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ONE


Elior

Three years ago…

The whip scores my back, tearing into raw, bruised flesh. I scream quietly, too exhausted to even make a proper sound. I curl into myself, gritting my teeth as my handler slaps the whip across my back again. The wet sensation of blood seeping through my wounds fills my awareness.

“I’m sorry!” I whisper. I don’t know what I’m sorry for. It doesn’t matter. What matters is that I must pacify the man who gives me work.

Tears drip over my cheeks but I let them dry. I’m an omega. That already makes me weak and useless to most people. But what’s worse is that I’m a rejected omega. That’s like having a scarlet letter on your face.  

It’s the worst kind of taboo, the greatest shame. Most companies don’t work with omegas. Only really shady companies will associate with rejected omegas. I’m lucky I found this job after being cast out by my family.

Just a few months ago, I was dreaming of my happily ever after with my alpha—Cassian.

Cassian Thorn is the handsome, powerful, and wealthy CEO of VYRAL. The czar of an energy drinks empire. He was everything I had dreamed about. Impossible tall and hunky, with inky black hair that contrasted against his smooth, pale skin. He resembled a mythical creature from a romance novel. His eyes, gray as steel and cold as ice, drew me further. I wanted to be his soft, safe space. He was the kind of man who made my stomach flutter and my skin feels hot the first time I saw him. I thought he’d felt the same, too, felt the same wild, demanding energy pulsing through his veins.

But he looked at me like I was a nuisance. Anger and irritation marked his expression.

On the day I was supposed to be betrothed to him, he uttered the words that an omega’s nightmares are made of: “I reject him. I don’t want him as my mate.”

Ice froze the blood in my veins. His voice was deep, sexy, and alluring but the words left me feeling paralyzed with agony.

I felt my father’s grip tighten on my hand. “Make him change his mind,” he uttered. “We need the business deal with VYRAL or none of us will survive.”

I swallowed, nodding. Knowing that I was trapped between an alpha that hated me and a family that only saw me as a pawn.

“I’ll make it right,” I told my father, hoping it would calm him down. “We’re fated mates. He has no reason to reject me.”

Yet it was clear that Cassian harbored an intense dislike for me. I didn’t know the reason why. But I was too desperate to have him, to escape my family’s controlling clutches and find love in the arms of my dashing alpha.

That night, I snuck into his bedroom. I thought I could seduce him. Once he tasted me, he wouldn’t be able to reject our bond.

I climbed over him, kissing his firm, beautiful lips, dragging my tongue along his bottom lip until he woke up. His eyes were stormy. It was dark but I could see every glint of silver in the moonlight.

“I want you,” I said, feverishly kissing along his jaw. Worshipping my alpha’s body felt so good. It was like coming home. His scent was so steadying, so grounding. I wanted to curl up next to him and never leave. “We’re meant to be together.”

His hands grabbed my ass cheeks. A dark, hollow laugh emerged from his mouth. “Are we?”

“Yes.” I took off my T-shirt, baring my smooth, naked chest to his gaze. I had no muscle but he seemed to appreciate my tan skin and soft chest hair. “I don’t understand why you rejected me. Did I do something wrong?”

Cassian’s mouth twitched in a half-smile. My heartbeat raced. He was so handsome with his sleep-glazed eyes and tousled hair. Nothing like the perfect alpha clad in a suit with gelled-back hair that I’d seen that morning. There was a softness to his features now. His jawline was strong, his cheekbones sharp, but he wasn’t as alert as before.

For a moment, I wanted to hold his face.

His hand reached up. He dragged his big, rough palm over my naked chest. My skin prickled with goosebumps as he flicked my nipple before pinching it between his fingers. A sharp stab of arousal mixed with pain lanced through me.

I moaned. “Your touch feels so good, Cassian. Please keep touching me.”

“I guess you’re willing to do anything to make me marry you.” Cassian’s voice sounded cold and distant, but I didn’t care because my body was burning. “You must really want my money. Either that, or you’re just like your family.”

His thick, strong fingers played with my nipples, pushing me to the edge of pleasure. I leaned into his touch, allowing him to shower me with affection. Everywhere he touched me, my nerve endings lit up with ecstasy. This was my fated alpha’s touch, the ultimate drug.

When his hand ventured lower, teasing a path down my stomach to the bulge in my pants, I groaned with barely concealed need.

Cassian cupped my hard length through my pants, stroking it slowly, bringing me to the verge of breaking. Tears filled my eyes as need thrashed inside me. All I wanted was to merge into him, to have him keep touching me like this.

I didn’t remember my father’s words or why I was here. All I knew was that I didn’t want to leave.

The air was thick with his scent and mine mingling together. I inhaled our combined arousal and it fed my nerves like a stimulant.

Blood thrummed in my arteries, rushing to my cock, making it swell and ache.

“Yes,” I murmured. “Make me yours, Cassian.”

He crushed my cock so hard, it broke me out of the seductive spell I was under. When I looked up at him, his eyes were stormy.

“Nice try, Omega.” He bared his teeth, sharp and full of spite. “If you thought I’d fall for your petty tricks, you were wrong. I’ve slept with enough men. You don’t do anything special for me. So you can drop the act now.”

His words gave me whiplash. My head spun. Something had changed suddenly and as usual, I was a step behind. “It’s not an act,” I said firmly. “I feel the bond between us. I want to be your husband and carry your pups.”

This only made him break into laughter. It was a grating, loud laugh that made me scared. “You think you’re worthy of carrying my pups?” He crushed my jaw in his powerful grip, making me wince. Pain filtered through the haze of sexual need and intimacy. “You are a filthy, greedy omega. You must have been overjoyed when we turned out to be fated mates. But you will never be my husband. My partner will be a man worthy of the title, a man who doesn’t have to crawl into my bed and try to get me to impregnate him to secure a business alliance.”

“I wasn’t trying to get you to⁠—”

He didn’t let me finish. “What exactly did you think would happen once you had my cock inside you?”

“That…” I swallowed thickly, feeling his gaze like needles poking my skin. From his perspective, it may have looked like I was trying to trap him. Of course, I’m an omega. If he claimed me and knotted me, I could end up pregnant. But that wasn’t what I was planning.

“You’re a schemer. Too bad I was a step ahead of you.” He sat up with alarming ease. He grabbed me by my ass and threw me off his bed. I landed on the floor with a thud.

“I swear I wasn’t trying to trap you,” I said, even though the words rankled.

“So your family didn’t put you up to this?” Cassian’s thick, dark eyebrow lifted in suspicion. “How did you break into my room if someone didn’t disable the security system for you and distract the guards?”

Shit. That was true. My dad said it was my last chance to change Cassian’s mind. I’d agreed because I knew the fate of being a rejected omega was worse than anything else. I had done it for my family.

“Yeah, they helped me.” I wiped my mouth, which still tasted like Cassian’s lips. His perfume, spice, and ozone, clung to me like a second skin. “It doesn’t make any sense that you rejected me. We have a biological bond.”

“Our bodies are compatible. That doesn’t mean I love you. Or even like you,” Cassian spat out. “Your desperate and deceptive behavior tonight only solidifies my hatred for you. I hate liars and users and you’re both.” He coughed, his alpha command ringing in my ears like a gong. “Now get out before I have to call the guards. I don’t want to see your sorry face ever again. I reject you and I will always reject you as my mate.”

Shivers coursed through my body. An alpha’s command has a mysterious power over an omega. I couldn’t stop myself from obeying. My legs moved on their own. I opened the door, shuffling out.

That sound alerted the security guards. They rushed to take me. I was dragged to the police for breaking in. My family pretended like they didn’t have anything to do with this.  

They didn’t want me back. As the business alliance with VYRAL fell through and news of my rejection ruined their reputation, my parents’ business took a hit. Now they’re barely making ends meet. They can’t afford to keep me, and even if they could, they hate me. I was supposed to be their golden ticket to a life of wealth and fortune. Yet, I let them down.

“Please,” I mutter to my handler now, a gruff, burly man with red hair and a broad chest. “I’ll make it right.”

I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve said that in the last few months alone.

“You better do. I have a new job for you.”

I swallow, expecting the worst. The ‘work’ here often involves sexual favors to powerful officials. Our clients hire male omegas, who are rare and treasured, to curry favor with prominent members of society. It also has the added benefit of making them ignore the company’s shady dealings. The company offers escort services as well as other services. So far, I only had to do it once, and it was with a man who passed out after groping me for a while.

I shudder, thinking what will happen this time. While I hate manual labor, because my omega body can’t compete with the productivity or output expected from alphas, it is preferable to having to sleep with strangers.

But I’m in no position to refuse now.

“Okay,” I say. “I’ll do it.”

“It’s not like your usual jobs. In fact, I think it’ll suit you.” The handler smiles. “The client is willing to pay a pretty penny for an omega like you. Of course, we’ll be keeping most of the money.”

I get on my feet, intrigued by his words. Unease churns in my stomach as I follow him out of the dungeon to the company’s office upstairs.

My breath falters when I inhale the scent of spice and ozone. Right there, in the middle of the room, a tall alpha towers over all the other men. He looks gorgeous in a suit and smells like luxury and safety. His dark curls tumble over his pale forehead.

When he stares at me, I’m breathless.

“I see you’ve fallen hard.” Cassian curls his lips in disgust. Of all the people in the world, I never expected him to come and find me. He was so cruel to me. I thought he must have forgotten about me and found another man already.

“Have you changed your mind about me?” I ask, hope flaring in my chest. “Or have you come to torment me more?”

“He’s our client,” the handler says. “Be nice to him, Elior.”

Cassian looks unimpressed by the handler of the surroundings. The office is dirty and cramped. He is used to ultra-luxury.

But when his eyes land on my naked chest, he lingers for a while, taking in the wounds, the scars, and the stains of blood smeared across my skin.

“You want to hire me as an escort?” I blurt out. Disbelief colors my voice.

“I don’t like you but I am charitable.” He pushes his fingers into his dark, immaculate hair. It’s so silky that I want to touch it, too. “I realize a rejected omega like you has few options. So I’m willing to hire you as my servant.”

“Servant?” My jaw drops. That sounds like the kind of job for a beta with skills. Not a disgraced omega. I can’t even cook.

“It’s a good job.” The handler grins at Cassian. I’ve never seen him so obsequious. “You’ll have a warm place to live and all you have to do is cook and clean for this alpha.”

“That’s right,” Cassian says. “God knows I’m paying you too much for basic tasks. I expect the best. I don’t show mercy to employees who disappoint me.”

“I’ll do my best.” I clasp my hand in front of me. There’s nothing to think about. Living with Cassian, even as his servant is preferable to the hellhole I’ve been living in. I’ll learn to cook. I’ll meet his standards.

And maybe, someday, he’ll even regret rejecting me.  
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Now

The house is full of his scent when I wake up in the morning. Thick and potent, the faint aroma of smoked wood and leather curls around me like an illusion, drawing me into a fever dream. My chest expands like life has been breathed back into it.

Cassian is home. He was gone for two weeks on a business trip but he’s back now. I sense his presence. It has so much weight, it makes the air heavy, even though he’s sleeping upstairs.

“Ah.” I groan as I sit up on my hard bed. My back throbs with agony. My muscles are sore from manual labor with no rest. But my alpha’s smell soothes the aches, warms the cold places in my body. Most of all, makes it all feel like everything I do for him is worth it.

When I know it’s not.

The bond inside me, the eerie sense of knowing that my fated mate is close, rings through my body like a bell. Cassian rejected me, threw me away, but biologically, the yearning for him never stops. It only grows stronger and fiercer, tearing into my soul.

My body reacts the way it’s meant to. Grows alert. Aroused. Tension spikes in my belly, taut and teasing. I’m yearning for something I’ll never have.

I bunch up my sheets in my hand, clinging to the barest comfort before I have to leave the quiet safety of my room and face him.

For a few moments, I even let my thoughts linger on the impossible. My mind conjures up an alternate reality, one where I’m held in Cassian’s strong, alpha arms, stroked and cherished like a real omega.

My throat tightens as pre-cum coats my cock. My asshole throbs, ready to feel the intrusion of my alpha’s cock, needing to be filled with his dominance. My nipples grow into hard points, and when I touch them, they’re sensitive. A single brush of my finger over my hard bud make my groin clench with pain. Still, I keep touching, keep stroking. My sexual needs, my desire for attention and touch, are part of what makes me an omega.

Every slow rub against my nipples ignites a powerful eruption in my stomach, fueling my dark, forbidden obsession for the man who bullies me every day. My breaths hasten, growing loud, drowning out the chirping of birds outside the window.

I stretch out the peaceful isolation of being in my room for as long as possible.

Reality is far too bitter. My body complains, begging for more rest, begging for a few hours of just lying in bed, savoring the heat building inside my body.

But fear pushes through the romantic notions, shattering the dreamy comfort I’m clinging to. If I don’t get up and start making breakfast, Cassian will make my life hell.

When he gave me the, I thought he was kind. That he had something good left in him.

Now I know better. He wasn’t offering me a better life. He was offering me slavery.

Cassian lives in a massive townhouse. It has six rooms. And I have to clean this massive place every day. Alone. There are no other servants in this house. Just me. I do everything. Cooking, cleaning, laundry, maintenance. While Cassian pays me good money for doing this job, he also works me to the bone, barking out commands, giving me degrading work and relishing my humiliation.

It must be a kink. Or maybe he’s just that cruel. Some part of me refuses to believe it. After all, he may have rejected me as a mate, but he didn’t leave me to suffer the grotesque fate of most rejected omegas. He rescued me, and at that moment, he looked like a knight in a shining armor.

I stumble into the kitchen, dragging my feet across the marble tiles, each step sending sharp reminders through my sore muscles. My legs are leaden. My wrists ache. But I can’t afford to be late. The sun’s barely risen, the sky painted in hues of faint pink and tired blue, but I have thirty minutes to prepare breakfast before Cassian descends.

The kitchen is enormous. Cold steel appliances, pristine countertops, and cupboards I’ve memorized by now. I’m not a good cook. I wasn’t raised to do domestic tasks. I was raised to look pretty, to behave like a good little omega and eventually become someone’s prize. But that plan fell apart, and now here I am—whisking eggs, toasting bread, frying bacon like my survival depends on it.

Because it does.

I crack three eggs into a bowl, the yolks a vibrant gold against the cracked white porcelain. I add a splash of cream, a pinch of salt, and whisk furiously, shoulders screaming. The scent of sizzling butter hits me. My stomach growls. I haven’t eaten since yesterday, but I won’t touch anything until Cassian has eaten.

He always eats first.

I plate everything just as I hear the sound of footsteps. Heavy, precise. The kind of stride that announces: I own this place. I own everything.

And he does.

Cassian Thorn walks in like a god among mortals. His dark hair is still damp from a shower, curls tumbling over his forehead in a tousled mess that only makes him more devastatingly handsome. He’s wearing a crisp, fitted black shirt and tailored pants. His shoulders look broader than I remember. His jawline is sharper, shadowed with stubble. There’s something older about him now. More dangerous. Refined like aged whiskey and just as intoxicating.

My breath catches in my throat.

He doesn’t say good morning. Doesn’t spare me a glance as he takes a seat at the bar and picks up the fork like a king waiting to be served.

I bring him the plate and place it in front of him. My heart stutters with hope. Maybe this time he’ll nod. Maybe this time he’ll say thank you.

Cassian chews once. Then spits it out.

Spits.

My throat tightens.

He wipes his mouth with a cloth napkin, the motion slow, deliberate, and then flicks his icy gaze at me.

“Make it again,” he says, voice hard. “This isn’t up to my standards.”

I stare at him, stunned. “I—I made the same thing yesterday. You ate it. You didn’t complain.”

His eyes flash. They go darker, colder. “If you don’t want to work for me, you can go back to the company you came from.”

The words hit like a slap. I suck in a breath and clutch the edge of the counter to keep from shaking.

He knows. He knows exactly what that place was like. He saw the bruises on my back. He smelled the blood.

He’s not angry about the food. He just wants to hurt me.

“I’ll make it again,” I whisper. I pick up the plate with trembling fingers and carry it back to the stove.

The pan is still warm. I start over, trying to keep my hands from shaking as I crack the eggs again. The second yolk breaks and I curse under my breath.

I feel him before I hear him.

Cassian moves behind me, not saying anything, just standing close. His presence wraps around me like smoke—cloying, oppressive, intimate. I freeze when I feel the heat of his chest at my back, the faint brush of his breath against my neck.

His voice is low, a rumble against my spine. “You didn’t whisk it properly.”

I swallow hard. “I did.”

He ignores that. “Too dry. You didn’t use enough butter.” His hand brushes over the curve of my back—just a light touch, but it makes my breath stutter.

Then his head dips, his chin brushing my shoulder. His lips are close enough to graze my ear.

“It needs to be wetter,” he murmurs. “I don’t like it when it’s dry.”

I bite my lip hard enough to taste blood. I know what he’s doing. I know he’s teasing me, baiting me, drawing out this… thing between us like a game he never intends to finish.

But my body is traitorous.

I stiffen as heat rushes through my core, pooling between my legs. My nipples tighten beneath my shirt. I can feel the wet spot forming in my underwear and I hate it. Hate that I’m this responsive to someone who rejected me. Humiliated me. Someone who relishes the power he holds over me like it’s foreplay.

“Do it again,” he says softly, stepping back just before I fall apart.

I whisk. I fry. I serve him again, this time with extra butter and a softer center.

He eats in silence. Then pushes the plate away and gets up.

No thank you. No nod. Just a new command.

“I want the chandelier cleaned before I get home,” he says, shrugging on his designer coat. “All of it. Every glass drop. Use the ladder from the garage.”

I blink. “That chandelier is two stories high.”

“You’d better get started then.”

And just like that, he’s gone.

I stare after him, fists clenched at my sides, rage and longing tangled like barbed wire in my chest.

I hate him.

I need him.

I want him.

And maybe—just maybe—he knows.


TWO


Cassian

I should be at the office.

The clock ticks mockingly from the wall across my bedroom as I stand in front of the mirror, tying and untying the same black tie. Over and over. My fingers move automatically, tugging the silk into a knot, then undoing it with a snap, only to start again. It's not about the tie. Hasn’t been for the last twenty minutes. It’s about the sound I haven’t heard yet—the scrape of metal against marble, the shuffle of careful footsteps beneath the chandelier.

He should’ve started by now.

I clench my jaw and loosen the knot again.

When I told Elior to clean the damned chandelier, I wasn’t thinking. Not really. Just lashing out. Poking at him. It's what I always do—wind him up until he snaps, until he looks at me like he used to. Like he still gives a damn. But that request… it wasn’t just cruelty. It was reckless. That ladder is ancient. The chandelier is twenty feet up. Elior’s coordination is… questionable.

The image flashes unbidden—his slim frame wobbling on a rung, falling, breaking⁠—

No. I won’t let that happen.

I pace to the window and back again, fists clenching and unclenching. I should’ve gone down there already. Made sure the ladder was steady. That the angle was right. That he tied off the base like I told him three times last time he used it. I can't stop the worry tightening in my chest. Not for him. Not for anyone—but Elior…

Elior is different.

He always has been.

Even before everything, before I overheard his parents in that golden, dimly lit corner of the gala ballroom. Their voices like poison in my ears. “Elior will make him fall in love. The boy’s too soft not to. Once Cassian’s in deep, we’ll make our move. We’ll take the company slowly. He’ll be so besotted and distracted by Elior, he won’t even know what’s happening.” And Elior had smiled at me so easily that night. So freely. I'd thought it was real.

But of course, he’s just like them. Just another manipulative little omega, all pretty lies and sharp teeth hidden behind dewy eyes. He was probably in on the scheme all along, waiting for the day when he’d be able to take my company, my legacy from me. He was seducing me, trapping me, hoping I was stupid enough to be dazzled by his beauty. His betrayal cuts deep till this day. I won’t be used. Not again. Not by him.

I pushed him away once.

I told him we were done. That the bond meant nothing. That he meant nothing.

But then I found out where he was working. That hellhole of a club, reeking of desperation and too much omega heat. The thought of him there made my blood run cold. So I made a call. Pulled strings. Hired him.

Overpaid him.

Brought him into my home like a fucking fool.

Now he’s my only staff. My only companion. He cleans my house and haunts my nights. His scent clings to the halls, curls beneath my door, drives me insane with want and memory. And I keep running—to Tokyo, London, Mumbai—just to get away from him, from this. But when I’m home, I invent reasons to see him. To talk. To fight. To touch.

Even if it's twisted.

Even if it’s just to punish him. This morning, I nearly lost control when I touched him. He looked every inch the perfect husband, apron tied around him slim waist, cracking eggs with concentration. It was a battle not to put my arms around him, to touch the delicate, exquisite man who makes my cock respond without even trying.

I was hard as a rock by the time I finished breakfast. Tired of his care, tired of his constant attention on me. Tired of the fear that I see in his eyes but not wanting to remove it, either.

Irritated, too. Maybe that’s why I told him to clean the first thing I laid eyes on—which happened to be the chandelier.

A sound.

Finally.

The ladder scrapes across the marble downstairs.

I’m at the door in two strides.

I step into the hallway and look down from the landing. There he is. Elior. Struggling with the base of the ladder, delicate hands fumbling with the locking mechanism. His sleeves are rolled up, exposing slim, pale forearms. He’s wearing those soft cotton pants I told him not to wear around the house—the ones that cling to his hips and thighs like a second skin. I hate them.

I hate how good he looks in them.

I hate how my body reacts.

He starts climbing. Step by careful step, his scent trailing behind him—soft, sweet, like oranges in the sun. My fists tighten at my sides as heat pools low in my abdomen. Even from here, I can see the tension in his shoulders, the way he clenches his jaw in concentration.

Then the ladder wobbles.

“Fuck.” The word slips from my mouth before I can stop it.

I’m moving before I even think. Down the stairs, across the marble, and beneath him just as the ladder tilts violently. Elior gasps—a sound of fear, sharp and real—and then he’s falling.

Right into my arms.

His weight hits my chest, but I don’t stumble. My hands grip him tightly, one arm beneath his knees, the other around his back. He’s pressed against me, breathless and wide-eyed, his scent blooming in waves that make my head spin.

I should let him go.

I don’t.

“Are you okay?” The question escapes before I can cage it.

Elior blinks up at me, stunned. “You—” His lips part, but he says nothing.

I curse myself. Stupid. Weak.

“You idiot,” I snap, reverting to the only defense I know. “You don’t even know how to use a ladder properly. You could’ve broken your neck.” I drop him onto his feet—gently, but with more force than necessary. “It’s my fault for trusting you with this. Next time, I’ll leave the chandelier to a specialist.”

He’s blushing. His cheeks are bright with heat, his lashes lowered. It’s adorable. Infuriating. I bite the inside of my cheek to stop myself from saying something kind.

“I’m sorry,” he whispers in a voice so soft it tickles my insides. “I’ll do it better next time.”

“You’re completely useless,” I mutter. “Honestly. You’d probably break the chandelier and kill yourself in the process.”

There’s a beat of silence as he smooths his shirt and bends to pick up the fallen rag. Heat pulses between us, our scents intensifying because of our elevated heartbeats. I just held him and it felt like heaven.

My eyes stray to the curve of his back, the vulnerable nape of his neck, and my stomach twists.

I scoff and look away. But he continues to watch me silently. I never know what he’s thinking.

“Don’t read into it,” I add coolly. “It’s just an alpha’s instinct to protect a clumsy omega. Nothing more.”

Elior straightens, lifting his chin. “I’m well aware of your hatred for me, Cassian. Don’t worry. I know better than to expect anything else.”

The sting of his words lingers as I turn to leave. I don’t answer. I can’t.

But halfway down the hall, I glance back.

He’s folding the ladder, carefully now, lips pressed into a thin line. His hands shake a little, but he keeps going.

Something aches in my chest.

I force myself to keep walking.

But I carry that ache with me all the way to the door.


THREE


Elior

By the time the sun sinks behind the horizon, my body feels like it’s betraying me.

Every joint aches, every muscle burns with dull fatigue. My limbs drag as I move around the kitchen, hands trembling as I dice the last of the carrots for the stew simmering on the stove. I lean heavily on the counter, pressing my palm to the cold granite, trying to steady my breath. There’s a feverish heat crawling under my skin, and my stomach churns in ways I don’t understand. I know this feeling. It’s not just sickness.

My heat is coming.

I swallow hard and stir the pot, forcing myself to stay upright. I’d hoped for more time. A few more days, even a week. Cassian always leaves when it starts—some urgent meeting overseas, a last-minute deal to close. He never says anything outright, but I know. It’s easier for him to pretend I’m not suffering if he doesn’t have to hear me cry into my pillow or breathe through the painful, hollow ache of needing him and having no one.

Still, I keep cooking.

Because I don’t know what else to do.

Cassian made me clean this morning too, after that chandelier incident. He could’ve told me to rest. But no. He stood in the doorway, arms crossed, watching me with that unreadable expression, and told me, “don’t mess up this time.” Like I hadn’t been cleaning his house for months.

And maybe I should hate him for it.

But I don’t.

Because I’m twisted like that. Sick and pathetic and starved for scraps of affection.

When he’s cold, I can pretend it’s because he cares. That his possessiveness means something. That when he watches me with those storm-colored eyes, it’s not hatred but longing he hides behind his scorn. When he orders me around, when he snarls and criticizes, it makes me feel like something real. Like an omega with a role. An omega with an alpha.

Even if he hates me.

Even if he wishes I never existed.

The stew bubbles over, and I wince, quickly lowering the flame. The smell of meat and spices fills the air, but my stomach turns. Not from the scent—but from something deeper, something hollow.

I place a hand over my abdomen. It’s flat. Empty.

Will I ever…?

I’d never given it much thought. Not before. But now, after years of being alone, I wonder if I’ll ever have a family. Children of my own—warm, small hands clinging to my sleeves, soft voices calling me Papa. I’d raise them better than I was raised. I’d give them everything. And love them.

But who would want someone like me?

A kept omega. A servant. A discarded bondmate.

Cassian never marked me. And after he rejected me, after I fell from grace and into debt, I accepted the deal. Eighty percent of my wages, seized by the company that “rescued” me. I was desperate. I signed. And now, after eight months in this house, I’m finally close.

Maybe even sooner if I’m careful.

I dry my hands on a kitchen towel and pull out my phone, unlocking it to check my balance. The app loads slowly, but when the numbers flash across the screen, I can’t help but stare.

Not much. But enough. I’ve been careful. Frugal. I buy cheap shampoo and mend my own clothes. Every spare coin gets squirreled away. In eight months—hell, maybe six—I’ll be free. I can leave this place.

Go where, though?

Do what?

My chest tightens. I don’t know.

But I’ll have my freedom.

“Watching the numbers grow won’t make them grow faster,” a low voice murmurs behind me.

I jump. My phone clatters onto the counter as I whirl around, heart thudding.

Cassian stands there, half in shadow, broad shoulders relaxed in that deceptively casual way of his. But his eyes are sharp. Too sharp.

He saw.

“What are you looking at?” he asks, voice cool.

I steady myself and lift my chin. “Counting down the days until I’m free.”

His brow twitches. “Free?”

“From you,” I say, sharper than intended. The mask I’ve spent years building slides into place, cold and clean. My heart is pounding from his nearness. From his scent, rich and heavy, making my knees wobble. My whole body thrums like a struck string.

He doesn’t speak. Just looks at me.

I want to wither.

“I’ll be gone once the debt’s cleared,” I add, turning away before my voice cracks. “You won’t have to deal with me much longer.”

A beat of silence.

Then: “If you burn that stew,” Cassian says coldly, “I’ll dock your pay. Would be a shame if your little escape fund took a hit, don’t you think?”

He turns and walks away, the sound of his shoes echoing against the tile.

I grip the spoon tighter, stirring the pot even though the food’s not burning. My body feels weaker now, trembling with exhaustion, heat prickling beneath my skin. Every breath feels like it takes effort.

And yet, all I can think about is the look on his face.

He looked…struck.

Like I’d hit him.

I wish I hadn’t seen it. Because now I can’t stop thinking about it. About the possibility that maybe—just maybe—he doesn’t hate me as much as he pretends. That maybe he’s just too proud to say what he feels. Too wounded to admit he once cared and maybe still does.

Despite everything.

Despite the pain.

Despite the rejection.

He took me in when I had nothing. No family. No options. No hope. He gave me shelter. Food. A place to rest my head. He didn't have to. He could’ve left me rotting.

And now I wonder…

When I leave, will I be able to live without him?

Or will the silence of freedom feel even lonelier than the sharp edges of his cruelty?
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The ache in my bones has gotten worse.

I bury myself under the covers, but no matter how many layers I wrap myself in, I can’t get warm. My throat burns raw every time I swallow, and my coughs come sharp and dry, rattling in my chest like broken glass. My head pounds. I toss and turn, drenched in sweat one moment, shivering the next.

It’s not heat, thank the gods.

Just the flu, probably.

I groan softly and kick off the sheets, dragging myself out of bed, my feet cold against the wooden floor. My body wobbles with each step, but I manage to make it to the hallway, clutching the wall for balance. I just need something warm—honey water, maybe. Something to soothe this throat before it shreds itself raw.

When I reach the kitchen, I freeze.

Cassian is already there.

He stands at the stove, tall and broad, wearing dark slacks and a half-unbuttoned shirt, sleeves rolled up to his forearms. There’s a kettle in front of him, steam rising gently from the spout, and the faint scent of herbs drifting through the air.

Tea.

Cassian doesn’t drink tea. Only coffee. Bitter, strong, black.

He turns his head slightly, as if he already knew I was there. “You’re up.”

I nod slowly, throat too sore to speak at first.

He reaches for a cup, pours the tea into it, and slides it across the counter to me. “Thought I’d try tea. Don’t want to catch the flu.” His voice is casual. Careless.

Then he shrugs. “Tastes like shit. You can have it.”

I blink down at the cup, eyes narrowing. No lip marks. No steam disturbed. It’s untouched.

He made it for me.

I wrap my hands around it, the warmth seeping into my fingers. “Thanks,” I rasp, voice hoarse.

Cassian doesn’t move. He leans against the counter, arms folded, watching me too closely.

“You’ve been coughing all night,” he mutters. “Kept me up.”

I glance up. “Sorry to inconvenience you.”

He rolls his eyes, but I catch the slight twitch in his jaw. “Are you working tomorrow?”

“I don’t think I can.” My body is already trembling again. “But I’m sure you’ll dock my pay. That’ll probably make you happy, knowing I’ll be bonded to you even longer.”

There’s a pause. Then he says quietly, “It makes me happy.”

Something unspoken hangs thick between us, like smoke curling from a fire neither of us knows how to put out.

I shiver.

Cassian frowns and steps forward without thinking, like instinct has overridden all logic. He wraps a warm, firm arm around my shoulders and guides me gently to the stool.

“You need to sit,” he says. “You look like you’re about to pass out.”

I let him help me, too tired to argue. The tea warms my throat slightly, but it’s the presence of his hand, still lingering on my back, that heats me from the inside out.

For a moment, I allow myself the illusion that we’re normal. That he cares.

“Cassian?” I ask quietly, lifting my gaze.

His eyes meet mine.

“Why did you change?”

His lips part, but he says nothing.

I press on, my voice low, ragged. “I remember meeting you at that gala. You kissed me like the world would end if you didn’t. You said we should get betrothed because we were fated—why waste time, you said. You were…so nice to me. I thought I’d met the alpha of my dreams.”

“I was deceived,” he says coldly. “By your charm. Your innocence. I found out who you really were soon enough.”

The sting in my chest is worse than the fever. “You mean my parents.”

“You know what I mean.”

I sigh, anger and heartbreak tangling together inside me. “You have such a victim complex, Cassian. I never wanted to hurt you. If I was so desperate for money, I’d have thrown myself at a rich alpha the second you rejected me. I didn’t.”

His jaw clenches hard, grinding audibly. That struck a nerve.

“I heard them,” he says. “Your parents. Talking about how marrying you into my family would help them stage a takeover. They had spreadsheets. A plan. You were the bait.”

My heart sinks. “So you rejected me to ruin their plan?”

“I did it to protect everything I built. My company. My people. I thought they were using you.”

I close my eyes, the memory of that night sharp and hot in my throat. “And when I came to your room…?”

“You tried to seduce me.”

“I came to talk to you.”

“You were in my bed. Naked.”

I flinch, my breath hitching in my lungs. “Because I was desperate. Because I thought we were fated, and you would understand if you saw me. Felt me. I didn’t know anything about their plan, Cassian. Not a thing.”

His silence tells me he doesn’t believe me. Or maybe he wants to, but can’t. He’s an alpha. He only trusts cold logic and facts. There’s not a single shred of proof that would prove that I didn’t know about my family’s scheme. Everything that happened made it look like I was in on it all along, especially my stupid decision to seduce him after he rejected me.

I set the tea down slowly, coughing again, my ribs aching from the force of it. “You never even gave me a chance. You just decided I was one of them and threw me away.”

“I saw what I needed to see.”

“No,” I whisper. “You saw what you wanted to see. Because it was easier than admitting you cared about me. Because if you admitted that, then you’d have to act like a partner instead of a tyrant. You’d have to talk to me.”

He says nothing.

And I don’t tell him that I remember the way he touched me that night. The way his hands trembled when they skimmed my waist. I don’t say it.

Because he already knows.

I try to stand, but the room tilts sideways. My knees buckle.

Cassian is there before I fall, one strong hand wrapping firmly around my waist, the other bracing my arm. His touch is scorching through the fabric of my shirt, and I feel it—his body reacting to mine. A low thrum of tension buzzes between us, thick as fog.

His fingers tighten slightly when I sway again.

Our eyes meet.

His pupils are blown wide, black eclipsing silver, and I know—know—he smells it. The fever, the hint of vulnerability. Maybe even the faint, desperate traces of longing I can’t suppress around him anymore.

My scent must be calling to him like a siren. His own pheromones surge in answer, rough and heady with that sharp, unmistakable edge of alpha need.

I swallow hard, my throat aching. “Don’t,” I whisper, even though I don’t know what I’m begging him not to do.

He doesn’t move away.

Instead, his voice drops low, gravel scraping velvet. “Do you want your freedom more than you want to stay?”

I suck in a breath.

“Cassian,” I rasp, “I can’t stay. Not with an alpha who doesn’t care about me. I⁠—”

My voice cracks.

“I want more,” I say softly. “I want a home. I want kids. I want someone to hold me at night and build something with me. I want a family. Not just a paycheck and silence.”

His expression shifts. Barely. But it’s there—the ache, the longing. Mirroring mine.

“This house…” I look around the pristine kitchen, the cold granite, the spotless appliances. “It’s beautiful, but it’s dead. Empty. I walk through it and I feel nothing but the echo of all the things we never said. I hope you enjoy living in it alone.”

I start to pull away, heart slamming against my ribs like it’s trying to break free. But Cassian’s grip on my waist tightens.

He pulls me back in. Until we’re chest to chest, breath to breath.

And then he kisses me.

It’s not gentle.

It’s devastating.

His mouth crashes into mine, and everything inside me shatters. My lips part on instinct, and he takes full advantage, claiming me with teeth and tongue like he’s starving and I’m the only thing he’s ever needed. One hand tangles into my hair, the other remains fixed at my waist, holding me in place like he’s afraid I’ll disappear.

Heat rushes through me, fever and desire tangling until I can’t tell where one ends and the other begins. My knees go weak. I clutch his shirt, needing him to anchor me, needing to feel every hard inch of him pressed to me.

By the time he pulls away, I’m panting, dazed, lips swollen and slick from the force of it.

Cassian’s voice is ragged when he speaks. “I’m not going to let you go, Elior. You’re my omega. Even if I rejected you… you’re still mine.”

I can’t speak. I can barely breathe.

He scoops me into his arms without asking, carrying me down the hallway like I weigh nothing. My head falls against his chest, heart hammering in my throat.

He takes me to my room.

To the bed I’ve been sleeping in alone since I moved in.

He sets me down carefully, like I’m something precious, something breakable. And then steps back.

I stare up at him, stunned. “Cassian… you’ve never… never touched me like this. Not once. Why now?”

“Because I can’t pretend anymore,” he says. “I’ve pretended so long, I thought I could forget. But I can’t.”

Panic rises in my chest. “You need to leave. This—this could trigger my heat.”

He leans in slightly, expression unreadable. “Let it.”

“What?”

“I’m not leaving, Elior. Not even when you’re in heat.”

I blink rapidly, throat tight. “Why?”

His gaze burns. “Because I want a family too. I want you swollen with my pups. I want to see you barefoot in this kitchen, laughing, happy, with babies clinging to your legs. I want what you want, even if I don’t deserve it. Even if you leave me one day, at least I won’t be alone anymore.”

My chest twists painfully.

“You’re selfish,” I whisper, barely above a breath. “You’re not giving me a choice.”

Cassian exhales slowly, stepping back toward the door.

“I was never the good guy,” he says, voice like smoke and steel.

Then he closes the door behind him, leaving me with my racing heart, trembling hands, and a body that already misses his warmth.


FOUR


Cassian

I stand outside his door, unmoving.

His breathing filters through the wood—rough, uneven, still fevered. Each shallow inhale is a tether wrapped around my throat.

I lift my fingers to my lips.

They're tingling.

That kiss… it cracked something in me. Split it wide open. Years of restraint, fury, pride—useless now. The taste of him is still on my tongue, the imprint of his body seared into my hands. I kissed him like I needed him to breathe, and maybe I did.

Maybe I still do.

I lean my forehead against the door. It’s cool, a thin barrier between me and the heat behind it. I can smell his scent now, curling out in soft, fragile waves of illness and want. It curls under my skin and into my blood.

I should walk away. I should let him rest. I should pretend none of this happened.

But I can’t move.

I hear him shift—sheets rustling, another sharp exhale. A cough.

Gods, he’s burning up.

My fingers twitch at my side, useless. Everything in me urges me to go in, strip the blankets off, press a cold cloth to his head, stroke his back while he falls asleep⁠—

Stop.

I step back.

Run my hand through my hair, dragging in a shaky breath.

I don’t know if he lied. I still don’t know.

All those years ago, I overheard his parents in their ivory-tiled kitchen, sipping champagne and talking about Elior like he was a tool. A perfect pawn, his mother said. The boy’s practically seduced Cassian already—he’ll be married before the fiscal year ends, and then we’ll get full access to those holdings.

And I believed them.

I looked at Elior’s soft eyes, his trembling lips, the flush that came over him when he smiled at me like I held his world… and I told myself he was a con.

But now?

Now, his parents are gone. Their company dissolved in the corporate purge last quarter. Their assets were stripped, their influence crumbled, their social credit in ruins. They couldn’t take anything from me anymore if they tried.

So why does it still matter?

I press the heel of my hand to my chest. It aches there, like I’ve been struck.

Because I wanted to believe he was just like them.

Because it was easier than facing the truth—that I pushed away the only person who ever looked at me like I was more than a title, a suit, a walking vault of assets.

“You’re my omega, even if I rejected you.”

The words echo in my mind, and the guilt hits me like a wave. I told him I wanted a family, and I meant it—but what kind of family do I deserve after what I did to him?

Still, I can’t unfeel what I feel when he’s near. I can’t stop wanting to care for him, even if he hates me.

I turn away from the door, dragging my fingers down my face, but I don’t walk far. I linger at the end of the hall, leaning against the wall with my arms crossed, listening for any sound from his room. The quiet is unbearable.

And the truth that’s clawing up my throat won’t stay buried much longer:

I never stopped loving him.

I can’t leave. Not yet. My body hums with an energy that’s both intoxicating and torturous. I lean against the wall opposite his door, my breaths coming in ragged pulls. My cock is hard, painfully so, throbbing with a primal beat that echoes the pulse in my veins. Being so close to him, feeling his skin on mine, tasting his lips—it’s ignited something deep and untamed within me.

I hear him through the door—soft pants, the rustle of sheets. He’s restless, his breaths shallow and quick. I know that sound. It’s not just the fever. It’s the same tormented need that’s gripping me, clawing at my insides. He’s aroused, and the knowledge sends a fresh wave of heat coursing through me.

But I can’t go in there. Not tonight. Not when he’s sick and vulnerable. I’ve done enough damage, pushed him away too many times. I need to redeem myself, earn his trust again. And that starts with giving him the space he needs, even if every instinct screams at me to claim him, to soothe his fever with my touch.

I press my palm against the cool wall, trying to steady my breath. It’s no use. My body is on fire, every nerve ending alive and screaming for release. I glance down, seeing the outline of my cock straining against my pants. It’s obscene, the way it tents the fabric, pre-cum already dampening the material.

With a low groan, I unbutton my pants, pushing them down along with my briefs. My cock springs free, heavy and slick with need. I wrap my hand around the shaft, feeling the heat of my own flesh, the silky texture of pre-cum leaking from the tip. I start to stroke, slow and deliberate, my gaze fixed on the closed door as if I can see through it, see him writhing in his bed, touching himself just as I am.

The sound of his breaths filters through the door, syncing with the rhythm of my hand. I imagine him lying there, his body flushed with fever and arousal, his cock hard and aching in his own grip.

I stroke myself faster, my grip tightening as I imagine Elior's small, delicate hand wrapped around his own length, his breath hitching as he pleasures himself. The sound of his pants and soft moans through the door sends jolts of electricity straight to my groin, making my cock throb and leak more pre-cum. I use it to slick my shaft, the wet sound of my hand working myself filling the quiet hallway.

I press my forehead against the door, my breath fogging up the cool wood. I can almost see him—his eyes clenched shut, his brow furrowed in pleasure and concentration. His lips parted, releasing those sweet, tortured sounds that make my balls ache and draw up tight. I can practically taste his scent, thick and heavy with need, mingling with the smell of his illness. It's a heady mix that makes my head spin and my body burn even hotter.

My hips thrust into my hand, fucking my own grip with desperation. I imagine it's Elior's body I'm sinking into, his heat and tightness enveloping me. I can almost hear his voice, breathy and wanting, whispering my name like a secret. My cock pulsates at the thought, veins bulging as blood rushes to my groin.

Elior's moans grow louder, his breaths coming in sharp gasps. I know he's close. I can feel it, his pleasure echoing through me like a symphony. My own orgasm builds, pressure coiling at the base of my spine, my cock swelling and turning a dark, angry red.

"Elior," I groan, my voice a low, guttural rumble. I want him to hear me, to know that I'm here, that I'm suffering just as much as he is. That we're connected, even through this damned door.

His cry of release shatters the silence, sharp and sweet, like music to my ears. It pushes me over the edge. My cock erupts, ropes of hot, thick cum spurting onto the door, marking it like a territory. I grunt with each pulse, my body shuddering with the force of my orgasm. It's intense, almost painful, drawn out by the sound of Elior's soft whimpers as he rides out his own pleasure.

I milk myself dry, my chest heaving as I catch my breath. My forehead is slick with sweat, stuck to the door. I can smell my own release, musky and potent, and a perverse sense of satisfaction fills me. I've marked his door, like an animal marking its territory. Because he is my territory. My omega. Mine to protect, mine to claim.

As the haze of pleasure clears, guilt settles heavy in my gut. I've taken my pleasure from him, even if indirectly, even if he never knows. But it's not enough. I want more. I want his body pressed against mine, his scent mingling with my own, his pleasure echoing through me as I knot him, bind him to me in the most primal way possible.

But I can't have that. Not yet. Not until I earn his forgiveness, his trust. Not until I prove to him that I'm worth taking a chance on again.

I clean myself up, using my shirt to wipe the door clean. Then I stand there, in the quiet hallway, listening to Elior's breaths even out as he falls into a fitful sleep.

I guard his door like a sentinel, a silent promise that I won't abandon him again. That I'll be here, waiting, when he's ready to let me in. Because I'm done holding onto my pride, done letting my hatred and fear rule me.

I'm done being a coward.

I'm going to fight for him. For us. Even if it means facing the darkness within myself.


FIVE


Elior

I jolt upright, my heart pounding.

Shit. The sun is streaming through the window. I overslept. I missed making breakfast.

Cassian’s going to be furious.

I push the covers off and swing my legs over the side of the bed, but my head swims and my stomach flips. The fever’s better—less like fire licking under my skin—but it’s not gone. My throat is still sore and my limbs ache like I’ve run for miles barefoot.

I clutch the edge of the mattress to steady myself.

That’s when the door creaks open.

I freeze.

Cassian walks in, and I’m half-convinced I’m hallucinating. He’s holding a tray with steam curling from a teacup and a plate of food—toast, eggs, a little bowl of cut fruit.

I blink hard, rub my eyes.

Maybe I’m still dreaming.

He walks in like he owns the place—well, he does—and sits beside me on the bed, setting the tray down on the nightstand.

“You need to eat,” he says, his voice rough but soft in a way I’ve never heard before. Like he’s trying not to startle me.

I stare at him. “What are you doing?”

He shrugs, not meeting my eyes. “Bringing you breakfast. Obviously.”

“Are you okay?” I ask slowly, eyebrows raised. “Did you hit your head?”

A twitch at the corner of his mouth. Not a smile. Something smaller. Sadder.

“I thought about everything last night,” he says, folding his hands together in his lap. “I don’t want this to keep going the way it has. I want you to trust me again. I want us to be what we couldn’t be back then.”

My throat tightens. My heart trips.

He looks at me, and for the first time in three years, there’s no coldness in his expression. No armor. Just regret.

“My family can’t come between us now,” he adds. “They’re finished. I should’ve done this sooner. I’m sorry.”

The words hang in the air like smoke.

I swallow hard. “I can’t forgive you.”

He flinches. A tiny movement, but I see it.

“I can understand why you rejected me back then,” I say, voice shaking. “I looked guilty. You thought I was part of their plan. Fine. I can overlook that.” I inhale sharply. “But after that night? After hiring me, knowing what we were to each other, and treating me like nothing—like less than nothing? You let me serve you like I was invisible. You watched me scrub your floors. You gave me chores like some faceless housekeeper, like we didn’t share blood and heat and that night.”

Cassian looks down at his hands. They’re clenched now.

“I’ll earn your forgiveness,” he says quietly.

He reaches for the fork, trying to feed me a bite of scrambled eggs like I’m some delicate omega he’s wooing for the first time.

I shove his hand away. “It’s too late to play alpha now.”

He lets out a breath. Sets the fork down. “The food’s there if you change your mind.”

He stands.

I don’t stop him.

Then, as he’s halfway to the door, I ask, “When will you be back from work?”

Cassian pauses.

“I’m not going to work,” he says over his shoulder. “I’m staying home today. To take care of my omega.”

My mouth falls open.

He doesn’t look back.

I scoff. “If this is a new form of psychological torture, I’m not falling for it.”

“I’m done torturing you,” he murmurs. “You don’t believe me, but I am.”

He walks out and shuts the door behind him.

For a long time, I just sit there. Staring at the tray. At the tea.

It smells… good. Like honey and herbs. The eggs are warm. Slightly over-salted, but they’re good. He made this. Cassian.

I don’t know what’s going on, and I don’t trust him—not yet—but I eat it all anyway. Every bite.

The tea soothes my throat. The food settles in my stomach.

And before I know it, I’m sinking back into the pillows, the tray empty beside me, a strange warmth blooming in my chest.

I fall asleep.

Sometime later, I stir at the faintest sound—the door easing open again.

I don’t open my eyes, but I hear him. His quiet footsteps. The gentle clink of porcelain as he takes the tray away.

Cassian.

Still here.

Still trying.

For the first time in years, I’m not sure if I should brace for heartbreak… or hope.
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When I wake, I feel… better.

Not perfect—my head is still a little cloudy, and I’ve sweated through my shirt—but the fever has broken. My skin no longer burns, and my limbs aren’t weighed down with lead.

I sit up slowly, wincing as the damp cotton of my shirt clings to my chest. Ugh. Gross. I definitely need a bath. My skin feels sticky, my hair clumped at the back of my neck. I peel off the covers and stagger to my feet.

The house is quiet, except for the soft clack of keys.

When I step into the hall, I pause. Cassian is sitting at the kitchen counter, laptop open, dark brows furrowed in focus. A mug sits beside him, half-empty. His sleeves are pushed up to his elbows, and his hair’s a little mussed like he’s been dragging his hand through it.

He looks… good. Too good. Like the kind of alpha every omega dreams of: tall, brooding, powerful. And yet here he is, in a hoodie and sweatpants, working quietly in a sunlit kitchen.

It shouldn’t feel comforting. But it does.

I lean against the wall for a second, taking him in, trying to tell myself not to be so soft. Not to feel that stupid spark in my chest. I’m still weak, still fever-warm, and my scent must be amplified—thick in the air.

Cassian’s nostrils flare. His head turns.

He sees me.

And suddenly, he’s standing.

“Elior,” he murmurs, closing the laptop without a second thought. He walks toward me, gaze hooded, pupils dilating as he drinks in the sight of me. “You’re sweaty.”

“I know,” I mutter, embarrassed. “I’ll take a bath.”

“In your shower stall?” He raises a brow. “You don’t have a tub.”

“I’ll manage.”

He leans in, voice low, silk over steel. “Let me take care of you.”

The way he says it—so gently, so commandingly—sends a ripple down my spine. His nose grazes my temple, inhaling. “You smell delicious.”

I shiver. I can feel my body betray me, leaning just slightly into his warmth.

And then he sweeps me up.

“Cassian!” I protest, hands pressing against his chest.

But gods, he feels good. Solid. Warm. My cheek brushes against him, and I want to curl into him like a blanket. Like home.

Still, I stiffen. “Put me down. I can walk.”

“I know.” His smirk is irritatingly satisfied. “But this is more efficient.”

He carries me to his bathroom—our bathroom, I guess. The one I haven’t used since I was demoted to servant instead of mate.

He sets me on the edge of the tub and turns on the water, adding bath salts and a few drops of something that smells faintly of lavender.

I wrinkle my nose. “Didn’t think you were into sweet, flowery scents.”

“I’m not,” he says simply, pouring another capful in. “I bought it for you. Back when we met. I thought you’d be moving in soon, so I stocked up on things I thought you’d like.”

My breath catches.

He’d bought this for me. For a future that never came.

“You…” I start, then stop. My throat feels thick.

He glances at me, his expression unreadable but softer than I’ve seen in years.

“Take off your clothes,” he says after a beat. “You’re still damp.”

I hesitate.

He steps closer. “What? You need your alpha to show you how to be a good omega again?”

My heart pounds.

His hands move to my shirt, peeling it off slowly, eyes drinking in every inch of exposed skin. “You look better than I remember,” he murmurs. “So soft. So perfect. My omega.”

The praise hits me like a drug. My blood surges, heat pooling low in my stomach.

He undresses me piece by piece, fingers grazing my skin with reverence and hunger. Every compliment—every good boy, every beautiful—makes my knees weak.

Then he lifts me again, careful, cradling me like something precious.

He lowers me into the water, and I gasp.

The warmth. The scent. The feeling of being taken care of—it’s all too much. I melt into the bath, sighing as the tension slips from my limbs. I haven’t felt this pampered in… ever.

Cassian kneels beside the tub, grabbing a loofah and some kind of luxury gel. He lathers it, rubbing the foam over my arms and shoulders, down my chest. Every movement is tender, practiced. Like he’s memorizing me with his hands.

I bite my lip. “Are you doing this because you want sex?”

His hands pause for half a second.

I stare at the bubbles. “If you think I’ll sleep with you just because you treat me nicely, you don’t know me.”

“I don’t want your body,” he says, voice low.

I glance up at him sharply.

“I want your trust,” he continues, voice earnest. “Your heart. Your loyalty.”

I laugh bitterly. “Those things don’t have any value.”

“They do to me.”

He leans forward, kissing my wet shoulder.

I gasp as his lips brush my neck, trailing to the curve where neck meets collarbone.

“You taste like honey,” he murmurs. “Sweet. Mine.”

My breath catches again, and I hate—hate—how much I want to give in to his seduction, to feel his firm mouth pleasuring other places in my body. To soothe the perpetual ache in my groin and my chest by surrendering to my alpha. Letting him give me the bliss that I deserve and crave. But once I do that, there will be no coming back. Sure, I’m not experiencing my heat right now so the chances of pregnancy are slim. But once he has that control over me, over my body, he will never give it up. I’m not sure I’ll want to take it back.

Still, some daredevil part of me says, “If you want to taste me, I’ll let you.”

His hand stills on me. He continues to rub the loofah against my skin, exfoliating my dead cells. He pours water on me, rinsing it away, making me smell like a flower. Smelling this good reminds me of how I used to be years ago. I loved perfumes, perfumed products.

It has been ages since I felt attractive, like a true omega. But the scent and my alpha’s care brings out my softness. Makes me want to relish in my omega nature by letting myself be pampered.

If Cassian wants me in his bed, he’ll have to prove that he’s willing to play by my rules now. I’ve had enough of his tyranny. Maybe it’s time to give him a taste of his own medicine.

“Did you hear what I said?” I ask. “I said I’ll let you taste me. Taste my cock.”

Cassian’s fingers curl around my upper arm, nails biting into my skin. “You don’t trust me yet.”

“You’re right. I don’t.”

“I don’t want to take advantage of you,” he says in a gentle tone that makes me feel precious. “I can wait until you’re sure.”

“Prove it to me that you really care about me.” I arc my head to him, taking in the intoxicating sight of his skin flushing from the steam, his lips wet and ready to be savored. “Pleasure me. Suck me off. Just so you know, I won’t be giving you a blowjob in return.”

“You want me to put your pleasure first and sacrifice mine,” Cassian surmises quickly.

I turn away. “I guess that’s not possible for you since you’re a selfish alpha.”

“It’s more than possible.” Cassian bites my ear. Goosebumps carve a trail down my body. My cock hardens instantly, jutting out through the water. “Just tell me how you like it.”

My lips trembles as his rough, calloused thumb circles the fleshy mating gland at the back of my neck. He presses the spongy tissue, igniting the nexus of nerves underneath. Heat speeds through my veins, filling every blood vessel, making me light-headed.

My cock throbs with pain. I need his touch. I need relief. God, I should’ve know Cassian would be able to make my body tremble with ecstasy just by touching me.

“If you start expecting me to fall into your bed and be your obedient little omega, I won’t let you touch me again,” I blurt out the words before my body betrays me and I climb on his lap, willing to ride him and give him everything he wants in exchange for his attention. My omega senses are hyper-aware and all I want to do is be a good boy for my alpha, to feel him smile for me, praise me. “This is a one-time thing. Oh, and I like to be praised.”

Cassian chuckles, low and deep, his fingers dipping lower under the water to caress my nipples. “You must have hated me every time I criticized your cooking and nitpicked your work.”

“It was unbearable,” I say. “That’s why I’m going to make you work for my forgiveness.”

I moan when he teases my areolae with his rough thumb pads, inciting a powerful response in my groin. A volcano erupts in my stomach, pouring liquid heat into my cock. My balls strain, painfully full and painfully aroused. With every strum of his fingers against my hard nipples, my resolve slips away.

His mouth presses into the bare skin on my back and he licks and sucks on my skin like it’s the most delicious feast. “My omega tastes perfect,” he whispers. “Your hard nipples are driving me insane.” He pinches them, making me arch my back and cry out as a heady combination of pleasure and pain rolls through my nerves. “You look so erotic when you’re aroused, when your cock is swollen and begging for your alpha’s attention.”

His hand finally leaves my chest to cup my balls and stroke my hard length. I cry the moment he touches my sensitive cock.

He drags his rough fingertip over my crown that’s beaded with pre-cum, red and raw with need. His touch feels both exquisite and like the greatest torture.

can’t help but moan as Cassian’s fingers dance over my skin, turning every nerve ending into a live wire. His touch is electric, sending jolts of pleasure coursing through me, igniting a fire deep within my core. The water laps gently around us, providing a slick, smooth lubrication that intensifies every sensation.

“Your cock is beautiful, Elior,” Cassian murmurs, his voice a low, husky growl that vibrates through me. His hand wraps around my length, stroking me slowly, deliberately. “So hard. So perfect. You’re flushed and adorable, like a ripe peach ready to be devoured.”

I arch into his touch, a gasp escaping my lips as he tightens his grip, working me with expert precision. My body trembles, every muscle tensing as he brings me to the edge, teasing and tormenting me with each stroke. The water sloshes around us, amplifying the sensation, turning me into a writhing, panting mess.

“Cassian,” I whimper, my voice barely above a whisper. “Please…”

He leans in, his breath hot against my ear. “Please what, Elior? Tell me what you want.”

“I want… I want you to put your mouth on me,” I beg, my hips bucking against his hand. “I want to feel your lips, your tongue. I want you to taste me.”

A wicked smile curves his lips as he continues to stroke me, his grip firm and unyielding. “You want me to worship you, don’t you? You want to feel what it’s like to surrender control, to let your alpha please you.”

“Yes,” I gasp, my nails digging into the porcelain of the tub. “Yes, that’s what I want.”

Without a word, Cassian scoops me up, lifting me out of the bathtub and setting me down on the cool marble counter of the basin. The sudden change in temperature sends a shiver down my spine, but the heat radiating from Cassian’s body chases away the cold.

He kneels before me, his gaze locked onto mine, an unspoken promise passing between us. Then, he leans in, his breath hot against my skin as he trails kisses down my stomach, his lips lingering on the sensitive skin just above my cock.

I wrap my legs around his shoulders, pulling him closer, my fingers tangling in his hair. The first touch of his mouth on my cock sends a shockwave of pleasure coursing through me. His lips are soft, his tongue hot and wet as he licks and sucks, taking me deeper into his mouth.

“Cassian,” I moan, my head falling back as I surrender to the sensation. “Gods, yes…”

He works me with his mouth, his tongue swirling around my length, his lips sucking and pulling at my sensitive flesh. The sight of him, on his knees, my cock disappearing into his mouth, is almost too much to bear. It’s degrading, humiliating for an alpha like him, and yet he doesn’t stop. He powers through every gag reflex, his eyes watering, saliva dripping from the corners of his mouth.

And I love it. I love the power, the control. I love seeing this powerful alpha on his knees, worshipping me, pleasuring me. It’s everything I ever wanted, and more.

My cock hits the back of his throat, and he swallows, taking me deeper, milking me with his mouth. The pressure builds, my body tightening, every muscle coiling as I approach the precipice.

“Cassian,” I pant, my voice ragged. “I’m close… I’m so close…”

He doesn’t falter, doesn’t slow down. Instead, he redoubles his efforts, sucking harder, faster, his fingers digging into my hips to hold me in place. And then, with a final, shuddering cry, I come.

Pleasure crashes over me, wave after wave, as I spill into his mouth. He swallows, taking every drop of me, his gaze locked onto mine. The sight of him, drinking me down, sends another shiver of pleasure coursing through me.

When the last of my orgasm subsides, Cassian pulls back, his lips glistening, his eyes heavy-lidded with desire. He licks his lips, savoring the taste of me, and I can’t help but stare in awe.

“Why?” I whisper, my voice hoarse. “Why did you swallow?”

A slow, satisfied smile curves his lips. “Because I want a part of you inside me, always.”

My heart skips a beat, his words sending a warm, fluttering sensation through my chest. This isn’t just about pleasure, about sex. This is about connection, about closeness. This is about us.

And for the first time in a long time, I feel a glimmer of hope. Maybe, just maybe, Cassian and I can find our way back to each other. Maybe we can build something new, something stronger, something that will last.

Maybe, just maybe, we can have a future together.


SIX


Cassian

It’s been three days since I tasted Elior.

Three days since I knelt at his feet, swallowed his pleasure, and memorized the shivers of his body like a sacred scripture. I still remember the way his breath hitched, the way his fingers fisted in my hair, the sharp cry he made when he came undone. It’s seared into my mind—his taste, his scent, the softness of his skin, the ache in his voice when he asked me why.

Because I want a part of you inside me, always.

I meant every damn word.

Now, I lean against the doorframe of the kitchen, arms crossed, watching him move.

He’s humming as he stirs something on the stove, loose strands of dark hair falling across his forehead, a soft domestic glow haloing around him in the afternoon sun. His movements are fluid, confident. He’s recovered—completely, it seems. Color back in his cheeks. Fire back in his spine.

And gods, he’s beautiful like this.

Next to him on the counter is a vase of red roses—long-stemmed, fresh, the petals still glistening from the mist of water I sprayed on them before setting them out. He didn’t trust the gesture, of course. Raised one elegant brow when I offered them, suspicion tightening his jaw. But he still took them. Arranged them himself. They sit proudly by the stove like a challenge.

I want to believe that means something.

But I know better.

He doesn’t trust me. Not yet. Not fully. Maybe not ever.

That’s fair. I’ve given him every reason not to.

So I’ll grovel. I’ll prove myself. I’ll cut out my pride and hand it to him on a platter if that’s what it takes. Because I’d rather spend the rest of my life on my knees, begging for scraps of his affection, than spend another year pretending I don’t need him.

And if all I ever get again is the chance to taste him—to make him gasp and whimper and fall apart under my mouth—I’ll still die a satisfied man.

But it’s more than that. Always has been.

I walk forward quietly, my feet bare on the tile. When I reach him, I slide my arms around his waist from behind, tugging him against my chest. He stiffens for half a second—on instinct—and then slowly relaxes, though not fully. Not yet.

“Smells good,” I murmur, pressing a kiss to the top of his shoulder.

“I added rosemary this time.” His voice is cautious but not cold.

My chin rests against his temple. “I like it. And… I hired a cleaning service.”

He goes still.

I press forward, tightening my hold just slightly. “You don’t have to scrub the floors anymore. Or wash the linens. Or haul heavy boxes up the stairs. I want you to focus on what you love—cooking. Creating. Nourishing.”

A pause. Then, flatly: “Are you cutting my pay?”

“No.”

He twists a little in my arms, enough to look over his shoulder at me. His eyes are narrowed, guarded.

“Then what’s the catch?” he asks. “You extend my time here as a servant? Make me work it off even longer?”

I shake my head slowly. “You’ll be paid the amount we agreed on. No more, no less. No tricks.”

His brows furrow, lips pressing into a line. He doesn’t believe me. Not completely.

“Why are you doing this?” he asks softly. “What changed?”

“You,” I whisper. “You changed me. Or maybe… you reminded me who I used to be. Who I wanted to be.”

He’s quiet, letting that hang between us. The silence stretches, broken only by the soft bubbling of the pot on the stove.

“Do you still want to be free?” I ask, my voice low.

His shoulders tense. “Yes.”

I swallow the sting in my chest.

Of course he does.

Freedom is all he’s had to hold onto. All I left him with when I pushed him away.

But I don’t pull back. I bury my face into the crook of his neck instead, breathing in deep.

He smells like herbs and heat and something sweet underneath it all—his scent thickening with each passing day. His heat hasn’t come yet, but it’s close. I can feel it in the air, charged and warm, like a storm waiting just beyond the horizon. And when it comes?

Neither of us will be able to hold back.

I press my palm gently over his lower belly. The touch is innocent. Chaste, even. But in my mind, I see it—see him round and glowing, full with my pup. I imagine stroking his belly like this, whispering praise as he cooks for us both, radiant with life. I want that so badly it carves a hole in my chest.

“Elior,” I murmur. “I’m not asking you to trust me all at once. But let me show you who I am now. Let me earn you.”

He closes his eyes.

I don’t expect him to say anything. I don’t deserve an answer. Not yet.

So I just hold him tighter, breathing in his warmth, his scent, his closeness—and silently promise that next time he lets me touch him, it’ll be even better than the last.

Because I’m not stopping at one taste.

I want everything.

And this time, I’m ready to work for it.
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I step inside the townhouse, the scent of lavender and something sweet—vanilla, maybe—lingering faintly in the air. It's the scent of home, though I’m not sure I’ve earned the right to call it that anymore. Not when I spent three years pretending it didn’t matter that the only person I wanted in it wasn’t mine.

I loosen my tie and shrug off my jacket, my muscles stiff from a long day. The shopping bag dangles from my wrist, the deep black of the designer logo embossed in gold catching the warm light of the hallway sconces. Another offering. Another step.

In the kitchen, Elior’s humming, barefoot and radiant in a soft sweater that hangs off one shoulder. The domesticity of it guts me—because it’s beautiful, and because I nearly destroyed it with my pride.

He glances over his shoulder, arching an elegant brow. “The cleaning service came by today. Hope you like their work better than mine, since you hated the way I cleaned. Always had something to say about it.”

The jab lands, but it’s half-hearted, tinged with the kind of teasing that makes my chest ache with hope.

I lean down and kiss his cheek, letting my lips linger for a breath. “I’m sorry. I was cruel. Nitpicky. It wasn’t about the dust, Elior.” My voice is low. “I wanted to hurt you because I felt hurt. I couldn’t handle what I thought was your betrayal. So I lashed out.”

He doesn’t reply at first, but something shifts in his face. Not forgiveness. Not yet. But understanding. It’s a start.

“Here,” I murmur, lifting the bag and setting it gently on the counter beside him.

Elior eyes it with suspicion. “More gifts? You’ve been bringing me something every day for the last week. Flowers, chocolate, skincare… and now whatever this is. If you’re trying to buy me, it won’t work. I am not a gold digger.”

“I know.” I nod toward the bag. “Just open it.”

He slides the ribbon off and peeks inside, then pauses. His fingers move with more care than I expect as he lifts the item free—a meticulously tailored designer suit in a rich slate blue that brings out the fire in his eyes and the softness in his skin. I had it altered with his exact measurements, the ones I memorized when I thought he’d live here forever.

Elior stares at it. “This is… I don’t understand. I don’t go anywhere. When would I even wear this? Around the house? While scrubbing your floors?”

“It’s not for here,” I say gently, reaching for his hand. He lets me take it. I brush my thumb across his knuckles, slow and reverent. “I want to take you out.”

His eyes widen, lashes fluttering. “Out?”

“There’s a charity gala coming up,” I say. “I’d like you to be my plus one.”

He blinks. “A gala. With people. You want me to show up on your arm, like—like your date?”

“Yes.” I squeeze his hand. “I want to be seen with you. I want to show them I’m serious about you. That I’m trying to win you back.”

His mouth parts slightly, the disbelief plain on his face. “You realize what people will say? They’ll talk. You rejected me, Cassian. Taking me back makes you look weak. Conflicted. Like an indecisive alpha.”

“I am conflicted,” I admit, quietly. “I’m torn up over how I treated you. Over what I lost. But I’m not ashamed of wanting you now. Let them talk. Let them see how far I’m willing to go to earn you back.”

He pulls his hand from mine and folds his arms, the suit draped over one elbow. “If we’re seen together in public, everyone will assume we’re back together. That we’re a couple again.”

“I know. And if it doesn’t work out, I’ll face the fallout. But I want you to be seen in the places you were always meant to go. You deserve to shine, Elior.”

He looks away, lips pursed. “It’s too soon.”

I nod. I expected that. “Okay. Then let’s start smaller.” I tilt my head, voice soft. “Will you go on a date with me instead? Just us. Low-key. No pressure.”

A pause stretches between us. Then, slowly, Elior nods. “If it’s low-key,” he warns, though his voice has a softer edge now. “No tuxedos. No red carpets.”

“No red carpets,” I promise.

His gaze lingers on the suit, his fingers stroking the fine material. “You still want to be seen with me?”

I take a step closer. “I want to be seen choosing you. Every day, in every way. Even if it takes a hundred gifts, a thousand apologies, and years of groveling. I’ll do it.”

He doesn’t say anything—but he doesn’t pull away when I wrap my arms around him either. That’s enough for now.

Because I’m in this for the long haul.

And Elior is worth every second.


SEVEN


Elior

My heart’s doing somersaults.

I stare at myself in the mirror for the third time in the last ten minutes, tugging at the hem of the soft gray T-shirt Cassian bought earlier in the week. It's simple, casual, paired with dark jeans and clean sneakers—nothing flashy. Just enough to feel put-together without screaming trying too hard.

Still, I smooth the fabric again.

It’s the weekend. Cassian’s off work, and I figured he’d show up in one of his casual rich-guy sweaters or something low-effort to match my tone. But when I open the front door and see him leaning against his sleek black car, my breath hitches.

He’s wearing a slate-blue dress shirt tucked into fitted black trousers, the collar crisp, sleeves rolled to the elbow, veins in his forearms visible as he lifts a hand to adjust his watch. Effortless. Elegant. Controlled. But there's a softness in the way he looks at me.

He straightens when he sees me and walks around to open the passenger door.

“You look beautiful,” he says quietly, like it’s sacred. His hand rests on the doorframe, eyes locked to mine.

My heart stutters. “You really didn’t have to dress up.”

“I wanted to,” he says simply. “For you.”

I slide into the seat, feeling small and warm and strangely special. Being treated like this—like I matter, like I’m fragile and precious—it’s unfamiliar. And dangerous.

Because I can feel myself softening.

But not enough to forget what he did. Not enough to let him have my heart again just yet.

The drive is quiet, peaceful. City buildings fall away into quieter streets, until we pull into a cobbled lane lined with trees. Nestled at the end is a quaint little restaurant with flowering vines climbing up the white brick exterior. The sign above the door reads Lune et Bois in delicate lettering.

When we step inside, the place is empty.

The interior is cozy and rustic: warm amber lights hanging from iron fixtures, wood-paneled walls, dried herbs tied in bundles overhead, and mismatched chairs arranged around round tables with linen runners. A single table is set in the corner near a rain-speckled window, two candles flickering beside a vase of wildflowers.

I blink. “Wait… did you book the whole place?”

Cassian leads me toward the table, pulling my chair out for me. “I did.”

I gape at him. “Cassian, I said low-key. This is the opposite of low-key.”

He sits across from me, unbothered. “If we were surrounded by people, they’d stare. They’d whisper. That doesn’t sound very low-key to me.”

I can’t help the laugh that slips out, dry and incredulous. “You’re impossible.”

He grins. “You’re adorable when you’re flustered.”

I roll my eyes and reach for the water glass. “You’re lucky I’m too hungry to storm out.”

We order—Cassian already had a few things arranged with the chef, but he insists I pick whatever I want—and as we wait, the conversation softens into something familiar.

“So,” he says, fingers brushing the edge of his glass, “you still crochet?”

I blink. “Wow. You remember that?”

“Of course. It was the first thing you told me the day we met. You were holding this tiny blue ball of yarn in your hands like it was the most important thing in the world.”

I groan. “God. You must’ve thought I was a grandma.”

“I thought,” he says, tilting his head, “that you were charming. Different. Everyone else I met at that event was… polished, rehearsed. You were sitting in a corner with your yarn and your soft eyes and your sarcastic comments.”

He shrugs. “I couldn’t stop watching you.”

My throat tightens. “I haven’t had time lately. I do too much around the house. Cooking, cleaning, all the chores. There’s no time left for… calm things.”

He studies me. “You should have calm things.”

Dinner arrives then, and we eat. The food is warm and nourishing—mushroom risotto for me, roasted sea bass for him. The soft music, the flicker of candlelight, the way he listens without interrupting—it all adds up to something far more dangerous than expensive chocolates.

It feels like he sees me as more than a sexual object, more than a servant. He sees me as a human being, someone with the same value as him.

After dinner, we step outside, and he opens the car door again. “One more stop.”

I frown. “We’re not going home?”

“Not yet.”

He drives us into a quiet part of the city, where the shopfronts are all old wood and little chalkboards. He parks in front of a small store called Thread & Thistle.

Inside, the air smells like cedar and lavender. Baskets overflow with yarn—plush merino, bright cotton, silky blends in every imaginable shade. Hooks in all sizes gleam from little glass jars. Pattern books line one wall. A cheerful shopkeeper with silver curls greets us with a smile and recognizes Cassian instantly.

But when I start wandering the aisles, all the attention turns to me.

“I want you to pick whatever you need,” Cassian murmurs, brushing his hand down my back.

I light up like a kid in a toy store. The shopkeeper laughs softly as she helps me pick out soft wool in moss green, dusty rose, and creamy ivory. She recommends ergonomic hooks and a beautiful wooden case to keep everything in. I can barely carry it all by the time we reach the counter.

“This is… Cassian, this is too much.”

He shrugs, lips curving. “This means more to you than a bouquet ever could. I wanted that.”

I look at the yarn in my arms, then back at him.

And something just clicks.

I lean up on my toes and kiss him.

Soft, quick, grateful.

But Cassian isn’t content with soft.

His hands wrap around my waist, and he kisses me back, full and hungry. His tongue slips into my mouth, claiming, tasting, wanting. I melt into him, my hands clutching his shirt, the shop forgotten, the world narrowed down to the heat between us.

When we part, breathless and slightly stunned, his forehead rests against mine.

“That,” he says, voice low and rough, “was the perfect date.”

And in my heart, I know⁠—

It really was.
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By the time we pull up to the townhouse, the shadows are long and the sky is streaked with violet and gold. The warmth from earlier—the giddy kind that fluttered in my chest when Cassian kissed me like I was something precious—has started to burn lower. He parks the car in the driveway, but I don't make a move to get out.

Instead, I clutch my stomach, a sharp ache twisting low in my belly.

“Shit,” I mutter, hunching forward slightly.

Cassian turns to me immediately, his brow tightening. “What’s wrong?”

I glance at him, jaw clenched. “My heat. It’s coming.”

For a second, the car goes still. Too still. His fingers flex where they grip the steering wheel, knuckles going pale.

“I didn’t think it would be this soon,” I whisper, more to myself than him. But the signs have been there. The sensitivity. The restlessness. The aching need just under my skin. And now the cramps—deep, pulling, relentless.

Cassian releases the steering wheel with one hand and reaches over. His fingers thread gently into my hair, stroking slow and tender at the base of my scalp. That simple touch—the grounding weight of him, the scent of his control and care—makes my eyes burn unexpectedly.

“I’ll take care of you,” he says, voice hushed, warm with sincerity. “You won’t go through it alone. Not this time.”

I close my eyes. Let his touch steady me. Let the tension in my shoulders ease, even just a little.

Because this heat… it already feels different.

Not just the physical pain—but the absence of that gnawing loneliness I’ve grown used to. It’s not just my body aching now—it’s my heart, loosening its grip on all the resentment it’s been holding.

“I mean it, Elior,” Cassian says, and his fingers keep moving through my hair. “I’ll stay by your side the whole time. I’ll help with the pain. Whatever you need, I’ll give it to you.”

I open my eyes and meet his.

And the way he’s looking at me…

There’s no trace of doubt. No flicker of uncertainty or pity. Just fierce, focused devotion.

My chest twists. And it scares me how much I want to believe him.

“Okay,” I say quietly. “Let’s go home.”

We step out of the car and move together up the stone steps. He doesn’t touch me as we enter the house—doesn’t rush me, doesn’t try to scent me or hover. But I feel him at my back, steady as a shadow, ready if I fall.

And something inside me begins to surrender.

Because this time…

My alpha is here.


EIGHT


Cassian

The air in the house is thick—drenched in Elior’s heat scent, heavy and sweet and impossibly potent. It clings to the walls, seeps into my skin, curls around my senses like a drug. I can feel my body reacting—tight with need, every instinct begging to mount, to claim, to fill.

But I don’t move from my spot in the doorway.

Not yet.

Elior’s in the bedroom, curled on the bed, drenched in sweat. His cheeks are flushed, lips parted, eyes glassy. His heat is in full swing, and I can see the way it ravages him—the tremble in his limbs, the restless fidgeting as he pulls another pillow close and wedges it into the growing nest he’s built.

My chest aches watching him. Because I want nothing more than to sink into that nest and lose myself in him.

But more than that—I want him to feel safe with me.

“You’re doing so well, baby,” I murmur as I step into the room, my voice a low purr meant only for him. “Look at this nest. You’re such a good omega. Already making a home for your pups.”

His hands still for a moment, then resume their frantic motion—but slower now. More deliberate. He lifts his eyes to mine, and the heat in them makes my cock twitch in my pants.

“You really think so?” he whispers.

“I know so,” I tell him. “So nurturing. So instinctive. So beautiful.”

That earns me a soft, needy whimper.

I approach the bed slowly and sit on the edge, placing the tray of food I brought on the nightstand. “You need to eat, sweetheart. You’re burning energy faster than your body can keep up.”

He hesitates, but I reach for him gently, coaxing him forward. He crawls into my lap like a cat desperate for warmth, curling against me, small hands gripping the front of my shirt.

“I missed this,” he mumbles, burying his face into my neck. “Missed your scent. Missed how warm you are.”

I wrap an arm around his back and cradle him close. “I’m not going anywhere.”

He’s trembling. The scent of his arousal is maddening, his slick soaking the inside of his sleep shorts. But I don’t grind into him. I don’t take. I wait.

“Here,” I murmur, picking up a piece of fruit and holding it to his lips. “You need strength.”

He eats slowly, obediently, letting me feed him bite after bite. Every time his lips brush my fingers, I have to force myself to breathe through it.

When we’re done, he tugs at the buttons of my shirt, fumbling in his urgency.

“Need to feel you,” he says hoarsely. “Need skin.”

I don’t stop him.

I help him unbutton the last few, shrug the shirt off my shoulders. And when he presses his bare chest to mine, skin against skin, his whole body seems to melt.

He clings to me, burying his face in my chest, inhaling deeply like my scent is the only thing keeping him tethered to the earth.

I stroke his back, soothing, gentle. “Drink some water, love.”

He does, from the glass I hold to his lips.

Then his eyes flutter open again, feverish, glossy.

“It hurts, Cassian,” he whimpers. “Please—make it stop. Please make the pain go away.”

I cup his cheek, tilting his face to mine. “I’ll make sure my omega gets what he needs,” I whisper. “I promise.”

And then I gather him into my arms, lift him effortlessly, and carry him to the center of the nest he’s made with such care.

Tonight, I won’t just take him.

I’ll soothe him.

Breed him.

Keep him.

Because he’s mine. And I’m never letting him go again.

I lay Elior down on the bed, the nest he’s created rustling softly beneath him. Before I can even position myself, he’s pulling me down onto him, his body arching up to meet mine. I let myself be drawn in, our bodies crashing together like waves against a shore.

There’s a frenzy in his touch, a desperation that matches my own. We tear at each other’s clothes—his sleep shorts shredded, my pants kicked off. His slick is everywhere, coating his thighs, the scent of it driving me mad. I can feel his ass, dripping and ready, begging for me.

“Cassian,” he moans, eyes wild with need. “It hurts. My womb—it’s empty. I need...”

I cut him off with a deep, claiming kiss, swallowing his moans. “I know what you need, baby,” I growl against his lips. “You need your alpha to fill you. To breed you good.”

He whimpers, nodding frantically. I push him back, straddling him, running my hands over his flat belly. “This is where my pups are going to grow,” I murmur, my voice thick with lust. “Right here, in this sweet, fertile little body.”

Elior shivers, spreading his legs wider for me. “Yes, alpha. Please. Breed me. Make me yours.”

I grip his thighs, pushing them up and back, exposing him completely. His slick is dripping out of him, pooling on the bedsheets. I dip my fingers in it, using it to coat my cock. He watches me, panting, his eyes glazed over with heat and desire.

“Such a good omega,” I praise, pressing the head of my cock against his entrance. He moans, trying to push back onto me. “Always so ready for your alpha.”

I thrust into him, one smooth, hard stroke. He cries out, back arching as he takes me in completely. His ass clenches around me, hot and tight and perfect. I start to move, fucking him in steady, deep thrusts.

“You feel so good, my omega,” I growl. “So tight. So wet. Your unprotected ass is making me hard with the need to impregnate you.”

He wraps his legs around my waist, pulling me deeper. “Get me pregnant,” he begs. “More, alpha. Harder. Please.”

I give him what he wants, picking up the pace, my hips slapping against his ass. The bed creaks beneath us, the nest rustling with each thrust. His moans fill the air, mingling with my own grunts of pleasure.

His cock is hard and leaking between us, bouncing with each thrust. I reach down, wrapping my hand around it. He cries out, bucking into my touch.

“That’s it, baby,” I whisper. “Come for your alpha. Come while I breed you.”

He comes undone with a scream, his cock pulsing in my hand, spurting cum onto the bedsheets. His ass clenches around me, milking me, and I can’t hold back any longer.

I thrust into him one last time, my knot swelling and locking us together. I come, filling him with my seed, breeding his fertile omega body. He whimpers, clinging to me, his body shuddering with aftershocks.

We stay like that for a long time, locked together, his body drinking up my seed. Eventually, his fevered body begins to cool down, his breathing evening out. He looks up at me, his eyes sated and content.

“Thank you, alpha,” he whispers. “Thank you for taking care of me.”

“You look so fucking beautiful with my cock buried inside you.” I hug him, pulling him close and kissing his forehead. My little omega is spent and yet he’s needy. For my praise, for my affection, for my love. The way his innocent eyes look up to me, open and vulnerable, reminds me of the first time I saw him. I felt our bond instantly, knew he was the one meant to take my knot and bear my pups.

“I can’t stop staring at your perfect body.” I kiss his cheek this time, smoothing my fingers to the base of his stomach. “Can you feel my knot pressing into your womb’s entrance, Elior?”

Elior blushes, nodding.

“Good boy. That’s where my seed is going to plant itself. You’ll be ripe and heavy with a baby soon. Swollen like a good, pregnant omega.”

“I want to feel my womb heavy with a pup,” Elior acknowledges. “It’s all I’ve ever needed.”

“We’ll have pups to care for soon,” I promise him. “They’re so lucky they get to have a nurturing papa like you.”

Again, he shivers at my words.

We’re both sticky from cum clinging to our bodies. But I love it like this. I love the will possessiveness of holding my omega close, of bathing in our bodily fluids knowing I spilled my seed inside his fertile ass. He might get pregnant from this. And when he does, I’ll keep him close and watch over him during his days of morning sickness, making sure he never wants for anything.

“Aftercare is my favorite part of sex,” Elior mutters, melting into my body. He’s pliant and submissive. He was still guarded during the date but that has melted. I know it’s probably temporary, the effect of his heat, but I am grateful for it nonetheless.

I wrap my arms tighter around him, content for this temporary truce. I keep him safe as my knot plugs up his hole, keeping my seed securely inside him so it can plant itself and create a baby.

I have never hoped for anything as much as I hope to have a pup with him. Elior feels like family and I want to tie us together. My primal alpha need to mate with him is a flame that burns brighter every time I’m near him.

“Rest for a bit,” I tell him. “Soon, you’ll need me again. And I’ll be ready to stuff you with more seed.”

He purrs, then goes to sleep against me. It’s the most trust I’ve had from him. And I’ll make sure to never give him a reason to take it back.


NINE


Elior

The morning light filters through the curtains, casting a soft glow over the room. I stir awake, my body aching, but it's not from soreness. It's from a deep, insatiable need that throbs through me, centering in my core. I can feel the emptiness inside me, begging to be filled again.

Cassian is already awake, his fingers gently stroking my cheek. I blink up at him, my gaze trailing down his body. His cock is hard, huge and veiny, standing tall and proud against his stomach. His balls are heavy and full, ready to spill more seed into me. I marvel at the sight, wondering how I managed to take all of that last night. But I did, and I crave it again.

"Good morning, sweetheart," Cassian murmurs, his voice a low rumble. "Did you sleep well?"

I nod, licking my lips, unable to take my eyes off his cock. "I need..." I start, my voice hoarse with desire. "My heat...it's making my insides cramp again."

He hums softly, understanding instantly. "What do you need, baby? Tell me."

"I need you," I whimper, looking up to meet his gaze. "I need your cock inside me. I need your seed splashing my insides."

A slow, dominant smile spreads across his face. He grips his cock, giving it a lazy stroke. "Then come here, omega. Ride your alpha's cock. Take what you want."

A shiver of anticipation runs through me. I crawl onto his lap, straddling him. His cock presses against my ass, hot and hard. I reach behind me, gripping him, guiding him to my entrance. I'm already slick and ready, my body desperate for him.

I sink down onto him, a moan escaping my lips as he fills me completely. His hands grasp my hips, steadying me, but he lets me set the pace. I start to move, rising and falling, riding him slowly at first, then faster, harder.

"That's it, baby," he growls, his eyes locked onto mine. "Take what you need. Use your alpha's cock."

I moan, my hands braced against his chest. His cock hits all the right spots inside me, sending jolts of pleasure coursing through my body. I can feel my womb cramping, eager for his seed. When his cock scrapes against a sensitive spot in my ass, I cry out in pleasure. Pangs of rapture flash in my belly, drowning me in a haze of pure need and heat.

I move my hips faster, chasing that elusive high again, meeting with my alpha’s cock. Cassian’s dick is so thick and huge, it stretches my ass hole, making tears well up in my eyes. Yet, the burn in completely worth it. When I feel him filling my channel, pressing into all those spots that are forbidden and untouched, pleasure quakes through me, making my whole body tremble with ecstasy.

"It feels so good," I gasp. "Your cock...it's so big...so deep..."

"It's yours," he tells me. "All yours. Made to breed you. Made to fill you up."

His dirty talk sends me spiraling. I ride him faster, my breath coming in ragged gasps. His grip on my hips tightens, his own breathing growing harsh.

"Come on, omega," he growls. "Make yourself come on your alpha's cock. Show me how much you need this."

His words push me over the edge. I throw my head back, crying out as my orgasm rips through me. My body clenches around him, my ass milking his cock. He groans, thrusting up into me, his own release following mine.

I can feel his seed spilling into me, hot and thick, coating my insides. My womb drinks it up, the cramps easing as it gets what it needs. I slow down, my body trembling with the aftershocks of my orgasm.

Cassian pulls me down onto his chest, his cock still buried inside me. He wraps his arms around me, holding me close. I can feel his heart beating against mine, his body warm and comforting.

"Good boy," he murmurs, pressing a kiss to the top of my head. "You did so well. You took your alpha's cock like a good little omega."

I purr, nuzzling into him. My body is sated, my heat eased for now. But I know it won't be long before I need him again. And I know he'll be ready, always ready to give me what I need. Because that's what alphas do. They take care of their omegas. And Cassian is mine.
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My thighs ache. My knees tremble every time I try to stand. I’ve lost count of how many times Cassian’s taken me, how many times I’ve clung to him, cried out for him, begged him not to stop.

And still, it’s not enough.

I’m still burning. Still aching. Still in heat.

But for now, the more pressing ache is in my stomach.

Cassian helps me hobble to the kitchen, his hand steady on my lower back, and lifts me onto the counter like I weigh nothing. I let him, because I don’t trust my legs not to buckle beneath me.

“You sit,” he murmurs, brushing a sweaty curl off my forehead. “I’ll cook.”

He moves around the kitchen with a grace that feels at odds with his size—barefoot, bare-chested, pajama pants hanging low on his hips, every muscle shifting as he opens drawers and pulls ingredients from the fridge. I watch the flex of his biceps as he chops an onion, the cut lines of his back when he leans forward to reach a pot. His scent lingers in the air, spicy and grounding, and it soothes something raw in me.

God, he’s so handsome. Ridiculously, unfairly, obscenely handsome. And rich. And powerful.

I still don’t understand how I—quiet, plain, forgettable me—ended up in the arms of an alpha like him. Let alone in his bed.

He tosses butter into a pan, lets it sizzle before adding garlic and diced tomatoes. The smell is divine—comforting and simple. He boils pasta next, humming under his breath while stirring.

“Is this your go-to heat meal?” I tease softly.

He grins over his shoulder. “Only for you.”

He spoons a little of the sauce, blows on it, then holds it out on the wooden spoon. “Taste.”

I lean forward and wrap my lips around the spoon. The flavor is warm and familiar—just enough spice to tingle on the tongue. My stomach growls approvingly.

“It’s good,” I say, licking my lips.

He smirks. “So easy to get your approval.”

I snort. “You weren’t so easy to please, Cassian. I used to scrub your floors three times and you still found lint.”

“I have high standards,” he replies, plating the pasta. “And poor impulse control when I want someone.”

That makes my cheeks burn. I glance down, suddenly shy.

He brings a plate over and sets it next to me, then leans against the counter, digging into his own. We eat in silence for a few minutes. It’s weirdly domestic—him cooking, me watching, both of us half-naked in the soft golden kitchen light.

It shouldn’t feel this nice.

But it does.

Cassian glances at me. “If we had a kid—what would you name them?”

I blink. “You’re already naming babies?”

He shrugs. “Just wondering.”

I twirl my fork in the noodles. “I always liked the name Ren. Works for a boy or girl.”

Cassian smiles. “Ren. That’s pretty.”

He’s quiet for a second. Then he says, “I’d want them to have your eyes.”

I look up sharply, my heart stumbling in my chest.

“You’re—really thinking about this?” I whisper.

He sets his plate down and turns to face me fully. “I don’t care if we have a child or not. I want you, Elior. Heat or no heat. Pups or no pups.”

My breath catches.

“Don’t say that,” I say softly. “Omegas are... we’re supposed to give alphas children. That’s what makes us useful.”

Cassian frowns and steps between my legs, hands settling on my thighs. “You’re not a breeder, Elior. You’re a person. I like being with you. Your voice. Your laugh. Even when you complain about my tyrannical behavior, I still like you.”

I try to keep my face steady. But my throat tightens. My chest aches.

Why does he say things like this?

Why does he sound like he means them?

My fingers reach for his without thinking. And when he laces them with mine, my heart wavers so hard I nearly fall into him completely.

I’m still burning.

But not just from the heat.


TEN


Cassian

The steam from the shower fills the room, wrapping around us like a warm embrace. Elior stands under the spray, his head tilted back, water cascading down his lean body. His heat is beginning to subside, the desperate edge replaced with a languid warmth. This might be the last time we fuck during this heat, and I intend to make it count.

"Look at you," I murmur, my voice a low rumble as I step closer, pressing my chest against his back. "You look gorgeous all wet, baby."

He shivers, leaning back into me. I reach around, my hands sliding over his slick skin, teasing his nipples, tracing the lines of his abs. He moans softly, his ass pressing against my cock, which is already hard and ready for him.

I guide him forward, pressing his chest into the cool tiles of the shower wall. He gasps at the contrast in temperature, his hands bracing against the wall. I grip his hips, positioning myself at his entrance. He's still slick, still ready for me.

"Cassian," he moans as I push into him, filling him in one smooth stroke. His body clenches around me, hot and tight. I start to move, my hips pistoning against his ass, fucking him hard and rough.

"You feel so good, baby," I growl. "Always so ready for your alpha."

He cries out, his fingers scrabbling against the tiles. "Yes, alpha. Yes. Anything. I'll give you anything."

His words send a surge of dominance through me. I lean down, my teeth grazing his shoulder, my breath hot against his ear. "I want everything, Elior. I want your heat. I want your body. I want your pups. I want a family. I want to give you my last name."

His ass clenches around me, his body responding to my words. I can feel his need, his desire. It matches my own. I fuck him harder, my cock sliding in and out of him, the sound of our bodies slapping together echoing in the shower.

"Yes, alpha," he moans. "Yes, please. I want that. I want everything with you."

His words send me over the edge. I thrust into him one last time, my knot swelling and locking us together. I come, filling him with my seed, marking him from the inside out. He cries out, his body convulsing as his own orgasm rips through him.

We stay like that for a moment, our bodies locked together, our breaths coming in ragged gasps. Then, gently, I reach for the soap, lathering it in my hands. I start to scrub his body, my hands sliding over his skin, washing away the traces of his heat.

He purrs, leaning into my touch. I wash his chest, his arms, his legs, his cock. I clean every inch of him, cherishing him, praising him. He's mine, and I want to take care of him. I want to show him how much he means to me.

"You're so perfect, baby," I murmur, pressing a kiss to his shoulder. "So beautiful. So strong. You've done so well."

He looks back at me, his eyes soft and content. "Thank you, alpha," he whispers. "Thank you for taking care of me."

I wrap my arms around him, holding him close. The water from the showerhead continues to rain down on us, washing away the remnants of his heat, leaving us clean and renewed. As we stand there, locked together, I can't help but feel a sense of peace. This is where we belong. Together. And I'll do everything in my power to keep it that way.
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Elior stands in front of the mirror, tugging at the lapels of the deep midnight-blue suit I bought him. It hugs his frame perfectly—tailored to his delicate waist, sculpted around his slender shoulders, and made of a fabric so fine it gleams under the lights like liquid silk. He’s not wearing a tie, just a few open buttons, revealing the soft column of his throat and the faintest trace of the mating gland that I still haven’t claimed.

And stars, he glows.

Maybe it’s the aftereffects of his heat. Or maybe—just maybe—it’s something more.

Hope stirs in my chest, fragile but persistent. Could he be pregnant? My omega. My future.

I come up behind him, wrap my arms around his waist, and press a kiss to the side of his neck. He shivers, tilting his head without thinking, as if his body already belongs to me.

“You look devastating, sweetheart,” I murmur against his skin. “I’m going to have to buy you ten more suits just to survive seeing you in them.”

“You’re going to bankrupt yourself,” he mutters, but there’s a faint smile on his lips. I catch it in the reflection.

“Worth every damn cent,” I whisper, kissing just beneath his ear. “I want to spoil you.”

He turns slightly, looking at me. His expression is unreadable, but he doesn’t pull away.

He’s coming with me tonight.

That alone is enough to make my pulse skip.

The gala is held in a glittering ballroom nestled within a marble palace of a hotel. Crystal chandeliers rain down golden light. The floor is black and white marble, polished until it reflects every shimmering dress and sharp suit. Servers glide through the room with trays of champagne and canapés, and the air is thick with expensive perfume and sharper ambition.

Everyone turns when we walk in.

I’m used to being watched—Cassian Vale is always under scrutiny. But tonight, the stares are for Elior. The murmurs. The subtle sneers. The way their eyes dart toward his neck, searching for a mark that isn’t there.

The mark I haven’t placed.

Elior stands close to me, composed but wary. His fingers twitch at his sides.

And then he walks into the lion’s den.

“Cassian,” drawls Bernard Myles, a senior partner from a rival firm, his mouth twisting with mockery. “Didn’t think I’d see him here.”

I lift a brow. “Why not?”

He tilts his glass toward Elior. “Didn’t peg you for the sentimental type. Rejected omegas aren’t exactly... gala material.”

My body goes ice cold.

Elior flinches, but doesn’t speak.

Bernard's eyes gleam. “No mark on that pretty little neck either. Guess this is temporary?”

I step closer, placing a firm hand on Elior’s lower back. “He’s not a rejected omega anymore.”

Bernard snorts. “Not until you mark him, he’s not. Everyone can see that gland is still⁠—”

“That can come later,” I cut in, my voice low and tight. “When he’s ready.”

Elior’s entire body is stiff. I can feel the tension rippling through him like a coiled wire.

I barely manage to keep my claws sheathed as Bernard walks away, smug and self-satisfied.

I don’t say anything. I take Elior’s hand and lead him out to the hallway, away from the crowd, into the cool quiet of a side corridor with antique paintings and flickering candle sconces.

“I’m sorry,” Elior whispers. “Maybe I shouldn’t have come. It’s too soon. Maybe I should just go back ho⁠—”

“No.”

I stop him with a hand on his cheek.

“When he said that,” I murmur, stepping closer, “do you want to know what went through my head?”

He doesn’t speak, but his eyes meet mine.

“All I could think about was sinking my teeth into your mating gland and making it known you belong to me.” I swallow hard. “But I know you don’t trust me yet. And I’d never mark you without that. So I’ll wait. As long as it takes.”

His eyes glisten, but he blinks quickly, swallowing back whatever he’s feeling.

I let my hand fall and press a soft kiss to his forehead.

“I’ll be right back.”

A moment later, I return with a glass of champagne and offer it to him like I’m courting royalty.

Because I am.

I take his arm and guide him back inside, ignoring the whispers, the glances, the hungry curiosity in every corner.

“This is Elior,” I tell everyone who asks. “The guy I’m dating.”

I say it proudly, with a smile on my face and my hand resting lightly on his back.

Because tonight, I’m not hiding him. I’m showing him.

And I will never let anyone make him feel small again.


ELEVEN


Elior

Four weeks pass in a dreamy haze.

I sit curled up on the couch, legs tucked under me, a skein of crimson yarn resting in my lap as I crochet roses one by one. The television murmurs in the background, some soft cooking show I’m not really watching, and the warm scent of dinner still lingers in the air—chicken stew with rosemary and garlic, Cassian’s favorite. He always praises my cooking, and I live for the way his face lights up when he takes that first bite.

These days, I don’t have much to do. The cleaning service takes care of the house, and Cassian insists I don’t lift a finger unless I want to. He likes when I rest, when I crochet, when I tinker in the kitchen. When I just be me.

He didn’t slip back into his old, prideful self. I was afraid he would, that once the high of courting me wore off, he’d retreat into that cold, unfeeling version I once knew. But he didn’t.

If anything, he’s opened up more.

We’ve been on more dates—quiet dinners in hidden corners of the city, stargazing from the penthouse balcony, movie nights where he falls asleep with his head on my lap. He gets me flowers every other day now—ever since I protested that every day was a bit excessive—and always with a little note tucked into the wrapping: for the light of my home, or because your smile is worth celebrating.

I crochet peacefully and wait for him to come home from work, heart fluttering like I’m some house-spouse in a romance novel.

I’m not his husband.

But at some point… I started thinking of him as mine.

And I know now, with a certainty that startles me—I’m in love with Cassian Vale.

He’s taken me out in public, stood proudly by my side, and watched the world bend around me. I’m no longer the omega hiding in the shadows. I am his. And he’s mine. I feel it in the throb of my mating gland, that aching place on my neck that pulses whenever he’s near, ready—so ready—to be claimed.

If it were three years ago, I would’ve begged him to bite me.

Now, I want it for me, not for safety, not for status, but because I want him.

The front door clicks open, and I don’t even have to look—I feel him before I see him. Cassian strides into the living room, tall and powerful in his tailored suit, that ever-present alpha energy filling the room like gravity. He carries the scent of cool air and musk and something floral—roses again, no doubt.

He leans down and presses a kiss to my cheek, casual and affectionate, as if kissing me is second nature.

And it is, now.

I marvel at how easy this love has become. How affection flows between us without fear. I don’t brace for it anymore. I melt into it.

Cassian sits beside me, loosening his tie with a sigh and draping an arm across my shoulders. I lean into him, crocheting without pause.

“What are you working on?” he asks, watching my hands with interest.

“A bouquet,” I say, looping the yarn carefully. “Of roses. When it’s done, I’m giving it to you.”

He tilts his head. “To me?”

“You buy me so many,” I say, cheeks warming. “I figured it was time I returned the gesture. In a way that lasts.”

He smiles so softly I feel it in my bones. His hand slides over to my stomach, palm resting gently.

“Have you been feeling different lately?” he murmurs.

I hesitate.

My chest’s been sore. I’ve been tired. My body feels off in the way I remember from before, but⁠—

“No,” I lie. “Not really.”

He doesn’t frown or stiffen. He simply nods, like he expected it.

“Check your app,” he says.

“What?”

“The one that tracks your debt.”

Curious, I set down my hook and yarn, pull out my phone, and open the app.

And stare.

Zero.

The number flashes on the screen like some miracle.

“Cassian…” I whisper. “How—what⁠—?”

“I paid it off,” he says simply. “Every last credit.”

I turn to him, overwhelmed. “Why would you do that?”

“Because I don’t want you staying with me out of obligation.” His voice is gentle but firm. “I don’t want you looking at me like I saved you. I want you to choose me. As your mate. As your future. I don’t want a servant, Elior. I want you.”

He takes my hands in his, the heat of his palms grounding me.

“I love you,” he says. “I’ve loved you since the day I realized you were still here, after everything I did. I want to spend my life earning your trust. I’ll wait. I’ll date you forever if I have to. But I want you beside me—not because you owe me anything, but because you want to be there.”

Tears prick my eyes.

“I love you too,” I whisper.

And suddenly, everything inside me unlocks.

I launch into his arms, hugging him tightly. “I love you, Cassian. I trust you. I want you. Not just as a lover, not as a protector. As my mate.”

He cups my cheek, brushing a tear away with his thumb.

“Then let me claim you,” he says, his voice thick with emotion. “Let me make you mine. Forever.”

I nod.

His lips meet mine in a kiss that burns and soothes all at once, and I tilt my head as he leans in⁠—

His fangs pierce my gland.

A warm rush of pleasure floods my body, fierce and euphoric. I gasp against his mouth as the bond snaps into place, golden and whole and unbreakable. It surges through me like sunlight, and I know—know—I will never be alone again.

When he finally pulls back, I’m breathless, glowing.

Marked. Claimed. Loved.

Forever.

[image: ]



The morning light filters through the curtains, golden and soft, and I blink awake slowly, my body cocooned in warmth. Cassian's arms are wrapped tightly around me, one leg thrown over mine possessively, his nose tucked into the curve of my neck. I breathe in his scent—calming, grounding—and press my palm against the hand resting on my stomach.

And then I feel it.

The wave of queasiness that rises from deep in my belly.

I wriggle out of his hold carefully, not wanting to wake him, and pad downstairs. The moment I step into the kitchen, the smell of coffee and the faint remnants of last night’s rosemary roast hit me all at once—and my stomach lurches in protest.

I groan softly, steadying myself against the counter.

What is happening to me?

Still, I push through, putting water to boil, pulling out ingredients for breakfast. I crack a few eggs into a bowl, but the slimy texture makes my gut twist. I shove the bowl aside and lean against the counter, breathing deeply through my nose. I feel clammy. Dizzy. Not myself.

Cassian’s footsteps echo on the stairs. I glance up, expecting him in sweatpants or something equally domestic.

He’s shirtless, damp from the shower, jeans clinging to his hips. But that’s not what stops me cold.

It’s the small velvet box in his hand.

He walks toward me with purpose, his blue eyes intense but warm, and then—he gets down on one knee.

“Elior,” he says, voice thick with emotion. “Since the moment I bit you, I’ve wanted to make things official. I marked you. Now I want to marry you.”

He opens the box.

Inside is a stunning solitaire diamond ring—clean, brilliant, with a delicately crafted three-leaf clover nestled into the band. Elegant and timeless, like him.

“Three leaves,” he murmurs. “For the three years I still have to make up for. I’ll be earning your forgiveness forever, my omega.”

I blink at him, throat tight, eyes stinging. And then⁠—

My stomach turns violently.

“Oh—shit.”

I bolt from the kitchen, hand clapped over my mouth, racing to the bathroom as nausea takes over.

Cassian is right behind me, worry all over his face. He crouches beside me as I empty my stomach into the toilet, his hand firm and soothing on my back, rubbing gentle circles.

When I finally lean back against the cool tile, pale and drained, he brushes damp strands from my forehead.

“Could this be… morning sickness?” he asks softly.

I swallow, my voice hoarse. “Maybe.”

Without a word, he lifts me gently to my feet and guides me upstairs. I’m surprised when he leads me into our bedroom and opens a drawer—revealing a small stack of pregnancy tests.

“You had these?” I ask, baffled.

“I bought them weeks ago,” he admits, almost sheepish. “Even before I marked you. I was dreaming about starting a family with you long before I had the right to.”

My breath catches.

He kisses my forehead, placing the box in my hands. “Take one, love. Let’s find out.”

I do.

The five minutes that pass feel like an eternity. Cassian holds my hand the entire time, his thumb rubbing softly over my knuckles.

When the timer goes off, I pick it up.

Two lines.

Positive.

My knees give out a little, but Cassian catches me easily, lifting me into his arms and holding me like I’m something precious.

“You’re pregnant,” he breathes, awe in every syllable. “My omega—so amazing, so fertile, already carrying my pups.”

He spins us slowly, burying his face in my neck. “Thank you. Thank you for trusting me. For letting me love you.”

I’m crying and laughing all at once, my arms tight around him.

Then he stills.

“Oh, the proposal.”

He steps back, eyes shining, and pulls out the ring again, dropping to one knee once more.

“I think our baby wants to be part of the moment, too,” he says with a soft smile.

“Elior,” he repeats, voice reverent. “Will you marry me?”

This time, I don’t hesitate.

“Yes,” I whisper, smiling through tears. “Yes, Cassian. I’ll marry you.”

He slips the ring onto my finger, stands, and kisses me deeply—tender and possessive, sealing the promise between us.

My alpha. My mate. My future.

Our family has just begun.


EPILOGUE


Cassian

Five months later…

The afternoon sun spills through the curtains, turning the living room into a golden haven of warmth. Elior’s curled up on the couch, his feet tucked onto a pillow on my lap, his stomach big and round beneath a soft knit T-shirt. He’s crocheting again—something tiny and green, maybe a frog hat or baby booties. I’m not sure. I can’t keep up with the speed of his fingers or the endless parade of half-finished projects. But I love watching him like this. Peaceful. Safe. Loved.

He glances down at the growing swell of his belly and exhales softly, brushing his hand over it with quiet reverence. “I feel huge,” he mutters, like it’s a crime.

I set the baby book aside, lean over, and kiss the warm curve of his belly. “You feel perfect,” I correct gently, rubbing slow circles into the arch of his foot. “You’re a beautiful, pregnant omega carrying your alpha’s pup. I want to keep you like this forever—barefoot, glowing, and so full of my love you can’t move without feeling it.”

Elior snorts, blushing. “You’re disgusting.”

“You’re the one moaning when I rub your feet.”

“Because I’m pregnant, not because I’m weak.”

I chuckle, squeezing his ankle. “You’re the strongest person I know, Elior.”

His teasing smile fades into something softer. “I’m happy, Cassian.”

That hits deep. Those words, spoken with such quiet certainty, feel like everything I ever wanted but didn’t know how to ask for.

We eat lunch together—just a simple pasta with cream sauce and roasted veggies he craved last night. I made it from scratch because he deserves the best, and because it’s become my favorite part of the day: cooking for him while he sits nearby, feet up, belly heavy with the life we made together.

The morning sickness is a distant memory now. These days, he naps more, eats better, and spends his time crocheting little baby blankets and clothes. I read to him sometimes, voice low and lazy, while he works.

It’s the domestic life I didn’t know I’d wanted until I had it.

After we eat, I help him stand. He leans into me instinctively, his hands resting on my chest. I stroke his back and press a kiss to the tip of his nose.

“You’re really going to read baby books with me again tonight?” he asks, teasing.

“If you let me rub your belly while I do,” I say.

“You're obsessed with the belly.”

“I’m obsessed with you,” I say honestly. “And everything that’s ours.”

Elior’s eyes glisten with something soft and real and impossibly beautiful. He tilts his face up for a kiss, and I give it to him—slow, tender, deep.

I never thought I’d get a second chance with him. But here we are.

My omega. My mate. My future.

And soon, our baby.

I cradle his belly with both hands and whisper against his skin, “You’ve given me everything I didn’t deserve. I’m going to spend my whole life making sure you never regret it.”

He runs his fingers through my hair and sighs like he believes me.

I pull up his T-shirt and kiss his pregnant belly. “I want to show how much I love your pregnant body. It turns me on so much. Watching you walking around with that swollen stomach does strange things to my cock.”

“Cassian!” Elior’s cry is cut short when I lift him into my arms, carrying him upstairs into our bedroom. I place him on the bed carefully, pulling his T-shirt up and over his arms.

“So fucking pretty,” I groan. “Bred and growing a pup in that nurturing womb of yours. Every time I look at you, I remember how good it felt to come inside you and knock you up.”

Elior blushes. “You still want me like this?”

“More than you can ever know.” I take off my own shirt and strip down to my boxers. My erection hangs heavy and hard, proof of my arousal. I take Elior’s hand and press it into my bulge. “You still doubt how much I adore your pregnant form?”

“Please take me. Claim me.” Elior’s words fade into a low, sensual whisper. “I want to feel your hard dick stretching me. I want to be pounded and stuffed while I’m already carrying your pup.”

I kiss Elior’s stomach. “Whatever you want, my omega. Now get on your hands and knees, so I can watch that baby bump bounce while I thrust into you.”

Elior obeys effortlessly. He trusts me more, trusts my leadership and that makes him obey my commands faster. It’s like second nature to him and I appreciate his omega nature.

I stand back for a moment, taking in the sight of Elior on all fours, his round belly hanging below him, ripe and full with our child. His asshole is glistening with slick, ready and eager for me. The sight sends a surge of lust and possessiveness through me. This is my omega, pregnant with my pup, and I can't get enough of him.

I grip his hips, my fingers digging into his soft flesh. "Look at you, baby," I growl, my voice thick with desire. "Your body is so fucking fertile. So ripe. You're glowing, Elior. Absolutely glowing."

He moans, pushing his ass back towards me. I line up my cock with his entrance, rubbing the head in his slick. "You want this, baby? You want your alpha's cock?"

"Yes," he whimpers. "Please, Cassian. I need you."

I thrust into him, hard and rough, filling him completely. He cries out, his hands fisting the bedsheets. His ass is tight and hot, clenching around me like a vice. I start to move, pounding into him, each thrust making his belly bounce beneath him. The sight is mesmerizing, driving me wild with need.

"I want to see you like this always," I grunt, my hips slapping against his ass. "Pregnant and needy. Begging for my cock."

He moans, pressing back against me. "I want that too, alpha. I want to always be yours."

I lean over him, my chest pressing against his back, my hands roaming over his belly. "Next time, I want twins," I whisper, my voice dark and hungry. "I want to see you even bigger. I want to fuck you while you're so full of my pups you can barely move."

His ass clenches around me, his body responding to my words. I reach around, wrapping my hand around his cock. He's hard and leaking, his body desperate for release. I stroke him in time with my thrusts, driving him higher and higher.

"Come for me, baby," I demand. "Show me how much you love being bred by your alpha."

He cries out, his cock pulsing in my hand as he spurts semen onto the sheets beneath us. His ass clenches around me, milking my cock, and I can't hold back any longer.

I thrust into him one last time, my knot swelling and locking us together. I come, filling him with my seed, marking him from the inside out. He moans, his body shuddering with aftershocks.

I collapse onto the bed beside him, pulling him into my arms. My knot keeps us locked together, my seed slowly leaking from his ass. I kiss his neck, my fingers tracing the mark I left on him—the mark that claimed him as mine.

"I love you, Elior," I murmur, my voice soft and tender. "I love you so much."

He looks up at me, his eyes filled with love and trust. "I love you too, Cassian. Always."

I look down at the wedding band on his finger, the symbol of our unbreakable bond. We've been through so much—rejection, heartbreak, deception. But we found our way back to each other. Because we're fated. Meant to be.

And I'll spend the rest of my life making sure he knows just how much he means to me. My omega. My mate. My forever.
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