me now.

Around us, the celebration continues—employees congratulating Griffin and Declan, business associates already speculating about what this means for Sentinel’s future, photographers capturing every moment. But in this bubble of space we’ve created, it’s just us. Just my pack and our perfect omega, finally claiming our place in the world together.

All the people who matter are here—Mrs. Winters beaming with pride, Sophie grinning at our happiness, Mia practically vibrating with excitement, even Becca wiping happy tears from her cheeks. Our chosen family, witnessing the beginning of our forever.

Tonight, the world will know that Kit Ellis belongs to us, and we belong to her. Let them talk, let them speculate, let them wonder how three powerful alphas fell for a former cleaning lady.

They’ll never understand what we know—that she didn’t just clean our offices. She cleaned our souls, made us better than we ever thought we could be, and showed us what real love looks like.

Kit is ours, and we’re never letting her go.


Epilogue

SOPHIE

Ismooth down the pale blue silk dress that Kit insisted I wear today, the fabric foreign against my skin after months of tactical gear and cover identities. My blonde bob catches the afternoon sunlight filtering through the ancient oak trees that provide natural canopy over the alphas’ estate gardens. Kit chose this spot for their wedding—the sprawling grounds behind their mansion, where manicured lawns give way to wild flower gardens and centuries-old trees create intimate alcoves perfect for a small ceremony.

White roses and baby’s breath are woven through the oak branches overhead, and elegant chairs are arranged in a small semi-circle facing an archway covered in trailing jasmine—Kit’s signature scent made manifest. The late afternoon light casts everything in gold, making the whole scene look like something from a fairy tale.

It’s perfect. Small, intimate, everything Kit deserves after the hell she’s been through.

I watch from my seat as Griffin, Nolan, and Declan stand at the front of the small gathering, waiting for their bride. Their faces—God, I’ve never seen them look like this. Complete. Peaceful. Like they’ve finally found the missing piece that makes them whole.

For years, I’ve watched these men carry the weight of the world on their shoulders. I’ve seen them eliminate monsters, save innocent lives, and bear the burden of necessary violence with stoic determination. They’ve been brothers to me, protectors, the family I never thought I’d have again after everything that happened.

But I’ve never seen them truly happy. Not like this.

The soft music begins, and Kit appears at the far end of the garden pathway in a simple but elegant white dress that makes her glow like she’s lit from within. Her dark hair is styled in loose waves adorned with delicate white flowers that catch the sunlight. She’s radiant, transformed from the careful, invisible woman who used to clean their offices into someone confident and beautiful and free.

Watching her walk down the petal-strewn path toward her alphas, seeing the way their faces light up as she approaches, makes my chest tight with emotion I rarely allow myself to feel. This is what love looks like. This is what healing looks like. After everything they’ve all been through—Kit with her trauma, the guys with their dark work—they found each other and created something beautiful.

It’s... nice. Something I never thought I’d see, honestly. But they’re good men, Pack Hayes. They deserve this happiness, this peace, this love that transforms them into better versions of themselves.

The ceremony is brief but meaningful. Personal vows that make half the small gathering tear up, including Mrs. Winters who’s dabbing at her eyes with a lace handkerchief. When they exchange rings—three matching bands for each of them—I have to blink back unexpected moisture in my own eyes.

Since Kit became part of their lives, she and I have grown closer. Late nights when the guys are on missions, she’ll call to check if I’m safe, bring me homemade cookies when I’m recuperating from particularly difficult assignments. Through quiet conversations over tea and pastries, I’ve learned pieces of her story—the abuse, the fear, the years of believing she wasn’t worth loving.

I’m so fucking glad they found each other. All of them.

As the newlyweds kiss and the small crowd erupts in applause, I feel tears threaten for real. When was the last time I cried at something happy? I can’t even remember.

The reception flows seamlessly from ceremony to celebration as staff discretely rearrange the garden space. Round tables appear on the main lawn, draped in white linen and adorned with simple but elegant centerpieces. String lights begin to twinkle as the sun starts its descent, casting everything in warm, romantic light. Kit moves through the small group like she was born for this—gracious, glowing, completely at ease in a way that would have been impossible when I first met her. She pauses beside each guest, making sure everyone feels included, her natural warmth drawing people in.

When she reaches me, her smile is bright. “Sophie! You look absolutely beautiful. How does it feel to be in a dress for pleasure instead of work?”

I laugh, tugging at the unfamiliar fabric. “Weird. But good weird. This whole thing is perfect, Kit. You’re perfect.”

She blushes, her scent, vanilla and jasmine, blooming stronger with happiness. “I can’t believe this is real sometimes.”

“Believe it,” I tell her firmly. “You deserve every bit of this happiness.”

“You should try the cake,” she says, gesturing toward the three-tiered masterpiece she created. “It’s lemon lavender with vanilla buttercream. I’ve been working on the recipe for weeks.”

I don’t hesitate—I fucking love cake, and Kit’s baking is legendary. The first bite melts on my tongue, perfect balance of tart and sweet, delicate lavender that doesn’t overpower the bright lemon. “Holy shit, Kit. This is incredible.”

“Language, Sophie,” Griffin calls out with mock sternness, but he’s grinning as he pulls his new wife against his side.

“Sorry, Mrs. Hayes,” I call back, making Kit blush even deeper.

Mrs. Hayes. She’s finally got the name she deserves, the protection she needs, the love she’s always been worthy of.

My phone buzzes against my thigh, subtle but insistent. I glance down discreetly at the encrypted message from my handler: Target identified. Location confirmed. Requires immediate attention.

Another monster to hunt. Another mission to complete.

I look around the warm, intimate gathering one more time. Kit is laughing at something Declan whispered in her ear while Nolan and Griffin watch with matching expressions of complete adoration. Mrs. Winters is regaling Becca with some story that has them both giggling. The small group of friends and chosen family celebrate love and new beginnings.

They won’t notice if I slip out now. They’re too caught up in their happiness, too lost in this perfect moment they’ve created together. And honestly, that’s how it should be. This day belongs to them.

I quietly collect my small purse and move toward the garden path that leads around the side of the mansion, my movements casual so I don’t draw attention. Just before I disappear into the shadows of the estate’s perfectly landscaped grounds, I take one last look at my chosen family.

Kit catches my eye across the garden and gives me a small wave, mouthing “thank you.” I blow her a kiss and smile, hoping she understands how much this meant to me.

Then I slip away through the estate’s winding paths, already mentally shifting into mission mode. There’s a monster out there who thinks he’s untouchable, who believes his money and connections make him invincible.

He’s about to learn how wrong he is.

Some people get fairy tale endings. Others make sure the monsters can’t destroy those fairy tales.

Tonight, I’m the monster’s nightmare.

But first, I had the privilege of watching love win. And that’s enough to carry me through whatever darkness awaits.


Author’s Note

To my amazing readers,

Kit’s story has been living in my heart for years—a tale of a woman who learned to make herself invisible to survive, only to discover that the right people could see her beauty even in the darkness. Her transformation from someone who believed she was fundamentally broken to a woman who knows her own worth has been one of the most emotionally challenging stories I’ve ever written.

Creating Griffin, Nolan, and Declan required me to dig deep into what true protection looks like. These aren’t alphas who demand submission—they’re men who earn trust through consistency, who see strength in vulnerability, and who understand that real love means giving someone the freedom to choose you every day. Watching them help Kit reclaim her voice and her power reminded me why I love writing romance in the first place.

This book explores heavy themes around trauma and recovery, but at its core, it’s about hope. It’s about the revolutionary idea that we can rewrite our stories, that our past doesn’t have to dictate our future, and that sometimes the family we choose becomes the healing we never knew we needed.

If Kit’s story resonated with you, I’d be incredibly grateful if you left a review. As an indie author, those reviews help new readers discover my books and give me the encouragement to keep writing.

You can find me sharing writing updates and connecting with fellow book lovers on Instagram @lilyhintonauthor and TikTok @lilyhintonauthor.

Until next time, with love,

Lily
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