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      BANE

      Was this even fucking music?

      I folded my arms and scowled as I glared around the nightclub. The incessant pounding beat—I refused to call it music at this point—was like a demented woodpecker attacking my skull while the lights whirled and stabbed through the darkness, alternately blinding and then dropping us into darkness.

      It was a close protection fucking nightmare. The only reason we could make it work was because we were all alphas who’d seen combat. Shitloads of it. So we moved as a team, even in a shit environment like this.

      “Remind me what the fuck we’re doing here?” I growled into the mic clipped to my lapel.

      “Making sure pretty boy over there doesn’t get his ass kicked.” Thale’s reply came right into my ear, even though I could see the other alpha at his post on the opposite side of the room.

      We both looked down at our client. Finlay Dawes was the young alpha son of Senator Jared Dawes. The problem was, the kid was a dumb blond and an alpha of the worst variety. He was young, rich, and entitled with all the power and charisma of our dynamic.

      Which was all well and good, except he was currently baiting Ilya Nikolaev, the son of Kostya Nikolaev, the Butcher of Zeleshny. To say that was an epically bad idea was an understatement. Ilya was the polar opposite of Finlay. They were both the sons of famous, or infamous, men, but Ilya was neither dumb nor spoiled. He was as dangerous as his father, maybe more so. The last thing we needed was Finlay to get up in Ilya’s face and end up a bloody smear on the floor.

      “I think we might need a minor miracle for that,” I murmured, knowing the mic would pick it up. As I spoke, I scanned the room, picking out and marking Ilya’s men. He didn’t have close protection because he didn’t need them. He had bratva soldiers. They would literally die for him if he ordered. I really, really did not want to go up against that level of insanity.

      “Yeah. Shit, heads up. We need to watch blondie,” Thale replied, bringing my attention back to the main floor.

      I saw the problem immediately. A slender blonde waitress made her way carefully through the crush, her movements full of grace as she held a tray laden with drinks carefully above her shoulders. My gaze latched on to her, all my alpha senses stampeding to the fore as the need to snatch her up and protect her surged through me. Tiny and delicate, she wore a black uniform that identified her as one of the wait staff, if the tray hadn’t already done so. 

      Her blonde hair was caught back into a neat bun at her nape, highlighting the delicate lines of her neck. My fangs dropped, pulsing with the need to drive through her soft skin and claim her for my own. I fought the impulse back, remaining in place, but only just. Instead, I devoured her voraciously with my gaze.

      For a moment I was sure she was a rare omega. It was the only thing that would account for such a strong reaction. Only seeing or scenting an omega would make an alpha like me react that way, bringing my fangs down into my mouth and broadening my shoulders as I prepared to fight and protect her. Because if she was an omega in a pit of alpha vipers like this, she was going to be mine. I would kill anyone to protect her… to possess her.

      But that didn’t make sense, not for an omega to be here waiting tables. They were rare, prized, and delicate. Any female with a hint of omega blood in her family tree was watched carefully and tested continuously through puberty until her dynamic was confirmed. In some rare cases an omega would present late, but that was so rare I was certain it was an urban myth perpetrated to ease the disappointment of the many women who expressed as beta. Which meant that blondie, as gorgeous as she was, was a beta. No way would an unclaimed or claimed omega be waiting tables in a nightclub on the east side of town. Omegas weren’t permitted to work without the permission of their alpha. Their sole purpose in life was to nest for their alphas and breed.

      Lifting my head, I scented the air and felt the sharp kind of disappointment when I didn’t catch the full, rich scent of an omega. Even though I knew there was no way she could be an omega, something deep inside had still held out hope. I almost snorted in bitter amusement. Talk about the ever-present hope of a man who knew he would likely never find a mate. Alphas were way more prominent than omegas, hence the heavy courtship rituals dictated by the omega welfare centers.

      The disproportionate numbers had led to a situation where a lot of alphas tried to catch omegas “in the wild,” so to speak, girls who were just on the edge of their transition… In some cases, families had even kept pretransition girls captive when they knew they had a likelihood of omega expression, selling them off to the highest bidder so they could be claimed before they were registered in the system. Organizations like the newly minted Alpha Security Company were working hard to eliminate this disgusting trade. 

      But all my hopes came crashing down when all I smelled was the flat, dull scent of a beta. It was strong, unusually strong for a beta—a faint honeysuckle and lavender scent that teased my senses—but it was nowhere near as rich and vibrant as an omega’s scent should be. Like a veil was drawn over it, muting my senses and dulling my interest. My alpha interest that was, nothing on this planet could stop the interest of my cock. Fully engorged, it throbbed against the confines of my pants. I didn’t wear underwear, so no doubt before the evening was out, I would have zipper marks on the underside of my dick. 

      My fangs receded as I watched the waitress. Despite the fact logic dictated she had to be a beta, that didn’t seem to matter to Finlay. As soon as he saw Ilya smile at the girl, he snapped to attention, bristling with indignation.

      “Fuck!” I hissed into the comms. “Please tell me they weren’t dumb enough to put Dawes’s girlfriend waiting tables tonight.” 

      Even as I spoke I had to bite back a growl at the idea of the little female belonging to Finlay Dawes… or Ilya Nikolaev, for that matter. She should belong to me.

      “Move in!” I ordered, and both me and Thale launch into action.

      The other alpha was closer to Dawes, so I went for the girl. She didn’t see me coming even as big as I was. I slid between the packed-in club-goers and reached her side within seconds. Sliding one arm around her waist, I divested her of her tray with the other and handed it off to a surprised club-goer before returning my attention to the prize in my arms.

      She gasped, wide dark eyes large in her face as she gazed up at me. Instantly all I wanted was to taste those bee-stung lips to see if they were as soft as they looked. Time slowed to a stop around us as I looked down at her ethereal beauty. I wanted that white blonde hair spread over my pillow, her head thrashing as I made her scream in pleasure… Or wrapped around my fist as I pounded into her, making her come all over my thick, hard knot.

      When her eyes darkened, reacting to my larger body pressed against hers, it took everything I had not to back her up into one of the darkened corners of the club and make my most heated fantasies a reality. The mission be damned. Finlay Dawes could go hang for all I cared. 

      “What the fuck, dude? Get your own bitch,” Finlay growled behind me.

      I half turned to look over my shoulder. Thale had a solid arm around the younger alpha’s torso, stopping him from getting to me and ripping the little female out of my arms. They all knew the me of old. Even though I was on the clock, such a move would have been suicidal, and it didn’t go down very well when you murdered your own primary in a fury of blood and carnage. My bosses, Mason and Dante, would be pissed. They’d back me, but they’d be pissed about it. 

      All this bypassed Finlay Dawes’s common sense, hightailed it past his survival instincts, and carried on into the sunset of sheer stupidity.

      “She’s mine, and she knows it. Aren’t you, darling?” He smiled at the blonde waitress in my arms. “How about you come over here and show me a little loving?”

      I felt the push of compulsion in his voice and snarled as the little waitress tried to move automatically toward him. Worse, I felt the sudden tension in her body as she was forced to comply. Few betas could fight alpha compulsion, but she was trying. 

      “Stay right where you are,” I growled, adding a push to my own voice as I stared the kid down. He might have been an alpha, but we had a hierarchy among us—levels of power and command. It had never been documented, and half of us wouldn’t even admit to it. But it was there, and I was definitely higher in the pecking order than Finlay Dawes, my growl easily holding him in place as well as the little blonde. 

      “Dude!” Finlay growled, squirming as he tried to break free. It wasn’t a good look for an alpha, even a young one. “I saw her first. Hand her over!”

      As if things weren’t bad enough, at that moment Ilya Nikolaev decided to throw his hat into the ring, appearing behind me. 

      “Actually,” he said in a deep, gravel-like voice that bore only a trace of an accent, “I did. She was on the way to my table with drinks.” 

      He smiled at my little blonde prize. 

      “Hey, krasivaya,” he all but purred, not an ounce of compulsion in his voice. He didn’t need it. He had that sort of bad-boy charm and dark good looks that women flocked to in droves, alpha or not. 

      “Fuck off, Ilya,” I growled, not at all concerned that I was threatening one of the most dangerous men in the country, if not the world. Ilya owed me, and it wasn’t the kind of debt he would risk losing over some spoiled little daddy’s boy in a club. At least I hoped not, or this club was about to become a fucking bloodbath. “Go screw up someone else’s day. Would you?”

      “Bane Craven.” He inclined his head, his accent becoming more clipped. He still smiled, but his eyes were harder than when he’d been looking at the little female.

      “A pleasure to make your acquaintance again. This…” He looked Finlay, currently being half throttled by Thale, up and down. “Rebenok… this child is with you?”

      I nodded. “Unfortunately so.”

      He inclined his head while I studiously ignored the circling bratva soldiers ready to take all our heads off. All it would take was a small nod from Ilya. I just hoped the Butcher’s son was feeling magnanimous today. 

      It appeared I was in luck. Ilya chuckled and waved his men away. “Then we are all friends here. Let us have a drink.”

      He turned, catching the eye of the manager, who was already bustling over toward us with a worried expression. I didn’t blame him. For a moment there I thought things were going seriously sideways. Everyone in the city knew Ilya Nikolaev… and the fact that pissing him off was not only bad for business but bad for one’s health as well. 

      “Drinks!” Ilya declared loudly. “Drinks all round!”

      The club erupted into a cacophony of cheers, and order was restored. Mostly. 

      The manager reached us as Thale wisely got Finlay Dawes the fuck out of there. The last I saw the pain in the ass younger alpha was being dragged by his collar toward the exit. I didn’t have time to check that they made it through as the manager stepped into my personal space and pissed me right off.

      “What the fuck did you do this time?” he barked, glaring at my little beta waitress.

      Before the little female could get a word in edgeways, the manager was already apologizing to Ilya and me. 

      “Alpha sirs, I am so sorry. Whatever she has done to offend, I can assure you she will be duly disciplined.”

      “She did nothing wrong,” I growled, annoyed by the piece of shit little beta’s attitude. “And you will absolutely not discipline her.”

      The beta manager paled, nodding so quickly I was surprised his head didn’t fall off his neck. “Yes, sir, of course, sir. Absolutely one of our best staff. My dear, would you like to order these gentlemen a free drink from the bar and then take your break, please?”

      I didn’t want to let her go, but I couldn’t find a reason to hold on to her any longer. She slipped from my grasp with a small smile as she mouthed, “Thank you.” 

      And then she was gone…
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      WILLOW

      My sister was gone, and if I had to trade my soul to the devil to get her back, I would.

      Unfortunately, the Denning Heights Police Department didn’t feel the same way, or even seem to feel that my sister was actually missing. I slid my cell out of my pocket to read their latest message again.

      Autoreply to incident number 57390-a1289: This case has been closed. Be advised that location of beta persons does not fall under the remit of the Denning Heights Police Department. Please check with your local transport hubs, employment agencies, and morgue facilities. Further communication on this matter may be ruled as a waste of police resources and may be subject to prosecution.

      Morgue facilities.

      I gritted my teeth until they ached. Typical. The police couldn’t be bothered with a missing beta. Not in their remit. I’d contacted them multiple times since Chloe had disappeared, snatched off the street by thugs in a black van. I’d reported it as a kidnapping, an assault, even as a theft, but nothing had gotten any kind of response from the police department, just the same reply. Although the rider about prosecution was new. Nice touch, way to go to get me to back off.

      A sudden wave of hopelessness washed over me as I grabbed at the nearest table so I didn’t faceplant on the floor. I hadn’t eaten since breakfast… maybe yesterday? I never could eat when I was stressed. My free hand flitted up to my side, where my patch was hidden under my clothes. It was a new one yesterday but I knew from experience that if I didn’t eat, or got stressed, I would burn through it quicker. Which would mean I’d need to secure more, and the black market in omega suppressant patches was getting thin these days. The new tougher laws on helping an omega escape detection were scaring most people off and the others… yeah, they were the kind of low-life criminal scum no one wanted to owe a favor.

      “Hey, hun… you okay?” Janie, one of the other baristas on duty, asked with concern as she passed me with a laden tray.

      I nodded, taking a deep breath as I straightened. As I did, I caught sight of the crowd on the street opposite around the steps of the courthouse.

      That wasn’t what made me catch my breath. Crowds always congregated when a big trial was on. Reporters and photographers were forever looking to get that picture or that perfect quote for their article.

      Striding through the crowds, scattering the masses, was a big dangerous-looking man. He was suited and booted the same way as every other man who walked through those doors, but he stood at least a head and a half above everyone else.

      Bane Craven.

      It had been five years, four months, three days and twelve hours since I’d last seen him, but I recognized him instantly.

      Mine and Chloe’s life hadn’t been ideal, but we’d been getting along okay. Until the night I’d met Bane Craven and everything had gone to hell in a hand basket. He was the last man I ever wanted to see again.

      Tall, broad-shouldered, and handsome enough to make even an angel weep… and if that wasn’t bad enough, he was also an alpha. An alpha I wanted desperately to forget. I had nothing to thank alphas for. Ever. They had been responsible for every shitty turn my life had taken, in one way or another—from the one that had killed my mother to the ones responsible for the laws that kept omegas like me in hiding.

      Bane was impossible to forget, though. He’d held me against the solidity of his carved chest, close enough for his deep chocolate and cinnamon scent to permeate so deeply into my lungs it had engraved itself on my very soul. And I’d fled from him as though my life depended on it, which it did.

      Bane Craven was my alpha.

      He didn’t know it. He never would. I would never bow to the yoke of an alpha the way my mother had. I would never let one control me the way she had. But if I did, it would be a hundred percent worse for me. My mother had been a beta, not an omega, but tiny and delicate enough that most people thought she was an omega.

      And that voice of his, like a landslide… Even now the memory of it made me press my thighs together, the scratchy pants of the coffeeshop uniform a far cry from the miniskirt and stockings I’d worn the last time I’d seen him.

      Shame washed over me in an unstoppable wave as I remembered the need to do his bidding. To obey. Just like my mother. She had mewled and obeyed the alpha who had killed her, even as he brutalized and abused her. A poor little beta in the thrall of a powerful alpha, under his compulsion as he took what he wanted from her and then cast her aside, uncaring that she wouldn’t survive his treatment of her.

      Biting my lip, I watched Bane stride up the steps of the courthouse, his long dark hair caught at the nape of his neck. He was the last man I wanted to see again, but he was an alpha, which meant he was the only man in the world who could help me. Could help Chloe…

      Fuck, I was so screwed.

      Sighing, I cleared the table in front of me, loading the tray and then wiping down the wooden surface. All the time I kept an eye on the courthouse, waiting for my quarry to come out. Quarry… that’s what he was. All he was. All I would allow him to be. I was not my mother, so desperate for the protection of a powerful man that I would pretend to be something I wasn’t. I was my own woman, and he was a means to an end. That was all.

      So I took orders and poured coffee, smiling at customers and clearing tables as I waited for the crowds to start pouring out of the courthouse. I picked up from the chatter of the customers that a big trial was on today. A really big one. Some alpha had been caught using drugs to change beta women into omegas… Which made me feel sick. Natural-born omegas hid themselves if they could. It was the only way to avoid being treated like property—kept in cages and tagged, only to be handed to an alpha when we reached eighteen. I felt sorry for those who got caught. But now some assholes out there were abusing other women and turning them into sex slaves?

      I shook my head as I wiped down yet another table. The media circus was intense, the paparazzi circling the steps of the courthouse like a pack of sharks, accosting anyone who came out.

      There was no point going out there, not yet, but I had to stay sharp. I couldn’t afford to miss Craven. I needed to catch him in public, on neutral ground. Otherwise, I’d have to go to his offices or to his home… his territory… and that was dangerous. No woman wanted to be caught in an alpha’s territory, on their turf. Especially not someone like me.

      Even if the government didn’t allow alphas to carve out real territories and hold them against anyone intruding, they still did it. They marked out their own stomping grounds—their homes, their places of work… Women knew not to get caught in these areas alone with an alpha. Hell, it didn’t even matter if they weren’t alone. They could be in a crowd and still the alphas could do, did do, exactly what they wanted.

      I straightened up, injecting steel into my spine as the crowd around the steps at the front of the courthouse swelled in numbers. That usually meant things were about to happen. Snatching my apron from around my waist, I scurried around the counter and stuffed it beneath. It was now or never. I had to catch Craven as he came out.

      “Janie,” I called out, “cover for me. Would you? I’m just going out for my break.”

      Janie nodded as she frothed milk, not paying attention to the fact that I slipped out the front door of the coffee shop rather than through the back into the alley where we usually took our breaks away from the prying eyes of the customers.

      I slipped between the traffic, flipping off one driver who slammed on his brakes in a completely irrational display of temper that I, a mere pedestrian, had encroached on the sacred territory dedicated to the automobile.

      Joining the baying crowd at the foot of the steps, I stood on tiptoe to see better. A few lawyers came out and read statements, but none of them were the man I was waiting for.

      Then I saw him, like some kind of Greek god as he appeared at the top of the courthouse stairs. He stood for a moment, his hair released from its confinement and flowing behind him, as he glared down at the crowd, his face like thunder. My heart skipped a beat, the butterflies in my stomach kicking up a storm like they were wearing hobnailed boots. Bile rose in my throat. Oh God, I couldn’t do this.

      Taking a step back, I tried to turn in the crush of the crowd but was foiled by a bank of photographers behind me all pushing forward to try and get the best shot of the lawyers still spouting their statements on the steps above. Trying to slide sideways didn’t work either. The pounding of my heart in my throat became a deafening crescendo. A photographer glared at me as I was shoved into him.

      There had to be some other way to find Chloe, some other favor I could pull in… But even as the thought crossed my mind, I knew it was hopeless. I had no other way. I was listed as a beta. More to the point I was a beta woman, the lowest of the low, a low-income beta woman that society had forgotten, as long as I did my job and kept my head down. I wasn’t supposed to have any expectations about life. No hope. People like me and Chloe didn’t get found, not alive anyway. So if I wanted to find my sister alive, I was going to need help.

      Alpha help. 

      My alpha’s help.
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      BANE

      Robert Sinclair got fifteen years for aggravated assault, the intention to forcibly change another person’s dynamic, and… because he’d tried to dose a presenting omega with Representine, the prosecution hit him with attempted murder as well. Apparently that shit’s really bad if you’re already the dynamic they’re trying to change you to. It could have killed Neve. For that alone I wanted to snap the little fucker’s neck. I liked Neve. She was good people, and she was good for Mason and Dante.

      I watched as they led him away, sobbing and broken in handcuffs. I had fuck-all sympathy for the bastard. He was an arrogant little motherfucker who’d throw his teddies out his pram when he couldn’t get what he wanted. Worse, he’d thought that once he was an alpha, he could just take what he wanted, proving he had no idea what made a true alpha.

      He, like many others who aspired to our dynamic, thought it was about power and aggression, proving they missed the defining element of being an alpha. They missed what we were made for, what we were born for.

      To protect others weaker than ourselves.

      I levered myself up from the hard bench of the public gallery and made my way to the door. I didn’t bother talking to anybody as I pushed my way past the hordes of reporters gathered on the steps. Because of the Representine angle, this was a big case, but I didn’t want any part of the media furor that followed things like these.

      “No comment,” I growled several times before I was clear of the crowd. They didn’t follow me, the survival instincts obviously highly developed in that pack of rats.

      Or, so I thought. One skinny woman broke away from the rest, blocking my path. I let anger rumble in the back of my throat, expecting her to skitter off like a frightened deer. She certainly resembled one with her wide dark eyes and soft lips that made me think bad thoughts.

      “Mr. Bane?” she asked, holding her ground in front of me. Her voice held a little bit of a tremble. Not surprising for a beta with the balls to run down an alpha in such a manner.

      “Didn’t you hear me back there… I said no comment,” I snarled, in no mood to piss about or answer questions.

      The fact that she was propositioning me for information pissed me off even more. Or perhaps it was because if she’d propositioned me in a bar, my response would have been entirely different.

      “Please… you’re my last hope,” she whispered with tears in her beautiful eyes. My heart clenched deep in my chest as every protective instinct I had rushed to the fore. Either she was the best fucking actress I’d ever met, or something was really, very wrong. Like apocalyptically wrong.

      “Why?” Except in a professional setting, I wasn’t a man of many words. “What do you want?”

      She bit her lip, reaching out to touch my arm.

      “Please… my sister is missing. You’re the only one who can find her.”

      I didn’t let my expression change, keeping my alpha glower all the way. I couldn’t let my unusual reaction to her color my response. Best she thought I was the asshole alpha everyone else did.

      “Try the police,” I ground out, but for some reason I couldn’t make myself brush past her. It would be easy, as there was nothing to her. She was the tiniest little dot of a thing, delicate and finely boned. She probably weighed as much as a kitten wet through, so there was no way she could match my strength, but some things weren’t about strength. I felt gigantic and monstrous compared to her slender delicateness, as though my brutish hands, more like shovels, didn’t even deserve to touch her.

      Which made absolutely fuck all difference when I saw a commotion at the top of the steps, and the crowd surged forward. My fangs dropped and I snarled as I scooped her up. Her little gasp was almost musical against my ear, the soft puff of her breath against my skin an erotic torment.

      Holding her tiny little form safely against my chest as I strode through the crowds, I used my free arm to shove assholes who didn’t get the hint from my glare out of the way. The rest soon got the message and scattered like the seas parting before me.

      “It’s okay, sweetness,” I murmured as she clung to my shoulders. “I’ve got you.”

      She didn’t respond, her grip tight around my throat. So tight she was damn near throttling me. I didn’t mind, her closeness bringing me alive in a way I hadn’t felt before. It was as alarming as it was confusing because her scent told me she was just a beta. I shouldn’t be reacting this way to a beta, only to an omega. Only to my omega. Even odder, her scent was familiar to me, but I couldn’t place it. Honeysuckles and lavender, which was an odd combination, unique in fact.

      We reached the edge of the crowd, the sharks and other predators of the paparazzi world thinning out. Some of them looked at us with interest in their avaricious gazes. I didn’t see greed for wealth or material possessions in their eyes but rather a predatory interest in anything to do with an alpha. No matter who the alpha was… even the new president wasn’t immune, his exalted office still not protecting him from such intense scrutiny.

      My hard glare warned them off, but at the end of the day the lack of any killing rage made them realize the woman in my arms was not an omega. They lost interest at that point and moved on. Alphas were born in greater numbers than the other dynamics but not all survived the transition, and alpha mortality rate was high due to challenges, fights between us, and the fact that we tended to pick high-octane, high-risk sports and careers.

      Even so, far more alphas than omegas remained, so it wasn’t unheard of for an alpha to take a beta to their beds. Or several. Some alphas had harems of beta women because one beta could not hope to keep up with the lust and desires of any alpha. Not without running the risk of exhaustion, injury, or both.

      So an alpha carrying a beta off into a dark alley somewhere would only be news in some of the darker parts of the internet, with some very specific sexual predilections. Whole sections of various porn sites were dedicated to alpha-on-beta action, none of which interested me in the slightest.

      It was all staged, the violence ramped up, and even though I knew the women involved were there by choice, that they wanted to and had consented to submit to an alpha, that level of compulsion still made me feel sick. They might have initially consented, but at that point, the beta women had no choice. They couldn’t say no to anything since the film sets were run by alphas.

      Yeah, I’d had to take down more than a few of those sicko outfits in my time, which was my role with the ASC. I could multitask on a combat team, and then I took the assholes down in court. It was a win-win situation.

      Reaching the relative privacy of a nearby alley, I set the little beta down on her feet. She wavered a little, putting a tiny hand out onto my arm to get her balance as she blinked up at me. Her touch burned even through the three layers of fabric on my arm, and the look in her dark eyes speared me to the core.

      I had never had a beta affect me so badly, and I wasn’t entirely sure I liked it. Something about her dark eyes and her bee-stung lips seemed familiar, but even though I racked my memory, I couldn’t place her. Not in any of the cases I’d taken or been involved with either before or after my time with the ASC.

      “Thank you,” she murmured as she regained her balance and then took a step back from me.

      She was good, very good. To anyone watching casually it would have seemed that she’d taken a step back in the natural ebb and flow of things, but I knew better. Anxiety and fear had spiked in her scent a second before she’d moved, which meant the movement was deliberate, intentional. She’d both put distance between us and made it look natural all in the same movement. That was a rare skill set. But it wasn’t natural… It had to be learned, which meant she’d been somewhere that she’d had to both be aware of alphas’ tempers and make sure they kept their distance, all while ensuring they didn’t know what she was doing.

      That she’d been somewhere like that and had been around other alphas didn’t sit well with me for some reason. It was an entirely unreasonable expectation. Few places in the world could a beta avoid the attention of alphas in that manner. Except maybe in Europe, where the beta population lived in walled cities, the wilds beyond them carved up by alphas into territories. I clenched my teeth against the instinctive rush of rage the thought of Europe always bought.

      We’d… I’d lost Hunter in Europe, on a shit mission with shit intel, in the back end of beyond somewhere we shouldn’t have been. I felt the loss of my paired alpha as keenly now as the day I’d seen the spot he’d been standing erupt into fire and flame.

      Grimly I hauled myself back from the unpleasant memories and focused on the beta in front of me. I knew her from somewhere, but where?

      “Talk,” I growled. “And make it fast. I have places to be, people to see.”

      Yeah, so I was an asshole. Tell me something new. The last thing I needed was a pretty little beta female like this realizing the effect she had on me—the effect very near that of an omega, which was bad news, bad news indeed.

      The only reason an omega’s control of an alpha, slight as it was, was even conscionable, was because it was hormonal and instinctive. To say alphas were led by their cocks was both laughable and also very true but only for a certain subset of the female population—those with the genetic marker of omega. And they were just as much of a slave to their instinctive drives as we were, possibly more.

      As soon as they presented as omegas, their very natures drove them to find the strongest possible fertile alpha around them, both for protection and to father their children. We alphas craved them, and they us. This checks-and-balances system kept everything in control and stopped society from descending into chaos. As a system it was crude and had flaws, but it was all we had, and we had to make it work.

      Her little chin came up, highlighting the delicateness of her slender neck. I bit back the growl that wanted to rip through me, holding my fangs into place. I had to admire her courage. Few beta women—hell, few betas full stop, male or female—could stand toe to toe with an alpha of my size and demeanor without cracking.

      “My sister is missing.”

      Her voice was calm and controlled, but I heard the tiniest waver. Her scent was flooded with apprehension and fear but tellingly no excitement. Not at all. Which was odd. Most betas were just a little bit turned on at having an alpha’s attention all to themselves.

      “And?” I folded my arms, looming over her. “Like I said before, contact the police.”

      “They won’t help,” she bit out, her eyes flashing and anger coloring her voice. “Just told me it wasn’t in their remit to track beta movements. Told me to check the transport hubs and the morgues.”
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