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        Cyra, a rare Omega phoenix shifter, has been hiding from the shifter world for years, but she’s about to be dragged back into it in a big way.

      

      

      
        
        Cyra feels that she’s pretty good at pretending that she’s human, she’s got a job at a cafe and is a princess for hire for birthday parties for kids. Money is always tight, but she likes her freedom and that’s worth a lot to her.

        Rare Omegas like her are never truly safe. Either because her parents keep trying to marry her off to some rich Alpha for the money and status it would bring them, or the constant danger of being found out, kidnapped and bred by some random shifter family hoping to gain status from that. Once she’s claimed by an Alpha, she’ll become the Alpha’s property, and she refuses to live like that.

        But those situations become real possibilities when Cyra finds herself at the start of the shifter mating season with an old car that constantly breaks down and her stash of medication that she uses to hide her Omega status running dangerously low, and no money to afford to do something about either problem.

      

      

      
        
        Her problems get even worse when two playboy Alphas, a hydra and a griffin, start showing up at the cafe. Their teasing and interest making her feel things and want things she’s sworn to never do with another shifter, for the risk of what could happen is too great for the short enjoyment it would bring.

        But the final straw is when she accidentally accepts to play a princess at a shifter kid’s birthday party and her car breaks down right as she’s about to leave. Luckily, or maybe she’s just that unlucky, two kind Alphas, a cerberus and a centaur, are able to give her a ride back home. Their kindness making her feel safe and comforted, even when it’s not safe for her at all.

      

      

      
        
        In a bout of recklessness and a desperate need for the money, she accepts the offer of the cerberus and centaur to be their date to the yearly Night Gala. An exclusive event at the start of the mating season where Alphas, Betas and Omegas can meet, but it’s not uncommon for humans to attend too, as ‘dates’ or staff. One night of looking pretty and eating fancy food and she’d be able to not only fix her car but afford the medication she needs, the offer is too tempting.

        What she hadn’t expected was for the hydra and the griffin to show up too.

        Or how all four Alphas would react to her Omega scent.

        Or how the media would hound them through the city as the five are trying to figure out what’s going on.

      

      

      
        
        Or, worst of all, how her parents would use this opportunity to get the fame they’ve always wanted by claiming that the four Alphas have kidnapped Cyra and that she’s already promised to another Alpha.

        Now the five not only have to figure out their feelings, but are also on the run from the media, the police and anyone interested in getting their hands on a rare Omega, no matter the cost…

      

      

      

      
        
        This collection contains all four books in the Her Shifter Harem’s Babies series, Omega Phoenix: Claimed, Omega Phoenix: Hunted, Omega Phoenix: Pursued and Omega Phoenix: Provoked. This is a paranormal Omegaverse reverse harem #WhyChoose romance. These books may include any of these elements: steamy scenes, ‘I need tissues NOW’ moments, cries of ‘why, oh, why’ and cliffhangers that make you bite your nails (and curse the author). This series contains MF, MM and group scenes.
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      I’m not a US or a UK author and this story does not take place in the US or the UK, so it will use a mixture of both. Most of the spelling and grammar will be in UK style, but a lot of US slang is used.

      I want to specifically note that the spelling of griffin is used over the spelling of gryphon, and cerberus is spelled without a capital at the start because it’s used as a noun to describe mythical three headed dog creatures and not used as a proper name.

      Thanks!

      Happy reading!
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          CYRA

        

      

    

    
      Stepping behind the counter, I try to pull my skirt down as inconspicuously as possible. Why was this the only clean skirt I had this morning? I should have done laundry last weekend, but instead, I spent it all binging a new series that just came out on Netflix. It was my first weekend off in weeks and I felt like not being too responsible for a few days. Of course, I now pay for that lapse in judgement.

      “Two coffee, black, one hot chocolate and three apple pies for table fifteen.” I put the order into the system while Audrey, the other waitress on staff, starts making the drinks. I grab the slices of apple pie, putting them onto plates on my tray.

      It’s pretty calm in the cafe, even though it’s a beautiful day. I don’t mind because it means I don’t have to keep running all over the place the whole time, which is good with a misbehaving skirt. But it also means that the manager will get annoyed because we’ll have made less money, she’ll probably come up with some ridiculous idea as to how we should have gotten more customers. Some days just... Some days just won’t be crazy busy, that’s life.

      Audrey puts the cups on the tray. “Here you go.” She smiles as she glances around, dropping her voice to a whisper. “Are you even wearing shorts or something under that skirt?”

      “Hush.” I nudge her out of the way as I take my tray to the table with the two ladies and the young girl.

      They come here every Friday afternoon. I’m pretty sure that they’re three generations of the same family, grandma, daughter and granddaughter, since they all look pretty alike. They all have the same bright eyes and dark brown hair, though both of the older women have some grey hairs in theirs, which makes them look sophisticated for some reason.

      I put on my best smile. “Here you go.” I put everything down in front of them, then I stand back slightly. “Anything else I can get you?”

      The oldest woman smiles at me, she’s always so kind to us. “No, thank you. We’re good.”

      “Okay. Let me know if you need anything.” I turn around and find a table to clear. I quickly load the cups and plates on my tray and make my way back to the counter.

      As I’m putting everything away in the dishwasher, Audrey steps close again. “You didn’t answer my question. Are you or aren’t you wearing shorts? Or at least big undies?” Big undies? What the...?

      “Aud,” I whisper loudly, trying to not make the sweet ladies look our way or overhear us. “Don’t even dare to check, or whatever you’re coming up with in that brain of yours. No. I’m not wearing shorts. Why do you think I’m trying not to bend down?” I roll my eyes at her. Now she knows, she’s going to use that knowledge against me, purposefully get me in situations where I’ll have to bend down, because she’s mean like that.

      “Risky.” Audrey laughs, her eyes shining with glee. “You trying to impress someone?” But before I can answer she walks off to greet a new family who just walked in. Oh! Her! It’s that I like her and she’s a good friend, or I would not have put up with her as long as I have...

      I’m not trying to impress anyone. Impressing people is the furthest from my mind as can be. I don’t want anyone to look at me with interest. Though, try to get Audrey to understand that, she loves the attention from the boys... I don’t. I’d prefer to get no attention from any boys, at all, ever.

      If I could stay single for the rest of my life, I’d be happy with that. No matter if people think it’s weird, it’s much better than the alternative.

      I’m an Omega phoenix shifter, which is not just rare, it’s almost legendary in how few of us exist in the world. But, here I am, phoenix shifter and Omega at the same time. That’s not just one reason but two reasons for people to want to control me.

      It doesn’t matter if I’m pretty or ugly, or how smart I am. Just those two things alone are enough to make certain people lose their mind over the thought that I’m still alone, unmated, and not popping out babies every year for the last six years at the age of twenty-five. And my parents are definitely part of that group of people.

      It’s only because I’m too stubborn to give up that I’m still free of an Alpha. I graduated high school with really good grades and I was able to persuade my parents that getting mated at eighteen would be a bad idea; too young, much too young, and too inexperienced to make a good mum.

      So they let me go to college, which I purposefully chose to be as far away from home as I could manage. Living away from them, living a life I chose for myself, has been such a good experience that I don’t ever want to go back, no matter what. Before I went to college, I had an idea of what freedom could be like, but it has turned out to be even better than I could imagine. If this is what Alphas, Betas and humans get to live like, why would I ever go back to a life where my every second of every day is dictated by an Alpha, just because I’m an Omega?

      Of course, it’s not all easy. I have to take medication to make sure that other shifters won’t be able to recognise me as a shifter, and the yearly heat suppressants I have to take during mating season are always hell, but it’s better than the alternative. It’s not easy to hide myself and I always have to be really careful that I don’t get close to people. The medication works both ways, shifters can’t find me, but I can’t sense them either, so I can’t get close to anyone in case they’re an Alpha or a Beta and they might claim me for themselves. If that happens, then all of this is over, and I don’t want it to be over.

      I knew an Omega in college, she got abducted right off the campus grounds. She was also using medication to suppress her shifter side, but she’d forgotten to take it one morning. It was late fall, right before the mating season started and she got found out. She was also some rare shifter type, a dragon, I think, and someone took her. Someone found out and they took her, right off the street, in broad daylight.

      It was a big deal, the whole campus was in chaos for a couple of days. The Omega’s parents came to the college, trying to find her, and the cops got involved, both shifter and human, but they couldn’t find her. In the end, it turned out that a local shifter family had her and that their Alpha son had already mated her. Just like that.

      She was taken from the street and before the end of the day she’d been mated by a total stranger, forever bound to him. Last I heard, she’s had two kids in two years time, and she never leaves the house with either her Alpha or an Alpha or Beta from his family with her.

      I’m not letting that happen to me. Never. I want my own life. I don’t want to be some baby machine for some random family. I like my freedom and to be able to keep it, I need to make sure nobody finds out what I am.

      Humans are aware that shifters exist, and most shifters try to appear as normal and human as possible when they’re out and about, because lots of humans still fear shifters. Which isn’t unfound, not exactly. Some shifters, especially some of the Alphas... They tend to have a habit of showing off in dangerous ways. Ways which can be deadly to humans who are standing around when they show off. If you thought that human teenage boys were annoying, that they’re always taking risks, you’ve not seen what Alphas get up to... Ugh.

      Speaking of Alpha devils...

      The door to the cafe opens and two guys saunter inside. They’re tall, broad and pretty handsome. But I also know that they’re shifters, so any appreciation of their body ends right there. They’re not exactly quiet about being shifters and everyone knows about them.

      The Alphas walk to one of the tables in the back, which has a view of the whole cafe, and sit down. Their eyes roving over the people here, like they’re sizing up the other guests, before they relax some, probably not spotting any other Alphas, and start talking to each other.

      Zack and Spence, two Alphas from local super-rich clans, they’re a few years older than me. Zack’s a hydra shifter, not just a dragon, a hydra. Yes, that’s seven heads instead of just one, and he needs every last of them for his big ego. Spence is a griffin shifter. Part eagle, part lion, all of the danger.

      They’re famous, or infamous depending on how you look at it, for being ladies men, picking up and dropping girls left and right. Exclusively human girls, since picking up the wrong Omega shifter girl might get them more ‘responsibilities’ than they want.

      I have no idea why, but they’ve been coming to this little cafe every day for the last week, like they’re using this as a new place to pick up girls or something. Tough luck for them, since this is mostly a place for families, not clusters of giggling girls, who they’d probably prefer.

      I try to get Audrey’s attention. I don’t want to serve these guys, I really don’t want to, but she either doesn’t notice me, or purposefully ignores me. I don’t know which, but the end result is the same.

      Letting out a soft curse, I grab my notepad and go over to the two assholes.

      “Welcome to Tea in Wonderland, what can I get you two?” I try to smile kindly, but not too sweetly, in case they take it as an invitation for more.

      The taller of the two, Zack, looks me over, hunger in his eyes that even though I try to ignore it, still makes my insides squirm. Fuck, his blue eyes are so dark they’re almost black in the low light of the cafe. “I’d like a piece of you.” He smirks and licks his lips, this eyes travelling down my body.

      No matter how much I want to, I cannot squeeze my thighs together, he can’t see how he influences me. Bad body. Bad, bad body! No getting turned on by the Alphahole.

      I keep smiling politely. “Sorry, that’s not on the menu. But we have coffee, tea and hot chocolate, if you’d like something warm. We’ve also got water or fizzy drinks, if you’d like something cold. And to eat, we’ve got a range of fruit pies and cakes. Those are your choices.” This is why I hate Alphas, always so full of themselves, always thinking they can just fuck anyone they smile at.

      The second guy, Spencer, smiles at me, his eyes intense, almost golden, as he obviously keeps his gaze on my face. “Don’t listen to him, he can’t seem to help hitting on pretty girls. It’s his biggest flaw. We’d like two coffees, black. Thanks.”

      I don’t even write it down. It’s easy enough to remember. “If that’s all. I’ll be right back with your order.” I spin around, trying to get away as quickly as possible. And then the worst thing in the world happens as I feel my skirt flare up at the fast movement.

      Fuck!

      I jam my hand down the back of the skirt to make sure it doesn’t flare up again and briskly walk to the counter.

      But it’s too late as I hear the whistle from Zack behind me.

      Fucking hell. Why? Why today?

      I put my hands on the counter, staring down for a while, trying to come back to myself as my cheeks are aflame.

      I can’t let them win. I can’t let them see how uncomfortable they make me.

      I’m just human. Just a human girl. I’m just another human girl tired of stupid Alpha shifters. I have no interest in playing along with their stupid games, no matter how much they might try.

      Just as I start making their coffee, Audrey comes over, grinning. “What just happened?”

      “Assholes happened.” I groan. “Can you bring them their order? I’m so done with them. Really done.”

      “Sorry, girl.” She winks. “They’re your responsibility today. They’ve been staring at my boobs all week. Now they get to stare at yours.”

      “Not helping.” I groan. I wouldn’t have minded it that much if they’d just stare at my boobs, but they just got an eyeful of my ass and thong, and that’s a whole other level of humiliating.

      Can they leave again, please? I want to have a normal life. A normal life, without Alpha assholes all around.
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      Spence smacks me in the arm as the waitress flees to the counter, her neck all red as she tries her hardest to keep her skirt from flaring up again. She’s wearing a very sexy red lace thong and nothing else, almost like she wants someone to see it. And that lucky guy is me, apparently. Very lucky, since she’s got a great ass, and the thong only made it better.

      “Stop staring. You’re scaring the girl.” Spence smacks my arm again, harder this time. “I hope you didn’t do that on purpose.”

      “Hey! I’m innocent!” I hold up my hands. “That was a hundred per cent not my fault. I had nothing to do with it.” For a change. “What are you taking me for?”

      He sighs, shaking his head. “A monster. A monster who would do things like that just to annoy a girl, to get her attention.”

      I stare his way. “Your point?” Yes, I’m a hydra shifter, which you could define as ‘monster’. But I’m not sure what that’s got anything to do with what just happened.

      “Nothing.” He leans back, looking around the place appreciatively. “Just be nice to the waitresses. We don’t want to be barred from another cafe, especially one that has such good eye candy.” He smiles now, almost smirking.

      “And where the desperate girls won’t think to look for us.” I grin at him.

      He’s got a point. The last cafe we used to frequent got found out and suddenly all the local human girls went there, crowding out the regular customers.

      And then there might have been an unfortunate incident with a blouse that was missing buttons and a bra that miraculously had come undone at the same time which resulted in a great pair of boobs being revealed in the middle of the cafe... It was fun at the time, but we were barred from the place after that.

      I love the ladies, a lot, and they seem to love me too. But sometimes it’s nice to just hang out with Spence without a throng of giggling girls around. A bad boy reputation is fun, but also exhausting to keep up all the time.

      The waitress comes over again, her face still red as she puts the cups of coffee down. “Here are your orders. Anything else?” Her voice is clipped and she holds her tray in front of her, like a shield, the position pushing her boobs up even more, as she looks anywhere but at us.

      My cock is starting to really pay attention to her now. Damn... She looks good.

      This girl is the other reason we’ve been coming here. I don’t know what it is, but I like looking at her, almost like I want to get to know her or something. She doesn’t smell like a shifter, so no chance of any unwanted consequences, but something keeps pulling my eyes to her. I want to stick my dick in her. I bet she’d be a great lay, but stupidly, it feels like I’d like to get to know her in other ways too. Which is new, but might just be because of the pressure from my parents to take a mate lately.

      “What’s your name?” The waitresses don’t wear name tags here and since she’s been avoiding us all week, I’ve not had a chance to ask yet.

      “Cyra.” The way she says it is almost lyrical. “Do you want to order anything else?”

      “Cy~ra.” I try it out and she frowns at me, her hard gaze making my cock strain against my jeans. “No.” I shake my head. “I think we’re good. Since the other thing I’d like sadly enough seems to be missing from your menu.”

      She rolls her eyes and then looks at Spence, who just nods, giving her his most innocent smile, and then she walks off, this time keeping the tray behind her so I can’t accidentally get another peek at her nice ass.

      “Cy~ra.” I repeat again, slowly. It’s an unusual name, I’ve not heard it before. “Sounds like she’s named after a flower or something.”

      Spence laughs and shakes his head. “Really... You. Are you now going after the girls who are definitely not interested in you, just to annoy your family even more?”

      “Who says she’s not interested?” I look after Cyra as she’s doing something behind the counter. “She seems interested enough.”

      “You think everyone is interested in you.” He turns the coffee cup in his hands, an unimpressed look on his face. “Anyone who steps within ten feet is supposedly interested in you.”

      “And the flaw in my reasoning?” I raise my eyebrow at him.

      “You’re forgetting that I’m always nearby and definitely not interested in what you’ve got in your pants.” He laughs, flashing me a quick grin.

      “Pff. You don’t count. I’ve known you for too long. You’ve seen what’s in my pants plenty of times. If we’d been compatible, we’d have known by now. No, I’m not talking about you, I’m talking about other people.” I look down at the cup of coffee, not helping my own grin.

      The coffee here is fine, and they don’t bother you if you stay here for a couple of hours without ordering something every thirty minutes or whatever weird rule they’ve got in some places. For a place where we can just hang out together, this is great.

      I’ve known Spence since we were kids. His clan is next to ours. The hydras and griffins are pretty friendly, as long as nobody makes trouble. We basically grew up together, always in the same class, always in the same schools, always doing things together.

      Some people have said it’s odd, especially now we’re ‘of mating age’. But, you know what, fuck them, who else would understand me than another Alpha from a similarly proud race? Some people just don’t understand what that’s like, to be like us, the pressure on us, or they’re just jealous.

      Although, I have no idea how long we can keep this carefree lifestyle up. Our parents are getting more and more annoying and with the mating season coming up...

      My Omega Mum was really preachy when she heard about me hanging out with human girls again last weekend. She doesn’t want me to hang out with them because they’re ‘below my status’ and that I should start looking for an ‘honourable mate’, no matter how not ready I am to settle down.

      We’re only young once, why would we cut that short by settling down too soon? We’ve still got a couple of years of fun ahead of us before we’ll have to worry about family fortune, mates and a gaggle of little kids.

      Yeah. Hell no, that I’m cutting that short.
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        * * *

      

      The cafe is quiet, it’s getting dark outside, and I know they’re closing soon. The waitresses have been cleaning the other tables but they’ve not bothered us yet. Probably because they know who we are and our reputation. But I’m also sure that the cute waitress, Cyra, has been avoiding us on purpose.

      I push myself up. “Right back.”

      “Zack...” Spencer sighs. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

      “Me? Stupid?” I grin. “When am I ever?” I grab my card and walk over to the counter.

      Both girls look at me, but Cyra quickly glances back down at the glasses she’s polishing when she realises it’s me, her face falling.

      “I’d like to pay, ladies. And thank you for the great view... I mean service, earlier. Thank you for the great service.”

      Cyra goes bright red and nearly drops her glass as she quietly curses.

      The other girl, Audrey, who’s served us before, looks between Cyra and me and taps on things on the computer. “You’re paying for the both of you?” She looks over to Spencer quickly, before her eyes go back to me, slowly sliding from my face down. Oh, yeah, she’s got no problem showing that’s she’s interested in me.

      “Yes.” I hold out my card again.

      “Okay.” She taps a few more things on the computer and then points me towards the terminal.

      I hold my card against it and the payment goes through immediately. “Thank you, again, for the great service. We will definitely be coming back soon.”

      I turn around, hands in my pockets, but I’m pretty sure I heard a grumble from Cyra. Something very much like ‘I wish you wouldn’t’ and I grin. Oh, yeah, we’re definitely coming back, she’s even cuter when she’s angry.

      Spence gets up once I return to the table, narrowing his eyes at me. “What did you do?”

      “I paid. What else did I have to do?” I wait for him to get his jacket, but he won’t move, just looking at me.

      “And you didn’t incidentally say something to upset the cute waitress?” He looks back to the counter. He definitely saw exactly what happened.

      “I might have thanked her for the great... view.” I wink and then quickly get out of his reach before he can hit me again. The guy’s violent, I tell you.

      “You’re such an asshole.” He sighs. “Do I have to go apologise to them now? So that we’re not going to be barred from this place too?”

      “Do whatever you like.” I shrug. “I’m leaving, though.”

      I walk out of the cafe, making sure to stay in the line of sight of the waitresses. I’m not playing with them, I’m not doing anything but having some fun. Mum can’t get upset with me over this, this is totally harmless.

      And Spence can be such a goody-goody, it’s his charm. Next to me, the evil black prince, he always looks like a white knight, and he likes to act like that too. Even though he’s just as depraved as I am, he’s just not as honest about it, or better at hiding it.

      The air outside is cold as I open the door. Winter is getting close, which means that mating season is going to be here soon. Normally, I don’t care about it too much, but I have a feeling that my parents aren’t going to be so relaxed about it this year. I have a feeling that they might get up to things, like choosing someone for me, if I don’t choose a mate this mating season, no matter how much I don’t want to.

      My Alpha father was almost thirty when he mated my Omega mother, who was in her early twenties. And they’re both convinced it’s better if you mate young. That having a family is good for you. That it’s better for the family and the hydra clan.

      I don’t know, I don’t see why it would. It would just mean less fun for me. My parents can wait a while longer with their wish for grandkids. I’m doing things on my own time, like I’ve always done.

      Hydras do things their own way, it’s always been like that, so why are they surprised now?
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      I incline my head as I go over to the counter, holding out my hands in front of me in a peace offering and the waitresses seem a lot more relaxed when I come over, even though Cyra still doesn’t trust me. Which, well, yeah, I don’t blame her.

      “I’m so sorry for how my friend behaved.” I look down and then look up, meeting Cyra’s eyes. “He’s an ass and doesn’t know how to act around cute girls.” I smile and her cheeks pinken, not of shame or anger, but of something else, something I like much more, flattery. And just that look, it pulls on something inside me, it makes me understand why Zack keeps teasing her.

      Fuck. I’m no better than he is, really. It’s not like I didn’t take a peek myself when her skirt went up, and she definitely has a great ass.

      I’m wondering if her bra is the same bright red as her lace thong and if she wears one of those lace bras where you can see the nipples through... Those are so sexy, almost as if the nipples are looking at you from behind a veil, hiding like they’re shy or something.

      “It’s okay.” Cyra’s voice is quiet and I love listening to it. I’ve never heard a voice that’s both soft and clear at the same time. What would she sound like whispering dirty things during sex?

      “I’ll try to keep him in check next time.” I wink and Cyra colours more, just like Audrey, neither unaffected by my charms. “Please. He’s just a dog sometimes, and a badly behaved one too, but he’s harmless, I promise.” I take a step back. “Have a good evening and weekend, ladies.”

      “Good evening,” Audrey says and Cyra nods, nibbling on her lower lip a moment.

      As I turn around, to catch up with Zack, I hear them both laugh softly. They laugh. They don’t giggle, they laugh, softly. A good thing, from my perspective.

      I step outside and Zack is waiting a little while off, leaning against the wall of the cafe.

      “Took you long enough.” He grins and starts walking to where we parked the car. “Did anything interesting happen?”

      “I had to make sure that we’d actually be able to return, you know. This is a good place and it would be a shame if we’re not allowed to come back, or if they start spitting in our coffee or something.” I shiver but Zack laughs loudly.

      “Hell, Cyra can spit in my coffee any day.” He shakes his head, his eyes sparking. “As long as she’ll let me eat her out after.”

      I open my mouth, trying to come up with a good reply, but coming up empty. “Sometimes I wonder how any girl ever lets you get close to her, when you say things like that.”

      “Because they don’t care what I say, just about what I can do with my mouth.” He looks out over the street. “Want to go somewhere tonight? I heard there’s a party at one of the nearby clans. Or we could go to a club or something. Your choice.”

      “Nah.” I take a deep breath. “I’m spending tonight at home. You can go out on your own if you want to, but I’m staying in.”

      He eyes me, narrowing his eyes. “What are you up to? You’re not taking this mating stuff serious, are you? You’re not going to look at marriage invitations, right?”

      “Hell, no.” I laugh. Though I have been considering taking a look lately, just to keep my parents off my back for a while longer. “My sis is in town, with her whole family, and I’ve not seen them in a long time. I think I should probably spend some time with them.”

      “Ah.” He laughs. “How long has it been since she got mated? Since she left?”

      “Almost four years.” I shrug. “It’s rare for her to come back, we usually visit her. I think it’s because of the birthday of one of the kids of an old friend or something. Since her kid is now old enough to actually have an interest in parties. They’re staying at our parents’ for the weekend. And unlike you, I actually like spending time with my siblings.”

      “Pff.” He shrugs. “Yours aren’t all whiney teenagers. Maybe if they’re older I would ‘appreciate’ them more. But right now they just reek from the hormones and cry even more than when they were babies. I have no idea how my parents aren’t going insane. The triplets are absolute monsters right now and the other one isn’t helping, he’s being an absolute shit to his professors at college.”

      “Your parents are used to you. They can manage the rest after that.” I quickly step aside so he can’t hit me and we wrestle the last way to the car.

      I can’t help but laugh at how annoyed he gets about his younger siblings. They’re quite a bit younger than him, but he really loves them, no matter how he acts. I know that he pretends to get upset with them because that’s what older brothers are supposed to be like, but also always helps them out with their homework if they don’t understand something. He just acts tough, but he’s a big softie on the inside.
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        * * *

      

      I smile as I hear my sister’s laugh as soon as I open the door, followed by the high pitched giggles of a toddler. It’s always good when she’s back, makes our parents not look at me as closely. It’s just the two of us, no other siblings. My older sister is an Omega, and she got mated and married to some Alpha the same year she was supposed to graduate college. The Alpha is a good guy, and made sure she finished college, but he’s got a job that takes him all over the world. So they live in a city that’s closer to a big airport, unlike the small one we’ve got, and where the houses are even more ridiculously expensive than they are around here...

      “I’m home,” I call out as I take my jacket off, loving the sound of a filled house. Sometimes I’m jealous of Zack and his big family, I wish I had a busy house like that. Being all on my own here with my parents definitely has its drawbacks.

      “Uncle!” Star comes bumbling out of the living room, her arms wide open as she comes for me. She’s covered in chocolate and I wince while I pick her up. I’m going to have to put a clean shirt on before dinner, or Dad is going to get annoyed with me for not looking presentable.

      “Hey, little girl. How was your trip?”

      “Plane. So big.” She starts babbling about the journey here as I walk into the living room.

      My sister, Phoebe, comes over, giving me a hug. “Hey, little brother, out on the prowl with that hydra again?” She smiles, her words not mean, just teasing.

      “I came home early to see my two favourite women in the whole world. With you two around, I won’t need anyone else.” I carefully put Star down. “Seems I’ve missed a party?” I look down at Star and Phoebe laughs.

      “No, that’s just from two chocolate cookies...” She sighs. “Don’t ask. I don’t have a clue how she does it either. Must be toddler magic.”

      “So, what’s up in your world?” I sit down on the couch as my Alpha mum comes into the living room from the kitchen. “Hey, got home early.”

      “Good.” Mum smiles. “Did Phoebe tell you the good news yet? She’s got great news for you.”

      “Mum!” Phoebe glares at her.

      “What?” I look between them. What’s going on now?

      Phoebe sighs. “I wasn’t going to mention this, since I didn’t want to influence you or anything.” She glares at

      Mum. “And I thought this probably wouldn’t be the best time to bring this up. You know, right when you step in the door?”

      “Just say it already.” Mum laughs. “He’ll find out anyway.”

      I keep looking between the two as I pour myself a glass of water. “Still waiting here...”

      “Well... Since you asked.” Phoebe is being dramatic as she sits down, taking something from her bag. “Here.” She holds out a folder and my stomach sinks as I already know what this is... A mate proposal. “A real pretty Omega just came of age in a clan nearby to where I live. I think you’d like her. She’s smart, kind, and good for your temper.”

      “Just came of age?” That means she just turned eighteen... A mate nearly a decade younger than me... Not really what I’d been planning on, if I was going to take a mate.

      “Yes. Her parents have been hiding her from the public, sent her away to boarding school and everything. And now I’ve seen her... I get why.” Phoebe winks. “Just... Take a look in your own time. But I think you’d like her.”

      “Thanks.” I nod, putting the file down on the table.

      I don’t think I want to take a look. I’m not ready to settle yet, but especially not with a girl that much younger than me. Hell, even the human girls who hang around Zack and I don’t tend to be that young. The poor Omega should at least finish college or something, get some more years on her before her parents mate her, some more life experiences.

      But that’s not how things go, especially not when she’s ‘pretty’, which tends to be code for being a shifter type that’s less common. She’ll probably be mated off before this year’s mating season has properly started. That’s what tends to happen with ‘pretty’ girls.

      Why does an actual pretty girl now pop into my head, Cyra, who definitely has a temper and who doesn’t seem to take shit from Zack, everything my parents would hate in a potential mate. Hmmm. A girl like that. I’d like a girl like that. Someone who will stand up for herself, even in quiet ways, and who won’t just let people walk over her. Her soft lips, her sparkling eyes, and those legs... which end in that great ass. Perfection.

      Okay. Maybe I should have accepted Zack’s offer of going to a club. Maybe then I wouldn’t be thinking of a girl who I’ll never be able to have. She doesn’t seem like a girl who’s up for just some fun for one night, and I’m not going to try to convince her otherwise when we’ve got so many willing girls around us all the time.
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          CYRA

        

      

    

    
      I move the stupid wig around on my head, trying to find where I’m going to attach it. At least I didn’t have to worry about clothes for today, the princess dress I’ll have to wear for today’s party was all clean and everything, but that hasn’t made my mood any better.

      When I accepted this job, I obviously wasn’t paying attention to where it was. I don’t normally do shifter parties. I avoid them, like the plague, but another princess somehow managed to break her arm this week and they needed a replacement at the last minute. And I’m the only other person who does the Cinderella routine, so the agency asked me.

      If I hadn’t been so frustrated by the Alpha assholes’ behaviour yesterday afternoon, I would have checked where it was, who it was for and I would have realised I should have said no. But of course, I wasn’t paying attention, still too angry, and now I’m stuck doing this. It’s not like the parties for shifters are much different from the human ones, it’s just that I don’t want to have to surround myself with shifters for a whole day.

      I made sure I used all the products that will hide my shifter scent this morning, I even used some extra of the horridly sweet deodorant that some human girls seem to like. I don’t know if it’s too much, but I’m better extra sure than someone catching my real scent, no matter how small the chance.

      I finally manage to get the wig on right and look at myself in the mirror. I can do this. I’m just a human girl dressed as a princess who is going to give some little girl a fun birthday party. Same as always. And I really need the money.

      Even if I had realised where this was, I probably still would have had to take the job because I really need some extra money. Meds to hide my shifter side are not cheap and I’m also going to have to buy heat suppressants soon, and those are always crazy expensive. It’s not like my parents will pay for any of it, or my insurance... So I have to come up with the money myself some way, and these parties, especially the ones for the rich people, are a good way to boost enough of my income to cover it. Hopefully.

      I grab my box with party games from the couch and make my way to my car. I take a deep breath. Maybe I should have cleaned my car, so I wouldn’t have to show up with a dirty car in one of those expensive neighbourhoods, but it’s too late for that now. It’s too late for any of that now.

      No way back.
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        * * *

      

      I step out of the house onto the fricking huge green lawn that’s supposed to be the ‘garden’. I can almost see half the city from here. Hell...

      I pull my voice up high, putting on my Cinderella persona. “Where’s the birthday girl? I... spy...”

      A little girl, wearing a crown proclaiming proudly that she’s five years old, comes running over to me. “Princess! The princess is here!”

      More and more kids flock around me and I laugh as I greet everyone. The kids are just like every other party I’ve been to. Kids are kids, and these parties are the same no matter what. It’s just the parents and family members I’m more worried about...

      The Omega mother didn’t seem to realise what I was, at least she didn’t show any signs that she noticed I’m not human, and the Alpha mother barely glanced my way when I tried to introduce myself. Let’s just hope that it stays that way all day.

      Although, with the week I’ve had, that might be asking for too much. Those two Alpha shifters showing up at the cafe have been bad luck, so I’m not so sure that it won’t go horribly wrong at some point today either. But I’m not going to worry about that right now. Right now, I’m just a princess who is going to do fun games with these kids.

      “Who wants to do some face painting? I can make you into a princess or a prince, or a butterfly...” I turn to the birthday girl, Daisy, grinning at how excited she seems. “What would you like?”

      The kids start to excitedly talk to me, all at the same time, and I try to create some order as I start on the birthday girl first. This is what I love most, just having fun, letting these kids do something fun. While I’m trying to pretend to be someone who isn’t totally shitting her pants right now, I did manage to put on clean shorts today, for fear of being found out...

      The kids here are mostly really young, though there are a couple of grumpy teenagers around too, but the party seems to really be for the kids. There are parents and uncles and aunts and grandparents around, but nobody seems to be paying any attention to the girl who’s entertaining their kids.

      Most of the parents seem to be around my age, or slightly older. If my parents had their way, my first kid would probably be around the same age as the birthday girl, but, luckily, it’s less and less common these days to have Omegas marry before they finish college.

      But at this party, some of the parents can’t be any older than I am, and their kids are already in primary school and I wonder for a moment what they’re thinking of their lives. If this was what they thought their lives would look like and if this is what they’ve always wanted to do.

      Although... If they live in houses like these... Does that even matter? When you’re this rich, does it even matter if you’ve got a degree or not? If you’ve got more money than you know how to spend, why would it matter how much education you’ve had? You can just pay someone to do whatever you want them to do...

      “I think the princess might need to drink something, before she faints from the heat.” A low and amused voice sounds from behind me, and when I turn around, I’m looking into dark brown eyes and the guy’s got an almost wolfish grin on his face.

      My heart skips a beat, not from fear, but from how handsome he looks. Tall, built broad, almost like a wall, and his dark brown eyes are warm. Even though he’s grinning, it’s filled with kindness, no meanness in sight. Oh, crap.

      I almost reach out to him, wanting to touch him, but quickly accept the glass instead, looking at it quizzically.

      He lets out a low rumbling laugh. “No alcohol, I promise, just some fizzy drink I found. Didn’t think you’d be interested in sharing the sickeningly sweet lemonade with the kids.” He looks behind me at the kids. “You seem to be able to handle them pretty well.”

      “Thanks.” I nod, taking a sip of the glass, the bubbles slide down my throat, adding to the bubbles already popping in my stomach. It’s definitely cooling, but it doesn’t help against the blush I feel creeping up my cheeks from the sexy guy who gave it to me.

      “How do you do it?” He seems actually interested, which is odd for an Alpha...

      I shrug slightly as I quickly avoid a cup of lemonade from one of the kids spilling all over my dress. “Practice, I guess. And if you keep them all focused in the same direction, you don’t have to worry as much about one of them going rogue.” I can’t help laughing as I quickly get one of the kids back to the group by offering them a pretty glitter pencil to use on their drawing.

      The guy laughs again, warm and rumbling, nodding appreciatively. “Sounds like you know what you’re doing. Did you study for this?”

      Stupid butterflies crash around in my stomach and I quickly try to drown them in the fizzy drink. This is not good, so not good. Before I can answer him, we get interrupted.

      “Max! Max!” The birthday girl darts over to him and pulls him along to the table. “Look at what I made. You draw too!”

      Max sits on a chair and pulls the little girl on his lap as she explains the drawing she’s making. It looks silly, him sitting at the small kiddy table, he towers over all of them, but it’s also adorable, how soft he is with her. He animatedly talks to Daisy and some of the other kids around, but as time passes I also feel his eyes darting to me from time to time.

      Not good. I don’t need him to look at me like that. Not with that look of interest, that curiosity, because nothing good can come from it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Apparently, Max has decided to join in on the kids’ party, as he doesn’t leave us for the next two hours, while I’m playing all sorts of different games with the kids. Having an extra adult around to keep them in line is pretty helpful, but it doesn’t take away from how he’s making me feel every time I catch him staring at me. As the kids are starting to look a little tired, I take my storybook.

      “Who wants to hear a story? Who wants to hear Cinderella’s story?” I hold up the book and the kids all come running, sitting down in front of me, in the shade of a tree, since we don’t need any heat strokes. It’s pretty hot today, even though it’s in the middle of fall, one of those rare hot days. “Does the birthday girl want to sit in my lap? In the special spot?”

      Daisy nods and comes over, pulling Max along with her. The big guy sits down next to me as the birthday girl sits in my lap. Oh, hell. Now I’m really going to have to pay attention, specifically not to the guy sitting next to me...

      I start the story. I can almost recite it from the top of my head. That’s how often I’ve read this story already.

      When I’m halfway through the story, I finally dare to glance back up and find that some of the younger kids have fallen asleep, but I’m also surrounded by a lot of the other family members, all listening to the story.

      Oh... Wow. That’s definitely more attention than I want.

      The birthday girl pulls on my sleeve. “Keep going.”

      “Of course.” I hadn’t even realised I’d stopped reading, and I easily find my place, continuing the story.

      I think I like this part the best, when it’s all nice and quiet and I can just read the story, it means that the party will be over soon.

      I can’t wait to get out of here... I’ve been here long enough. My luck is going to run out, and I have a feeling it’s going to be sooner rather than later.

      And I kind of don’t want to be surrounded by so many shifters when it happens... I really would like to be far away from here when that happens...

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          MAX

        

      

    

    
      I can’t keep my eyes off the ‘princess’ my cousin hired to entertain the kids. I wasn’t going to come to the party, but I didn’t have anything better to do and my parents like it when I show up for these things and don’t ‘keep myself hauled up in my office all the time’. So, since I had few other options, I decided to show my face here, and I don’t regret it, at all.

      It was fun to watch the princess with the kids, but listening to her tell the story, I almost want to fall asleep just like some of the kids. If this wasn’t so public, I probably would have, my head in her lap, as she talks about absolutely anything, or nothing, I don’t care, just as long as she keeps talking.

      Then, the story is over. The princess closes the book and looks around, letting out a slight laugh.

      “The end,” she repeats, but nobody seems to be in any hurry to move.

      “Daisy.” I carefully take her from the princess’ lap. “I think it’s time for snacks. Go check with your Omega mum.”

      Daisy darts off, excited, as the other kids, and adults, slowly start to move, some of the kids have fallen asleep and now take a while to wake up.

      I stand up and hold out my hand to the princess. She takes it and I pull her to her feet, probably much easier for her with that dress than trying to get up on her own. I have no idea how she manages to do half of the games while wearing that contraption of fabric, so many layers of fabric to that dress... I’d probably trip over them in seconds.

      “Thank you.” Her voice is a little scratchy and I hold up my hand.

      “One second.” I wink and catch a glimpse of her cheeks pinkening as I get her a glass of water. That girl really needs to find a way to drink more, or she’s going to faint.

      When I leave the kitchen, I walk into Liam, a guy I know a little too well, an old friend. “Hey, man. I’ll be right back, need to water a princess.” I wink as I walk off and hear him follow me as he chuckles.

      “Water a princess?”

      I don’t reply, instead, crossing the lawn and handing over the glass. “This should help with your throat.”

      The princess carefully takes the glass and drinks most of it in one go, before she lowers the glass, averting her eyes. “Thanks.”

      “I thought you were joking when you said ‘princess’.” Liam laughs and then steps next to me. “But I see you were serious. This is indeed a princess.”

      “Thanks for the water.” She seems to pull back a little, nervous with Liam nearby, and looks around. “I should get back to work.”

      “Yes. Of course.” I step aside, pushing Liam out of the way.

      The princess nods at us and goes over to the birthday girl, the upbeat persona back on, like she didn’t just spell all of us almost to sleep with her voice.

      Liam bumps into my shoulder. “Who’s she?”

      I shrug. “No idea. Julie hired her to entertain the kids. That’s all I know.”

      He laughs. “She’d make a great wife to a cerberus, with how easily she wrangles all those kids at the same time. She can definitely handle having twins or triplets, even multiple sets of them.”

      I sigh, not liking the direction this is going. “She’s human. Don’t get ideas. She might make a great nanny, but that would be it.” I turn around, to the table with ‘adult’ snacks, hoping for this to be the end of the conversation. “And she might be great at it, but she’s skittish around adult shifters. So I don’t think being a nanny is going to happen either... I don’t think she’d ever work for a shifter family.” The princess is great at hiding her discomfort, but when she doesn’t think anyone notices it, I can see the tension when she’s around adult shifters. She’s great with kids, but not with adults. Especially some of the Alphas, like my cousin’s wife, seem to make her nervous.

      “And your Omega would probably be worried about you fucking the nanny. Great cliche.” Liam grabs a handful of snacks, stuffing them into his mouth and I’m glad that he won’t be able to say anything for a while.

      I’d hoped to forget about the whole mating and choosing an Omega thing for the afternoon, but it seems to be on everyone’s mind right now.

      I really would like to get away from it all...
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        * * *

      

      “Let me carry that for you.” I quickly go over to the princess as she’s about to pick up a box filled with her things. “I think you’ve done enough today.” I lift the box, surprised by how heavy it is, and she smiles, though it’s a little guarded.

      “Thanks.” She looks around one more time, probably to see if she’s got everything.

      The party isn’t over yet, but it seems that her part is done and she seems ready to leave. I can’t imagine how hard it is to entertain almost twenty kids under the age of six for hours on end. Just the thought exhausts me, and I didn’t have to do shit.

      We walk down the side of the house, to the front. Liam seems to appear out of nowhere as he opens the gate, always a gentleman that one. He lets us through, before closing it behind us and following us down the path to the line of cars at the street.

      The princess stops in front of an old beat-up car, it’s covered in dust, and I see the rust on it in some places. She pulls up her shoulders. “This is me. Thanks for bringing that over.” She reaches out to the box but I step back.

      “Open the back, I’ll put it in for you.” It’s the least I can do for her after the long afternoon.

      She sighs, but then does what I say, opening the trunk with a loud creak that puts all my hairs on end. Ugh. She really needs a new car, or at least needs to get this one fixed up.

      “That’s not a chariot fit for a princess.” Liam walks around the thing, not looking very impressed. He can be such an insensitive asshole sometimes...

      “I’m not really a princess, you know. It’s just a character I play. People pay me to do this. This is not me.” She unclips her wig and pulls it off, taking her hair out of the bun and running her fingers through it, making it float all around her shoulders.

      Okay, she’s even more beautiful like this... Her blond hair framing her face in the softest way possible, the light from the setting sun almost making her amber eyes look like balls of fire.

      “And what should we call you, if not ‘princess’?” My voice is rougher than I mean it to be. She’s got an effect on me that I didn’t expect. I might not have any interest in a mate, but this girl interests me.

      “I’m Cyra.” She throws the wig into the car and closes the trunk. She looks at us both and then opens the door of the car. “Thanks for the help.”

      “Happy to be of service.” I nod, stepping back and glaring for Liam to come over. He can be a little weird around cute girls, and this one definitely fits that bill. I don’t want to scare this poor girl even more, if possible, and I never know what Liam comes up with next. Now she’s not putting on the princess persona, she actually feels more like one, not less.

      Cyra starts the car, but after a couple of splutters, it stops. Frustrated, she tries again, before cursing and banging on the steering wheel. “Fucking shitty pile of rust. Arg!”

      Liam steps closer, looking inside the car, like he’s about to help her. “Enough fuel? Battery still full?”

      “Yes and yes.” She grumbles and her face falls.

      “That’s the extend of my car knowledge. Sorry.” Liam laughs.

      She glares at him and I like her even more for it.

      Then Liam turns around. “Let’s use my car. It’s a better carriage for a princess anyway.” He points. “It’s right there.”

      I glance and, with a groan, I realise that he bought a brand new car, again... Well, if you have the money...

      Cyra shakes her head, her eyes guarded. “I’ll just wait for help or take the bus home.”

      “That’s going to be a long wait or a very long walk.” I look at her. “Nearest bus stop is at least a half an hour walk. Liam is right. We’ll drop you off at your place and I’ll get someone to look at your car on Monday. I’ll drop it off at yours after it’s been fixed.”

      “I couldn’t...” She looks at her hands. “I... really...”

      “I’m afraid it’s that or walking for half an hour in those princess shoes you’re wearing...”

      That seems to make her change her mind. “Fine. Just... No funny business.”

      “I can’t promise that with Liam around. That guy is a bag of fun and I never know what comes out of his mouth next.” My really bad joke seems to put her at ease, at least somewhat. I open the car door for her. “Do you need the box? Or can that stay?”

      “It can stay. I won’t need it this weekend. I just need some things from it.” She climbs out and goes to the back of the car.

      Liam steps closer, grinning. “Well, we’ll get to know the princess even better. She doesn’t seem that skittish around us, does she?”

      I smack him on his arm. “She probably won’t be, if you don’t say weird shit to her. Behave.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” He laughs, walking ahead of us to his brand new car. “This is a carriage fit for a princess.” He opens the car on the passenger side so Cyra can get in and then he gets behind the wheel himself.

      I quickly climb in the back, before he leaves me here.

      Any time Liam is involved, interesting things start to happen, and I feel that if I’m not going with them that something might happen to Cyra. Not something bad or dangerous, more that he might get them in trouble. I don’t know, they’d get involved in a bank heist or something. You really never know with that guy.

      I feel like I want to protect her. That’s probably just because I know what Liam can be like.

      Yes. Probably that.

      Definitely that.

      No other reason. Absolutely no other reason than that.
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          LIAM

        

      

    

    
      I hadn’t planned on attending Daisy’s birthday party, but when I heard that Max was there I decided to show my face anyway. Daisy’s Omega mum, Julie, is the same age as Max and I are. So, until they split the Omegas off from the Alphas and Betas, we were in the same classes at school. Of course, no longer sharing the same classes didn’t mean that we no longer got into trouble together, we were great at that.

      That’s definitely behind us. It seems that both Julie and Max have lost their wild hairs a couple of years back, around the time we graduated college. Even though I’ve been trying to keep them on their toes, which Max can’t always appreciate. Sucks for him.

      But now I’m glad that I went to the party. This human girl, Cyra, she’s interesting. Max keeps looking at her, getting that protective gaze he sometimes has and I can understand why. She’s pretty and seems to be fairly headstrong, but she’s also got a fragility to her, even though she hides it well most of the time. And he’s a sucker for people like that. Must be the wolf/dog inside him, always wanting to protect people.

      I turn to Cyra. “Have you been doing this for long?”

      She glances from the road to me and back. “What? Get into a random stranger’s car?” She’s got spunk, I like that.

      I can’t help my laugh and from the corner of my eyes, I catch a slight smile on her lips too. “Not exactly what I was going for, but I’d be curious about the answer to that.”

      Max bangs his knee into the back of my chair, cutting off more questions from me. “He meant how long you’ve been playing a princess at birthday parties. At least, I hope that was what he meant, otherwise...” Yes, his warning is not lost on me. Protective guy.

      Cyra smiles, her eyes twinkling slightly. “Ah, that. I’ve been doing it for a couple of years. It’s a great job to have when you’re in college, since I can always plan it in on the weekends.” She seems to relax some, but not fully, not as much as her calm voice would make us believe.

      “Are you always the same princess?” Why am I even asking about this? Well, because I’ve not really got anything else to ask her and Max will kill me if I ask any questions he thinks are ‘inappropriate’.

      “No. I do a couple of different princesses. It depends on what the client wants.” She pulls her sleeves up and then the front of her dress which had started to slide a little low, interestingly low... “I play the character they want for the afternoon, keep their kids entertained, they pay me. Simple, easy.”

      “Do you ever do adult—” But before I can finish my sentence Max smacks the back of my head, hard.

      “Different question, creep.” He grumbles and I laugh. I can’t help it, it’s fun to watch him get protective like that.

      “No, I don’t do entertainment for ‘adult’ parties. And no, I’m not going to make an exception for you.” She levels a look at me and I’m pretty sure that no money in the world would convince her otherwise. Good for her, good for having boundaries.

      “I wasn’t going to ask.” I was just curious, and it looked like something that would annoy Max.

      “I’m preemptively turning down any requests.” Her voice is stern but she’s also smiling.

      “Different questions then.” I look at the navigation for a moment, to see where we need to go. “Are you still in college? Or already graduated?”

      “Graduated, two years ago. Just never left the city.” There’s that undercurrent again, something she doesn’t want to reveal. Ah, well, we’re strangers, what else should I expect? It’s not like she’s going to tell us her whole life story within an hour or two of meeting us.

      “I think we graduated four years ago, right?” I meet Max’ eyes in the mirror. I suck at remembering these things, all the seasons just seem to flow into each other after a while.

      “Five.” He grumbles. “This will be the fifth... winter, since graduation.” His eyes flit to Cyra. He was going to say ‘mating season’ but somehow didn’t. Because of her?

      Cyra tensed when he paused, but relaxed when he said ‘winter’. Curious...

      Somehow, I feel like I want to see her again. Of course, I can, when we drop off her car in a couple of days, but why do I feel like that’s not enough? Like I want to see her again, meet her again? Actually get to know her?
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        * * *

      

      “We’re here.” I park the car and look around. The neighbourhood is... poor, is a good word for it. Not like some areas at the other edge of the city, but this is definitely the student and starter neighbourhood. No streets with large holes, or anything really obviously bad or run down, but the cars lining the street are mostly like hers, old, on their last leg and far overdue a replacement. The paint on the doors and windows of the buildings could use a new paint job. Not bad, just not that good either.

      “Thank you.” She nods, opening the door, ready to get out.

      “Should we walk you to the building?” Max opens his own door.

      Cyra stills, this time it’s definitely more obvious, obvious enough for Max to notice it too.

      He quickly closes his door. “Of course not. Letting a set of strangers into your house is probably a bad idea.”

      “Yes...” Her voice is careful, like she somehow hadn’t even considered that. Then she looks at me. “Thank you for driving me. That was a very kind offer.”

      “No problem.” I smile at her. “We’ll drop your car off as soon as someone’s looked at it.”

      “Thanks.” She nods. “See you in a few days.”

      “See you then.” I give a quick wave.

      Max gets out anyway, intercepting her on her way to the door, giving her one of his rare soft smiles. “Thanks for the story this afternoon. You had everyone mesmerised.”

      Her cheeks flush as she answers him, though I can’t hear her reply, and then she goes into the building without looking back.

      Max climbs into the seat that Cyra just vacated, drumming his fingers on the dashboard in front of him. “A new car, again?”

      I grin as I start the car. “The old one had lost its ‘new’ scent. We can’t have that, you know?” I know he thinks I go through a lot of cars, but I just like trying out different cars all the time. It’s fun and it’s not like I spend my money on much else, to be honest.

      “No wonder your family is worried. Always new houses, new cars, new...” He looks me over. “New hair, new clothes. It’s like you reinvent yourself all the time. I know that’s a thing for centaurs, but you might be overdoing it.”

      I shrug. “That’s just on the outside. You know I don’t change where it matters.”

      He laughs, snorting. “No, that would have been a miracle. You’re still the same pain in the ass as you’ve always been.”

      I grin. Not changing a damn thing about who we are, he’s as guilty of that as I am, but I don’t tell him that, not wanting another smack from him. “Do you want to get something to eat somewhere? Or do you want to go back to the party?”

      His face falls. “And having to listen to them talk about the mating season and predictions of who is going to be mating who for the rest of the evening? No thanks. I showed my face, helped a cute girl home, my duty is finished for the day.”

      “Then eating out it is.” I pull onto one of the bigger streets, driving towards one of our favourite places to eat.

      We’re quiet for a while, until Max speaks again. “How can I get my parents to understand that I’m really not looking? Why do I have to go ‘hunt’ for some Omega? Things will happen when they happen. Why the rush?”

      I shake my head, smiling slightly at his obvious frustration at his parents. “Maybe because you barely ever leave that office of yours? Like, where are you going to find a mate when you’re always locked inside? When you never go out, meet new people?”

      “Maybe I don’t want a mate? Ever thought of that?” His voice is low and I glance at him, frowning.

      “Why are you saying that? Don’t you want a family?”

      “I don’t know. When I see my cousin and the others with their kids, they look happy. But I... I don’t have the feeling that I need that. I don’t really need all that to be happy. I’m happy to just work. I like my privacy, my own things.”

      “Not even if Cyra could be your mate?” I don’t know why I ask it, and his intense reaction to the question definitely doesn’t go unnoticed... The way his eyes grow, the way he holds his breath for a moment. The fuck?

      He composes himself before he answers. “Just because she’s cute and good with big groups of kids doesn’t mean anything. And she’s human. What’s the use of dreaming of her when she’s human? That alone stops everything, puts those dreams to an immediate halt. It’s no use dwelling on it.”

      I’m not like Max. I’d love to have a family. I love having people around. But what girl would want to date a guy who constantly changes himself, like the seasons, exactly like the seasons? As Max was so quick to point out, it’s a centaur trait, I’m just a little more extreme at it because I can, I have the time and money to do it.

      But that’s not the only thing that’s bothering me. It’s one thing to be a shifter who can shift into a whole different creature, but a centaur, like me? Even among shifters, there are very few who are into centaurs. The half-creature, half-human thing freaks people out.

      I can’t blame Max for not going out all the time, meeting others. It’s not like I’ve been trying very hard to look for a mate either. It’s only when it gets cold that I feel like this, that I feel like I want to share warmth with others.

      But when it’s summer, when the weather is great, I just want to be able to roam, go around the world and do my own things. Travel the world and see everything, do cool things. The wind in my hair, the sun on my skin, all of that. And when you’ve got a mate, a family, that usually ends. When you’re mated and have to look after your family, things like that end. The freedom ends.

      And I’m not looking forward to that. Sure, people around us seem to be happy with it, settling down with a mate, but, like Max, I just don’t see myself doing it any time soon.

      Unless...

      I smile to myself.

      Maybe I could do it when it was with someone like Cyra. She seems to be a free spirit herself. Knows what she wants, knows what she doesn’t want. Maybe I could get her on my back and take her everywhere with me. Show her my world, show her the beauty of nature, of being out there and not having to worry about when you come back. Maybe she would like to do things like that.

      But no matter how tempting the idea is, she’s human, I’m a shifter. Getting attached to her will only bring heartache, for both of us. And that’s the last thing that I want for her, to break her spirit. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I’d ever hurt her...
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          CYRA

        

      

    

    
      I make extra sure to lock the door to the apartment behind me, even though it’s no use. It’s not like the guys followed me into the building, I watched them drive off from inside the building. And they would be able to break the damn door really easily if they wanted to. They’re shifters, Alphas by how they carry themselves, and by how people reacted to them. No matter what type of shifter they are, they can break through a stupid flimsy wooden door if they want to. Hell, I could break through it, if I wasn’t taking the medication, it’s really not that hard.

      My cheeks are aflame as I put my bag on the couch and make my way down the hall to my bedroom and the bathroom. I need to get rid of all the dirt and grime of the day, I can’t stand how sticky I feel.

      Why is it my luck that I’ve had months, years, of barely running into any shifters, at least not having their attention on me, and now suddenly they seem to be everywhere?

      I was doing so well. I felt like my plan of avoiding shifters for the rest of my life could work, like I could make this happen, but now I’m doubting that.

      When I was at the party today, it looked fun. Everything looked like it was going well and everyone seemed happy. If that’s what shifter life, especially shifter life as an Omega, is going to be like, then I might be able to deal with it.

      But I also know the darker side, the side they don’t show a mere human like me. Even today, I could still see glimpses of it. Omegas who move a little too abruptly when their Alpha calls their name, just a little, but nobody pays attention to it. Because whatever happens between an Alpha and an Omega is between them and nobody else, so everyone keeps quiet. Even worse were the whispers of who was old enough to go into heat and who had found an Alpha, or Beta, to mate with, who they were expecting to have a baby around this time next year...

      The people at the party were definitely not trying to hide that they were shifters, and I, ‘obviously’ being a human girl, was mostly ignored, since I supposedly don’t know anything about those things anyway. It just reminded me of why I didn’t want this, why I’ve been trying to stay away from shifter society for so long.

      But then there was Max... His eyes on me were... I don’t know, they felt heavy, like once he found me, he couldn’t let me go. Like a dog not letting go of a bone or a brand new toy. Once he had me in his sights, I was his to guard.

      He didn’t act possessively or anything, or stupidly arrogant like the two shifter guys at the cafe, he was more of a shadow following me everywhere, always there to make sure I was safe, protected. And even though I don’t want it to, it felt kind of good... He was trying not to be obvious about it, pretending to be looking after the kids, playing with them, being around me without trying to be my whole focus.

      It was nice, in a strange way. I miss having someone around who’s just there, who I can be with without any other expectations.

      I don’t have many friends. I’ve got a hard time trusting people and since I’m hiding so much of myself, it would be unfair to them. I don’t like lying, I hate it, but this is the only way to keep myself safe. So I take the other option, if I don’t become friends with people, I won’t have to lie to them. Simple, effective, but also lonely.

      When the other guy, Liam, showed up, Max became less my shadow and he disappeared into the background more, even though he obviously didn’t stop paying attention to me. But something else changed too, the look in Max’ eyes changed, became less happy, less carefree, more serious. I don’t know what Liam said, the guy doesn’t look like someone who’d say something painful on purpose, he doesn’t seem to take life seriously enough to do that, but he still must have said something to Max that made him more guarded.

      Liam’s very perceptive. He started asking me questions in the car that were coming a little too close, and while he changed subjects, I could see that he’d still remember it later. He might not comment on what’s going on, but he remembers.

      I throw the princess dress onto my bed, I’ll wash that later, and then go into the bathroom, stepping under the hot stream of the shower.

      I need to put these guys out of my mind. It’s no use to think of them, they’re part of a world that I refuse to be a part of. A world that isn’t safe, a world that won’t let me be myself. So, no matter how good being around them felt, I have to stay away. For their sake, for my sake. For my safety.
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        * * *

      

      I check my calendar on my phone as I sort through the strips of medication. It’s nearing the end of October. That means that I’ve got three or four weeks before mating season starts... Three or four weeks before I’ll go into heat, unless I can get my hands on heat suppressants.

      I also need to stock up on meds that help me suppress the pheromones that all Omegas emit all the time, and the meds that help suppress my shifting ability, that make me ‘human’ for a lack of better description. And a handful of other meds, either to counter specific shifter physiology or to counter the side effects of the medications I’m taking.

      Fuck.

      How am I going to pay for all of that when my car needs repairs too? The repairs will probably cost me the same as a month of pheromone suppressants, if not more, and I’m already stretching my budget as much as I can.

      Eating at the cafe when I can, snacking on the things we can’t sell that day, and always shopping for the best deals in stores. But with my crappy car... I don’t have any savings, none at all.

      I probably won’t even be able to pay for whatever needs to be fixed on the car, unless I can pay it in instalments, and then only if I somehow manage to stretch my suppressants so I can save costs on that. But with my life right now, the sudden attention from Alphas, I’m not sure that’s a risk I can take.

      At the same time, I also can’t afford to not fix the car and instead pay for the bus to the cafe and back for weeks, until the boss can reimburse me for them at the end of the month. I don’t have money to cover a month of bus tickets in advance.

      I check my bank account and my wallet. I’ve got money to pay maybe a week of bus trips to the cafe and only if I manage to spend under a buck a day on food, which is going to be rough, since my kitchen and fridge are empty at the moment.

      Hell... Fucking hell. I want to cry, scream, but that’s not going to help anything, it would probably just scare the people living next door. And scaring the people living next door is bad when you’re trying to keep a low profile.

      I look around the apartment. Maybe there’s something I can sell off that’ll cover at least some of the costs this week? But even as I glance around, I know that it won’t work.

      My couch and table and chairs and everything are all second hand and won’t be worth enough to cover food or meds for a day, let alone a week. My laptop is ancient, it runs browsers and lets me watch Netflix, but that’s about it. I don’t have anything of value left.

      Anything that could bring in any money, I already sold off last winter, to cover for my heat suppressants during the last mating season. I’d hoped to save up a little this year, but my car is breaking down more and more and I can’t pay for a new one.

      I could...

      No. I’m not going there.

      I’m not going to do an ‘adult’ princess party, or whatever Liam was trying to insinuate. That’s... That’s below me. And how would I even be safe? Shit like that is dangerous, one wrong client and I’d lose everything. One client who figures out I’m a shifter, an Omega shifter, and nobody would ever hear from me again. I’m not going there, I can’t. I really can’t.

      If I’m going to stoop that low, I could just go back to my parents. At least that way it’ll be a rich Alpha who takes me, at least then I wouldn’t have to worry about money ever again. But I’d lose everything else, everything I’ve worked for so hard.

      It’s not like my parents wouldn’t be ecstatic if I’d go back to them, if I’d ever go back to them and follow their plans.

      No. I’m not throwing away my dignity, my freedom, just to have money. I’m not.

      I’ll figure something out, I always do. If I really need to, I can probably sell my car and hopefully cover at least some of the bus tickets with that and then just hope that I’ll have enough left to cover my medication in a week or two.

      Yes. Selling the car is a good option, even though it’s crap and falls apart, there are enough good parts left on it to at least make me some money...

      But even as I come up with the plans, I already know that it won’t be able to keep covering the costs for the whole mating season, and I’ll just have the same problems in another month. I need to make money, more of it, not redistribute the little I already have.

      I look for the email address for the princess agency, sending them a quick message asking them to look out for more parties for me to do. The money isn’t consistent, but at least the hourly rate is better than at the cafe.

      Then I sigh as I hover my finger over the number for my boss at the cafe. I’ll have to, even if I’ll fall over from exhaustion, I need more money, and it’s only for a couple of weeks. I can manage. I send my boss a message asking for more shifts, the more hours I spend at the cafe, the less I have to spend on my own food, so that’s a bonus too.

      Now I just need to hope that they’ll have work for me, or I’ll really have to take more desperate measures.

      I’m smart and good at what I do. I should be able to make ends meet. Hell, I went to college and got a degree. But because my parents won’t sign a fucking full-time work licence, I can’t work a normal full-time job and I’ll have to scrape by on part-time jobs and flakey contracts.

      I know that they did it on purpose. It’s a very common tactic that a lot of Omegas have to deal with. Parents won’t sign full-time work licences, only part-time ones, which even have hour limits to them, to make sure that the lure of not having to live paycheck to paycheck will wear an Omega out and might make them go back to their parents, or makes them go out and find themselves a rich Alpha. But I won’t give in. I won’t.

      I’ll never give in to their threats.
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          ZACK

        

      

    

    
      Dad glares at me from over his folded hands as he lets out a low growl. I fight against it, I fight against his Alpha powers. I’m an adult Alpha, he can’t control me like that anymore, he won’t control me like that anymore. Although, he’s not acting as my dad right now, he’s acting as my boss, but I still won’t bow my head to him. I might be just a rank under him, but I’m not lesser or worse at my job than him, and he knows it. Though, that last thing might be in question right now...

      “The client indicated that you made inappropriate comments during last week’s meeting. They now want someone else to negotiate with them or they will drop us. We can’t lose them.” His eyes darken and I straighten my shoulders, ready to face whatever comes next.

      “They were openly eyeing the two Omegas who were serving our table. I simply reminded them that their own Omegas were sitting right next to them.” I hate people who cheat, even if it’s just in their head. I might like playing around, but cheating is a no-go for me. If you’re in a relationship, you’re in a relationship, you don’t openly drool over some Omega half your age. I felt sick just sitting there with them, like I was endorsing the assholes’ behaviour or something.

      Dad sighs. “We can’t lose these clients. They’re harmless, it’s all just talk, they won’t do anything. You should have laughed it off and ignored it. Or joined in, I don’t know. It seems you’re happy enough to do that when you’re with your friends.”

      “What I do when I’m with Spence, or anyone, else doesn’t have anything to do with my work. They’re two different situations.” Of course, he’d bring this up now.

      What double standard? These gross guys can oggle Omegas all they want when they’re married and have their fucking Omegas with them, who are by the way too scared to even make a peep when their Alpha does something that hurts them. But I can’t have some fun with human girls when I want, even though we’re all single and nobody gets hurt.

      “Just because it’s not at work doesn’t mean that your actions don’t affect what happens at work. It always influences your reputation. Always. Everything you do is a reflection of us as a family, and by extension of us as a company. You’re no longer a teenager, no longer a kid. You have to keep these things in mind when you’re playing ‘hide the dick’ with these human girls. It all reflects on you, on us.”

      I want to say something, but he holds up his hand, stopping me, looking bored already.

      Then he stands up, going over to the window overlooking the city. “I think your mum is right when she talks about finding you an Omega mate, or at least a steady partner who you can take to events and meetings. That way the clients and partners will finally start to take you seriously. And maybe you’ll finally start to take this job seriously too.” He waves in my direction. “You can go. I’m giving you one last chance with this client, but you’re going to have to do the apologies yourself. You’re going to have to convince them that you’re the best there is in this company. Because, if you do take this seriously, you very well are. You just need to take this seriously all the time, not just when it suits you. You can go.”

      “Thanks,” I grind out, my jaws set as I stalk out of the office.

      I make sure not to bang the doors, because that will definitely cause him to put me on the cheap and really annoying clients again and I just worked my way up to the good clients. The mostly-good clients anyway...

      Fucking hell. I don’t want to find an Omega, and I’m perfectly happy with my life right now. But Dad is also right, if I don’t find someone to play the ‘happy couple’ with, like my parents do, then the bigger clients and the partners won’t take me seriously. They only take me seriously when I can pretend to be a ‘real family Alpha’, no matter how fake it is.

      I shudder. It’s too often fake, way too often.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Knocking on the door of my office makes me look up and Spence sticks his head around the corner, his eyes guarded as he carefully closes the door behind him.

      His office is one floor above mine, which is where his family has a couple of offices. While my family is into big commercial buildings and big deals and things like that, his family is into the ‘smaller’ businesses. Though, you’d be surprised by how big they can actually be.

      The companies just pretend to be small, like the cafe we’ve been going to for the last week. It pretends to be some cute small cafe, but in reality, the owner has a deal with a much bigger company who takes care of all the big-picture things. It’s not really a franchise, since they don’t run under a single brand or something. They all have their own names, but they’re all small cafes with only a handful of staff and a look like they’re run from someone’s kitchen.

      And why am I thinking of that place again? Oh, of course, because of Cyra. The girl who’s been popping into my head all weekend.

      Spence sits down on the leather couch and reaches behind it, pulling out a bottle of whisky, looking at it before glancing my way. “The chat with your dad didn’t go that poorly, then? If you’ve not downed this yet.”

      I sigh, getting up and sitting down on the other side of the couch. “He’s giving me another chance. But I have to do it myself, I have to convince those creeps to give me another chance...”

      I look at the bottle in his hand longingly but then jerk my head to the back of the couch. “Not today. Though, maybe after I’ve managed to convince the client to have another meeting.” I shudder. “Can’t you go in my stead? You’re much better at this.”

      I’m way too impulsive sometimes, especially when people get on my nerves. Spence is much better at pretending things are normal when he’s dealing with people who annoy him to death.

      “Sorry. This is your dad’s deal, and it would look really good on you if you get them to sign. What was it that you said last week? If you manage to get this deal, then the big bucks will ‘finally’ be coming your way?” He grins.

      I might have said something like that before the meeting, when I still thought this would be easy... “Yeah. Not sure if this client is worth that.”

      We’re sitting in silence for a while, both with our own thoughts, until there’s knocking on the door again and I frown at Spence before I stand up. I open the door, not really wanting to be disturbed and wondering why my assistant let someone walk past him, but then find a gangly kid in the hallway. Interesting.

      He quickly dips his head, holding out two letters. “I’ve got two invitations. One for Zachary Tempest and one for Spencer Raiden. It’s for the Night Gala, this coming weekend.”

      I accept the letters, but before I can ask him anything, he darts off. What the hell? The guy’s not an Alpha, or a Beta. I think he might be an Omega. Why would they ask Omegas to bring these letters around? That’s... It almost seems irresponsible this close to the mating season starting.

      Spence appears behind me and plucks one of the letters from my hand, opening it. His eyes going over the invitation as he chuckles. “Oh, fun. I guess that they either forgot that they kicked us out of last year’s party, or they really think it’s a good idea for us to show up again.”

      “Just last year?” I don’t even open the envelope, I already know what’s going to be in it. “We’ve been invited five or six times now and we made it to the end of the party... twice?”

      “True. Though, to be fair, those other times we snuck out ourselves, we weren’t kicked out. That was just last year.”

      “Very true.” I lean against my desk.

      The Night Gala is an exclusive shifter event. The invitations only go out in the week before it happens, to keep the location and the theme a secret for as long as possible. It’s mostly a party to show off your wealth and pretend that you’ve got your life together.

      They invite Alphas, Betas and Omegas, since it does double-duty as a place for single people to meet right before the mating season starts. But Spence and I usually manage to get some actual fun out of it, even at the expense of the organisers and other people at the party.

      “I think we might need to show up one last time.”

      “One last time?” Spence raises an eyebrow. “What are you up to now?”

      I grin. “We should let them know, once and for all, that inviting us really isn’t in their best interest... That it’s better for them to leave us out of these things...”

      We only still get invited to these things after all the crap we’ve already pulled, because we’re from some of the most important clans in the city, in the whole area. So not inviting us is out of the question. that would get the event in even more trouble than we can make for them.

      “How...” He shakes his head. “No, don’t tell me. You know that I’ll go along with it anyway, and it’s no use for me to get stressed about it before it happens.”

      “Hey! We can still play within their rules, just... you know... our version of them.” I pick the invitation up again, opening it. It doesn’t have many specifics, just where the party will be and what time it starts, plus a couple of guidelines on what type of clothes are acceptable to wear.

      If my family wants me to show up with a ‘respectable’ date, then I can give them that, even if it’s not exactly what they’d expect. I don’t need an Omega, I really don’t need one. I’m fine by myself. I don’t need anyone else.

      Now I’ve just got to show the rest of the world that, so that they’ll finally leave me alone.

      If this works, then maybe I’ll even have some fun at the party. Because there’s nothing more fun than shocking a whole room full of conservative hypocritical assholes.
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          SPENCE

        

      

    

    
      “This is the worst plan you’ve had yet.” I glare at Zack as we walk to the cafe where Cyra works. “How is anyone going to take you seriously after we do that? Or me, for that matter? Do you really think this is funny?”

      “It’s not like we’ve not done worse.” He smirks. “And it’s not like people don’t already think it anyway. I think that’s why our parents are getting more and more annoying about this whole ‘Omega mate’ thing. They’re starting to worry about the rumours about us actually being together potentially being true.”

      “So, instead of letting them know that, no, we’re not in a relationship, you want to go the other way and actually make them believe that we are?” What has the guy been watching now? Did he fall and hit his head in the shower this morning or something? “And this is going to help us, how?”

      “It’ll show that our family’s companies are very ‘modern’ and ‘accepting’ because they let their employees date same-gender people? Especially two of their highest ranking Alphas?” He opens the door of the cafe and his eyes immediately dart around, until they land on Cyra.

      I laugh. “And anyone is going to believe that, after everything you’ve pulled for years?” I sigh, because he’s no longer listening to me, he’s already walked off to Cyra, leaving me to find us a place to sit.

      Really, how anyone could believe that we’d be a couple... He’s way too into girls and Omegas for that, has always been. His going after girls is usually what gets us in trouble, which I then have to get us out of.

      I sit down at the same table we sat at on Friday and Zack comes sauntering over, smirking evilly. “What now?” This can’t be good.

      “Nothing...” He flops down in a chair. “I was just checking that her skirt was long enough today, wanted to prevent another accident. But she was wearing jeans...” He pretends-pouts at that.

      I groan, wanting to strangle the guy for a moment, before I get myself back under control. “You can’t harass the girls. Especially not the girls you like. That will make them hate you.” I put on my best smile as the other waitress, Audrey, comes over. Because, of course, Cyra won’t, after what Zack just pulled... And this is why I never get a fun date, because I’m stupid enough to stick around this guy...

      “Black coffee?” Audrey looks from me to Zack and back, her eyes on him disapproving. I’d let her hit him, if she wanted to... She looks about ready to do it. I’d even make sure she wouldn’t get in trouble with her boss over it...

      “Yes. Twice, thanks.” I hope that my smile shows how sorry I am for Zack’s actions and that I really don’t approve of them.

      “Got it. Coming up.” And she’s off.

      “Z...” I glare his way. “Can you behave nicely, for just one week? Just the one week?”

      He narrows his eyes at me, like he’s considering it. “What would I get out of it?”

      “I don’t know. But I’d like for there to be just one week where our parents don’t yell at us, or where cute girls won’t ignore us because you were being an ass to them.”

      “Okay. What do I get in return?”

      I sigh, giving in. “I’ll be your date to the Night Gala. But no kissing and hands stay above the waist at all times. If you can be good for one week, I’ll play along in your charade.” I already know I’m going to regret this, I’m going to severely regret this, but I’m feeling like I’ve got no other way out.

      Maybe after we’ve been all outrageous at the Night Gala, and Zack isn’t constantly putting Cyra on edge and has even moved on to some other girl, maybe then I get to finally talk to her without her immediately distrusting me. Or without the only conversation between us being me apologising for Zack’s shit.

      Cyra has been on my mind all weekend and I just... I don’t care if she’s human, I just want to get to know her. She seems nice and sweet, someone who’s fun to be around and could make me smile.

      Hell, just because I don’t have a mate, and don’t really want one, doesn’t mean I don’t appreciate having a girl around who’s smart and who I can have actual conversations with about worldly things. Unlike the asshole next to me right now...

      But for that to happen the asshole needs to stop his shit first, and I’m not sure how easy that’s going to be... I’m willing to try just about anything today...
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        * * *

      

      I walk over to the counter. I’m paying today, since somehow Zack has been behaving ‘well’ and putting his resolve to the test this early into our one-week ‘challenge’ would be a bad idea...

      “Hey.” Cyra looks up, smiling, though her eyes aren’t shining. She looks tired.

      “Hey.” I nod to the table where Zack is still sitting. He’s doing something on his phone, totally engrossed in it, like a little kid. He looks like one of his triplet siblings right now, he’s even sitting in the same way, and it makes me smile, before I turn back to Cyra. “I’m here to pay.”

      “Okay.” She taps on the computer and then looks up again, smiling more this time. “Was everything to your wishes?”

      “Yes, it was.” I quickly pay, but don’t walk away yet. “Are you okay?”

      She stops a moment and then nods. “I’m fine. Just a little tired. Had to get up early, not used to it.” She hands me the receipt and instead of accepting it, I take her hand. I don’t know why.

      Her hand is soft, and I catch a light nail polish on her nails, barely visible, so light, but it makes her hands look even longer and more elegant than they already are. Her breath catches and when I look at her, her cheeks are all red and she’s licking her lips slightly.

      “I’m okay. Really.” Her voice is all breathy and I want to do nothing more than push her against the counter and kiss her silly, but instead, I let her hand go again.

      “That... That’s good.” I nod. Not really sure why I did what I just did. I just felt like I had to touch her for some reason. I nod again. “Have a good evening.” I quickly turn around, walking back to our table.

      “You too.” Her voice is all soft and that makes walking away even harder. Fucking hell. That’s not... That’s not how I normally act. I’m in control of myself, I’m not impulsive like Zack.

      “What’s with you?” Zack raises his eyebrow at me. “You’re telling me to act normal and then you go and grab her hand for no reason?”

      I smack him over the head, for good measure, and take my jacket. “At least I don’t sexually harass her. Let’s go.” I have no idea why I did it either, but something just... Something took over, making me act out of character, wanting to claim her, needing to claim her as mine.

      “Sure, Romeo.” He gets up. “Can I at least tell her goodbye?”

      “No.” I put my hand on his shoulder and push him through the cafe, while he blows kisses to the waitresses. Cyra looks mortified while Audrey just laughs. Yeah, that’s one way to deal with him...

      Once we’re outside, I let him go. “If we’re going to the Gala, we’re going to have to get suits.”

      “Matching suits.” Zack smirks. “I know the perfect place.” He grabs his phone. “Hi. Yes, Zack here. Could you keep the store open for a while longer? I need to pick up a pair of suits.” As he says the words, his smirk gets even bigger, before he hangs up and winks at me. “Taken care of. We can pick them out right now.”

      “Oh, great.” I groan. “Who did you call?”

      “You know that fashion show your sister was involved in a couple of years back?”

      I look at him, mostly remembering being really drunk that evening. “Somewhat.”

      “Well, I got the number of the designer. He doesn’t just do dresses, he does amazing suits too. I’ve worn a few of them to special occasions a couple of times.”

      “They’re not all weird, right? Just suits? I’m not going to be wearing a skirt suit or something?” Because this is going to be ridiculous enough as it is.

      “They’re just suits.” Zack laughs. “Remember the jacket I wore on my birthday? He designed it. That was from him.”

      I push at Zack. “You asshole.” I’d been asking him for weeks where he’d gotten the jacket and he wouldn’t tell me shit. It looked amazing on him, making his shoulders broader, his waist slimmer and somehow the whole thing had made him look even taller than he already is. And the fabric... It had had these really subtle scales on it, only visible at the right angle. Hell. Now he tells me where he got it from?

      “Hey.” He grins. “A man’s gotta have some secrets. I can’t have you know all the best places, or you’ll be better dressed than me.”

      “Whatever. Just get us there.” I know that Zack is always trying to be stylish, but I had no idea he was this secretive about where he got stuff. I just thought he was pulling my leg about the jacket and he’d gotten it somewhere strange, not at a local designer, but like... I don’t know, from the other side of the world or something.

      “Will do. Follow me.” He turns us in the other direction. “His place is actually pretty closeby, we can just walk.”

      I let him push me in the right direction. Sometimes it’s hard to understand Zack, or to understand why he thinks some things are super important and he can’t bother about other things. But I think that deep down, he likes these kinds of surprises because he knows that I’ll appreciate them. He can be so childish, but he’s caring too, no matter how weirdly sometimes.

      Even as we go to the designer’s place, I can’t put Cyra out of my head, she’d really looked exhausted. And I didn’t know how to make it better, so I did something weird. Maybe I should bring her something nice or fun next time. Though, maybe getting Zack to behave well would be enough of a gift to her.

      And that feels stupid. It feels not enough, even though bringing her gifts would probably make her even more awkward about it. Arg.
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          CYRA

        

      

    

    
      When I reach my apartment building, my feet heavy and my head full of bad thoughts, I find two guys leaning against my car. My car, which is parked in front of the apartment, in the place where I always park it. Like it had been there this morning, and it wasn’t in some totally other neighbourhood, broken down.

      “Hey.” Liam pushes off the car and comes over to me, grinning as he holds out the keys. “Got you your car back.”

      “Thanks.” I take the keys and while I try to be happy, I can’t. I’m done, exhausted. “How much... How much do I owe you?” Let’s get that out of the way first.

      “Nothing.” He shrugs, still smiling. “This one’s on me. Though, next time, I might just get you a new car instead. Would probably be cheaper than having to repair it all the time.”

      “I can’t accept that.” A sob escapes me. I can’t just let him pay for the repairs. I can’t owe him anything. I can’t owe a shifter anything. “How much was it?” But the words barely leave my mouth. I’m too tired. I’m just done with this all, with the whole world. I’ve been worried about the cost of the repairs all weekend and all day at work today.

      Two strong arms surround me, and then Max’ voice rumbles in his chest. “What did you say to her?” He’s talking to Liam, his tone accusatory, as his arms tighten around me.

      “I just... I told her that she didn’t have to pay me back for the repairs. I thought she’d be happy, not start bawling.” I hear Liam sigh. “I really don’t mean anything bad with it. Just... You looked like you could use a surprise like that. I thought you’d be happy.”

      “I’m not a charity case.” I move my head up, but somehow I don’t really want Max to let me go. “I can... I can pay you back. I might... But...”

      “What if it’s a shared gift?” Max’ voice is soft. “What if Liam and I both paid for it? What if it’s a gift from the both of us, as a thank you for being such a great entertainer last weekend?”

      I shake my head. “I can’t accept it.” Fuck. They’re trying to be so nice and I just... I can’t... I really can’t, and I can’t tell them why either. I just... I can’t be in debt to a shifter, especially not two of them at the same time. Two very fucking rich shifters who could make my life hell if they ever got upset with me, who might try to cash in on this favour at some later date. I can’t risk it.

      “Let’s make a deal, then.” Liam tries to smile as he meets my eyes. “In exchange for us paying for the car, you come with us to a party this weekend.”

      “Liam...” Max growls, his arm tightening around me. “No. You can’t... She won’t go for it.”

      “Why not? It might actually make the party more fun for all of us, for a change. It means we get to talk to an intelligent and pretty girl all evening and we won’t have to make small talk with boring people like previous years.” He shrugs. “It means we’re not simply ‘gifting’ her the cost of the repairs, she works for the money, and we all get out of it what we want.”

      That sounds like a bad plan... A really bad plan... They might not be saying it openly, but this hidden talk reeks of this being a shifter party. “I don’t think that’s a good idea...”

      “We won’t do anything. No kissing, no touching, nothing, just talking. That will be all, and, of course, a pretty dress.” He steps closer and why is that excited sparkle in his eyes bringing down my defences already? I can’t do this. I shouldn’t be doing this. But I also can’t afford to pay for the repairs myself...

      “Liam...” Even Max doesn’t seem convinced.

      “There’s no rule against it, and last time I got stupid drunk and you slept through most of the party.” He gives Max a pointed look and when I glance up, Max gives me an awkward smile.

      What? How did he manage that?

      “I fall asleep easily.” He loosens his arms around me and I kind of don’t want him to let me go just yet. “I still don’t know if it’s a good idea. But it’s up to you.”

      “I...” I shake my head. “I can’t. I’m sorry. I’ll... I’ll pay you back for the repairs. Just... I...” My tears start all over again.

      I’m so tired of the money problems, and this isn’t even going to fix them. Even if they give me these repairs for free, I still won’t be able to pay for everything this winter. It’s not like it’s going to make much of a difference. Why not give up now and just...

      “How much do you get paid for the princess stuff?” Max’ voice is quiet. “We’ll double it. Since I’m pretty sure that your boss or agency is getting that much for the parties. I’d be surprised if they gave you even a third of what the people have to pay for it.”

      “So, we triple it, to keep things fair.” Liam nods, looking more serious now. “We’ll hire you. No freebies. You get to play a grownup princess for a couple of hours. I’m saying ‘grownup’ not ‘adult’.” He gives me a quick smile. “You get to be a real princess and for once you won’t have to keep twenty kids in line while you do it. You get to do the other side of being a princess, the eating of pretty foods and drinking of bubbly drinks, or water, if you prefer that.”

      Fuck. I shouldn’t take the offer. I really shouldn’t. But if it means that I won’t be in debt to them... It might be worth it.

      Max is smiling softly and my stomach’s all fluttery. “Any money you’d earn on top of the cost of the repairs, we’ll pay you. And if we leave the party early for any stupid reason from our side, we’ll still ‘pay’ you enough to cover the repairs. Since that wouldn’t be your fault, and that shouldn’t be taken out on you.”

      Fuck. What is it with sexy guys looking at me like that lately? I’m not used to it and I don’t want to get used to it.

      “What do you say?” Liam reaches out and I carefully take his hand. “It’ll barely be any different from being a princess at the kids’ parties, just that the entertainment is more grownup, fewer bright pink and bright blue balloons all around, and conversation instead of silly games.”

      I put away my pride, locking it up deep and strong. This is the best chance I’m going to get. I’m not selling myself for sex or perviness or whatever. I’m just going to be their companion to a party. I’ll make sure to take my meds and use lots of ‘human’ scents so that they won’t notice. I’ll be safe. I’ve been safe for years, I can manage a simple evening. It’ll work out.

      It has to. Because if anything goes wrong, everything falls apart. But from where I am right now... It’s falling apart already. So what’s the difference, really?

      “I’ll do it.” I push the words out, fear making it hard to speak. Fear of things going really really wrong at the party.

      “Cool.” Liam shakes my hand and grins. “Looking forward to it.”

      I glance at Max, who’s smiling, even though he still doesn’t look fully convinced, but in a flash, he takes that away and his smile grows. “I’m looking forward to it already. This year it might actually be fun.”

      Fun for some, but I’m not so sure that I’ll be the one having any of the fun. What did I just agree to? Crap.

      “I...” Fuck.

      “We’ll take care of the dress, and the shoes.” Max touches my shoulder softly. “I promise we’ll send pictures of them to you so that you can veto any that you don’t like.”

      “Nothing too revealing, please.” I’m already feeling like I’m selling myself, and that’s a crappy enough feeling.

      “Noted, nothing too revealing. Are you good in heels?” Liam looks down at my legs, catching sight of the low heels I’m wearing. They look nicer than the sturdy shoes I’d prefer to wear, but sometimes you have to look the part. “I’ll make sure they’re not too high.”

      “Thanks.” I nod.

      “Anything else?” Liam looks at Max, who shrugs.

      “I think that’s it.” Max nods. “We’ll pick you up on Saturday evening at eight.”

      “I can’t get dressed in two minutes. I’ll need the dress sooner than that. Gotta do hair and makeup and everything.” I almost laugh at the idea of trying to get ready for a fancy party in two minutes, even dressing up as a princess for the kids takes longer than that.

      “Right.” Max shrugs. “I can drop the dress off, Friday evening?”

      Friday evening... I don’t have anything then, and the cafe doesn’t close too late. But it does mean that the dress will be in my house, able to pick up my scent, for a whole day... But I don’t see another way of doing this. “Sure. Friday evening is fine.”

      “Are you sure?” Max eyes me, he’s getting all hesitant now. “I can drop it by sooner or later, if you want me to.”

      I quickly shake my head. “It’s fine.”

      Then I carefully take a step back, my heart a little lighter, but everything else is a huge mess now. Fucking hell. “I should...” I nod towards my building. “I should get in. Shower and everything. You know, from work.” I suck at this and if I don’t leave quickly, I might call this whole thing off. Because I should, I totally should...

      “Sure.” Liam grins. “We’ll send you pictures of some dresses so you can choose, and then we’ll drop it off on Friday. I’m already looking forward to it.”

      “Me too.” Even though I’m scared as hell.

      I have no idea how I’m going to survive this. But I’ve survived until now, so I should be able to hang on a little while longer, right?

      Right.
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          MAX

        

      

    

    
      “I’m still not convinced it’s such a good idea.” I look at Liam over my plate of rare steak and fries. We’re at our favourite restaurant, since Liam was convinced we had something to ‘celebrate’.

      “It’s not against the rules to bring a human.” He shrugs, stealing a fry from my plate, dipping it in the weirdly fragrant sauce on his own plate. I have no idea what it is, it’s too strong for me, but he seems to love it. “Humans have attended in the past, and there isn’t anything that says that we can’t invite someone as our plus one.”

      “That’s not what I’m talking about.” I chew on a piece of the perfectly prepared steak. “I meant that Cyra didn’t look comfortable when she agreed to it. We shouldn’t have pressured her.”

      “We’re all getting what we want from this deal. She gets the money she obviously needs, we get someone to talk to while we’re at the event. I don’t see the problem.” He sips of the red wine, and then stares out the window. “She accepted it easily enough.”

      “Yes, because she probably knew she wouldn’t be able to afford the cost of the repairs on her car otherwise.”

      She’d looked scared and upset, and that doesn’t sit well with me. But it’s not like the event is dangerous. We can protect her if there’s a fight between Alphas, and if she’s really uncomfortable we’ll just leave, simple. It’ll be fine.

      But thinking of the party is too early, there are things we’ll have to take care of before then. “What are we going to do about the dress? It’s not really like I know where to get a dress that fancy or one that will fit her...”

      “Leave that to me,” Liam smirks. “I’ve already thought of the perfect plan. After this, we’re going to the little boutique that your cousin got her dress from for the midsummer party. I already messaged them and they’re still open. Cyra and your cousin are similar enough in size that we should get a good fit easily enough.”

      “That’s... That place is expensive...” Hella expensive. As in, a single dress is easily four or five times the cost of the repairs on Cyra’s car...

      He shrugs. “She doesn’t need to know that. As long as she can look pretty, that will make her feel better and it’s not like she’ll stand out. All the women will be wearing crazy expensive dresses. Not getting a dress from there would probably make her stand out more.”

      He’s right, but that doesn’t make me happier. “That’s a lot of money just to impress some human girl, you know...” I level a look at him. “I do hope you don’t have any less respectable intentions, do you?”

      His smirk grows as he looks back at me. “Wanting to spend time with a pretty girl is now considered a bad thing?”

      I sigh. “It’s fine, as long as you don’t get her hopes up. Don’t break her heart or ruin her life, just because you’re bored and want a plaything and she’s conveniently within reach.”

      “Yes, yes, big protector.” His eyes change as he looks at me, more serious. “I’m not planning on anything. I just want to give her a fun evening and...”

      “And?”

      “And maybe see her a few times after that. She seems like good company.”

      “Liam...” I growl.

      He holds up his hands. “If you want to spend time with her instead, if she’s yours, I’ll keep my hands off, I promise. Say the word and I’ll step back right now.”

      Shaking my head, I take another bite of the steak but I don’t really feel it anymore. I really wanted steak, but now I don’t anymore. It’s too... too something. A strange sensation has settled in me and I don’t know how to make it go away.

      I clench my jaw, my eyes settling on a point on the table between us. “No. Go ahead. Just don’t hurt her.”

      “Yes, sir.” He lets out a quick laugh. “Well, now we’ve got that figured out, time to move onto the next problem. Do you even have a suit to wear?”

      “One of the ones I’ve got is fine.” I don’t like shopping, I really don’t, and I don’t want to have to buy a new suit just for this one party.

      These things are always so much more troublesome than I want to deal with. But between my parents and Liam, I generally don’t seem to be able to avoid these types of events. Why do I have to go to these parties? It’s not like I’ll ever meet new people, just the ones I’ve gone to school or college with, and I already know that I’m not interested in those people. So what’s the use?
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        * * *

      

      “This one?” Liam points to a green dress, it’s really long, but the bodice is... Ehhh...

      “No.” I shake my head definitively. “Remember what she said, not too revealing?”

      “This has fabric all the way from her throat to her feet.” He pokes at it, showing what he means. “She’ll be totally covered.”

      “And most of it is see-through. I don’t think that’s what she had in mind with that request.” I look around and find a low chair to sit on as Liam walks around the store, looking at the dresses.

      “This, then?” He comes over with a red dress. It’s almost the opposite of the green one he just showed. The skirt on it is short, very short, and while the bodice isn’t see-through, it’s got a very sexy, very deep, cleavage.

      “Liam...” He’s just winding me up now. “Something between those two would be good. Although...” I look at the dress he’s holding. “I think that colour would look good on her.” The dark red of the fabric would look stunning with her blond hair and her fiery gaze.

      One of the store’s assistants comes over. “Do you need any help?”

      Before Liam can do something stupid, I turn around to the assistant. “Do you have a dress in that type of red, but longer, and not as revealing at the top? Something a little more modest?”

      She thinks for a moment. “I think we can manage that. Follow me, if you’d please.” She walks to the back of the store to a small room that’s almost separate from the rest of the store. “We just got these in and have been keeping them back for people attending the Night Gala. You’re lucky because not many people have been here yet, so you’ll have a choice of some stunning dresses.”

      I look around. I wanted better choices, not suddenly twenty times as many choices, if not a hundred times more...

      “Are you looking for full-length, knee-length or shorter?” The assistant walks past the racks and I realise they’ve been sorted by colour, it makes a beautiful rainbow all along the walls of the room.

      I eye Liam, and we both speak at the same time. “Full length.” Cyra looked great in the princess dress she’d worn before, even though the quality of the dress was obviously pretty bad. But it did look good on her.

      Liam steps forward. “Maybe something princess-y? Tight but not too revealing bodice, wide full skirt.”

      “Size?” The assistant looks between us.

      Liam eyes me.

      Crap. “Do you remember my cousin, Julie, cerberus shifter? She sometimes buys dresses here.”

      The assistant nods. “Yeah, I know who you speak of. She has a great sense of style.”

      “This is for someone of a similar size.” That’s the best I can come up with and it will have to do.

      “I can work with that.” The assistant starts walking around the place, looking at dresses here and there and then picks four dresses, which she hangs onto hooks on one side of the room. “I think these should fit your specifications. I can also provide shoes that would suit the different dresses, just let me know.”

      “Thanks.” Liam nods as he eyes the dresses. Do I catch a moment of uncertainty in him?

      The small bell at the front of the store rings and the assistant inclines her head our way. “Please have a look. Take your time. I’ll be back as soon as possible.” And then she walks out, leaving Liam and me alone.

      I go over to the dresses. They’re all beautiful, all in slightly different shades of red, but they’re all just as beautiful. “I have no idea. How do you choose a dress? She’d look beautiful in every one of them.” Then I level a look his way. “And no, we’re not going to buy all four of them. She might be human, but she will kill us if we do that.”

      Liam nods, giving me a quick grin. “She’ll definitely try.”

      I take out my phone and snap pictures of every dress, before sending them to Cyra. I guess we’ll just have to go straight to the source. She’ll be the one wearing the dress, so she gets the final say over which one we’re getting her.

      ‘Where the hell are you?’ Her reply is fast, but not one I expected.

      ‘In a boutique, picking up your dress?’ What else am I supposed to say?

      ‘That doesn’t look like just any place.’ Well, no, duh.

      Liam picks the phone from my hands and types out a message before he gives it back to me, grinning way too much. “There.”

      I almost want to strangle when I see his message. ‘Liam here. Max thinks they’re all stunning and he’s lost for words. Help him out, will you, which one do you like best?’ Ugh. That guy.

      ‘The one on the right is too cumbersome, those layers will be hell for getting into and out of cars, and definitely when I need to use the bathroom. The others all seem fine.’

      I smile as I read the message. Well, what else should I expect from her? She has experience with the floofy dresses and she’s a very practical person. So, of course, beauty also has to go with comfort. ‘So, they’re all a go, apart from that one?’

      ‘Yes. As long as you keep it to ONE. ONE DRESS! Not more than that.’

      ‘Yeah, yeah.’ I reply to her and put my phone away. “Seems we’re down to a choice of three. The far one on the right one is out, rest are a go.”

      Which still leaves us with way too many choices...

      Fuck. I should have told Liam to go by himself, but I can’t let him just do whatever. Someone needs to call him back when he wanders off too far, as he has a habit of doing. And that person seems to be me, again...
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          LIAM

        

      

    

    
      It was fun to watch Max so awkward and uncomfortable when he helped pick out a dress for Cyra. It’s obvious that when he tells me I’m not allowed to do anything to get her hopes up, he means himself, him getting his hopes up, or him getting her hopes up. I’ve never seen him this protective of a simple human girl. His family? Sure? Some Omegas he knows? Sure. But never for a simple human girl who he barely knows.

      He’s always kept to himself, he’s never been much of a socialiser, unlike me. So I always try to get him to come along with me when I go to parties and events. Get him out of his cave once in a while. And it’s always been fun.

      But now? Now, I don’t know. I like seeing how he becomes around Cyra, awkward but also the best he can be, but at the same time, I don’t want him to claim her. I want her for myself. It’s strange. I’m happy for him, to watch him fall for someone, even if it’s a human girl, but at the same time, I want her too.

      Fuck.

      With Max around, I don’t stand a chance with Cyra. I might smile easier, make people laugh, but he’s protective, strong, always there, and nobody can compare to that. Who’d want anyone else when they can get an Alpha cerberus? That’s not a fight I’m going to win. But I’m not giving up either. I’m definitely not giving up. As long as he’s still trying to run from his feelings and she’s not really set her eyes on him, then I’ve still got a chance, no matter how slim.

      Hell. Why am I feeling this competitive over a human girl? That makes no sense.

      I’ve obviously been stuck inside for way too long. I’ve obviously not been around enough Omegas lately, or I wouldn’t even think things like this. This is so unlike me. I don’t get all worked up over people, I don’t.

      I jerk at my tie, nearly choking myself before I loosen it a little. My head has been spinning all week, going in all different directions and it all makes so little sense to me. Why is this all so strange? Why am I reacting to Cyra this way? Why am I getting jealous of Max? It’s not, this is not me.

      Max and I dropped Cyra’s dress and shoes off at her place last night, right as she returned from work, and at least she didn’t look upset to see us this time. She looked tired though, and like she’d given up on the world.

      But that might have had to do with her work, or something, I don’t know, she mumbled something along those lines. She did try to look happy when she saw us. I decided that if I can get a day with her for myself, I’m going to take her to a spa or some other relaxing thing, give her a real day off.

      Every time I’ve seen her, she’s looked exhausted. And with how upset she got when we spoke about money, the repairs and the dress and all, I guess I can see why she’s tired all the time.

      Maybe I can get another deal like this with her, but just a ‘date’ where we hang out and she can really relax for a day. A spa. A day at the beach. Something like that. Something that will get her to relax.

      Yes. If tonight doesn’t end in total destruction, I’m going to ask her that. She might be human, but she’s a good person and she deserves some time off from her stressful life too.

      I meet my own eyes in the mirror. Yes. That’s what I’m going to do. It’s innocent enough, and it’s not like it’s just me trying to give her more money or something. I like the times I’ve talked to her, she’s good company, so it’s also a little bit of selfishness from my side.

      That sounds like a, very tentative, plan.

      It does mean having to survive tonight first, though...
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        * * *

      

      Max and I are standing awkwardly in front of the building where Cyra lives, all dressed up, the limo waiting in the street behind us. Now I’m actually paying a little more attention to what’s going on around us, I can scent that this area doesn’t just have humans living in it, but it’s a mix of humans and shifters.

      I guess that in areas like this, poorer neighbourhoods, it’s more common for everyone to live side by side, unlike in the more expensive neighbourhoods, where each shifter clan tends to have their own area where they live, usually their own street, or even a whole set of streets.

      I live close to my family and clan. Max lives near his parents and his cousin, and a whole host of other family members, all on the same two streets. Most shifters live in clan ‘clusters’, and we usually don’t get any humans in the neighbourhood, unless they’re cleaners or nannies or whatever, but never as neighbours.

      The door opens and Cyra steps through it. Her hair is in slight curls around her head, carefully framing her already delicate features, making her look even prettier.

      We thought that the dress we’d chosen would look good on her, but to see her wear it... It’s even better.

      As she requested, it’s not very revealing, skin-wise anyway. The neckline doesn’t dip very low, not even showing much of a cleavage, which is a miracle almost, and with the high up sleeves, it all covers her skin pretty well. But nothing can hide how well her curves fill out the dress, how perfectly it highlights every beautiful part of her. The design accentuates her plentiful chest, her slim waist and her broad hips. Okay, sure, the dress might not be ‘revealing’, but it’s plenty sexy, plenty, plenty sexy.

      “Hey...” She carefully walks over, her footing not very steady on the uneven pavement and I quickly make my way over to her, holding my arm out to her so she can hold onto me. We don’t want her to fall before we even make it to the party.

      The moment I get close to her, something animalistic shoots through me. This scent... The scent of a well-burning campfire. Hot, clean, intimate. It’s... It’s... I want to break from my skin, let my centaur out, get hold of whoever this scent belongs to. I need this person. This person is mine and I have to have them.

      “Liam?” Cyra eyes me, her gaze uncertain, a little scared.

      “Sorry.” I shake my head, clearing the fog out, though some of it keeps lingering. What the fuck just happened? “Sorry. I thought I...” I shrug, holding my arm out to her again. I thought I scented my Omega mate. But that would be crazy and very creepy to tell her, especially since we’re off to a gala and everything... Yeah. Too awkward.

      She might not understand the real implications, but I don’t think any girl would want to go on a ‘date’ with someone who’s thinking of someone else all night. Yep. Nope. The scent is already gone, nothing of it lingering in the air anymore, so I’ll figure it out after the party is over.

      “You gonna dawdle much longer?” Max calls out to us and that finally brings me back to the here and now.

      This area is full of all sorts of humans and shifters alike, so while the minute chance exists that my Omega mate lives here, the scent is gone and I’ve got other things to do. Since it was just a wisp and nothing really substantial, it could even be that my Omega mate crossed the street on the other end of the block and that just that small fragment of their scent floated all the way over here, like the effects of a too heavy perfume.

      I smile at Cyra, trying not to scare the poor girl even more. “Are you ready to party?”

      She nods carefully, then looks over to the limo. “You really do go all-out when you can, don’t you?”

      “Hey.” I grin, glad that her playfulness has returned some. “If you can, why not do it?”

      She lets out a short sigh, but then straightens her back, like she’s bracing herself for what’s to come. “I guess it’s time to go, then?”

      By now, we’ve reached the limo and Max is holding the door open for her. He smiles, his eyes sparkling with joy when he looks at her. “Well, we could just go somewhere else... Just have a fun night without all the fanfare and everything.”

      “Hey! Both of you.” I pretend-glare at them. “We’re going to the party first, show our faces. If we’ve been there for an hour and everything is still boring, we’ll leave and find something more fun to do.”

      “Deal. One hour.” Max grins and Cyra smiles too.

      “I guess that sounds like a plan. Try the drinks and food and then sneak back out.” She lets Max help her into the car, even with this dress, which doesn’t have twenty layers on the skirt, it’s still not easy to get into the limo.

      When she’s close to him, he stills, his eyes darkening over, his skin flashing with the colour of his cerberus’ fur, his shoulders starting to bulge under the suit, before he pulls himself together. Luckily Cyra doesn’t see it, as she’s trying to get comfortable with her dress all around her. It would probably have scared the crap out of her if she’d seen it.

      What happened there? I’m about to ask Max, already reaching out, but after shaking his head a moment, like he’s clearing it, he climbs in after Cyra and I follow them. I’ll have to ask him later, when Cyra can’t overhear us.

      She might be aware of shifters, and willing to be a ‘date’ for a party, but she doesn’t need to hear us talk about the parts that most humans find a bit more... uncomfortable, when it comes to shifters. Like mates and being able to scent people and things like that... It makes a lot of humans very uncomfortable.

      As we drive off, I know one thing for sure. Cyra will be one of the most stunning women at the whole gala. She might not be a shifter, but that doesn’t mean that she won’t have the eyes of the whole room on her. It’s not just the dress, or her hair or her makeup, it’s also in the way she carries herself, her strength, the way she knows what she wants. That surety, that confidence, there’s nothing as sexy as that.

      And we’ll be with her the whole night, we’ll have the pleasure of being at her side. We’ve definitely lucked out tonight, and that alone makes me not dread the party as much.
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          CYRA

        

      

    

    
      I tried to hide my scent as well as I could, but I might not have been able to get it all out of the dress... I couldn’t spray the thing with deodorant or something, that would be much more questionable, but also, I didn’t dare to do that with the expensive fabric.

      It’s a stunning dress and I’m sure it costs three or four times what I make in a month’s time. But I have to put that out of my mind, I can’t keep thinking of that, no matter how uncomfortable it feels to wear such an expensive dress...

      It’s not like I’ve not worn expensive dresses before. My parents aren’t exactly poor. They’re not as rich as Max and Liam probably are, but they’re not poor either, and they’ve put expensive dresses on me before, usually for parties just like these...

      This event might just be for people of mating age, but many Omegas, especially from better-off families, get dragged to ‘parties’, aka mating arrangement events, from the time they’re quite young. I remember going to one when I can’t have been older than five or six years old, around Daisy’s age. Kids at that age should be playing, not basically going to some ‘Omega show’ to be paraded around in front of potential families.

      At least I’m not one of the main events this time, and that makes me a little less nervous. Usually, all the unmated Omegas from all around are sent to these parties, so that the Alphas and Betas can ‘get to know’ them, though that sounds much too kind for the negotiations and bartering going on at these events. They’re more like meat markets than a real ‘party’...

      But today, I’m just a human, ‘just’ here to be the date for two handsome Alphas, so I’ll mostly be ignored, luckily. Hopefully.

      I’m way too impressed with the house —no, correction, castle— that we arrive at, that I have a hard time to pay much attention to anything else for a moment. When we walk through the door, our names are called out. And the moment they do, the moment they call out Max and Liam’s names, everyone in the hallway looks our way. That pulls me back to the now and I try to not freak out at how people are staring at us. But when they call out my fake last name, the one that hides who I really am, my ‘human’ last name, Cyra Ember, nobody seems to pay too much attention to it.

      We just need to get into the proper of the party, so we can sit or stand somewhere out of the way of the throng of people, and we won’t have to really pay much attention to the rest of what’s going on around us.

      But, of course, even though Max and Liam don’t seem to be the most important people around, loads of people, mostly parents, guessing by their age, still come over to them to greet them and talk to them. The guys are pretty good at the boring small talk and seem even better at getting out of small talk with a couple of kind words and a handful of smiles. Yeah, they might not be the most important around, but they’re important enough that by my quick count, sixteen different Omegas were introduced to them, mostly female, but some male too, in under ten minutes. Interesting.

      From the corner of my eyes I spot a face I recognise and when I look up, Max’ cousin, Julie, is standing at the far end of the hallway, giving me a quick and knowing smile as she sees what’s happening. Then her Alpha wife softly tugs on her arm and they disappear into one of the side rooms.

      Liam leans close, an easy smile on his lips, but it doesn’t fully reach his eyes. “How are you holding up?”

      “I’m okay.” I try to keep my voice low. “You seem to be popular.”

      He laughs, a real smile now. “I don’t know if ‘popular’ is the right word. Most of those parents know that I’m a bachelor Alpha who is rich, but their offering of their Omega to me is more... performative, since we’re with Max. Max though...”

      I look around. Max was right next to us just a moment ago, but I can’t see him right now. “Where is...” How did he disappear that fast?

      “There he is...” Liam puts on a different smile, something polite, while also... mischievous? I don’t know.

      He takes a couple of steps, pushing through a wall of people, and he wraps his arm over Max’ shoulder, who looks a little uncomfortable surrounded by so many people, all trying to get his attention. “Sorry, ladies and gents, I’m going to have to borrow this guy for now. I’ll try to return him later.”

      Then he pulls Max away, while Max apologises for having to leave. As they pass me, Liam puts his arm over my shoulders too and navigates us towards the closest room we can find. “I think we’ve been out there long enough.”

      The second room seems quieter, and I realise that the group here is... Well, the average age here is a lot younger than out in the main hallway. While the parents of the Alphas, Betas and Omegas try to catch the attention of someone to marry their kid off to out there, here, it’s mostly Alphas, Betas and even some Omegas on their own, no parents around. Some people are younger than me, but most are around my age or slightly older. Here, it at least feels less like a meat market, unlike out there, and that relaxes me a little.

      As we make our way to a table in the back, a waiter comes over with drinks and Liam grabs us all a glass. He meets my eyes. “If you want water, I’ll get you some, but this is just so it looks we’re at least trying to blend in.”

      “Thanks.” I smile. “I’m good though. As long as I get something to eat in me soon.” I did make sure to eat before I left, since I knew there would be alcohol, but that isn’t going to help me all night, or even for very long, especially not with the speed that some here down their alcohol.

      “Snacks. Good idea. I can do that.” Liam stands up, putting his hand on my shoulder and something goes through me from the way he looks down at me, the caring, the kindness.

      It makes my heart flutter and heat build inside me. Oh, hell. Why does he have to look so handsome in that suit? It’s hard enough to ignore that when he wears normal clothes, but this is almost unfair...

      “I’ll be right back.” His voice is low as he walks off.

      I turn to Max, who’s been quiet ever since we pulled him away from the group of parents, and I find him frowning at a door between here and the next room.

      “What’s wrong?” I lean towards him and he quickly looks my way, a soft smile forming around his lips.

      “Nothing. I thought... I thought I saw something, but I’m probably just imagining things. Probably some paparazzi trying to get ‘juicy’ pics from the event.” He puts his hand over mine. “What do you think of it?” Heat spreads from his hand to mine and I don’t want him to let go, just that touch already making me feel safer, for some reason.

      “Of what?” I try to keep my voice light, try not to let him know how I react to him.

      “The party? The house? Other people’s clothes?” He shrugs a little. “Anything that doesn’t have to do with how appealing of a ‘mate’ anyone is. I just want someone to talk of something other than mates.”

      Ah, right. This guy really isn’t that comfortable in groups, is he? “The party seems really busy, lots of people who are dressed really well, or at least try to pretend that they are.” I nod towards a group sitting near the window. “They’re sitting like they need to be elsewhere soon. They really don’t want to be here. By the way they keep checking their phones, I’ve got a feeling that they might need to get to a shift at work or something soon. They look well dressed, but their hair is more practical than pretty, and so are their hands. They’re dressed in a way so they can quickly change into something else when they get to work. Pretty but practical.”

      Max looks the same direction, slightly frowning, then he looks back at me. “How do you know?”

      I can’t help but smile. “I’ve been like that. I’ve done princess parties in the morning and then still had to work at the cafe in the afternoon, without time for a total change of style at home. I always make sure I dress fancy enough to keep the princess style up, but also in ways that are easy to undo for the other shift. Of course, I didn’t attend a party at an estate, but the idea is the same.”

      He laughs, a warm and deep sound, setting all my nerves on fire. Fuck, I wish he’d keep doing that. It makes him look a lot less serious, so much softer. And at the same time, I wish he didn’t, because it makes it so hard not to just climb in his arms and hide away from the world for a while.

      “You got him to laugh. It’s a miracle.” Liam is back, sliding a tray with snacks onto the table between us. “I also got us something else to drink.” He puts a bottle of water next to it. “This should tide us over until the hour is up.” He sits down on my other side. “What did you say to him to get him to laugh like that?”

      Max answers instead, his voice much more at ease. “She was just reading the room. She’s got a great ability to notice things that others might not notice.”

      Well, I have to. Not the stuff I just told Max, that was just a well-educated guess. Generally, I have to read people, make quick calculations if they’re human or shifter, and if they’re shifters, if I’d be in danger or not. So it’s not so much a fun skill for me, more something I had to learn quickly to survive in this world.

      But none of that matters when Max looks at me like I’m magical, or when Liam smiles, his eyes full of delight. They seem to like the ways in which I’m ‘weird’ or different and it makes me feel a little bad for hiding who I am from them. They make me wish I could be myself, my real self, around them. But that’s not possible, that’s not safe. So I have to play along, play the human, and hide myself, even from them.

      Then, the hallway falls quiet, and so does this room.

      Shivers run down my spine, what just happened? The whole atmosphere at the party changes. That can’t be good. That definitely can’t be good...
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          ZACK

        

      

    

    
      “Zachary Tempest and his...” The man announcing the guests looks at the note I just gave him, frowning, glancing at the both of us, before he seems to almost shrugs as he completes his sentence. “Alpha Zachary Tempest and his companion Alpha Spencer Raiden.”

      I couldn’t convince Spence to let them call him my partner or even my date, so companion was the best I could get. Still good enough, especially with how the whole party falls quiet as we step through the doors.

      Spence’s hand twitches in mine, his whole body tense, but he’s still got his best smile on, not letting anyone see how nervous he is. I’ve been on my best behaviour all week, like I promised him I would, and now he’s my date to the party, as he promised me.

      It’s pretty fun to watch how nobody in the room seems to know how to react to us and for the first time since... Well, I don’t even know since when, since forever probably, we’re not immediately swarmed by desperate parents, trying to pawn off their Omega kids to us, to have us take even a slight glance in their kids’ direction.

      I guess that’s another advantage to doing this, to making it look like we’re two Alphas in a relationship, getting at least some semblance of calm at a party that normally has even us exhausted in just a few minutes, on top of course of pissing our parents off and probably pissing many people in this room off too.

      The whispers start from nearby and spread through the room like wildfire and I wonder if they think we’re deaf or something, or that they no longer care now we’re supposedly no longer interested in their kids. We can still hear them, they’re right next to us. Whispers of ‘are they joking?’, of ‘this is a poorly planned joke’, of ‘How dare their parents let this happen?’. Or the best one, ‘I’ve always know it, they were weird, they were too close, it was unnatural, they were too much trying to play at being interested in others’.

      I knew we’d get pushback, but even though I was aware of some of the things people were saying about us, I had no idea they’d suddenly become so open about their dislike for us. That they could really switch like this, adoring to detesting, so easily. So, so easily. It kind of takes me off-balance for a moment.

      But then I catch the furious glare of a certain someone from the other end of the room and I lean to Spence. “Brace yourself. Parental unit incoming.”

      “Who?” But as his eyes go over the room, he finds his mother glaring at us as she barges in our direction. “Oh, crap. Way out?” His first instinct is to flee, and I totally agree with him.

      I glance around, trying to be inconspicuous about it, but this room is too full. “None.”

      “Fuck.” His hand tightens in mine.

      His mother is an Alpha, she runs their family business, just like my Alpha father does ours, and in some ways, she can be even more strict than my father. She can look so sweet and kind and wholesome, that is, until you cross her...

      The woman stops in front of us, her Alpha influence almost like a mantle around her and I fight everything in myself to not cower. Yes, she scares me more than my dad does... Probably because I don’t usually end up on the other end of her wrath so openly.

      “Spencer, Zachary.” She nods at us. “How good that you could make it tonight.” She’s staying civil. She doesn’t want to cause a bigger scene than we’ve already caused ourselves.

      She must be aware of it too, aware of the whispers that our families’ companies are conservative bigoted dens, and openly being hostile towards her own Alpha son and the Alpha son of the other biggest real estate company in the city being in a relationship would not help with that reputation at all. She’s on damage control now.

      “Hello, Mother.” Spence puts on his sweetest and most poisonous voice. He’s much more used to her anger, and he’s already the calmer of the two of us, always has been.

      “Hello, Alpha Raiden.” I incline my head to her, just a fraction, just enough to be polite.

      She tries to step between us, break our linked hands, but we’re not letting go of each other. We can’t, not if we want to show that we’re being serious, but also because letting go means losing our lifeline to safety in this place, in this battle we’re fighting here.

      “Have you seen the other rooms in this magnificent house yet? This place is stunning. Imagine living in a place like this with your family. Come on, I should show you around this place. It’s so beautiful.” She tries to step between us again, but once again fails. Her mask slips for a moment, her fury visible to the both of us, but she quickly puts it back in place.

      Spence openly glances around, like he’s considering what his mother said. “Oh, no, we’ve not seen it yet.” Spence might be uncomfortable with what we’re doing, but his mum is pissing him off, big time. “We’d love to take a look around, right?” He looks at me, smiling widely, and I nod.

      “Yes. We’d love to take a look around.” I lean towards his mother slightly. “Could you show us in the direction of the gardens? We heard they’re beautiful. And we’d love to check them out. There’s nothing better for a family than having a garden where they can shift together, all the space to be their real selves. It’s the best.”

      “They... The...” Her eyes grow, but if she doesn’t want more rumours going around, she can’t explode at us out here in the open. She narrows her eyes. “Room to the right, then one more room and then you’ll be able to overlook the gardens.” She keeps her voice measured, in perfect control. She didn’t make it to the top of the family company, even though she was the third Alpha in line, without that perfect control and ability to influence the conversation around her.

      “Thank you. We’ll go check them out.” I quickly pull Spence along to where his mother indicated. Cutting this confrontation short is probably the best thing for all parties involved.

      The other partygoers quickly step out of the way when we come near. Now the whispers are different. Standing up to Spence’s Alpha mum and not backing down, it definitely makes people think that we’re serious, that this is serious. Ah, well. That’s not bad. The shifter and human communities barely overlap, so it definitely won’t make a difference to the girls who usually hang around us, and it might actually help to get shifter parents to stop bugging us all the time.

      The room we step into next is also silent, and when I glance around, I find a face I definitely didn’t expect to find here.

      What’s Cyra doing here? Why is she at the party? What?

      But before I can get further than that, Spence has already pulled me away to the next room. There are barely any people in here and Spence quickly pulls me along to what looks like a quiet area in one corner, almost hidden behind a big plant.

      Once we’re there, he lets my hand go, shaking the tension out of it, and leans back against the wall, closing his eyes, exhaustion openly visible on his face. “Fucking hell. That was scary as shit.”

      “I know.” Now it’s over, I almost feel like I’ll start laughing, but if I do that now, Spence is going to seriously hurt me. “I hadn’t planned on your mum seeing that entree.”

      “No shit.” He opens his eyes again, grinning. “That was a fucking rush though. I don’t think I’ve ever felt adrenaline like that before.” He takes a couple of deep breaths. “Well, we now know how our ‘openminded’ community would react to two Alphas dating... I guess I’m glad we’re the ones doing this and it’s not someone else.”

      The initial rush has left me and I’m much calmer now. “But we’ll have to keep this up. We can’t say ‘just kidding’, that would be...” I look at him and he nods, his eyes guarded, pained.

      “Yeah, that would be bad.” He reaches out to me, raising my hand to the light slightly. “Where the hell did you get us these rings at such a short notice?”

      “Not saying. A husband has to keep some secrets, especially ones that make their partners smile.” I wink, stepping closer to him, changing subjects. “Do you know who I just spotted?”

      He looks at me, slightly confused, but shakes his head.

      “Cyra. Cyra is here with two Alphas.”

      “What?” His eyes go wide and I can’t help my smile, it’s funny how he reacts to her name. “Where?”

      “The room we just came through.” I nod back. “She definitely stared at us. I don’t think she expected us to be here. She looked very surprised.”

      He lets out a little laugh. “Or it’s because we wear matching suits, matching rings and we were holding hands?”

      “Maybe.” I shrug. “You think you’re ready to join the rest of the party now, companion?”

      “Yeah, yeah.” He takes a deep breath, then his hand tightens around mine a moment. “We can’t drop the ball now. We have to keep this up.”

      I know what’s on his mind. I know who he’s thinking of, why he agreed to do this, at least in part. Last year, an Alpha high up in his company, a guy a year or two older than us, committed suicide. Turned out he’d been in a relationship with another Alpha and he’d kept it a secret for years. But everything had gotten to him and he couldn’t live like that anymore.

      He took his own life because, at parties like this, they’d push the Omegas onto him, like they do with us, while his Alpha partner of six years was standing no more than an arm’s length away. He couldn’t tell anyone, because it would ruin their careers, and he couldn’t live with that prospect. It had gotten too much for him and he’d felt like death was his only way out. It hit Spence hard, he’d known the guy pretty well, but had no idea about any of the Alpha’s struggles.

      “Don’t worry.” I squeeze Spence’s hand back as I pull him from behind the plant and back into the room.

      I’m not going to let him down. I know that Spence isn’t only into Omegas, he’s told me as much, years ago. I need to do this, not just for the guy who isn’t here anymore, but also for the Spence who might be, who could be, who could have been. I need to do it for him too. I’m not letting my best friend down, no matter what.

      “You always make me worry.” He bumps his shoulder into mine and I catch a glimpse of his smile.

      “What are partners for?” I smirk.

      Yes. We can do this. Together, we can do this.

      But it doesn’t help with the feeling I had when I saw Cyra with the other two Alphas. No matter if I can’t do anything right now. I can’t go near her, because I’m not sure I can keep my own brain and mouth in check and I won’t let something stupid slip out, ruining everything we’ve done today.

      Better to try and avoid her. I want to storm over to her, take her from the Alphas and get her out of here. No matter if it sounds ridiculous, to feel like that over a human, but I really want to do it.
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      My heart is racing and my grip on Zack’s hand is probably a little too tight, but that might just make this all the more convincing. Why did I think this was a good idea? Why did I agree to any part of this plan?

      My parents are going to be furious when I come home after the party, and I don’t think it would be safe to crash at Zack’s place either, his dad is going to explode. I’m not sure whose parents I’m going to dread facing more right now. It would probably be best if neither of us went home tonight, but at the same time, that might also make everything worse. Neither option seems to be a good option.

      We should have thought of the sleeping arrangement thing before we came here. We should have thought of a backup plan before we showed ourselves to the world... We knew people would not react well, we should have planned for that. This is why simply following Zack’s plan is usually a bad idea. What are we going to do when the party ends? Ugh.

      While I try to think of what’s going to happen next, after the party, next week, a month from now, the Gala passes me by. I hope I’m saying the right thing, nodding, smiling, all of that, at the right moments. It’s hard acting like I’m not shitting my slacks out of fear for our future when I barely notice anything going on around us.

      Our parents aren’t going to kick us from the companies. That would only bring even worse PR for them, bad PR they can’t use right now. They could make us resign, make it so we won’t have another option... Though the company will lose clients regardless, no matter what happens. If they let us stay, they’ll lose clients who think that they’re too ‘liberal’, but if they force us out, or if we have to leave, they’ll lose clients over being too ‘conservative’. We’ve forced our Alpha parents’ hands and we’ll have to live with the consequences.

      I wouldn’t want to do this with anyone but Zack at my side, for all his foolish ideas and his impulsiveness, he’s fiercely protective and I know that he won’t do anything to hurt me. He won’t. At least, not willfully. He might not have thought through all the potential consequences, but he’ll be there with me no matter the fallout.

      The whispers around us haven’t quieted down, but at least the party seems to have mostly gone back to normal. Mostly. Few people talk to us, and when they do, it’s mainly polite conversations. They’re not pushing their kids onto us, not trying to get favours from us.

      It’s a pleasant change from most other parties, but it also makes me feel like crap about how differently people act when they find out that two Alphas are in a relationship... Their behaviour changes instantly. I knew it would happen, but to experience it is a whole other thing.

      “Spence?” Zack leans closer, his voice low, soft. “Let’s get a drink and check out that garden we talked about before.”

      I nod. I could seriously use a drink and some quiet. I have no idea how he manages to look so calm and collected, even though I can feel the tension in his body as he holds my hand.

      Zack navigates us to one of the bars that are strategically positioned in each room and he grabs both of us a glass of champagne. Then we make our way through the door, into a different room, and out to the deck behind the house.

      It’s much colder outside than it is inside, and the change in temperature feels good. It clears my head. There aren’t many people out here, probably because of the cold. The garden in front of us is set up with tables with beautiful candle arrangements on them and chairs and benches, inviting people to hang out here if they want to. They’re all empty apart from the bench furthest from the deck, where a couple is making out like the world could end around them and they wouldn’t notice it.

      Smiling slightly at the sight, I take a sip from my glass, leaning on the railing around the deck. I’m about to say something when a soft voice reaches us from behind.

      “Spence? Zack?” Cyra doesn’t seem entirely sure and my heart jumps, my face heating up, relief flooding through me. Why do I feel relieved that she’s here? That’s stupid. That’s so stupid, it makes no sense.

      I turn around, letting go of Zack’s hand, even though it feels weird after holding onto him for the last however long. “Hey, beautiful.” I give her my best smile, my first honest smile since Zack picked me up with the limo.

      She’s stunning in her red dress which clings to her in the most inciting way possible. Then I catch sight of the two guys behind her. Zack said that she was with two Alphas earlier and I guess these are them. Fucking hell. If I thought I responded easily to Cyra, the burly guy, a cerberus shifter by his scent, is definitely not making things much easier. He smells of mature wood and ancient forests, dark, heady, potent. My slacks are getting seriously tight now.

      I hope that they presume that my response is just to Cyra being so beautiful and not a reaction to the Alpha with her. My voice is a little hoarse when I speak again. “And her bodyguards.”

      Zack looks them over too, and I see calculations going on behind his eyes, before he opens his mouth, smirking. “Isn’t Beauty supposed to have just one beast?” I should have known nothing good could come from his mouth after that look...

      I smack Zack on his arm as I catch how Cyra rolls her eyes at him as she’s trying to hide a smile, and just that one normal reaction from her calms me down. One normal thing in this abnormal night.

      The second Alpha, a centaur, steps forward, frowning, but the cerberus stops him with a hand on his shoulder, and he just glares at us.

      What’s Cyra doing here? And who are these two? What are they doing around her? It’s always weird when two worlds collide, but this one I wasn’t prepared for.

      Cyra steps closer, her eyes on Zack for a moment, but then they land on me and her gaze is soft, kind. My heart should not be beating like that. “I wanted to see if you were okay. That was quite an entrance.”

      I nod, trying to not let my smile falter at the reminder of what’s happening. “I’m good. Thank you. How did you end up here?”

      Instead of Cyra, the centaur answers for her. “Her carriage broke down, so we brought her to the party.”

      I blink. I know most fairytales, but this description confuses me, and it seems I’m not the only one as everyone is now staring at him.

      He shrugs and he seems to have more humbleness than Zack, which isn’t hard, to be honest. “She’s with us. She’s keeping us company as thanks for us getting her car fixed earlier in the week.”

      That at least seems to make more sense and I look at Cyra. “Is your car okay again?” It must be hard for her to get around without her car.

      She nods. “Yeah, it will keep going for a while longer.”

      “She really—” The centaur starts, but the cerberus wraps his arm around the centaur’s shoulders, almost taking him in a headlock.

      “We don’t need any tips on cars from you.” The cerberus growls, while he still smiles slightly. That seems to be a common argument between those two.

      Zack steps to Cyra slightly, his motion almost like a predator about to jump a prey. “If I fix your car, will you go on a date with me too?”

      With a groan, I smack him over the head. One, not appropriate to ask a girl. Two, not appropriate to ask anyone when he’s supposed to be in a relationship with me...

      Cyra doesn’t look very impressed either. “Pretty sure you’re not actually talking about my car but are insinuating something else. And I’m fairly sure, you’re supposed to be fixing someone else’s car for the rest of your lives. Spence’s car, that is.” She looks my way pointedly and Zack has the decency to look at least somewhat uncomfortable. Serves him right. Cyra’s got a quick mouth, he should know that she’s going to give as good as she can, especially since she doesn’t have to act all nice now, like she has to at the cafe.

      The wind around us picks up and another scent reaches me, a new one. A scent that sets all my senses on full-drive. It’s the same scent as when you burn hay or dried grass with a magnifying glass as a kid. Reminding me of the summer, of warmth, of being surrounded by love.

      I’m barely aware that the glass I’m holding has shattered under the pressure of my grip. The shards digging into my hand even though I heal them almost as fast as they’re created, since I’m a shifter.

      I want the person this scent belongs to. I need this person. They’re mine. They’re mine, now and forever.

      What?!

      I pull myself back, away from the animalistic griffin taking over. My jaw itches, like it does right before I grow a beak, and my jacket tightens around my chest, as if I’m trying to grow wings. Luckily, I manage to break out of it before I start shifting.

      Cyra doesn’t need to see me like that, suddenly shifting and all. And that thought clears the final wisp of the animal instinct from my brain. I don’t want to frighten Cyra.

      With a shock, I realise that next to me, Zack is fighting the same impulse, his hydra shimmering under his skin as he looks around wildly. He meets my eyes and I see the desperation in his hydra’s gaze. His skin starts to grow dark scales and one of his hands has turned into a claw. What’s going on?

      As I look to the other two shifters, the other two Alphas, I notice the same things with them. The cerberus’ skin is turning into fur, his body bulking up more, and the centaur doesn’t look that different, but the shocked look in his eyes tells me enough. They’re also seeming to come back to themselves.

      Then my eyes finally come to Cyra. I expect her to be confused, confused about what four Alphas are suddenly all acting weird for, or maybe scared, scared that we’re going to be shifting around her, putting her in danger. But she looks heartbroken, tears in her eyes, as she’s clutching her dress closer around her.

      “Fuck,” she quietly curses as she looks around. “Of course, like it could get any worse. Fuck.” She sounds tired and sad, like her world is falling apart around her.

      “Cyra?” The cerberus is first to speak. “What’s wrong?”

      “Everything is wrong.” She wraps her arms around herself tighter and when all four of us step closer, all wanting to help her, she holds out her hands. “No. Don’t. Bad idea.”

      The wind picks up again, and this time I’m better at fighting the impulse, when I realise what’s going on. Cyra isn’t human, she’s Omega. We’re all reacting really strongly to her feromones, all four of us. Fucking no.

      Max takes his jacket off and quickly puts it around her shoulders, and I growl at him, together with Zack and even the centaur. We all take a step closer to him and he bares his teeth, growling our way.

      Then he quickly raises his hands. “I’m just trying to make it easier to focus.” He glances around. “I don’t think this is a chat we should be having here. And this should hopefully prevent others from scenting her too.” He reaches out to her carefully, and this time we don’t immediately growl, even though I want to rip him away from her. “We should leave. My place is closest.”

      “Why do you get to—” Zack takes a threatening step in the cerberus’ direction, but I stop him.

      “You can fight him when we’re away from here. He’s right. We don’t want to do this out in public.” No matter what this is.

      Because I’ve got a feeling that whatever Cyra is going to say, it’s not going to make any of us very happy. If she’s an Omega, she’s very good at hiding it. And if she’s been hiding it so carefully, there has to be a reason for it. A very damn good reason.

      “Yeah, we should go.” The centaur nods towards the side of the building. “Let’s sneak out that way. We don’t need a car to get to Max’ place. It’s pretty much right around the corner.”

      Cyra glares at the cerberus, Max, apparently, who shrugs with a smile. “You don’t think I was going to let that guy pick you up all on his own? Let him see you in that dress first?”

      That doesn’t seem to really make her glare any less, and it’s good to see that she’s exactly the same with others, that she doesn’t seem to take shit from anyone. That should be good. Should be...

      Maybe?
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      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      I want to escape, disappear, or whatever, be anywhere that’s not here. I wish I could flee, run away, but the four Alphas are not giving me any leeway. They’ve surrounded me, like four bulky bodyguards... How could I, in my human form, outrun any of them? Especially when they can change into their shifter forms and just hunt me down in a single swoop.

      What went wrong? Where did I go wrong?

      When Max and Liam picked me up, I thought their reaction to me was because of some lingering scent traces on the dress, but now I’m not so sure. They shouldn’t be able to find my Omega scent on the dress anymore. We’ve been at the party for too long for that, any lingering scent should have disappeared by now, mixed up with the scents from the people around us, no longer noticeable. That means it’s me. That means I’m the one they’re scenting, the one they’re reacting to. That no matter how much I tried to hide, my methods have failed. Methods that have kept me safe for years...
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