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      The small Parisian apartment had been Alec’s sanctuary for two years but it had been laughably easy for the two men in dark suits to shoulder their way inside. They’d flashed little cards at Alec, loud and authoritative as they yelled out they were CIA and needed to be let in at once.

      Now one of the men was standing in front of Alec’s apartment door, his hands clasped behind his back, his suit stretching across large alpha muscles as he blocked Alec’s only means of escape. The other alpha was pacing up and down through Alec’s studio apartment. His large footsteps taking him from the little kitchen, past the sofa and then to Alec’s twin bed before he pivoted and started back again, heading for the kitchen. Each circuit took eight steps and each step was a heavy thud that made the old floorboards creak.

      He was talking as he paced, each phrase underlined with a wide gesture of his hand. It amazed Alec how this self-assured stranger looked far more at ease in the apartment than Alec had ever felt.

      “We’re trying to take down a man who funds criminal activities all over the world. I’ve read your file, you’ve seen what men like this do. They’re monsters, you know that. Don’t you want to stop them?”

      Agent Carrick’s voice boomed out, American loud. Demanding and obstinate.

      Alec dipped his head slightly, almost reflexively. His parents had died in a car crash. Nothing to do with the criminal underworld. Alec knew it wasn’t their deaths that Agent Carrick was talking about. Nevertheless, the alpha’s earnestness didn’t touch him. It felt almost naive. There was so much horror and suffering in the world, he didn’t believe any of it could be stopped anymore. Was it even worth trying to fight against it?

      Alec looked away. It was impossible to hope that taking down one man would change anything. Agent Carrick’s optimism felt ridiculous. The world wouldn’t miraculously be a better place if Carrick managed to arrest one man. Just looking at Agent Carrick made Alec feel drained.

      But he remembered a time when he hadn’t felt drained, when he’d had the same beliefs as Agent Carrick: when he’d believed in right and wrong and the justness of the world and that a good deed could make a difference.

      “What are you asking me to do?”

      Agent Carrick was half-way through his circuit, already crossing from the hardwood floor onto kitchen tiles that marked the border of Alec’s kitchen. He spun on his heel, his eyes excited but his voice level, “You’re a genetic match with - ”

      “You,” Alec interrupted, a spike of annoyance invigorating him, “you have a sample of my DNA.”

      The alpha didn’t even bother to look embarrassed. “It was on your file. The two of you are a genetic match.”

      In the past, before people understood what DNA was, they didn’t use the phrase genetic match; back then, they used to say soulmate.

      Of course, nowadays the romance had gone out of it; alphas and omegas could have multiple genetic matches. Maybe even as many as three or four people on the planet who would be a genetic match. Logically it was a meaningless bond, a biological urge that any sane person would ignore.

      Alec laughed. His soulmate was a criminal. Really, he should have known.

      “We need to get you on a plane, tonight, to Nice,” Carrick said, too eager to get out of here to pay attention to Alec’s odd reaction.

      “What do you expect me to do?” Alec asked in bewilderment. He’d only just made his way home through the drizzly Parisian afternoon. His last class had run late and then he’d stayed later still, marking tests. Almost as soon as he’d got home, these men had barged in. It didn’t feel real. He was still wearing his wet woolen jacket, the damp starting to seep through at the shoulders.

      “We’re gonna give you a tiny microphone. You’ll meet up with your genetic match, he’ll take you back to his yacht as soon as he catches your scent. All you have to do is leave the microphone in whatever hiding place you can find and then leave.”

      “You want me to bug his yacht.”

      “Yes.”

      “And then leave.”

      “Yes.”

      Alec looked around his tiny apartment, there was a damp patch by the window where the plaster was starting to chip. He loved this place, it was his own little cell, a punishment for still being alive when the people he loved were dead. Confined in here, he could stop the guilt.

      Being here, like this, wasn’t really living. It was purgatory, and he didn’t want to leave. He didn’t want to face the world beyond his safe routine.

      “That...doesn’t sound -”

      Alec wasn’t sure what his objection would have been. The whole idea sounded absurd but Agent Carrick was already talking over him.

      “We’ve got you covered, kid. There’s nothing to worry about, absolutely no risk to you. I swear it. We wouldn’t have come here tonight if there was any chance of you getting harmed. We’re in the business of protecting people and that’s exactly what we’re asking you to do. Just drop a microphone on a shelf, or wherever, and then leave. It’ll take nothing for you to do and you’ll be saving innocent lives.”

      Alec flinched at the word innocent. He wanted to tell them to leave, he wanted to tell them to get the hell out of his apartment and not involve him in any of this. He wanted the peace of his apartment and the evening that he’d been expecting, where he’d make himself a sandwich for supper and then eat it sitting on the sweeping window sill, while he watched the rain fall. He wanted that feeling of tranquility that came with zoning out, where he couldn’t be touched by bad memories or grief or, worst of all, guilt.

      But Agent Carrick was already opening his mouth to spew out more reasons why Alec should help them. He could tell the man was the kind of alpha who thought omegas didn’t know their own minds and if he simply talked long enough then he’d get Alec to do what he wanted. Alec hid his sigh; the alphas would be in his apartment all night, trying to persuade him.

      For now they were being friendly enough, aside from pushing their way into his home and somehow getting hold of his DNA, but would they be as friendly if he said he wouldn’t help them? Definitely not! Besides, the longer he refused to go with them, the longer they would be in his home.

      Alec looked down at Agent Carrick’s shoes and ran a hand through his still damp hair. It felt like the Americans were taking up all the air in the flat, using it all up so there wasn’t enough oxygen left for him. In his chest, his lungs strained and felt tight. The smell of alpha hormones hung heavy too, he’d have to air the apartment out just to get rid of it.

      “Look, I can show you pictures if you like, the deaths this man is responsible for, the beatings, the tortures.”

      Alec shook his head. He didn’t need to see any more of that. He knew what death looked like.

      Agent Carrick seemed to take up so much room, radiating a sense of justice. It was strange to think that people still felt like that, so long after Alec himself had descended into his haze of comforting apathy.

      It made him nostalgic for the man he’d been back then, when he saw the world in black and white, and understood the need to fight against evildoers. Perhaps he had been a better person back then, but he just didn’t have the energy for all that anymore. He was just too weary, tired of caring in a world where right and wrong no longer mattered.

      “We’ve got all the paperwork lined up for you, a fake name, fake passport. You’ll be completely untraceable. Once you plant the microphone you never have to think about this scumbag again. You’ll give him a fake name and he’ll never know who you really are.” Agent’s Carrick’s tone became wheedling as he continued. “It won’t take long, it’ll be a quick job, just in and out, and back home.”

      “When?” Alec asked, his voice cracking slightly.

      Carrick looked befuddled for a split second before his face split into a boyish grin. “Tonight, and we’ll have you on a plane home later tonight! Early tomorrow morning at the latest!”

      “I’ll be home by tomorrow?” Alec frowned anxiously. He hadn’t realized that Agent Carrick was asking so little of him. This could just be a little overnight trip and then the alphas would be gone forever. He didn’t give a single thought to meeting his genetic match.

      “Sure,” Carrick looked around, seeming to take in the shabby apartment for the first time. “Look, kid, under any other circumstances, I’d never involve a civilian. We’re the good guys, right here, but we need your help. You’re gonna be helping a lot of people.”

      Alec looked down at his hands and wondered how Carrick could call himself good, when he was trying to use a man’s soulmate against him. But then, was anyone really good? He shook his head. Those sort of thoughts didn’t matter anymore, what was the point of philosophy in the real world? All that mattered was getting back to the comfortable numbness of an empty home as quickly as possible.

      “If you can promise me that I’ll be back home by tomorrow, then, alright, I’ll do it.”

      “Aright!” Agent Carrick echoed Alec but his voice was loud and triumphant; an alpha successfully talking an omega into seeing sense and doing what he wanted. “Come on, let’s get going!”

      “What do I need to bring?”

      “Nah, nothing, I told you, we’ve got everything covered!”

      “But -”

      Agent Carrick put his hand on Alec’s elbow, his fingers digging into Alec’s arm, implacable as he pulled Alec towards the door.

      Alec felt again that strange sense of unreality, that this was all a dream he might wake up from at any second, as he let himself be rushed out of the apartment. Agent Carrick led the way and the unnamed agent was at Alec’s heels, bumping into his back if Alec moved too slowly. It was a grey afternoon and the rain was still drizzling as they stepped outside. A dark car was waiting for them right outside the door. The engine was already running; the agents had been so certain that it would only take them a few minutes to persuade him to come with them.

      “You had this all planned,” Alec noted as Carrick held the back door of the car open for him. He regretted giving in to them so easily, he was tempted to simply turn around and run upstairs. Except they’d just follow after him and invade his space again. It would be more alpha posturing, bullying and prodding. No, the easiest thing would be to simply get this over with and he’d be home tomorrow.

      He glanced at the still open doorway of his building. Madame Charbonneau, his landlady, was peering out of the darkened hallway, her dingy purple shawl wrapped around her shoulders as she looked at them suspiciously. She would have questions for him in the morning.

      “Don’t be like that,” Agent Carrick said reproachfully, blocking Alec’s view of Madame Charbonneau as he followed him into the backseat of the car, and sat down with a relieved sigh. “You have to understand, this is an emergency. We gotta catch this guy, and you’re our best chance.”

      They sped away. The car was going too fast through the rain as they left Alec’s neighborhood, past the small shops where he bought his groceries and away into parts of Paris he didn’t venture into. The rain got thicker and the metronome beat of the windshield wipers got faster, but the car didn’t slow down.

      Generally, Alec never really felt much of anything these days, but right now he had a foreboding that something was wrong about this whole situation. He looked over at the profile Agent Carrick, who’d got out his phone and was tapping away. The agent was grinning, his teeth glinting in the blue light of his phone. Alec looked away, sharing a lonely glance at his reflection in the window next to him. It wasn’t quite dark enough to make out his own features.

      He remembered his mum telling him about soulmates, and his dad laughing and telling him not to fill the boy’s head with fantasy.

      “You’ll find someone who loves you, son, don’t you worry about all that DNA crap.”

      Dad had told him that often enough. But now both his parents were dead, and Bennie too, and Dad’s words seemed very far away, something that had been said to someone else, someone who was happy and loved and surrounded by family.

      The advice wasn’t even relevant.  Alec didn’t think he knew how to love anymore.

      “My suppressants!” Alec yelled, suddenly remembering them. Even for an overnight trip, he’d need his evening and morning pills.

      “I told you, son,” Agent Carrick said, condescending and with a hint of impatience. “The CIA’s got you covered. We’ve got the strongest suppressants out there, stronger than anything you can get on the market.”

      Alec nodded, looking back out of the window, his attention catching on Agent Carrick’s use of the word son. The man could only be ten years older than him.

      The car took them to a small airfield just outside of Paris. The plane was small, with only a few large, leatherbound seats in the cabin of the plane.

      Agent Carrick put his hand on Alec’s elbow again and guided him to a seat. Alec didn’t shake him off, but he made a point of reaching for his safety belt and buckling it himself before Carrick could offer to help him. On the seat next to him there was a neatly folded pile of clothes with an expensive looking pair of shoes perched on top.

      Carrick settled down on the seat opposite him. The silent agent settled behind Alec.

      He didn’t like having a strange alpha behind him like that, where he couldn’t keep an eye on him. Alec glanced back, straining his neck slightly, although the nameless agent didn’t seem to be paying him any attention. The plane started moving.

      “Alec,” Agent Carrick called, making Alec twist around as the plane moved faster and faster, so that Agent Carrick had to raise his voice to make himself heard over the thrum of the engines. “Listen to me, the microphone is in the bottom of your left shoe. You can just slide up the sole.”

      Agent Carrick reached over and picked up one of the shoes from on top of the clothes pile. He held it up, making sure Alec was watching him, and then twisted the heel sharply. The sole of the heel slid to the side, revealing a secret compartment in the heel of the shoe containing a small grey oblong. It looked more like a pill than a microphone.

      “Try to get it somewhere on the yacht that looks like it's used for meetings. We want to know this man’s plans, right?”

      Alec blinked at the tiny device. Agent Carrick spoke so quickly that it was difficult to really absorb everything. They were in the air now, the force of the take-off pushing Alec back in his seat.

      Agent Carrick flicked the shoe’s sole back into place, apparently perfectly comfortable to be facing the wrong way during take-off.

      “Don’t look so worried, kid. We’ll be making the return trip in a few hours and then you’ll never have to think about any of this again.”

      Alec didn’t answer. He didn’t know why Agent Carrick thought he looked worried, Alec certainly didn’t feel worried. He didn’t feel anything at all.

      Once the plane righted itself, Agent Carrick told him to get changed, pointing towards the back of the plane. Alec had expected to find a tiny airplane bathroom, instead he opened a door and found himself in a bedroom that looked more comfortable than the one in his Parisian studio apartment. These clothes were nice too; a dark suit that fitted him well, the type of thing that his mother always said that a nice omega like him should wear, even though it was scandalously tight around his arse. He looked at himself in the full-length mirror that was on the back of the bedroom door. A stranger, wearing a face that looked a lot like his, stared back.

      He looked away, feeling like he’d taken too long getting dressed. Agent Carrick looked up from his phone as Alec made his way back to his seat, hovering awkwardly while the alpha looked him up and down.

      “Hey, you look great, kid. Everything fits great.”

      “Thanks,” Alec said, pulling uncomfortably on one of the thick cuffs of the white shirt.

      “Ha, this is going to be perfect. He won’t know what hit him,” Agent Carrick laughed, gesturing at Alec to sit down. Alec had not been waiting for his permission. He sat anyway.

      “You haven’t told me his name.”

      Agent Carrick had his phone in his hands but he looked up sharply.

      “No, I haven’t. You haven’t asked for it either.”

      Alec rubbed the palms of his hands against his knees.

      “What’s my soul- What’s the name of the man we’re going to meet?”

      Agent Carrick looked down at his phone, turned off the screen and then turned it back on again.

      “Listen, what you’re doing here is downright heroic, kid. And I don’t want to repay that by getting you involved in anything more than dropping off a bug.”

      “Ok…”

      “This can’t look like a set up. You’ve got to be natural. No, not natural. You’ve got to be yourself. He’s someone who knows how to read people, kid.”

      Agent Carrick leaned to the side, looking at something behind Alec. It seemed like he’d explained everything he intended to.

      “You won’t tell me his name? Because you want me to react like I’ve never heard his name before when we meet.”

      Agent Carrick nodded, his focus still on something behind Alec. He grinned, settling back into his seat. “That’s right, you’ve got it. Belt up now, we’re going to be landing soon.”

      It was a few minutes before the plane dipped and started to descend. Alec shut his eyes, letting himself feel the movement of the plane. It touched down with a shudder and a bump. Alec let out a relieved sigh.

      Something pushed against his knee and he opened his eyes with a start. Agent Carrick had a small blister pack in his hands and he was trying to get Alec to take it. There was only one pill in the pack.

      “Is that suppressant?” he asked, not reaching to take it.

      Agent Carrick sat back and opened the blister pack himself, tearing the plastic along the perforated line and shaking loose the lone pill before holding it out for Alec to take.

      There was no writing on the pack, nothing to indicate what it was.

      “Might as well take it now, kid. You want some water?”

      The agent behind him got up from his seat, going to fetch Alec water. He twisted slightly, trying to keep the alpha in his periphery.

      “No, it’s fine.”

      Alec had taken enough of these pills in his life that he didn’t bother with water. He swallowed it dry.

      Agent Carrick looked at him speculatively and then pocketed the remains of the blister pack. It was a relief to have taken the suppressant. After all, if he were back in Paris, taking that pill would have been the most important thing he did all evening.

      It felt strange not to have any more suppressants though. He supposed it didn’t matter, he’d be home by morning and could take one of his regular brand then. With that comforting thought, he undid his safety belt.

      Agent Carrick was already standing up, trying to shepherd him out of his seat whilst the silent agent was opening the plane door.

      It was twilight, and Alec looked out over the empty airfield. The tarmac of the runway was old, with weeds forcing their way up through the cracks. They’d left the rain and cold of Paris behind and there was a warmth to the air, a lingering heat from the day. Agent Carrick patted him on the shoulder, trying to cajole him out of the plane’s doorway and down the steps.

      A dark car, which looked identical to the car that had driven him through Paris, was speeding towards them, bumping up and down over the grass. Alec had the oddest sense of unreality, that none of this was real, that he was dreaming and that, any second, he’d wake up back in Paris. But the car pulled up to them, swerving to a stop right in front of them.

      The silent agent hurried past them, opening the back door and, once again, Agent Carrick ushered Alec into the back seat and then followed after him. He slammed the door shut and the driver started moving without a word of instruction. Agent Carrick rolled down the window and lit a cigarette.

      “You look amazing, kid. This is gonna be a piece of cake.”

      But Alec was starting to get uneasy, this felt less like a dream now and more like a manipulation. Agent Carrick kept on complimenting him on the way he looked, but why did it matter how he looked? His soulmate, his genetic match, would recognise their connection through his scent. He could be wearing a dirty t-shirt and a pair of ratty jeans and his soulmate should still be drawn to him - just as Alec would feel the pull to him in return.

      His doubts grew, if his genetic match was dangerous, then why was he doing this? Why had he left his apartment without thinking this through? He was very far from home and he didn’t even have his wallet!

      Alec pressed his lips together. He knew why he hadn’t thought about what Agent Carrick was asking of him, why he hadn’t asked any question, why he hadn’t asked for any proof of his match’s guilt. He didn’t care. None of this really mattered.

      In the darkening reflection of his window, he could see Agent Carrick tapping his fingers, his cigarette held loosely. The smoke cut through the scent of alpha, but did not disguise it completely.

      “You and me, son,” Agent Carrick said, before stopping with a sigh. Alec turned his head, watching the profile of Carrick’s face. “We’ve seen the worst of the world. What happens when human nature goes unchecked. There are things that I would gladly die for, if it meant that there were people still alive today.”

      Alec turned away, he didn’t want to hear this. He didn’t want to be forced into emotions.

      “I can't turn back time, but I can keep on fighting. You know what evil looks like, don't you?”

      Alec shrugged. He didn’t care about speeches.

      “And stopping that evil, making sure that no-one else is killed, that’s worth, well, heck, that’s worthy more than anything. You agree, don’t you? I read about what happened to you. Your brother was pregnant when he was stabbed, right? That’s gotta be rough. Losing a brother and his kid. And then losing your parents to a drunk driver pretty much immediately afterward. That’s too much for anyone.”

      Alec stared out of the window, not acknowledging a word. They were blunt, callous words but in his bubble of apathy they didn’t sting, they didn’t even matter to him. He refused to let them matter.

      Outside the car there were an increasing number of streetlights, bathing the occasional farm house in a pink-orangey glow. Up ahead the lights of the city made their destination obvious.

      Agent Carrick took a slow drag of his cigarette and breathed out a cloud of smoke inside the car.

      “So, let’s go over the details of this. There’s not much to remember, we’ve kept it all pretty basic. Honestly, no-one’s going to be checking too closely.”

      He put his half-smoked cigarette out of the window, letting it fall away before reaching into the inside pocket of his suit jacket.

      “Here,” Agent Carrick held out a small rectangle for Alec to take. It was too dark to see what it was, and it was only once he took it that Alec realized it was a passport. “Your name for this evening is Neil Grey, ok? Repeat that so I know you’ve got it.”

      Alec grimaced. “Neil Grey.”

      “You don’t know how many of these jobs go south because some newbie forgets their cover name, alright, son?”

      Just how often did Agent Carrick do this kind of job? But there was no time to ask because Agent Carrick was already talking again, steamrolling over any objections.

      “It’s always best to make a lie as close to the truth as possible. Makes it more believable and easier to remember. That’s a UK passport, and Neil Grey is a teacher in Paris, so there’s no need to complicate reality, ok? No need for an elaborate backstory. Neil Grey, you, is on vacation. You don’t know anyone in the area, you just wanted to see a new city. Keep it simple.

      “This next part is the important part, so listen up: don't give out any personal information. Don’t you tell him anything that he could use to trace you, ok? Not the name of the school where you work, not where you went to college, nothing about your family. Nothing.”

      “That’s fine,” Alec murmured. He wasn’t in the habit of telling people anything about himself. His solitude was one of his greatest comforts. Agent Carrick didn’t appear to hear him.

      “You don’t need to ask for personal info either. We don’t need you trying to do our job for us. Don’t start talking about his business or asking where he gets his dirty money. Just keep the conversation light. Your scent alone is what we’re counting on here.”

      Alec showed he'd heard with a quiet hum. He knew he wasn't some CIA interrogator, he didn't need to be told. He turned the passport over in his hands, wondering why they'd gone to the trouble of making a fake one. Surely his genetic match wasn't going to demand to see it.

      “Why do I need this?”

      “There’s a casino in the back, you’ll need a passport to get back there. He'll probably be back there too. The guy gambles.”

      There was no mistaking the disapproval in his voice. Agent Carrick said the word gamble like it was one of the crimes his genetic match was guilty of.

      Alec nodded, his attention on the fake passport. A line formed between his eyebrows as he opened it up and saw there was a picture at the back. It was too dark to make out any details though, to see if it was really his photo there.

      “Here,” Agent Carrick said, handing him a slim leather wallet. Alec opened it up and, by the light of a passing streetlight, saw there was a credit card inside and some euros. Alec put it on the seat next to him while he tried to look at the passport photo. The streetlights were closer together now, the city lights bright enough that he could make out the photo. It certainly looked like him. Had they got a photo of him? How? And how long had they been planning for this evening?

      “We’ll be keeping an eye on you the whole time. The whole time you’re on dry land. You’re not alone in the casino, ok? And we’ll be waiting on the dock once you’ve dropped off the mic. We’ll be discreet, of course. We won’t pick you up until he doesn’t have eyes on you, so just walk along and we’ll come get you, ok?”

      The car pulled to a sudden stop. They’d stopped in front of a large building with gleaming white marble columns.

      “Alec? Here’s your invite. It’s a charity gala, raising money for research for sick kids. You don’t have to worry about the details, it’s just some hypocritical bullshit excuse to get drunk and party while feeling superior.”

      Alec was beginning to think Agent Carrick had a bit of a chip on his shoulder.

      “You need a hand getting out, kid?”

      Alec pocketed the fake passport before shaking his head.  He wanted to get out into the fresh air, away from Agent Carrick with all his alpha loudness, his scent and the smell of his cigarette smoke. But stepping outside meant stepping into the unknown, without anything to guide him. He lingered another second and then got out of the car.

      Before the door had even closed behind him, the car had pulled away and Alec was alone.

      He watched the retreating CIA car and let out a sigh of relief. He could, he supposed, just leave. He could call a taxi, get a ride to the train station and go home. But then he imagined Agent Carrick barging his way into his apartment again and he turned to trudge up the white marble stairs. He put his head down, watching his feet and wondered vaguely if what he was doing was legal. Was the CIA allowed to set up this kind of undercover job? It seemed unlikely.

      “Bonsoir Monsieur, you are here for the gala?”

      Alec looked up in surprise. A doorman in a poorly fitted dark suit with shiny brass buttons was standing at the top of the stairs, almost politely blocking the entrance as he guarded a red velvet rope barrier.

      “Yes, I have...I have an invite,” Alec said, reaching into his jacket pocket.

      The doorman chuckled, his hand waving dismissively as he opened up the barrier for Alec. “That is alright, sir. No need for that!”

      Alec ducked his head, knowing why he was being treated like this. It was one of those unspoken rules of society. A meg like him was considered so harmless that it didn’t matter if he had an invite or not.

      He tried to walk past the man, acutely aware of the press of his tight trousers against his arse. The alpha, because of course he was an alpha, didn’t stand completely aside so Alec had to slip past him, breathing in rather than touch him.

      How, in only a few hours, had he gotten into this situation? But he already knew the answer. He should have died two years ago. All of this was just his body still moving

      Alec looked back and caught a glimpse of the doorman’s face, a leering hungry look that was aimed directly at him. His initial reaction was confusion. It took him a few steps to remember that alphas found him attractive.

      He blushed and smoothed down the collar of his jacket, embarrassed for the man. He’d been fooled by the clothes the CIA had given him and he’d mistaken Alec for an attractive omega.

      He hurried inside. The wide foyer opened out into a large hall with a high ceiling. In one corner a group of musicians were playing a waltz and people in the middle of the hall were dancing; couples clinging to each other as they took measured steps in a pattern that Alec didn’t know. There were so many people.

      It was loud. Far louder than anywhere Alec had been in years. The noise of the music, the chatter of voices. Their scents rose up and hit him in the face all at once; alpha, beta and omega scents blended together. The smell and the noises and the throng of people.

      It was too much. He needed the quiet and comfort of his Paris apartment; his cell and his sanctuary.

      He turned around sharply, with every intention of getting the hell out of there. Really, he had no idea what he was doing here, he didn’t have any duty to Agent Carrick and his nefarious schemes. No amount of alpha bullying could make him deal with this.

      Readying himself to flee, he took a deep breath in through his nose. There was something else in the air, a scent he hadn’t noticed before, reaching out to him through the mess of other scents. He took in another breath, feeling calmer and more centered.

      Perhaps he could stay a bit longer.

      On the other side of the hall was a bar. Maybe if he had something to drink then this would be less overwhelming.

      He put his head down, skirted his way around the edge of the crowd and made his way over to the bar. Reaching into his pocket he found the fake passport and nothing else. The wallet that Agent Carrick had given him was still in the car, on the seat where he’d left it. His own wallet was back in Paris.

      Alec wasn’t much of a drinker but he would have liked something to hold onto. A physical barrier between him and all these people.

      There were a few bartenders behind the bar. Alec hovered cautiously at the deserted far end of the bar, waiting until the closest bartender noticed him and came over.

      “Tap water, please.”

      The alpha behind the bar was tall with bleached blond curls and he leaned across the bar to put his face closer to Alec, bursting the bubble of Alec’s personal space. He had to stop himself from retreating backwards.

      “Just water?” he asked with a sharp smile, like Alec had said something funny. There was a trace of an accent when he spoke.

      Alec looked at a point on the alpha’s chin, wishing he could just have some water without explaining himself.

      “I, uh, forgot my wallet.”

      That seemed to amuse the bartender even more, he chuckled.

      “That’s ok, it’s on me. Whatever you want.” His accent was more obvious now, he was American.

      “Oh, uh,” Alec began, an automatic refusal already on his lips. But would it be so bad to get something a little stronger? Just something that would make the crowd feel less overwhelming.

      He looked up and down the bar at the rows of bottles. He remembered, back in his student days, he used to order cranberry and vodka. He’d liked the taste of that. But he couldn’t do that. He wasn’t the same person as he was back then and he didn’t want to be reminded of happier times.

      “Fizzy water, please.”

      The bartender laughed again. “You mean soda water, honey?”

      Alec nodded, blushing.

      The bartender grinned, winking at him as he got Alec’s drink. Alec shuffled uncomfortably, turning to look around the hall as he waited.

      The full strength of that scent hit him. It was the same as before, but so much stronger now. No longer just buoying him up, now it seemed to call to him, filling his nostrils, lifting him up and urging him closer.

      He took another lungful of air, wanting to memorize every detail of that delicious scent. There was not a doubt in his mind where it was coming from. His genetic match was here.

      He knew, intellectually, that it was simple biology. Yet that didn’t make the scent any less enticing. It didn’t stop his body from reacting; his knees were shaking and he had the urge to bare his neck and drop to his knees and present all at once. A shiver, starting at the top of his head, spread down through his body.

      He turned back to grip the bar, just to keep himself steady.

      “You ok, beautiful?” the barman asked, leaning across to touch the back of his hand to Alec’s forehand.

      Alec ducked aside before the man could make contact.

      “I’m fine, it’s nothing,” Alec said breathlessly.

      Soulmate, soulmate, soulmate.

      The word swilled around his head in an endless, excited chant. It didn’t matter that he knew it was an antiquated and ridiculous sentiment.

      Alec closed his eyes, trying to reach for his usual comfortable emotionless fog.

      His new clothes itched, distracting him and making it hard to concentrate. He pulled at the sleeve cuffs, annoyed at the way the material scratched the skin of his wrists. The CIA could afford late night flights on private airplanes and super powerful suppressants, but they couldn’t spring for a decent suit?

      “I’m fine,” Alec repeated, keeping his eyes down but aware that the bartender was hovering nearby, watching him in concern.

      “Yeah? you look...flushed,” he said, looking vaguely concerned, but Alec didn’t have energy to think about the bartender anymore.

      “Thanks for the soda water.”

      “No problem, sweetie,” the bartender winked again before making an exasperated noise as he saw there was someone else waiting to be served.

      Alec breathed in through his mouth. The scent was incredible but he needed to think clearly. He clutched his drink and took a sip, trying to clear away the scent.

      Immediately he put the glass down on the bar with a heavy thunk. There was too much flavor to it, chemically and weird. He couldn’t bear to drink it, even though he knew it didn’t make any sense. It looked like soda water, but he could taste an odd bitterness in it and it was all wrong.

      No, the only thing that felt right was the scent of his genetic match. It pulled at him, an urge that called to his soul. He sniffed, trying to cut out the scent of everyone else there. He wanted to revel in just his soulmate’s scent. Frustrated, he took a deep breath in.

      There were too many people here, tainting and overpowering his soulmate’s scent. All he had now was a tantalizing hint of a taste that seemed to promise some unknown delight. It was a siren’s call luring him, pulling at his feet.

      Alec tried to push the feeling back, he refused to give in. He needed to remember wasn’t being called to his soulmate, or some romantic claptrap, this was just an odd quirk of biology.

      Anyway, alphas were supposed to have a stronger sense of smell. His genetic match must be going through this exact same thing, he should be seeking him out. Alec looked around, knowing his match couldn’t be close by when his scent was still so faint.

      Distracted, Alec patted his pocket. If he were at home now would be around the time he’d take his regular suppressants. Except his pocket was empty and he felt a stab of panic before remembering he’d already taken Agent Carrick’s pill.

      There was a calmness that he got from following each step of his daily routine. Unscrewing the medicine bottle, swallowing the pill dry and then taking a sip of water. There was a sense of ritual to it that his mind still clung to, even though he was very far from home. He never had to think as he went through the steps of his routine; now he missed the numbing feeling that grounded him every morning and evening.

      Insead, he took out the ridiculous pocket square that was in the front of his jacket, and dabbed at his face. Alec’s mouth felt dry but his forehead was damp with sweat.

      He squinted up at the bright chandeliers. Were they brighter than before?

      He shoved the square of silk into his pocket, all balled up and damp. There was something wrong with him. He didn’t know if he could do this. He hunched over, putting his hands in pockets and shuffling away from the bar.

      Around him people were dancing, others were standing around watching and talking. Alec made his way past little groups of people, barely noticing them except as obstacles to be avoided. Without conscious thought, his feet led him to a corner of the hall.

      There was a little desk half blocking a corridor that went deeper into the building. A beta woman sat on guard at the desk, half hidden behind a computer. She gave him a blandly professional look and then, as he got a little closer, looked him up and down officiously. In general, beta women tended not to give omegas the leeway that alphas did.

      Alec stopped. He knew his genetic match was down there. He had to physically stop himself, to resist the pull while he tried to think. He was not sure if he wanted to go farther in. Did he really want to meet his soulmate? He’d come this far because Agent Carrick wanted him to meet his genetic match, but what did he, Alec, want?

      The corridor was quiet, while this hall was almost overwhelmingly full of people and scents and lights and noise. He took another step closer, still undecided.

      “Would you like to visit the casino tonight, sir?”

      Alec ran his fingers along the edge of his fake passport in his pocket. He hadn’t checked the photo in the light yet. There was a certain temptation to using a fake passport, and a fake name.

      Without thinking it through, Alec took out the passport and handed it to the beta. She gave it a cursory inspection, tapped a few times on her keyboard and used a little device to scan his passport.

      “Thank you, Mr. Grey,” she said in a bored tone as she thrust the passport back at him.

      Alec took it with a ghost of a smile at the sound of the wrong name. It stirred a memory of his old sense of mischief, long forgotten and unused. Almost instantly his smile fell away.

      “Thanks.”

      The empty corridor led to another large hall. There was no dancing in this one though, as it was filled with baize tables and another bar. It was less noisy here but still the combination of scents was more than Alec was comfortable with. He pulled at the collar of his shirt and felt a drip of sweat run down his back.

      Clearly he was not suited to this kind of subterfuge. Still he didn’t think he was nervous enough to be sweating. He wiped his hands on the balled up silk pocket square, leaving it sopping wet this time.

      A few women of various dynamics were eyeing him, some looked amused while others looked reproachful. All of them were wearing diamonds, their throats and wrists sparkling.

      Someone else was coming up the corridor behind him so he hurried forward. Around the edge of the hall were doorways into smaller rooms. He peered into each room that he passed, seeing more gambling tables, some occupied, some not. He felt better as he was moving, and then he got an even stronger whiff of it. His soulmate’s scent was so strong now that it was a physical thing, pulling him closer. Alec let himself be pulled forward, following it without question.

      The scent was everywhere, but it was stronger the further back he went into the hall. The crowd was thinnest back here.  Another doorway surely led to another gambling room. His genetic match was in there. He must be.

      Alec hovered in the doorway, looking at the private game. Cards were spread out on a green baize table while alphas sat around with stony expressions on their faces. Alec didn’t know anything about cards or gambling and had no patience to think about it now.

      Alec scanned the room, not recognising any of them. A few other men were standing around the table; spectators and staff. All of them were alphas.

      It had been so long since Alec had really thought of himself as an omega. What did gender matter when he’d been living in apathy for so long that he already felt dead inside? But he hesitated now, put off by so many alphas and he didn’t walk into the room, instead he lingered in the doorway.

      He could feel the scent of his soulmate on his tongue, the taste of him. It was intoxicating and even standing here wasn’t close enough. He hated each time he had to breathe out and exhale because, for those few seconds, he couldn’t smell it. What would it be like to make a nest out of a comfy bed with sheets that smelled of both of them? Or, Alec shuddered, what would it be like to be bonded and have that scent merged with his own?

      He let out a deep breath, blocking the scent deliberately. He didn’t want any of that. He was here on a mission, and then he would go back to his flat. In the morning his life would go back to normal.

      Alec looked up, his gaze catching on the grey eyes of an alpha that was staring at him.

      That was the one, that was his genetic match.

      A full body shudder wracked through him as the knowledge clicked into place, irrevocable and absolute. His criminal soulmate.

      He was one of the men at the table. His face seemed carved out of marble, with heavy lips that looked like they didn’t know how to smile. Blond hair pushed back. He was undoubtedly handsome but with a coldness that chilled.

      There was an aura to the man, of danger, yes, but also of power. Here was a man who would provide for his omega, who never let anyone hurt their children, who would protect his family with every breath in his body.

      Alec shut his eyes, trying to stop the pounding in his head, the incessant call of mate, protector, mate, soulmate.

      That was just biology. Just some chance of DNA, this man was a monster.

      Agent Carrick had told him so.

      Now that Alec had seen him, he believed Agent Carrick completely. Here was an alpha who was capable of anything.

      Alec opened his eyes, but the alpha had vanished.

      “Mr. Grey?”

      Suddenly, right in front of him, was his alpha.

      How had he found out his fake name so quickly? It had only been a matter of seconds since the woman had scanned his passport, a few minutes at most. His alpha really was a criminal mastermind, just like Agent Carrick had said.

      “Hi,” Alec murmured, his eyes lowered as if he were some hormonal teenager, still flushed from their first heat. He looked up through his eyelashes to watch the alpha swallow, the slow bob of his adams apple highlighting the thickness of his neck.

      “What brings you to the casino tonight, Mr. Grey?”

      “I...” Alec blinked, the tie around his neck was too tight. “Neil, please.”

      “Neil,” the alpha said consideringly, tasting the name in his mouth, dragging out the vowels so that the word became a low purr. But despite how he sounded his expression hadn’t changed. He seemed cold and unmoved.

      Why was Alec the only one affected by this? Maybe Agent Carrick had been wrong, perhaps they weren't soulmates after all.

      “Don’t you feel it?” Alec asked. He’d never heard of a one sided soulmate connection before. It would be a relief though, if it turned out that Agent Carrick had been wrong, that his soulmate was not this hardened criminal.

      The alpha didn’t utter a word as he reached out and pressed a hand to Alec’s forehead

      He hadn’t been ready for that, he was totally unprepared for the bliss of his cooling touch, like downing a glass of cool water after crawling through the desert by. Alec’s very soul cried out in relief and gratitude.

      It was like realizing he’d been missing a limb for all his life and now he finally felt complete and whole. Alec groaned, yearning for more. His alpha was touching him and it didn’t matter if the alpha didn’t feel the other side of their connection, as long as he didn’t stop touching him.

      “Neil,” his alpha’s voice was low and steady, so steady compared to the need that was simmering inside Alec. “You’re going into pre-Heat.”

      “No,” Alec said, not daring to shake his head in case his alpha moved his hand away. It was impossible to have a Heat when he was so conscientious about taking his pills. “No, I’m on suppressants.”

      The hand slipped from his forehead, cupping his cheek and stroking his neck and then going still downwards but outside his clothes now and, even though they were still touching, the material was in the way and Alec wanted to cry out in frustration.

      The alpha caressed his arm and then grasped his hand. Alec twined their fingers together, pressing his palm into his soulmate’s palm.

      “Come, you cannot stay here. Not like this.”

      “Alpha,” Alec whispered. His soulmate squeezed his hand and although his alpha was turning away from him Alec thought he heard a whispered yes.

      He knew the man was wrong, it was impossible for Alec to be going into heat. After all, Agent Carrick had given him an extra-strength suppressant. Still, he didn’t want to pull himself out of the alpha’s grasp. He could let himself have this, just for a few minutes and then he’d let go.

      Alec let himself be led across the gambling hall, back through the corridor. He didn’t care about the scandalized looks people were giving him. He was too focused on the feel of his alpha’s hand and watching the broadness of his shoulders as he prowled through the building. The crowd evaporated away, falling out of their way.

      It made Alec proud, his instincts whispering to him that he had a strong alpha - look how everyone acknowledged his power. Alec snorted, laughing at himself for sounding like some besotted omega.

      Finally they were outside. The doorman who had let Alec in, took one look at the alpha and hurried inside, leaving the two of them alone.

      “Is that better?”

      It was, Alec felt clear headed for the first time since he’d stepped into this awful place.

      “Yeah, thank you.”

      “May I?” the alpha asked, already reaching to touch his forehead again. Alec closed his eyes, bracing himself. The alpha’s hand didn’t feel as thought-obliteratingly overwhelming this time. It was still amazing and, for the first time in longer than he could remember, he wanted.

      He wanted the alpha to never stop touching him, he wanted that hand everywhere.

      Alec flinched back, scared by the intensity of his own desires.

      The alpha dropped his hand. That cool calculating gaze that did something to Alec, it felt like a challenge, making him want to prove his worth.

      “What brought you here tonight, Neil?”

      The alpha purred his name again, lingering over it, but this time Alec realized that the man had an accent that he couldn’t place. It was less fun to be called by a fake name now, the mischief had gone out of it.

      And even though every cell of his rational brain screamed that this was all a meaningless biological connection, that he didn’t owe this man anything, not even the courtesy of honesty, he couldn’t bring himself to lie. He didn’t want to repeat Agent Carrick’s cover story, not when those grey eyes looked at him, peering into his mind like he was the most interesting person in the world, entirely focused on Alec alone.

      “Does it matter?”

      For the first time there was a hint of a smile on the alpha’s face, like the sun coming out from behind a cloud it made Alec’s world feel warmer.

      “No, I suppose it does not. Were you alone tonight?”

      Alec blinked in confusion, and then realized what his alpha was asking.

      “I don’t...I mean, I’m single.”

      The alpha didn’t quite smile, but his face changed, softening, so that Alec knew he was pleased. More than pleased, he radiated a satisfaction that verged on downright smugness.

      “Would you mind if we went back to my yacht?”

      Alec hesitated. He knew himself well enough that if he went to his soulmate’s yacht then he would go through with the CIA mission. Now that he’d met his soulmate, spoken to him, been touched by him, it would feel like a betrayal.

      He tried to remember exactly what Agent Carrick had said his soulmate had done, exactly what crime he had committed. Alec shook his head, everything he’d said had been so vague. Agent Carrick’s argument had boiled down to the fact that his soulmate was a bad guy, without going into concrete details. Alec cursed himself for not demanding more information. He was sure Agent Carrick would have been more than happy to go into graphic detail.

      “I know we are strangers,” his soulmate said, his voice low and urgent, “but please, let me take care of you.”

      “I don’t need anyone to take care of me,” Alec said sharply. He’d been looking after himself since his family died, and it galled to be treated as some helpless omega. Surprisingly, his alpha seemed pleased by his sharpness. There was a rush of warmth in the alpha’s expression.

      “You are very close to your Heat.”

      Alec wanted to deny it, as it was obviously impossible. But he knew there was no mistaking the symptoms; the sweating, the suddenly sensitive skin that gave him the urge to take off his scratchy suit, the strong reaction to his alpha all pointed to one thing.

      “But I’m on suppressants,” Alec protested, although he had already mentally conceded the alpha was right.

      “There have been cases where meeting soulmates causes a rush of hormones that stops them from working.”

      Alec grimaced, he vaguely remembered hearing that before. It was one of those urban legends that they'd once giggled about as teenagers. Like every other happy memory he’d shoved it aside, burying it so that it couldn’t hurt him. Now the full force of the memory hit him, and he could hear his brother squealing with helpless laughter.

      “I didn’t think that was true.”

      “It is rare, but it is indisputable what is happening to you. I’m not asking for anything more than to make sure you’re safe for the duration of your Heat.”

      Alec frowned. This certainly changed things. He hadn’t had a Heat since he Presented. He’d been a sheltered and innocent teen then. He’d passed the four days of his Heat locked in his bedroom, uncomfortable and embarrassed. Sweating into the bed sheets, feeling desperately empty.

      If he went to the alpha’s yacht, he would spend his Heat yearning for his alpha but denying himself. But would it be so bad if he allowed himself a little bit more?

      After all, he was an adult now, and this was the only time he would meet his soulmate. Couldn’t he have this? The thought of passing his Heat with his soulmate re-awoke the dormant part of him that used to just have fun without feeling guilty, the part of him that used to take joy in being alive.

      He sighed, and rubbed his forehead. His hand came away damp. “I don’t even know your name.”

      “You may call me Oskar.”

      “Oskar. Alright, Oskar. Ok. I’ll go with you.”

      They were such simple words but there was an instant reaction. Oskar moved quickly, pressing a hand to the small of Alec’s back, herding him down the stairs just as a car pulled up.

      Oskar opened the car door and guided Alec into the back seat. But unlike Agent Carrick, Oskar didn’t flop into the seat next to him, instead he sat down carefully and took up Alec’s hand again. He watched Alec greedily as if he didn’t want to waste a second looking away.

      Alec knew he was blushing, he couldn’t remember anyone being so focused on him. He’d been alone for such a long time and there were no expectations here. Oskar didn’t even know his real name, Alec could be anyone during his Heat and then walk away, just like Agent Carrick had said.

      Alec moved closer, sidling across the back seat. Oskar made room for him and Alec tucked himself into the alpha’s side. With a rush of desire, leaving him light headed with want, he felt a slight slickness between his legs.

      Oskar’s hand was on the back of his neck, massaging gently.

      “You smell divine,” Oskar murmured. “I never thought I would find you. Such a beautiful soulmate.”

      Alec pushed himself away, not wanting to contradict the alpha, but also failing to believe Oskar’s compliments. But that meant seeing the look on Oskar’s face. How had he thought Oskar was cold when now his gaze was practically worshipful?

      In that second, Alec let himself believe that he was just as beautiful as Oskar thought he was. It was an intoxicating feeling. What would it be like to be looked at like that all the time? To let himself be adored and feel like he actually deserved it?

      And then Oskar’s mouth pressed against his, gently at first but then more forceful, pushing away Alec’s guilt and his hesitance and setting him aflame. He gasped and Oskar’s tongue pushed into him, claiming him and Alec welcomed him with relief.

      The car stopped and Alec pulled back, breaking the kiss too soon.

      Oskar gave him a smug grin, seeming to know exactly how much he’d affected him. With a teasing look, he got out of the car, holding the door open for Alec and offering a hand to help him out. Alec took it, not sure if he ought to let himself enjoy the strength and warmth of the man as he helped Alec to his feet.

      They took a little speed boat out into the sea, Oskar driving and Alec sitting next to him on leather upholstered seats. As the wind rushed past them, Alec lost the scent of his genetic match.

      But even without that teasing scent he still felt a steady desire for the alpha. A yearning in the pit of his stomach. It was reassuring in a way; he wasn’t just being overwhelmed by his biology. This was what he wanted. Oskar was who he wanted.

      They sped across waves into the darkness, away from the lights of the marina, out to where the larger yachts were anchored. Oskar slowed the boat as they approached a large gleaming white yacht, Alec craned his neck to look up at it and just at that second, his stomach cramped.

      This was no longer pre-Heat. His Heat had arrived.

      Just then the boat swerved to a stop at the back of the yacht and Oskar killed the engine and tied the motorboat to a cleat on the yacht. This part of the yacht was an open area with loungers that looked pristine and unused. Alec stepped out of the boat while Oskar’s back was turned.

      Alec caught a glimpse of someone wearing a crew uniform as they tried to unobtrusively slip into the interior of the yacht.

      “Welcome aboard.”

      Alec hummed, not commenting on the opulence as Oskar put a hand on his back and guided him inside and into a luxurious room furnished with gleaming wood paneling and soft lighting.

      “I would have thought you’d have a thousand questions for me,” Oskar said.

      “Like what?”

      “We’re soulmates. I want to know everything about you. Every thought in your head, every secret. I want to know you completely.”

      It struck Alec how well the CIA must know Oskar; they knew he was a romantic. This really was a perfect trap.

      “It’s just biology.”

      Oskar pursed his lips in silent disagreement, and Alec saw a glimpse of that original coldness in the assessing way Oskar looked at him.

      “There are many different beliefs.”

      “I guess, but I shouldn’t be forced to do anything because of biology.”

      “Of course not. That would be abhorrent. I prefer to think of it as fate handing us an opportunity.”

      Except that wasn’t what had happened and the only opportunity here was for Alec to pass his Heat with an alpha that desired him and then bug that same alpha for the CIA. He busied himself with his hands rather than responding, taking off his uncomfortable jacket.

      “I don’t believe in fate.”

      “No,” Oskar said wistfully, “unfortunately nor do I. But that does not make our connection any the lesser.”

      Alec paused, more caught by the man’s tone than his words. He could feel his Heat coming on stronger now. His stomach cramped again and there was a tell-tale wetness in his pants as his body started to produce slick. He pulled at his tie loosening it. Alec knew he should be thinking about what Oskar said; did he know that Alec had been sent there by the CIA? How could he? What had given him away?

      Except, Oskar didn’t seem to care and Alec had neither the will or the energy to deny it.

      “I’ve never spent my Heat with anyone.”

      “Oh, darling,” Oskar said warmly and Alec practically fell into his arms immediately, melting against his alpha’s hard body. “You are a gift I do not deserve. You are safe here. I have no expectations. Whatever you want to do.”

      Alec lifted his head to put his face in Oskar’s neck, breathing deep for a burst of courage to say the words out loud. “I want you.”

      Oskar let out a groan that verged on a growl. And then, as if he weighed nothing at all, swept Alec off his feet, picking him up and carrying him away. The suddenness of it startled a sound out of Alec, a happy noise that was almost a giggle. The type of noise that didn’t not belong in his throat.

      Alec silenced himself; he was so used to the wave of guilt that followed every moment he felt happy that he was confused when he didn’t feel it this time. He burrowed closer into Oskar, closing his eyes as another wave of cramping hit him. Except this time the pain had turned to pleasure and he almost wanted the feeling to continue. He squirmed and realized that his arse had been steadily leaking. The slick had soaked his underpants and, now, rubbing against them felt good. His ass felt sensitive and each movement was exquisite. He squirmed again, trying not to make any noise, but as Oskar’s grip on him tightened, he knew he hadn’t been successful.

      He let out a breath, trying to calm down, but his hips couldn’t stay still and then Oskar was lowering him onto a bed and stepping away. Instantly he missed the touch of his alpha.

      “It’s too hot,” Alec groaned, stretching out his arms to try and find a part of the bed sheets that felt cold. His back arched off the bed, pushing his chest up into the air. His nipples rubbed painfully against his shirt.

      “Why don’t you take your clothes off, darling?”

      Alec bit his lip, feeling emboldened and free. If there was anyone in the world who he was safe with, it was his soulmate. He pulled at his clothes, kicked off his shoes, not bothering to make a show of it.

      His underpants were so damp that they stuck to his skin, and he couldn’t get them off. “Help me.”

      At once, Oskar was on him, above him, pulling Alec free until he was gloriously naked.

      “Darling, you are exquisite. Let me taste you.”

      Alec gasped, looking up at those intense grey eyes. “If you want to.”

      The next thing he knew Oskar was between his legs, spreading him wide, licking up Alec’s slick like it was delicious ambrosia. The alpha’s tongue pushed into him, chasing the taste and it was already too much. His Heat made it impossible to last when he was so overwhelmed with pleasure.

      “I’m close...close,” Alec wailed, incoherent and panicked as he choked out a warning. There wasn’t any space in his head for embarrassment that he was about to come so soon. Oskar purred, a low rumbling sound that Alec felt as a physical thing, radiating from his arse to every nerve in his body and then there was no holding back. He was hit with a wall of pleasure, impossible to avoid.

      He screamed and then whimpered, his heart racing. Between his legs, Oskar sat back, rubbing his thumbs into Alec’s thighs like he was calming a nervous race horse. The alpha was still fully dressed and, aside from his hair looking askew, he looked embarrassingly composed compared to Alec.

      “Perfect. You were so good for me.”

      Alec shuddered. There was something addictive about Oskar’s praise, it made him want to be good; a latent submissiveness that he hadn’t known he harbored.

      “Now, darling, I’m going to to fuck you.”

      Alec practically squealed. Yes! That was exactly what he wanted!

      “Present for me.”

      He'd never moved as fast in all his life. Orgasm-tired muscles complained as he turned over and got onto his hands and knees, sticking out his arse in a classic lordosis position.

      Something cool slipped inside his arse, wriggling slowly. Oskar's fingers were inside him,  fucking into him and stretching. It was so close to what Alec wanted, but not enough.

      Alec spread his thighs wide, concentrating on nothing but the delicious push of Oskar against his hole. But then Oskar was gone and Alec groaned in frustration. There was a rustling sound as Oskar took off his clothes. Alec didn’t turn around, he kept his eyes screwed shut, wishing his alpha would hurry up.

      And then, just as he was about to give up hope that it would ever happen, he felt the head of Oskar’s cock in the crease of his ass. Oskar rubbed up and down gathering more of Alec’s slick on his dick.

      “Tell me you want this, darling. Tell me again you want me.”

      Heat’s were uncomfortable for any omega, but not so uncomfortable that they lost their sense of reason. Alec knew what he was doing as he gasped:

      “Need you, Oskar.”

      Oskar responded at once and Alec’s entire world focused down on the delicious push of Oskar’s cock against his hole, forcing its way into his arse. Alec groaned as the air was forced from his lungs. Oskar was pushing in and in, reshaping Alec's insides to perfectly fit around his cock.

      Slowly, painfully slowly, Oskar pulled out. He was still rubbing against the place inside Alec that was burning hot and Alec panicked, scared that Oskar was going to pull out entirely and let him suffer, that he’d worked out that Alec was here because the CIA sent him and now Oskar was refusing to fuck him.

      "Please."

      He whimpered the word so softly that he wasn't sure if Oskar heard it, but he couldn't bring himself to repeat it, or say it any louder. Oskar must have heard it because he shoved back in, punching into Alec so hard that the burning inside him seemed to explode. His whole body spasmed, locked and then he was coming; the orgasm ripped through him like a tidal wave, heating up every part of his body far past his limit.

      Oskar hadn’t even touched his cock.

      Oskar’s finger’s tightened around his waist, holding him together, damp forehead against Alec’s back. He could feel Oskar’s teeth, not quite biting into him as he let out a possessive growl that Alec felt along his skin as the alpha came, still fully sheathed inside him, pouring stream after stream of cum into Alec.

      Oskar stilled, his breath humid against Alec’s back, and then he slowly pulled out.

      Alec would have collapsed onto the bed, but then he felt Oskar’s fingers, scooping up any cum that was dripping out of him and pushing it back into Alec’s hole. It was deliciously naughty and Alec held still, letting himself be refilled on Oskar’s fingers, content to keep presenting until his alpha was satisfied.

      Sex had dulled his Heat, and he no longer felt the same intense need as he had before. Alec turned over in the bed, his eyes half closed as he looked naked Oskar up and down, his eyes zeroing in on the cock that had already been inside him and was still gleaming wet.

      “Rest, darling. I’ll give you whatever you need.”

      Alec nodded, letting his eyes close. What he needed was to be held by his alpha, but he didn’t want to ask Oskar for that. They were having sex only because didn’t wan the discomfort of passing a Heat alone and it would be foolish to make this anything else. A Heat could last between one and three days for the average omega. The only other Heat Alec had experienced had been four days long, but he’d been a teenager then, his hormones all over the place. It was impossible to know how long this Heat would last. He had to make sure the two of them didn’t bond.

      He woke up to the sound of Oskar’s voice. Alec sat up in bed, his stomach cramping slightly. His Heat was coming on again but he was alone and the bedroom door was open.

      Alec got up, wrapped a bedsheet around himself and peered out into the corridor.

      Oskar was standing right there, his muscled back to Alec. He was wearing boxer shorts. Alec had already seen every part of him but he still stalled, enthralled by the sight of those thick alpha muscles.

      Further down the corridor, a crew member was looking terrified. Oskar, realizing Alec was behind him, stepped in front of him.

      “Leave the food outside the door next time. I’ll kill any of you that dares look at him naked.”

      Alec grimaced and slipped back into the bedroom. There might have been something romantic about Oskar’s declaration, if Agent Carrick hadn’t already warned him what kind of man Oskar was.

      He flung himself onto the bed, his arse was starting to slick again. Now was not the time to think about Agent Carrick. He didn’t comment on Oskar’s threat when the alpha came back into the room, carrying a plate of finger food. Instead he spread his legs wide and showed the alpha how much he needed him again.

      His Heat lasted two full days.

      On the morning of the third day he woke up early, his body aching but filled with a bone-deep satisfaction that Alec knew marked the end of his time. Oskar was in bed next to him, fast asleep.

      He closed his eyes again, wanting to remember every second of the last few days. If he was never going to see his soulmate again then he was going to hold these memories as precious.

      He thought about the final time they’d had sex, just a few hours ago. It had been slower than the other times, the two of them sharing sloppy kisses. Oskar’s words of gentle praise, calling him darling, that he was perfect, that he was doing well...that Oskar adored him.

      But then he remembered other things. In one of the respites between bouts of sex, Oskar had been on the phone to someone. Alec had heard him talking about cargo, and something that might have been an arms deal. It certainly hadn’t sounded like the conversation of a legitimate businessman. Agent Carrick had been right about his genetic match.

      Alec scrubbed a hand over his face and got up quietly before going in search of his shoes.

      Keeping one eye on Oskar, he slipped on a shirt - which was far too large for him and must have been Oskar’s - and his shoes and left the room.

      The yacht seemed deserted. He didn’t see anyone as he looked around, searching for a place to hide Agent Carrick’s mic. He really didn’t know what to do with it. So, when he opened a door and found what looked like a conference room with a large table in the middle of it and the walls lined with shelves, he decided that would be fine. He took out the tiny mic and tucked it behind a stack of books.

      By the time he got back to the bedroom Oskar was awake and sitting up in bed. He smiled at Alec’s return, naked and happy.

      It was the same easy smile that Bennie used to have; it spoke of happiness and domesticity and all the good things in life that Alec would never have. Being a genetic match did not change who Oskar was, or the crimes that he’d committed.

      “I want to go now,” Alec said, his voice soft but firm. He half hoped that Oskar would stop him and refuse to let him. But Oskar just nodded.

      “I’ll take you ashore. Where are you staying?”

      “I...I should shower, before I go,” Alec said, darting to the ensuite and starting the shower at once.

      During his Heat he’d barely been alone for more than a few minutes at a time. Now, as he stood in the luxurious shower, he missed Oskar's presence. There was a reassuring confidence to Oskar, like he expected the world around him to bend to his will, and it was eminently comforting to live in the reflected light of that willpower. There was no room for Alec’s guilt there.

      He caught sight of himself in the bathroom mirror and he stopped, staring at his reflection for a whole minute.

      His suit had been laundered and was waiting for him on the bed when he got out of the ensuite. Oskar was missing though and Alec wandered down the hallway, his collar open and his tie stuffed in his jacket pocket. He found Oskar at the back of the yacht, resting his forearms on the side of the yacht, looking out over the gentle waves. Alec pausedl, watching him without being seen.

      Oskar was wearing a finely tailored grey suit, cut in a way that made Alec stare at his powerful thighs. He licked his lips, wishing his Heat hadn’t ended and that he had a reason to stay here longer.

      Oskar looked over his shoulder, his hair catching slightly in the sea breeze.

      “Neil, are you ready to go?”

      “I, uh,” he stepped closer, “I can’t think of a reason to stay.”

      “You’re welcome to stay as long as you wish,” Oskar said lightly, but Alec was already shaking his head. He needed to get out of here. The image of that microphone, tucked discreetly on the shelf flashed through his mind. Oskar wouldn’t be so welcoming if he knew what Alec had done.

      “May I see you again?”

      “In the casino,” Alec began. He wanted Oskar to deny everything that the CIA had said about him, he wanted Oskar to tell him that none of it was real and that Alec could go back to Paris and just have memories of passing a pleasant Heat with his genetic match. Not go back and have to know that he was linked to a killer. Another sin to add to his other crimes, another thing to atone for. “In the casino, they said that you were a dangerous man.”

      “That is true.”

      Alec slumped, of course the CIA hadn’t made a mistake. He should just leave as quickly as possible and hope that Oskar forgot about him.

      “You're burdened by something,” Oskar said, studying him. “Let me carry that burden for you. Stay here.”

      Alec smiled, trying to imagine a world where such a thing was possible. “I can’t give up my life for a…” he cut himself off, not saying what he’d been about to. Silencing himself before saying that he thought Oskar was exactly the type of person who had caused his burden; a criminal. “For a genetic match.”

      “You’ll go back to Paris?” Oskar asked, not seeming to notice Alec’s momentary anger.

      Alec didn’t remember telling him he lived in Paris. How did Oskar know that? Had he said something during His Heat? He hoped he hadn’t said anything else during his Heat. “Yes.”

      For the first time in days Oskar looked like that cold and distant alpha that Alec had seen at the gambling table. His expression was entirely unreadable and he didn’t protest when Alec repeated his request to leave. Instead Oskar helped him into the little motor boat and started the engine in silence.

      The sun was very bright as Oskar sped them back to the shore. Alec kept on darting glances at his alpha’s profile, trying to memorize these last few seconds with him. They reached the dock and Oskar pulled into the same empty spot that they’d left from, days ago.

      Alec stood up, ready to leap out of the boat, but Oskar was faster. He cut the engine and jumped onto the quay to tie the motorboat securely in place.

      “Here,” he said, holding out a hand to help Alec out of the boat. He took it, letting the alpha pull him forward. For a second he thought Oskar was going to pull him into his chest and hug him tight. But the alpha was a gentleman, he let go as soon as Alec’s feet were steady and secure under him.

      “Thanks,” Alec said, his nose was close to the pulse point of Oskar’s neck, right where his scent was strongest. He took a subtle sniff, savoring it, before stepping away. “I can find my way from here.”

      Oskar nodded, but started walking along the quay, falling into step with Alec as he headed out of the marina, towards the road that ran along the edge of the Old Port.

      “I’m not a man prone to this,” Oskar said suddenly. “I have to maintain a certain image. It’s expected among the people I do business with. I must be an alpha at the card table. That’s all it is though, an image. I was not interested in sharing my life with anyone.”

      For the first time he looked less than completely sure of himself as he glanced at Alec. “Until I met you.”

      Then, before Alec could react, or the old guilt could start gnawing at him, Oskar was kissing him, pressing his lips against Alec, soft and gentle.

      Alec’s eyes slipped shut and he leaned forward, pressing against the hard muscles of his alpha’s chest. Oskar’s tongue licked at his lip, delicately asking for more. It would be so easy to get lost in this fantasy. A loving soulmate, affection and desire. Perhaps even children. They might be a family, replacing what he'd lost. He’d never be alone again.

      Oskar seemed to offer it all, and the only thing that Alec would have to do was stay with him. Stay with a killer and criminal.

      He pulled away, opening his eyes. The sun was bright and he squinted. He missed Paris and his little apartment where nothing ever happened. Where there were no moral dilemmas. No happiness but only sweet emptiness.

      “I crave you,” Oskar said, stroking Alec’s cheek with his fingertips. Alec half-shook his head dislodging him.

      “I can’t stay.”

      Oskar nodded, his face was devoid of expression except a small crease between his eyebrows. They’d reached the road and this was where they had to part. Alec hated the idea that Agent Carrick was probably already watching them. There was no privacy to say goodbye. He shuffled awkwardly.

      “Wait,” Oskar reached into his pocket and took out a pair of sunglasses. “I don’t have much to give you. Next time, when there’s more time, I’ll woo you properly. For now, take these.”

      Alec hesitated. It was such an unnecessary gesture on Oskar’s part. He didn’t need sunglasses.

      “The sun is very bright today.”

      Oskar opened the arms of the glasses and slowly slid them onto Alec’s face, tilting his head from side to side to check that they were sitting properly on top of Alec’s ears before sliding them into place. They were slightly too big for him, but the lenses were dark enough that his eyes were protected from the sun and he could stop squinting. If he had met Oskar before, he probably would have loved him. But how could he love now, when Oskar was a killer and Alec couldn't feel anymore. Alec moved his lips into an uncertain smile and turned away without saying goodbye.

      He took a few steps, knowing that Oskar was watching him. He almost wanted to turn back and the thought scared him. He wasn’t used to wanting anything.

      He walked along the waterfront until he thought Oskar would be out of sight and then turned back. For some reason there were tears in Alec’s eyes, and he still wanted Oskar. Alec closed his eyes and saw his brother again. In his mind, Bennie was both dead and still alive, smiling and laughing and gossiping in the way that only young and naive omegas can. His brother’s words still echoed through his head:

      “When you find your soulmate, Alec, you’ll be as happy as I am! Now touch my baby!” Grabbing hold of Alec’s wrist, he guided Alec’s hand to his large pregnant belly. “Can you feel him move? It’s good luck if you do! It means you’ll find your soulmate very soon.”

      Had the luck broken when Bennie died?

      Oskar was still a distant speck, his head still turned towards Alec. He was still watching Alec. But the urge to return to Oskar had evaporated as soon as he’d started to think about Bennie.

      He turned up a side street, not wanting the weight of Oskar’s gaze on him anymore. He’d barely gone more than a few steps when a familiar black car pulled over, coming up onto the pavement in front of him.

      The car door swung open and Agent Carrick’s grinning face looked up at him.

      “Hey, kid. Wanna ride?”

      Alec didn’t answer. He got in, making Agent Carrick slide over to make room for him.

      “Man, what a week!” Agent Carrick said loudly as the car sped forward. Alec lurched backward, grunting. “You did good kid, great. We’re already getting a signal. That mic is perfect, just perfect.”

      Alec nodded and took off Oskar’s sunglasses, folding them carefully and holding them in his hands, not wanting to damage them by putting them in his pocket.

      “And I owe you one hell of an apology about those suppressants. The lab guys told me there was barely any chance that they’d fail, no matter how strong the connection might be between you two. And...aw jeez, kid, I can’t tell you how worried we’ve been!” Agent Carrick said, a stream of words that Alec listened to with half an ear. “Those suppressants are the best there are, but I guess there’s more of a risk with genetic matches. Jesus, when I think about… But, listen, I’m gonna take you to the airfield, and put you on a plane to Paris. You’ll be home in a coupla hours. You’re all done. It’s over.”

      Alec nodded. He had an overwhelming urge to cry. He could do that, he could just let the tears come and cry in front of Agent Carrick. For the first time in a long time, he actually felt his eyes getting wet.

      “It was,” Alec said, swallowing back his tears. There was no reason to be sad. “It was just Heat sex.”

      Agent Carrick nodded. “I can’t tell you how sorry I am, kid. Really. I can’t imagine having a guy like that as a Heat partner.” He put a hand on Alec’s shoulder and leaned towards him. “If there had been any other way, any alternative, kid, believe me, I would never have sent you in there.”

      Alec shrugged, he didn’t need or want an apology. He just wanted to go home.

      Once they boarded the airplane, Agent Carrick handed him a plastic bag with his clothes in, telling him that he could keep the suit.

      “Think of it as an apology for the suppressants not being strong enough to stop the Heat, ok?”

      Alec got changed into the clothes he’d been wearing when Agent Carrick first barged his way into his apartment. The suit he left rumpled up in the plane’s small bedroom. He didn’t need a fancy suit like that, it would just hang in his wardrobe, a useless reminder of his criminal soulmate.

      True to his word, Agent Carrick escorted him back to Paris and dropped him off outside his apartment building, yelling out a cheerful goodbye as Alec stepped out into the Parisian drizzle.

      His apartment was exactly the same as it always was. Except that the small carton of milk he’d left in the fridge had gone off.

      Alec lay down on the bed, physically and mentally exhausted, and burst into tears. It had been a long time since he’d last cried. He’d thought he was too broken to cry. When the sobs started to quieten, he closed his eyes and fell asleep.

      When he woke up, he got on with his life, determined to never think about Oskar again. There was a lot to keep him occupied. In his absence the CIA had contacted the school where he taught and told them about his Heat. He was lucky they were so understanding, but he had work to catch up on, lesson plans that were due and a pile of marking that kept him busy every evening for a week.

      Life went back to normal. He was more tired than he used to be, more run down at the end of a long day of teaching. Alec didn’t think anything of it. Weeks passed and he tried not to think too much about Oskar. For the most part he was successful. Once again he lost himself in the mindless routine that he’d created for himself. Only at nights, when he was lying in bed in the dark, trying to drift off to sleep, would thoughts of Oskar intrude. He’d imagine that Oskar was lying beside him in the bed, one arm slung across Alec’s waist to hold him close.

      Alec got sick; he was unable to keep his breakfast down every morning for two weeks straight. He didn’t pay it any mind.

      Until, one day, he walked into the staff room and the smell of coffee made him gag. He turned and ran straight out of the room, making a bee-line for the toilet.

      Bennie hadn’t been able to stand the smell of coffee when he was pregnant.

      It shouldn’t be possible. Suppressants didn’t just stop an omega’s body from going into Heat, they were also a form of birth control. But then, the suppressants had failed, it wasn’t such a stretch to imagine that his birth control had failed too.

      He bought a pregnancy test that afternoon. He took the little cardboard box back to his apartment and placed it, unopened, on his bedside table. Opening the box and taking the test would be life changing. So he sat on his bed, trying not to feel and failing to stop the maelstrom of emotions. He knew, morally, he couldn’t have a kid. His brother hadn’t got to have his kid, so Alec couldn’t have one either.

      Alec put a hand on his flat stomach, feeling like he was somehow betraying his brother’s memory.

      But unlike normal, Alec couldn’t start thinking about his family and get lost in his guilt. There was a more pressing issue to deal with. One that couldn’t just be pushed to the back of his mind and willfully forgotten about.

      Ten minutes later he was back, sitting on the bed, this time clutching the pregnancy test. It was positive. It wasn’t possible, it shouldn’t be possible, and all Alec could do was stare in a daze at those two little lines.

      It took a few days for the idea of being pregnant to feel real. How was it possible that there was a little life growing inside him? How could someone who was so dead inside produce life? His heart was so barren, he’d thought his body must be too.

      The next step was obvious to him. There was no question or debate about what he should do. He wasn’t about to keep a father from his child. Agent Carrick would probably disagree, he hated Oskar’s guts and would probably tell Alec the baby would be better off never knowing his father.

      It still took Alec a few days to work up the energy to find Oskar’s card and call him. It wasn’t going to be as simple as just telling Oskar he was pregnant. He’d also have to tell him the truth about how they met. There was no other way to explain why he’d given Oskar a fake name.

      He clutched his mobile phone to his ear, pacing up and down the flat as it rang.

      “Well?”

      Oskar’s voice was harsh, a glacial tone that he’d never used in front of Alec in their brief time together. It made Alec freeze, his carefully planned speech forgotten. He’d tried so hard to forget this man.

      “Um…”

      “Neil,” Oskar breathed out his name, his voice softening in that one word.

      Alec hated being called by that fake name. It had been almost three months since they’d seen each other and this whole time Oskar had been thinking he was called Neil. It was messed up that the father of his child didn't even know his real name. How could he tell him he was pregnant over the phone? This was far too momentous, no, he needed to tell Oskar in person.

      “I need to see you,” he blurted out.

      “Need? Then I shall come to you. Are you in Paris still?”

      “I..,” he’d forgotten that Oskar had somehow known he lived in Paris. “Yeah. I’m in Paris. Can you come and meet me?”

      “Give me your address and I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      Alec flinched. He knew that he couldn’t keep up the CIA’s cover story, he’d got a whole explanation planned but he still clung to the sweetness of anonymity for a few seconds before giving Oskar his address.

      “I can be there in a few hours. Are you...Has anyone harmed you?”

      “Harmed me?” Alec paused, mid step. “No. No, I’ve just got something to tell you and I have to tell you in person.”

      “Alright,” Oskar said with a slightly disbelieving tone. “Are you alone right now?”

      Alec glared around his apartment. “Yeah. Maybe we should meet somewhere else, somewhere more public. There’s a cafe -”

      “No! I’ll be there, as soon as I can. No matter what, I’m glad you called me. Thank you.”

      “Right, ok,” Alec said, rubbing a hand across the back of his neck. “Well, I’ll see you soon.”

      He hung up. That had certainly been a far stranger phone call than he’d been expecting.

      The apartment was too bare to ever be messy, but still Alec set about clearing the place up. Puttering around, tidying the fridge, finally doing all those little chores that he’d been putting off. It worked to kill the time.

      Just over an hour later there was a quiet knock on his front door.

      Alec looked up, startled. No-one ever knocked on his door, so it had to be Oskar. He was far earlier than he said he’d be.

      Alec pushed his hair out of his face. He’d worked up a light sweat and his hair stuck to his forehead. Suddenly he regretted spending the last hour cleaning, he should have showered and made himself presentable. Oskar had only ever seen him naked or in the CIA’s expensive suit. Now he was wearing jeans and a T-shirt.

      He smoothed his hands over his hips just as there was another, louder and more forceful, knock on the door. With a deep breath, Alec opened the door.

      Oskar was standing in the dingy hallway, looking ridiculously out of place in his expensive suit.

      “You came,” Alec said, his stomach swooping. The barrage of his soulmate’s scent hit him all at once. A memory of the two of them together, their limbs entangled as Oskar pushed into him, filling him, came unbidden to Alec’s mind.

      Oskar dipped his head in a single nod, his eyes appraised Alec and then went over his shoulder, searching for something. His jaw was clenched and there was a tightness to his face. He was, Alec realized in surprise, nervous.

      “Of course,” Oskar said, his face softening as finally decided there was no immediate threat from inside the apartment about to leap out at them.

      “Come in,” Alec said, standing aside to let Oskar pass. He had the urge to wrap his arms around the man and hug him. Except that was ridiculous. A biological urge that he should ignore. At least this time there was no danger he would go into Heat now that he was pregnant.

      “Why did you call me, Alec?”

      Alec froze, his back to Oskar as he closed the front door. Oskar knew he’d been using a fake name! He turned around slowly, expecting the alpha to be furious that Alec had lied to him.

      Oskar was smiling at him, looking amused at Alec’s dismay.

      “I was going to tell you...but…” Alec trailed off, not sure how to finish that sentence

      “Is that why you phoned me? To tell me you’d given a fake name?”

      Alec frowned and ran an agitated hand through his hair. This was not as simple as he’d envisioned. No, that would imply that he’d envisioned anything about this conversation. He hadn’t thought any further than letting Oskar know he was about to be a father and how he’d originally come to be in Nice.

      He hadn’t any expectations for what Oskar’s reaction would be. He simply hadn’t thought that far ahead.

      “How did you find out?” It horrified him to think that Oskar had known he was using a fake name the whole time they’d been together.

      “Every time I called you Neil you hesitated, ever so slightly. It was a striking reaction. I thought, perhaps it was merely nerves at meeting your soulmate, but that wasn’t it at all, was it? There’s no Neil living at this address, I checked.”

      “Checked?” Alec asked.

      It was strange to see Oskar in his tiny apartment. Unlike Agent Carrick, he didn’t feel like an intruder in Alec’s space.

      Oskar nodded, his gaze sweeping over the apartment, taking in the peeling paint in the kitchen and the damp patch in the plaster by the window. The kitchen, living room and bedroom were all one room that he walked through slowly before sitting down heavily on the bed.

      “How long have you been living here?”

      Alec looked around, trying to see the place through Oskar’s eyes. He was so used to the dreariness of his apartment that he didn’t notice it, but he was very aware of how it would look to Oskar. It was a world away from the life Oskar lived, with luxury yachts and charity galas.

      “A few years,” Alec said defensively. “I have to tell you…”

      He sat down on the little sofa. The smallness of the flat meant that he was face to face with Oskar.

      The alpha’s heavy gaze was fixed on him. Alec moved about on the couch, trying to get comfortable. It had never been a comfy couch and now it felt like he was sitting on rocks.

      “There were these Americans, CIA.”

      Oskar nodded very slightly, catching Alec off-guard. Did he already know this?

      “They came here, to my apartment, the night we met. I don’t know how he got hold of my DNA but he said we’d be,” Alec paused before looking out of the window, not wanting to look at Oskar as he explained what had happened. “That we’d be a genetic match. He said that the CIA needed to bug your yacht and that only I would be able to get close enough to you to put a mic on the yacht. They told me things about you, that you...”

      He glanced at Oskar, but he hadn’t moved from his seat on the bed and his expression was starkly cold. Alec swallowed before continuing lamely: “We didn’t just bump into each other. It was all set up.”

      Oskar was silent for a few seconds before speaking: “You agreed to all of that? You let yourself be endangered, to be the pawn on the CIA? Do you really have such little regard for your own life?”

      Alec’s head shot up in surprise.

      “Did you even have any proof they were really CIA?”

      “Yeah,” Alec said, “I mean, they had I.D. cards. And American accents.”

      “American accents,” Oskar muttered, wiping his hand across his eyes. “That was your proof. And they told you...what? What enticement did they use to draw you all the way to Nice?”

      “Well, they asked.”

      Oskar looked vaguely horrified and Alec rushed to explain more.

      “I mean, they said you were this criminal and that I had to -”

      “Had to?” Oskare interrupted sharply. “They threatened you.”

      “No, no. They just…” Alec shrugged helplessly, “They made it seem like the right thing to do. Because you were a criminal.”

      Oskar shook his head angrily. “They asked you to go undercover, to get involved in the criminal world...and you just agreed?!”

      Alec nodded. It did seem stupid and reckless when Oskar put it like that. Agent Carrick had barely given him any information, hardly any details or proof and that had been enough to persuade him to fly to Nice. “It seemed like the right thing to do...This isn’t why I wanted to see you.”

      “There’s more?” Oskar said, a hint of bitterness in his voice.

      “My suppressants, well, no, the CIA’s suppressants failed…”

      “I’m aware,” Oskar said dryly. Then, with a quick snap of his wrist, he held his hand out, silently commanding Alec to be silent. Alec gave him a confused look, folding his arms across his chest. “We should go for a walk.”

      “Now?”

      “Yes,” Oskar said, standing quickly and offering a hand to help Alec get up. Alec glared at the hand. He hadn’t thought the difficult part of this conversation would be getting Oskar to listen without getting distracted.

      He hesitated, his mouth open as he considered just blurting out that he was pregnant. That would make Oskar listen. Except that wasn’t how he wanted to do this.

      “Alright…”

      He took Oskar’s hand and let him pull him to his feet. In that moment, Oskar’s face was closer to Alec’s neck and he heard Oskar breathe in deeply, scenting him, before his breath caught in his throat.

      Oskar gripped his hand tightly for a second and, when he drew back, his eyes were very wide.

      “You’ll need a coat, there’s a chill in the air.”

      Through his window, the sky looked grey and overcast. A typical late afternoon.

      “I’ll be fine,” Alec said shortly, going to pick up his keys. If Oskar needed a walk before he could talk to him then they should hurry up and get going.

      Oskar followed after him slowly, eyeing the coat hook on the wall by the front door, where Alec’s warm jacket was hanging up.

      “I’ll carry it for you.”

      “I’m fine,” Alec said, opening the front door and waving him out. Oskar’s eyes narrowed but eventually he started moving.

      Madame Charbonneau was sitting in her usual spot in the foyer and her beady eyes watched them both as they left. Alec dipped his head at her in silent greeting. The normal expression of annoyed disdain vanished as she suddenly grinned at him and then, to his utmost surprise, she winked at him.

      Alec felt his cheeks heat up. His landlady must have assumed that Oskar was his alpha.

      Outside, it was chillier than he’d been expecting it to be. Alec refused to shiver though. He’d warm up as they walked. Oskar kept pace with him as he hurried along the street.

      “Alec suits you better than Neil.”

      Alec shot him an annoyed glance and concentrated on not shivering. Oskar wasn’t reacting how he’d thought he would to what Alec had already told him. He looked far too calm.

      “Did you already know about the CIA?”

      “Not exactly. I suspected something, some kind of manipulation, but it didn’t matter.”

      Alec nodded, remembering Oskar’s comment about not believing in fate.

      “You didn’t care you were being manipulated?”

      “A manipulation that offered me my soulmate. I was willing to pay any price for that.”

      “Genetic match,” Alec muttered, half-heartedly. It shouldn’t be a surprise to hear that the concept of soulmates was that meaningful to Oskar, but it still took him aback. Oskar chuckled, a deep pleasant sound that warmed Alec to hear.

      “That doesn’t mean that I’m happy to let the CIA listen to my conversations.”

      Alec’s pace slowed. “I can tell you where I put the mic, it was on a bookshelf, behind -”

      “I know, darling. I ordered a sweep of the yacht immediately after you left. No, I’m sure the CIA left a few little bugs in your apartment too.”

      “What? But why? That’s…”

      “They gave me my soulmate, all for the small price of a single bug on my yacht?”

      “What? That makes sense.”

      “No, my love. It does not. They also provided you with that day’s suppressant?”

      Alec frowned, not liking what Oskar was implying. It made him feel even more naive and foolish for trusting Agent Carrick. Oskar took his hand, holding onto him with easy confidence. His warm hand covered Alec’s hand, and Alec would have pulled away but it felt too good.

      “I haven’t stopped looking for you since you left.”

      Alec lowered his head, then, realizing what he was doing, jerked his head up at once. He’d been unintentionally baring his neck to the alpha, a submissive gesture of appeasement.

      “That’s why I was already in Paris when you called.”

      Alec shivered, he would have been terrified if Oskar had suddenly appeared, knocking on his front door without warning.

      “Here,” Oskar said, releasing his hand to pull off his jacket. “Take this.” He gently put the jacket around Alec’s shoulders. The heat of Oskar’s body lingered in the material. He’d felt that heat first hand, felt Oskar’s bare skin with his own hands and now he was once again sharing body heat, it was a sensual pleasure.

      “Um,” Alec cleared his throat, feeling awkward. “Thanks. Um. How did you find out I live in Paris?”

      “I didn’t. I…” he paused to pick his words carefully, “I heard a rumour the CIA were bringing in a package from Paris. It was supposed to be a weapon, but when I met you I began to suspect the rumour was slightly wrong. I did not know that you lived in Paris, just that a CIA plane was arriving from Paris the night we met. It could have been a stop on a longer journey.

      “Still, I started my search in Paris. I’d all but given up hope of finding you here.”

      Alec's pace slowed again and he pulled the jacket closer around him, holding it closed with one hand. Oskar had been thinking about him all this time. The alpha had never intended to let him go, despite how easily he’d let Alec walk away from him.

      Spending time with Oskar seemed to make him feel more emotions than he was comfortable with. It was time to get to the reason for their meeting.

      “I have to tell you...the reason I phoned you.”

      Oskar grinned at him and Alec felt a sudden swell of hope that Oskar would be happy with the news. He quashed the feeling. Hope was a terrible thing.

      “I’m pregnant,” Alec said quickly, then glanced up to sneakily check Oskar’s reaction.

      The alpha’s face was split in a huge grin, a wide smile that transformed his face.

      “Darling,” he whispered and then Alec was being caught up in his arms, lifted so that his feet were no longer touching the ground as Oskar spun around in a tight circle. Alec snorted in amusement. Oskar lowered him to the ground but didn’t let him go.

      He felt Oskar nosing the top of his head, and he spoke the next words into the pristine white of Oskar’s shirt, “I want the baby, I’m going to keep it. I thought you should know.”

      Oskar threw back his head and laughed. “My precious soulmate.”

      Alec rested his cheek against Oskar’s chest, feeling the vibrations of his laughter. His muscles relaxed and he let himself melt into Oskar’s arms. A small smile tugged at his own lips, it was a private little smile as his face was hidden. It was dangerous to feel this happy.

      “Thank you for telling me.”

      Alec pulled back, freeing himself of Oskar’s embrace. It was too much.

      “What else was I going to do?” Alec asked in exasperation.

      Oskar’s smile faded slowly. “This is something we should celebrate.”

      He took Alec’s hand and pulled him along, a bounce to Oskar’s step that hadn’t been there before.

      “So...you’re happy?”

      Oskar let go of his hand and wrapped his arm around Alec’s shoulder. Their height difference meant that Alec was tucked under his shoulder. Oskar leaned over and kissed the top of his head.

      “Happier than I dreamed possible. Aren’t you?”

      Alec sighed. Of course he was happy, but admitting he was happy would be a betrayal of Bennie’s memory. “Where are you taking me?”

      Oskar turned sharply, guiding Alec along with him. He’d brought them to one of the fancy hotels inside a Haussman building. A doorman hurriedly opened the door for them as Alec dug in his heels, looking up at the creamy yellow limestone frontage of the building.

      He didn’t want to go back to his apartment if Agent Carrick was going to be listening to every noise he made, but that didn’t mean he was ready to book into a hotel. Oskar was still grinning, glowing with happiness.

      “It’s getting late, darling. Let’s not spend the whole night walking around.”

      Alec agreed with a half-hearted noise and let Oskar lead him inside. The happier Oskar was, the more he felt the need to push down his own joy.

      Oskar booked them into a suite. It was a ridiculously expensive looking set of rooms, pristine white sofas, white velvet drapes and shiny white silk wallpaper. Every nook and cranny that could be gilded had been.

      An open door in the sitting room showed an equally opulent bedroom. Alec walked past the sofas and went to sit on the edge of the bed.

      It was far more comfortable than his own bed, missing the familiar hard lumps of his own mattress. He kicked off his shoes while Oskar called for room service. After hanging up he sat down next to Alec, not quite touching him.

      “I never expected to be a father,” Oskar said, sounding awed at the idea.

      Alec was still swathed in Oskar’s jacket. It was imbued with the alpha’s scent. “Do you want to be one?”

      “There aren’t many things that I want. I wanted to find you. I didn’t plan for much beyond finding my soulmate. I’ve thought, vaguely, about the ways I could offer our children a better chance at life than my mother gave me.”

      Alec started playing with one of the buttons on Oskar’s jacket, running his fingertip along the underside of it. “You want to be part of the baby’s life? With the police listening in on the kid’s first words?”

      Oskar looked like he’d been struck. “You called me, Alec. You told me about the child. This makes us a family.”

      Alec shrunk back. His parents were dead, his brother was dead. He’d been someone who didn’t have a family for two years. Being invited to make a new one felt like he was turning his back on the people he loved.

      He moved along the bed, shuffling closer to Oskar. He felt like he was telling Oskar a secret as he quietly said: “I want that. I want to be part of a family. I do.”

      “Do you believe it’s wrong to want that?” Oskar asked, and Alec knew his reaction was being carefully analyzed. He knew the right answer was to say no, no it wasn’t wrong to want a family. But it would be a lie to say that.

      “I...I lost my family. They were killed. My brother was stabbed in a mugging and then my parents by a drunk driver a few weeks later. I’ve been alone since.”

      “You think they would begrudge you your life?”

      “No!” Alec exclaimed, looking up sharply.

      There was the sound of a loud knock on the outer door. Oskar held his gaze for a few seconds before leaving to answer the door. He returned with a bottle of champagne and two old fashioned coupe champagne glasses.

      “We must have a toast,” he said, peeling off the foil and starting to work the cork loose.

      “I’m not supposed to be drinking,” Alec said mutinously.

      “It’s sparkling apple juice, my love. Not a drop of alcohol,” Oskar said, pausing what he was doing.

      But the cork worked its way loose by itself, popping out of the bottle with a bang. Oskar filled both glasses but Alec was not in the mood to celebrate. He’d been so caught up in the idea that he morally had to tell Oskar about the pregnancy that he’d never thought about whether he should. He’d hadn’t thought about what it meant to have a child with a criminal.

      But then, aside from Oskar’s obvious wealth, what did he really know about the alpha? He was still trusting Agent Carrick, believing his narrative even though he was beginning to see the depth of Agent Carrick’s manipulation.

      He took the glass of juice from Oskar, watching the bubbles. “I shouldn’t have trusted Agent Carrick.”

      “Belief is a powerful thing to hand over to anyone, especially to a stranger. You have to consider the possibility that Carrick purposefully gave you a useless pill. That they wanted you to go into Heat, and maybe even to get pregnant.”

      Alec nodded glumly. He saw how it would have been possible for them to do so, but he didn’t know why Carrick would bother.

      “But why?”

      Wordlessly, Oskar sat down next to him, his glass in hand and his drink untasted.

      “They told me that you,” Alec began, trying to remember exactlu what Agent Carrick had told him. They hadn't given him any concrete evidence about why Oskar was bad. “They told me you had killed people, that you were responsible for terrible things.”

      Oskar dipped his head with a curt nod. “I am a glorified accountant. Although, I can’t say my hands are clean.”

      Alec leaned down, putting his glass on the floor. It balanced precariously on the thick shag of the white rug. His mind was back on his brother. The criminal that killed him certainly hadn’t had clean hands either.

      Oskar took a large sip of his drink, tipping the glass back to finish it in one gulp.

      “Do you regret letting me know you had become pregnant? Do you intend to keep me from my child now that you disapprove of me?”

      “I don’t know,” Alec said, shaking his head, “I don’t know how to do this. We're both parents to this child, but how can I raise my child knowing his other father is a killer?”

      In front of him was the terrible sight of all the emotion fading from Oskar’s face. It was horrifying how he could hide himself away so well.

      Despite the blankness of his face, Oskar reached over and stroked Alec’s hair back, clearing it away from his forehead. Alec shivered at the touch of his soulmate, the tingle of it that was totally inappropriate.

      “I have never been a particularly good man, Alec. Perhaps there was a time when I was a better man than I am now. My mother was poor and, as a child, I was determined that I would never live in poverty again. I would do whatever was necessary to earn my way in the world.”

      His fingers were still curling through Alec’s hair but now he paused to trace the shell of Alec’s ear. Instinctively, Alec leaned into the touch as he listened.

      “I had certain talents, and I used them well. I began to attract attention from clients whose background was more unsavory. There was one man, I suppose his name no longer matters, but he was my first truly corrupt client.

      “He wanted to be assured of my loyalty. He was…”

      Oskar paused and bent down to kiss Alec’s forehead before continuing:

      “He found one of my genetic matches. Not you. Another.”

      Alec froze, his eyes wide, desperate to hear what had happened. He put a protective hand over his flat belly, already knowing this tale would have an unhappy ending.

      “The scent of one’s soulmate, it is a powerful thing. Perhaps it is the same for alphas and omegas. They never let me meet her. They locked her up and hid her from me. I never even spoke a single word to her, but they would send me things; clothes that she’d worn, laden with her scent. A video of her crying, begging to be released.”

      Oskar fell silent.

      “What happened?”

      Oskar curled a protective arm around Alec’s shoulder, yet did not answer.

      “Oskar?” Alec said after a few long seconds of silence, “What happened?”

      “All the money in the world, all the power, none of it is worth anything, compared to you. I rebelled against my client, I tried to rescue her, but I was too late. By the time I arrived she was dead. They’d already killed her.”

      “Oh,” Alec put his hand on Oskar’s cheek and the alpha leaned into it. Another death. “I’m sorry.”

      Oskar cradled him close. “You’re right to call me a killer. I got revenge and I don’t regret it. Except that it makes you look at me like that, with fear in your eye.”

      But Alec didn’t feel afraid at all. He felt protected from the world, being held like this was comforting and it wasn’t instantly followed by the usual guilt.

      That lack of guilt made him bolder and he wrapped his arms around Oskar’s waist.

      “I can make this right, Alec,” Oskar said softly. “I promise you.”

      He remembered what Oskar had said to him when they parted in Nice. The offer to carry his burden. Oskar was right that belief was a powerful thing to hand over to anyone, especially to a stranger. But he wanted to believe in his soulmate.

      He didn’t know what future the three of them could have, or if he was completely reconciled to Oskar’s past deeds. But he wanted to believe that, as soulmates, they could work on a future together.

      He pulled out of Oskar’s embrace, who was still looking painfully guarded.

      “Let’s have that toast,” Alec said.

      Oskar gave him a pleased smile and went to pour himself another glass of sparkling juice. This time he kneeled down in front of Alec, raising his glass in a toast. Alec lifted his glass too.

      “To my wondrous soulmate, you are a miracle.”

      Oskar clinked their glasses and took a sip. Alec drank quickly, watched Oskar swallow out of the corner of his eye. He was drawn to the way his neck moved. He was drawn to every part of Oskar, and his every movement was endlessly enthralling no matter what he thought about the man. It was, Alec tried to remind himself, just a biological urge. Except, he knew that wasn’t true anymore.

      He downed the rest of his drink and put the empty glasses on the floor.

      “May I?” Oskar’s hand hovered over Alec’s belly, asking for permission to touch him.

      That large hand had touched every part of his body, had been inside him.

      “Of course.”

      Oskar’s large hand rested against his stomach. There really wasn’t anything to feel yet but the action sparked Alec’s memory. He was transported back to when Bennie first told him he was pregnant. Alec had asked the exact same question before touching his brother’s flat stomach.

      Now their places switched; Alec was the pregnant omega and Bennie’s ashes were cold in an urn in England.

      “Dont!” Alec said, pulling back abruptly.

      He understood himself well enough to know that he’d come to Paris to rot. The walls and floorboards of his apartment were a prison that he’d made for himself these last two years. He could only leave his prison if he forgave himself for surviving. He wanted to forgive himself, he wanted to move forward, into the future that Oskar offered. But it was no easy thing to believe that he deserved forgiveness.

      “I mean,” Alec said, trying out this new feeling. He unbuttoned his shirt and pulled it off, catching Oskar looking reverently at his stomach. It was flat and the fetus would surely only be a few cells large but Oskar looked awed. He didn't reach for Alec again though.

      “Here,” he said, topless as he took Oskar's hand and put it on him. It was an awkward angle. “Come up here,” he said, lying back on the bed. Oskar followed after him, climbing up onto the bed beside him, looming above him. Oskar’s fingers were cold and Alec shivered.

      Oskar pulled away at once, rubbing his hands together and blowing on them to warm them before laying a light hand on Alec, caressing him slowly.

      “It doesn’t seem possible,” murmured Oskar, stroking him gently in a slow repetitive movement.

      Alec closed his eyes and let himself be petted. It was no wonder cats enjoyed being stroked, there was something hypnotic to being touched like this and he let his mind drift into lethargy.

      He half-opened them when he heard Oskar start to speak in a very soft voice. He couldn’t make out the words, Oskar was being far too quiet. He was on the verge of asking Oskar what he was saying when he realized that Oskar was talking to the baby. Ridiculous alpha.

      Alec looked up at the ceiling, letting himself do nothing but enjoy the moment.

      He woke up with a start, suddenly aware that he was not in his own bed. The room was dark and a warm weight kept him in place. He’d fallen asleep in the hotel bed. Oskar was behind him, front pressed to Alec’s back. He was still wearing his socks and trousers.

      Oskar’s arm was heavy, a reassuring weight that held him together. The bed was so comfortable he might as well be floating.

      The nagging, familiar voice in his head reminded he didn’t deserve this, that he should leave for the emptiness of his apartment and his lumpy, uncomfortable bed. Oskar’s grip tightened, his breathing was still heavy and Alec was sure he was asleep. He didn’t want Oskar to let him go.  He wasn’t sure what the morning would bring but he wanted to stay anyway.

      Alec closed his eyes and drifted back to sleep.

      When he woke up again it was morning and he was alone in bed. From the next room came the sound of raised voices.

      He checked the time on the little gold carriage clock on the bedside table. It was just after 6am. There was plenty of time to go home and get changed before work.

      He padded over to the door, listening for a few seconds to the two male voices, both of them familiar. He picked up yesterday's shirt from where it had been left forgotten on the floor, and pulled it on, only doing up a few buttons before opening the door to find out what the two alphas were arguing about.

      Agent Carrick was standing there, in the hotel room, his hands on his hips, his jacket pulled back by his arms so that the shoulder holster he was wearing was visible, as were the two guns he was carrying.

      Oskar was standing very close to Agent Carrick, looking about ready to punch him.

      “What’s going on?” Alec asked, his voice groggy from sleep.

      Oskar turned his head slowly, his body still predator tense from facing down the CIA agent.

      “Good morning, darling. Amos and I were just having a little chat about his methods.”

      “Amos?” Alec looked at Agent Carrick, whose chin was jutting up at Oskar like a pugnacious dog. “You two know each other?”

      “We’ve met,” Oskar said, turning his back on Agent Carrick in obvious dismissal. “I hope he didn’t wake you.”

      Alec shrugged. He needed a shower and a change of clothes; he didn’t have the energy to care about Agent Carrick. He sighed, running a hand through his hair. A patch at the back was sticking up in a way it always did in the mornings. He patted it down absently.

      “His methods?” It felt rude to ignore an alpha, his instincts screamed at him but with Oskar looking at him felt strength to overcome them.

      “We were talking about the suppressant Agent Carrick here gave you.”

      Agent Carrick turned his head in Alec’s direction, unable to meet his eye. It was the look of a guilty man.

      Alec’s heart sank. It was not that he was disappointed in Agent Carrick, his disappointment was purely aimed at himself. This man had used him, yes but why had he trusted a complete stranger?

      Alec already knew the answer: because he hadn’t really cared. Now, because of what Carrick had done, he had a soulmate and a baby on the way. He turned back and shut the bedroom door behind him.

      He’d finished showering and had the towel wrapped around his waist when Oskar finally finished his conversation with Agent Carrick and came into the bedroom.

      Oskar stopped in his tracks at the sight of him, his hungry eyes roving over Alec’s body.

      Alec snorted in amusement and turned slowly, provocatively. It should have felt silly, but there was nothing silly about the look in Oskar’s eyes and it was exhilarating to feel wanted.

      Alec reached for his shirt, covering himself up regretfully. “How did he know we were here?”

      Oskar’s gaze lingered on his chest as he did up his shirt, chasing the last glimpse of flesh for as long as he could. “We were probably followed here from your apartment.”

      That sounded ominous. “Are they going to arrest you?”

      “No, darling,” Oskar said fondly. “That’s not what they're after. The knowledge in my head is worth a lot. There are many governments who would pay dearly for the information that I have. Before I was not motivated to turn on my clients. The Americans...they devised a much more devious scheme.”

      “Me?” Alec asked, sitting back down on the unmade bed.

      “Yes. They will give us a new life -”

      “Us?” Alec interrupted.

      Oskar nodded. “Our family.”

      He put his hand on the sheet next to Alec’s, there to be touched if Alec chose to reach out.

      It was, Alec supposed, Oskar's way of making things right. This was a ray of sunshine through the fog of his apathy. It was a bright and hopeful promise of a future. Alec turned his head away.

      The whole reason that he wanted this mental fog was so he couldn’t be hurt. If he let the fog lift then he’d start feeling again, and feeling meant pain and grief.

      The man he was risking this pain for was the same one that he’d agreed to set up only a few months ago. It was a stupid idea and it could only end in pain.

      “You’ll come with me,” Oskar said as a statement, all alpha bold. But Alec knew it was a question.

      “Come with you where?”

      “They have a witness protection scheme. They’ll set us up with a new life, in America.”

      Alec thought of the life he had now. He had no friends, no ties, nothing to keep him here. He could walk away from it all and not miss any of it.

      There was a knock on the bedroom door.

      Oskar let out an annoyed huff. “And this is what they want in exchange. Everything I know about my clients. They’re taking me to a debriefing. The first of many.”

      He imbued the word debriefing with heavy scorn.

      There was another, louder, knock on the door.

      Oskar snarled angrily at the closed door, his face softening as he turned back to Alecl. “I'll be on the floor below if you need me.” He kissed Alec on the lips. It was a chaste, domestic kiss that promised he’d miss Alec and return to him soon.

      After he left, Alec got dressed into the clothes he’d slept in. He planned to go back to his apartment and come back here after work.

      Agent Carrick was waiting for him in the sitting room, seated on one of the sofas directly facing the bedroom door.

      “Hey, kid.”

      Alec glared at him. “Morning, Amos.”

      Carrick grimaced. “Ok, kid. You’re annoyed at me, and you’ve got every right to be. But are you really going to be mad at me that I found your soulmate for you, huh?”

      “You tricked me.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I did. And you did great. Your soulmate is downstairs spewing his guts out on the off chance we set up a nicer life for him in the US. He’s doing that cos of you. Good job, you can be damn proud of yourself.”

      “...thanks.”

      Carrick nodded, not looking like he was listening to Alec at all as he continued to nod. “And, because you started on this mission that means you’ve gotta follow it through, huh? Buddy, Oskar Maric, will keep on singing as long as he thinks he’s got you.”

      Alec’s eyes widened. He couldn’t believe what Carrick was suggesting; that he should lie to Oskar, string him along, until he’d given up all the information that Carrick wanted.

      The suggestion disgusted him, and he was disgusted at Carrick for saying it. Who could treat their soulmate like that?

      “Amos, I've got to get to work.”

      “Yeah, sure. We’ll take you back home.”

      Carrick stood up, stretching his neck by tilting his head to one side and then the other. Alec waited for him and then realizing he wasn’t going to be finished soon, headed for the door.

      Carrick hurried after him.

      “I guess I should say congratulations about the baby.”

      “I guess you should.”

      Alec got into the elevator. The interior of it was gilt, polished to a mirror.

      “I’m not a bad guy, you know.”

      Alec watched the elevator lights change, counting down to the ground floor and his chance to get more distance between himself and Carrick. But when he hurried outside, Carrick called out to him.

      “Wait up, kid. Over here now.”

      A black car that looked identical to the one that had originally whisked Alec from his home pulled up. Alec caught a glimpse of the driver and he recognised him. It was the blond American who had been working behind the bar in Nice.

      Alec scowled and got into the car, tucking himself into the corner of the seat, jamming himself next to the far door, as far away as possible from the two alphas. He’d once been told that it was an omega instinct to make himself as small and harmless looking as possible. He sat up straighter, refusing to be cowed. The drive would only take a few minutes and he could hold back his instincts for that long.

      “Listen,” Carrick began, “this debriefing stuff is going to take awhile, a few weeks. Maybe a bit more. It’d be really helpful if you stayed with him at the hotel.”

      He made it sound like it would be a chore to stay with his soulmate. How had he not seen how biased Carrick was before?

      “I mean, we’ll give you rides to work so your life won’t be disrupted, but just pretend you’re going to go through with this whole stupid plan, right up until he’s finished talking, ok?”

      The car pulled up in front of his apartment building. Madame Charbonneau must have still been asleep because she wasn’t in the foyer.

      Alec glared out of the window, not looking at Carrick as he spoke up. “You plucked me from my apartment, rushed me onto a plane. You didn’t give me time to think. You used me.”

      Carrick sighed heavily, an exasperated sound like he thought Alec was being thoroughly unreasonable. “Kid, I’m not going to apologize. We were doing the right thing. Yeah, sure, we rushed you, maybe even took advantage of you. But that was for a good cause. Taking out Oskar Maric, getting evidence against his clients? Hell, yeah, that’s worth it.”

      Alec shook his head, not understanding how the alpha could excuse himself with such ease.

      “You told me he was a monster,” Alec said bitterly and Carrick didn’t respond.

      Alec got out of the car, muttered, “Thanks for the ride,” at the driver and slammed the car door shut behind him.

      Alec fumed all day, still thinking about Carrick and the way he’d seen Alec as a tool to be manipulated. After work he got some clothes from his apartment, feeling strange to leave the place behind. Stranger still that he wanted to leave it. He felt a low thrum of excitement as he pulled out his clothes and packed them up in a rucksack. He wanted to see Oskar again, wanted to feel his touch, his kiss, the warmth of him when they shared a bed.

      The feeling of being stretched open on his cock.

      Alec swallowed heavily, taking a moment to calm himself and then rushing through the rest of the packing. He was back in the suite by early evening,

      Oskar was already sitting on the sofa, his legs crossed with a tablet on his lap that he was reading from.

      “Darling,” Oskar purred at the sight of him.

      The suite smelled of the two of them, their own nest, except for a hint of Carrick that made Alec want to open up all the windows and let the wind blow out all traces of him.

      He supposed he understood how Oskar felt: finding his soulmate was worth the price of being manipulated. But that didn’t mean that he wanted Carrick’s scent in their rooms.

      Alec dropped his rucksack to the floor and hurried across the room, silently dropping to his knees in front of Oskar.

      “Oh, what a sweet thing you are. Did you miss me today?’

      Alec nodded, he didn’t understand how he’d denied himself this for so long. How had he found the strength to walk away from Oskar in Nice? Every day that he hadn’t phoned his alpha over the last few months had been a mistake.

      “I missed you every day.”

      A hand stroked through his hair, “I know, sweetheart. Never again.”

      Alec nodded again and lowered his cheek to Oskar’s knee.

      The fingers tightened in his hair, pulling his face up so he had to look Oskar in the eye.

      “And no more lies between us.”

      A thrill of fear went through Alec, but the fear got muddled up in his brain making it arousal too.

      “Oskar…”

      “You should say my name more often, my darling. You make it sound so sweet. What do you need?”

      The bulge in Oskar’s trousers was growing and Alec licked his lips, wanting more than anything to make his alpha feel good. He couldn’t look away as it got even bigger.

      Oskar chuckled. “One day, my sweet, I’ll teach you to ask for what you want. But for now…”

      He shifted in the chair, undoing his trousers and pushing them down enough that his hard cock sprang free. Alec sprang forward, greedy for a taste. He hadn’t done this during his Heat and he couldn’t understand why not.

      Oskar held his cock, moving it to smear a trail of precum around Alec’s open lips. Alec closed his eyes and licked it off, his tongue darting out to savor the taste of his alpha.

      Oskar gently pushed forward, the tip of his cock butting up against his lips.

      “Sweet thing, are you hungry for me?”

      Alec groaned, not wanting to speak because that would mean closing his mouth. He tried to lean forward, to just take what he wanted and swallow Oskar’s cock, but Oskar’s hand was still in his hair, holding him in place. It was up to Oskar to decide how this would go, and all Alec could do was salivate, hoping he’d get what he wanted soon.

      Oskar’s cock thrust into his mouth, pushing in like he had every right to be there. Alec tongued at the base of his cock, choking slightly but refusing to gag. His hands clawed at Oskar’s thighs, begging him to go deeper, to fuck his face.

      But Oskar kept still, a thumb stroking Alec’s wayward hair out of face.

      “You look perfect on your knees for me, stuffed full. Is this what you wanted?”

      Alec nodded, trying to speak but the cock in his mouth made it impossible. Oskar gave him a crooked little grin and then slowly pushed him backward, off his cock. At first Alec thought he was being rejected but then Oskar was pulling him up and pushing down Alec’s trousers.

      “There now, darling, let me see your little omega cock.”

      Oskar hardly looked at it though, wrapping his hand around Alec’s cock and giving it a hard pump. The pleasure and pain of it made him mewl with need and he thrust into Oskar’s fist, his hips shaking.

      “Hush, little one. I’ll give you what you need,” Oskar murmured gently, the tone of his voice an intoxicating contrast with the roughness of his hand. He pulled Alec closer, into his lap and Alec balanced awkwardly, not sure what was happening.

      Then, in one great movement, Oskar pulled him down, forcing Alec to sit on his cock. It filled Alec up, stretching him wide, the satisfaction and perfection of it was too much. Alec closed his eyes, letting himself feel Oskar inside him.

      One of Oskar’s large hands was on his thigh, slowly raising him, lifting him up. Alec moaned at the way Oskar’s alpha cock slid out of his hole and then the steady glide of his cock entering him again. Oskar’s strong hand was taking all of his weight as he was lifted again, faster this time, and then again, faster still, until Oskar was setting a punishing rhythm, jackrabbiting into him.

      Alec felt the touch of a hand on his dick, so unexpected that it startled a scream out of him as he flung his head back. He was so close already, just a little bit more and he’d be overwhelmed, flayed open with the intensity of it.

      Alec’s trousers kept him tied in place, as Oskar lifted him up and down, a toy for his pleasure. Alec knew that he was pleasing his alpha without having to worry, there was nothing he could do wrong, all he had to do was take his own pleasure out of this.

      Teeth, alpha sharp, bit into Alec’s neck right where his bonding gland was. Oskar wasn’t breaking the skin, but he wanted him to, he wanted him to bond them together.

      “Do it, please, please,” he begged, but the bite turned into a sloppy kiss instead.

      Oskar’s shirt had been half pulled open, his hair messy and askew. He looked undone. Alec had done that to him, he’d made a mess of his alpha. The thought of it was enough to tip him over the edge. His body slumped, his muscles locking as he came hard. Both of Oskar’s hands were around Alec’s thighs and he pumped his hips up, cock plunging into the omega again and again, finally stilling with animalist grunt of pleasure.

      Alec collapsed down, his damp forehead resting on Oskar’s shoulder. Lips touched Oskar’s skin as he panted, trying to catch his breath. Oskar put a heavy hand on his back, gentling him as he slowly massaged up his spine until he got to Alec’s neck.

      Alec shuddered, pressing closer. They were still connected, he could feel Oskar inside still and he didn’t want him to slip away.

      “I think,” Oskar rumbled, “we both need to shower.”

      Immediately, without waiting for Alec’s agreement, he gathered Alec in his arms, standing up so that his softening cock slipped out of Alec. He took them both through to the ensuite, stripping them down before herding Alec into the shower and cleaning him off.

      Alec let himself be moved around, letting Oskar take control. There was a luxury to letting his mind drift, not because he needed the blanket of apathy but because he knew he was safe, his alpha taking care of him.

      Inevitably, he thought of Bennie and how happy he’d been to find his alpha.

      He blinked water out of his eyes. The shower stall was getting steamy and he began to realize that Oskar had been cleaning his stomach for a while now, gently dragging a soapy puff across his belly.

      Just as he was aware enough to enjoy it, Oskar stopped. “You’re crying.”

      Alec frowned and raised a hand to his face. His face was wet but he wasn’t sure it was tears or from the shower water. He certainly felt he could cry, which was ridiculous. Showering with Oskar was far more intimate than having sex with him. He should be enjoying it.

      “It's nothing.”

      “Have you forgotten already?”

      Alec was not entirely sure what he meant.

      “No lies, little omega. How can I take care of you if I don't know what’s wrong? You have to talk to me.”

      Alec hung his head, washing away his tears. “I haven’t talked to anybody about this.”

      “Then don’t you think it’s time?”

      Alec wished Oskar made less sense, that he didn’t sound so reasonable. He supposed his way of coping hadn’t been working, maybe it never had. More than that, he didn’t want to keep things from his alpha.

      “I was,” Alec froze his throat closing. Were pregnancy hormones kicking in already? Or was this the pain of finding his soulmate and not being instantly cured of all his issues and scars.

      “I was,” Alec began again, trying to find the words. “I was a twin, once.”

      Oskar’s hand went to his hip, holding Alec in place as surprise and concern passed across his face.

      “We were identical twins, both of us omegas. He found his soulmate young, at uni. Bennie, he always wanted a big family.

      “The two of us, we used to do everything together. We were the type of twins who finished each other’s sentences and insisted on wearing the same clothes, half the time people would call me Bennie. He was seven months pregnant when he died. I shouldn’t be alive, I should have di-”

      Oskar put his large hand over Alec’s mouth, forcing him to be quiet

      “Never say that again.”

      His hand was still in place and Alec couldn’t speak until Oskar finally freed him.

      He remained silent as Oskar turned off the shower and got out, coming back to wrap a fluffy towel around Alec’s shoulders.

      “I see him every time I look in a mirror. When the fetus gets bigger, I’m going to look exactly like him when he was killed.”

      Oskar rubbed his arms through the towel, drying him off with care.

      “What happened to your family was a tragedy. One that was not your fault. They would not blame you. Were you happy for Bennie when he became pregnant?”

      Alec nodded miserably.

      “Do you not think he would be happy for you now?”

      Alec couldn’t bear to look up.

      “You do your family a disservice by refusing to live without them.”

      Alec shuddered. He knew that. Although, for the longest time he hadn’t believed it.

      Oskar kissed his cheek, kissing away new tears Alec didn’t know he’d shed. Oskar finished drying him and then went to get his pajamas for him. It was a nice feeling to be cared for. Oskar left him alone to dress, going to order them supper from room service. Alec wandered out to the sitting room, gently following after his alpha without realizing what he was doing, settling on one of the sofas until Oskar hung up the phone.

      “I got you a present.”

      “A present?”

      “Hmm, I found a little time to sneak away from Amos and his charming friends.”

      Oskar went to the small desk and got something out of one of the drawers.

      “Here.”

      Alec frowned at the offered package, a small rectangle of green pastel coloured paper tied up with silk ribbon.

      “For me?”

      With an amused huff, Oskar put it on his lap and sat down next to him. “Yes, darling.”

      Alec looked down at it, not certain what was going on.

      “What is it?”

      “You should open it and find out.”

      He rubbed the silk ribbon between his fingers. It was soft and slippery but he didn’t pull the bow loose.

      “It’s not my birthday.”

      “Darling, I’m going to spoil you with so many presents that you’ll come to expect them.”

      Alec blushed. “Well, that would just be rude.”

      Slightly embarrassed he untied the ribbon and carefully unwrapped the paper, making sure not to tear it.

      Inside the package was a pair of green silken socks. Alec let out a startled laugh. He hadn’t known what he was expecting, but definitely not this! He lifted them gingerly and found a second, identical pair of socks underneath.

      “Oh,” he said, staring at the second pair. They were tiny, meant for a baby. “Matching socks.”

      “You don’t have to wear them,” Oskar shrugged, and, for the first time Alec saw through his soulmate’s deliberate expressionless face - he saw Oskar’s worry that the gift was wrong, not enough or too much.

      Alec lifted the tiny pair of socks. They were so small and unbearably cute. In six months they’d have a little person to wear them.

      “I love them.”

      Oskar sat back, stretching his arms out along the back of the sofa; he looked immensely pleased with himself.

      There was a knock on the door, supper had arrived. The rest of the evening passed peacefully, Oskar staying close to him, touching him and keeping him grounded whenever his mind wandered back to Bennie. By the time they went to bed that night, Alec was exhausted, despite how little he’d done that day. Crying, it turned out, was extremely tiring.

      In their shared bed, they made love that night with a tenderness that made Alec feel closer to Oskar than ever. It was a struggle to leave for work in the morning.

      But days were passing, and the two of them had developed a routine that they lived by.

      Somedays Alec would look in the mirror and think he was looking at Beenie, as he’d last seen him, with a swollen stomach. But then Oskar would compliment him, telling him he glowed and Alec let the memory of Bennie rest and allowed himself to enjoy his alpha’s praise.

      There were more presents. It felt to Alec like Oskar handed him a new gift every evening. It was totally unnecessary, an extravagant silliness really. But Alec took each one with a pleased smile; the flowers, books on pregnancy, delicate omega underwear that Alec would try on and Oskar would immediately take off him.

      A week became two, and then two became three. Alec still went to work each day and came home to the hotel every evening. It was no longer just a routine, this was his life now.

      Until the day when he came home to find Carrick waiting for him in the hotel suite instead of Oskar.

      “What’s going on?” Alec asked, trying to both look around for Oskar whilst still keeping an eye on Carrick. “Why are you here?”

      His previous respect for Carrick had turned to disdain over the last few weeks.

      “Hey, kid,” he sat down on the sofa, leaning forward to rest his elbows on his knees. He looked like he was making himself comfortable and it infuriated Alec.

      “Where’s Oskar?”

      “He’s busy. You’ve got a minute to chat with me, don’t you? We’re friends, right?”

      Alec made a noise that was neither a yes nor a no.

      “We’re actually wrapping things up with him now. We should be finished with the debriefings tomorrow.”

      Alec swallowed back a gasp. He’d thought this would last for longer. He sank down onto the sofa farthest from Carrick.

      “Tomorrow, but my job…” He hadn’t given them any notice at all and they would struggle to find a replacement for him. He looked up sharply, realizing that Carrick had done this on purpose so that he could fit back into his life after Oskar went into the Witness Protection Program, going back to how things had been before, without any disruption. As if he would stay in Paris while Oskar went to America.

      Carrick, he saw now, was completely delusional.

      “Kid, I think about his plans for you, for the two of you. He’s got this idea he gets to just ride into the sunset with his omega...Yes, I admit, I told you before. I used you.

      “But it wasn’t like I was planning for you to get pregnant. Not really. I just knew you were going to call him and he’d come running. Jeez, I didn’t think it was going to take you three effing months to summon him.”

      Alec snorted at the word summon. No-one summoned Oskar.

      “But, but,” Carrick spluttered, searching for his next words. “But I didn’t condemn you to spend the rest of your life with this man. Just, just walk away. I can get you out of here right now, hide you for a few days and then Maric will be in Witness Protection and it won’t be safe for him to search for you.”

      “You really think he wouldn’t search for me?” Alec asked out of curiosity. He had no intention of testing Carrick’s hypothesis.

      Carrick rapped his fingers along the side of the sofa.

      “I’m saying, take your kid and get the hell out of here. No kid needs a father like Oskar Maric.”

      Alec set his jaw. In a way, he understood. Carrick felt guilty for how he’d treated Alec, for putting him in this position and this was his way of absolving himself. Understanding did not make him less angry.

      “Alright, listen,” Carrick continued. “There’s something you should know. Something you don’t know and...goddamn, I don’t know how to break this to you. There’s a reason that we went through you to get to Maric. You aren’t his only soulmate, ok? There was this other omega, a few years back. She ended up dead because of him...you aren’t special, kid, don’t you see?”

      “I don’t think you see,” Alec said, lifting his jaw defiantly. “He already told me about his first genetic match. I know what happened.”

      Carrick made a disbelieving noise, his eyes narrowing.

      “You’re just determined about this, aren’t you? You couldn’t even stand the word soulmate when I first met you, and now you’re throwing your life away to be with this guy.”

      Alec nodded, he didn’t see the point in lying. But he also didn’t want Carrick to feel guilty when he’d inadvertently made Alec’s life so much better.

      “He makes me feel. When I’m with him, I’m alive.”

      But he didn’t say the next part, the thing that he hadn’t even told Oskar yet. That he had fallen in love with his soulmate.

      Just then the door opened and Oskar strolled in, stopping as he saw Carrick. Alec could feel the sudden anger radiating from him and it made Alec want to hunch down, making himself smaller to appease his alpha but there was a thrill to having such a powerful alpha.

      “Amos, I thought you’d crawled back to your lair for the night.”

      Carrick stood up, wearing a grimacing smile; he very clearly didn’t want to be polite to Oskar but was forcing himself to be.

      “I’ll be getting out of your hair, I was just saying goodbye to the kid,” he said, going towards the door. Oskar barred his way for a few tense seconds before stepping aside. Carrick looked back at Alec, one foot already in the hallway. “Just think about it, ok? Give it some thought.”

      The door clicked closed behind him and Oskar turned his attention to Alec. His anger was ebbing away slowly and there was still fire in his eyes as he looked down at Alec.

      “Amos has been trying to persuade you not to come with me.”

      “Yeah.”

      “And?” he asked tersely.

      “You shouldn’t have to ask.”

      Oskar’s shoulders relaxed, the tension draining out of him.

      “You are coming,” Oskar said, part command and part question.

      “Yes, alpha.”

      Oskar smiled, a predatory look that had far too many teeth.

      “You shouldn’t call me that unless you mean it. And you can’t mean it unless you’re mine.”

      Alec smiled, coy and flirtatious. How could he care about Carrick’s intrusion when Oskar spoke to him like that?

      “Of course I’m yours.”

      “We’ll be living together soon, in our own home. I don’t want to start that life without marking you as mine, I want the whole world to know.”

      Alec swallowed back a groan of desire, his skin tingling with need. Recently, Oskar had taken to mouthing at the patch of skin above his mating gland when they were in bed; a teasing touch of teeth, but he’d never bitten down. Never completed the bond.

      When Alec spoke it was with a rush of breath, trying to get the words out as quickly as possible as all his blood went to his groin. “I want that, alpha.”

      “Do you? Then be a good boy for me and go wait on the bed.”

      Alec bolted for the bedroom, tripping over his feet in his haste. He hesitated, his hands on the button of his shirt Oskar hadn’t told him to get naked, but after a second he stripped down, leaving his clothes in a heap on the floor.

      He got onto the bed and presented, on all fours, his ass out and ready in the same lordosis pose that he’d used in his Heat when Oskar had first fucked him.

      “Oh, my brave boy. How can anyone question the depth of our connection when we suit each other so perfectly?”

      “Alpha…” Alec said, twisting his head to look over his shoulder and wiggling his ass in a way he hoped was enticing. Oskar growled, prowling closer and putting the tip of his finger against Alec’s rim.

      “You’re already slick,” he said, pushing in lightly, just as Alec pushed back, trying to get more of that finger inside him.

      Oskar pulled out immediately and gave him a light swat on the butt.

      “You’re soaking wet,” Oskar said in delight. Alec shivered as he felt Oskar’s fingers catching the slick that had dripped down his thighs. Then the casual push of Oskar’s fingers into his hole, pushing the slick back inside. Alec whined, high-pitched and needy.

      “My omega, always so perfect for me,” Oskar growled in a way that Alec felt all the way up his spine. His whole body was need and desire, somehow more intense than his Heat had been. He craved the feeling of Oskar’s cock splitting him open.

      “Eager thing, and all mine, my soul.”

      The endearment made Alec’s heart skip. “My soul,” he echoed, acknowledging their connection with a whine. Oskar entered him slowly, the head of his cock spreading him wide and then, like a tease, he stilled.

      “Tell me again, darling, say it.”

      Alec groaned, pushing back to impale himself on Oskar’s sizeable cock.

      “My soulmate,” Alec said, pulling himself forward. His fingers clawed at the sheets at the slow glide of Oskar slipping almost completely out of him. He thrust backwards again, chanting out loud the word he knew Oskar wanted to hear. “My soulmate, my soulmate, my soulmate.”

      It was addictive, admitting it outloud and he only stopped repeating the words when Oskar grabbed ahold of his hips and started pounding into him. He screamed in relief, his body spasming with the sheer force of it.

      Teeth sank into his neck, not quite biting down and all Alec could think of was how good it would feel if Oskar would just bite, how much he wanted to be bonded to this man.

      “I love you,” he cried out, and Oskar’s rhythm stuttered, his thrusts slowing and then speeding up as Alec said it again and again. He needed Oskar to understand that he had no intention of leaving him, or of staying behind in Paris and the only way he could articulate that was to scream out his love as he got closer and closer.

      He felt Oskar’s teeth on his neck for a second and then they were clamping down, bonding them forever and holding Alec together as he came to pieces.

      In the moments of calm that followed Oskar gently whispered, “I love you too.”

      Alec smiled and kissed him. He’d already known that.

      Epilogue ***

      Their new home was in Ithaca. Alec had never heard of the place before, but then this was only the second time he’d been to the US. The first time had been a family trip when he was a kid that he barely remembered.

      He hadn’t even known that New York was a state as well as a city until they were already on the plane over the Atlantic and the agents had given Oskar and him their new paperwork.

      They’d been given an antique book shop and the two of them lived in an apartment above the shop. Alec had loved it from the first second he stepped inside with its large, exposed brick walls and big windows.

      He had worried that Oskar would hate the change of pace, and that their new life might be too slow for him. But Oskar settled into his life as if he’d chosen it himself. He fed his competitive impulses by hunting down old books, buying them for cheap and selling them for astronomically inflated prices. After only a few weeks of their new life he’d already made a handful of rivals in the antique book world and more money than seemed right from the sale of old books.

      It amused Alec terribly that Oskar had transitioned so easily from one cutthroat career to another.

      Oskar, now that he could properly monopolize Alec’s time, doted on him endlessly. He became obsessed with the swell of Alec’s belly as the pregnancy progressed, insisting he was beautiful as he got larger and larger.

      When the ultrasound showed that Alec was carrying twins, it felt like a bad omen, as if his children would be doomed to repeat what happened to him and his twin. But with Oskar’s constant and loving support he saw there was no place now for that old kind of negativity. He came to see his twins as a miracle to be celebrated.

      There was no time to dwell on the past anymore. His time alone in Paris became a grey blur that he could barely remember. It had been a purgatory that Oskar had rescued him from, one of the many reasons that he loved his alpha, his bondmate and his soulmate.

      As he sat in his new home, rubbing his massive belly and listening to the creak of the stairs as Oskar came up from the store, Alec realized that somewhere along the way he had forgiven himself for surviving when his family had died, and that he had found the happiness he’d once been so sure he didn’t deserve.
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      Hope you enjoyed it!

      

      I just wanted to use this space to say thank you for reading. Support from readers like you is what keeps independent artists alive.

      

      Feel free to leave a review and send me a message to let me know how you feel about this story.

      

      Also, click here to get free books!

      

      See you soon!

      - EVB
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