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        Abenomed: God of the dead and judges the dead by their deeds
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        Springbok: antelope species: Horned, Light tan body, White underbelly and Black stripe on the body
      

      	
        Strassian : cattle species: similar to a sheep
      

      	
        Cakkid: prey species: similar to a bunny
      

      	
        Fenofelis: similar to a housecoat
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        Anorackus: panther-like, pale color like cougar, stalks the deserts. apex predator. can be eaten for food
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        Pellisputrescere: common name is skin rot. Pulls infection of of the body. Rough, prickly.
      

      	
        Sana Vulnus : common name is wound healer. Thin, aloe like plant. Sharp spines on the edge and sheets of healing pulp inside. Good for cuts, burns, and other abrasive injuries. Comes from Laxa
      

      	
        Ignisradix: common name is fire root. Similar to ginger.
      

      	
        Patonsersa: common name is plain flour. Starch-like filler. Similar to cornstarch.
      

      	
        Folium Serenum: common name is serene smoke leaf. Similar properties to our green, relaxing plant.
      

      	
        Kenturian Trees: A thick tree that produces sap. Is used in making lubricant.
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CHAPTER ONE


          

          Hythra

        

      

    

    
      Tonight is quiet. Too quiet. Glancing at all the tables in the left corner of Hungry Desires, I calculate what I might make tonight, if I’m lucky that is, and the answer is depressing. I reach down into the makeshift apron I slapped together and finger the few coins that lay in the recesses.

      Panic infuses my body, sending a jolt through me. Though it motivates me to take action, it doesn’t mean it will make any difference. Plastering a bright smile on my face, a lame attempt at mimicking the servers that actually do well, I make my way over to a group of Alphas.

      My stomach flips with every step closer. My vision distorts for a moment as their loud, boisterous laughs flow over my skin, making it pebble despite the fear flowing through my veins. Not the same Alphas. Not the same Alphas.

      I repeat this thought in an endless refrain as I take their empty cups and endure their lecherous smiles. At least in Stanlion, they seem to be much better behaved. That, or the mark The Purveyor gave me is some sort of ward that makes them keep their distance.

      Once I gather their mugs, balancing them on the small tray, I hazard a glance down at my wrist, my eyes following the graceful curves that mean nothing to me, but everything to these people. I must have made a correct choice in having him adorn me with a mark of their beta women, instead of the omega I know I am.

      However, at this point, even I’m not sure what the truth is anymore. I was raised an omega, trained as an omega, and forced to endure the animalistic rituals of the Gundharian men, but nothing they tried made me go into a heat.

      If scores of barbaric Alphas couldn’t make my hormones work, then perhaps I’m not really an omega after all? And wouldn’t that be a pleasant surprise? In Gundhar, the betas aren’t thought about, not really considered good for anything. As such, they can go about as they please, mostly unmolested.

      But as an omega…

      Forcing down a shudder, I bring my tray over to the back bar and unload the glasses into the sink, casting my glance back at the males. All I have to do is smile. That’s all the other betas do. And yet, somehow, they have more than enough to survive, whereas I’m grasping at every coin that passes from their fingertips.

      Lady Marlana glances up from the doorway separating the major sections of the club and gives me a quick smile. However, the moment an Alpha approaches her, she’s back to business—shoulders back, lips turned down into a ferocious frown, and crackling with an energy that would make any omega quake with either fear or lust, depending on their proclivities.

      Still, though, it has no effect on me. I can sense the energy, feel what she’s putting out, but nothing in me stirs. Nothing in me comes alive. Which means it’s me that’s broken. I’m the problem.

      For years, I wondered if perhaps I just wasn’t attracted to the males, and that’s why my body never responded. And since we have no female Alphas, I was unable to test the theory that my body was made for a woman. But now, being in such close proximity, I know the truth. It’s one hundred percent me.

      Tears gather in my eyes as I pull out a rag and wipe down the glasses. It’s stupid really. I should consider this a blessing and not a curse, but just once in my life, I want to feel something—something other than fear, that is.

      Even the beta women that work here toss about stories and tales of conquests, each far more erotic than the other. I want to join in, to captivate them with my own stories of lust-fueled nights, but I have nothing. Again, I look down at the slashes of ink, at the designation I chose to put on.

      Knowing nothing of this world, I endured The Purveyor’s long lectures about the dynamics and what each of the marks meant. I knew I had to choose the mark of beta. It would allow me the most freedom. It didn’t matter that he said the omegas were treated like royalty; I couldn’t trust him. Not with this. Not with me.

      The only part I couldn’t choose was the sector I was in. With no parents, with no proof that I came from a higher plane, I had to reside in the muck and mire with the others. Besides, even if I tried to argue that I came from somewhere better, the darkness of my skin, compared to many of the Stanlionians, proved that I was used to being outside, working alongside the others that were desperate to make their way.

      At least by choosing the designation of beta, I had somewhat of a voice. Some amount of freedom. To me, any freedom is worth not having the comforts of a higher sector. Being a beta means I slip in under the radar. It means no one wants me. No Alpha at least. And that’s a reward all on its own.

      And so, I allowed The Purveyor to etch his mark into me, whatever he needed to do to ensure I assimilated in with these strangers. But even now, there is still so little I know. All I know is that Sector One is not where I want to stay.

      It affords me safety, yes. Anonymity, definitely. But I cannot breathe here. I cannot thrive here. At first, I was satisfied with just being safe, but now that I know safety also means a lack of means, it’s becoming more of a prison than a sanctuary.

      But how can I move forward? How can I better myself when the money I make here is barely enough to cover the one-room hovel I have to call a house? There has to be another way. I need to get away from this place. I need to find Hathana Port.

      Perhaps then I can get off this godsforsaken planet and find somewhere far away that my demons will never catch up to me. Even now, I feel their breath down the back of my neck. I feel their dark intentions as I bustle about, desperate to make whatever money I can. I covered my tracks, made sure I couldn’t be followed, and yet, I know they’ll find a way. They always find a way.

      I will never be free, never be safe. Not until I’m far enough away that the Gundhardian Alphas have no hope of finding me or following. With that renewed thought in my mind, I grab a few more clean glasses, fill them with the dark, strange liquid that passes for alcohol here, and walk them back over to the awaiting Alphas.

      As I approach them, a cloud of anger slams into me, nearly stealing my breath. The scent is sour, like a thick coating of mold or mildew. I gag on it, nearly dropping the glasses as fear takes hold.

      Strong hands grab me from behind, and my vision whites out until I can see nothing. All I know is terror. The tray slips from my hands, clattering to the ground in a crash of glass and liquid. It pools at my feet as pinpricks of impact from the shards of glass lash into my shins. It should hurt. My brain tells me this, but my body does not comply.

      But I feel everything else. I hear everything. I know what is happening, but I cannot put a name to any of the sensations crawling over my skin. The only thing I can pinpoint is the pair of powerful hands dragging me away while shouts from the other Alphas flood my ears.

      The hands shake me, jostling me from side to side. I want so desperately to break out of my cocoon of fear, but it’s not releasing me. Nothing does. I cry out, my hands moving, shoving, anything to break the hold of the Alpha clinging to me, but he doesn’t budge.

      Desperation claws at my throat, but I can’t tell if I’m making any sounds or not. Everything is garbled, as if I’m hearing it all from underwater. What sounds are my screams, and what sounds are the Alphas around me, bellowing, shouting, preparing to rend me limb from limb?

      “You will unhand her now.”

      That voice. The one thing that cuts through the fog. I focus on the deep timbre, the easy cadence, so unlike the other sounds around me. It covers me up, hides me away. My body sags in relief as the other sounds start to fade.

      Another set of hands holds me now, far gentler, and without the bite of recrimination. I turn towards the owner of those hands, burying my face into his chest as he brings me closer, purring until my body is loose against him. Who is this being of mercy?

      I know I’ve heard his voice before, and yet, I cannot seem to grasp it. I cannot conjure an image in my mind. That means I have to force my eyes open, to see the Alpha that my body allows to hold me, granting him the one thing I could never do on my own.

      Blinking up, I stare into his deep brown eyes, taking in the dark hue of his skin. It’s as if my mind is latching onto anything and everything, something to distract it from the terror threatening to short-circuit my senses. He’s huge. That’s the first thing that pummels itself into me.

      Honestly, he’s the first Alpha I could see actually being able to stand toe-to-toe with the Gundharian warlords. That knowledge should frighten me, should drive me screaming from his arms, but I’m transfixed. All desire to flee drains out of me as his chest rumbles against me.

      Is it the purr? Is that what’s causing me to buck up against the rational part of my brain yet leaving me unable—unwilling—to move? No other Alpha has used this on me, and the only way I know that it’s this illusive gift is from hearing the others speak of it. I thought they were lying, spinning tales to make the Alphas seem more approachable, but it seems that the truth is far stranger than fiction.

      Unable to help myself, I reach up, touching his cheek as I marvel at his smooth, dark skin, so unlike any man I’ve ever seen. It’s not quite as dark as the ebony trees we harvest every planetary cycle, but somewhere between that and the mighty dark oaks that give us shelter. And he’s just as big, just as strong, a shelter, a haven to rest in.

      Against his skin, my tanned hand looks almost pale—a marvel that I cannot stop turning about in my mind. Though the warlords of Gundhar are slightly darker, tanned from years out in the blistering suns, they never looked like this. But then, I’ve only ever known the breeding camps. Perhaps there is more like him, and I just don’t know it.

      Seeing this Alpha harkens back to shadows that move in the night, silent and deadly. Would he be just as swift? Moving about like wisps of smoke with a gracefulness I doubt I’ll ever see again? Or is he more like the embers of the fires themselves, burning all in their path? A shudder racks my body as the very real terror of being held in this colossal Alpha’s arms penetrates my brain.

      But then he shifts, clutching me to him like the most precious, fragile thing he’s ever touched. It’s beautiful, bringing tears to my eyes. The movement jostles my hand until my fingertip grazes against his lips. As if I’ve been burned, I pull back, waiting for a recrimination that never seems to come.

      My lips move, to offer some apology for sullying someone so high above me, but nothing comes out. Nothing seems to work right as he looks at me, staring me down as if those eyes can see all my secrets, stripping me bare with just a flick of his gaze. His chiseled jaw clenches as I study him, and again, I fear as if I’ve committed some mortal sin.

      After a moment or two, he looks back over to the group of Alphas, his lips thinning as he stares them down. “What happened?”

      “I don’t know,” one of the group spits out, his voice raking across my body like skin skidding across rough sand.

      Despite the man holding me close, I shudder, turning back into him for shelter. His broad shoulders hunch, enclosing me further, shutting out the terror that waits for me.

      “Her reaction says otherwise,” my protector snarls. “I will have the truth.”

      “You have to believe us,” another Alpha chimes in. “She walked over to give us our drinks and then froze. When Jasoroth went to touch her, to see if she was okay, she freaked out.”

      Is that what happened? Was it something so innocuous as all that? It didn’t feel that innocent. It didn’t feel that simple. Either they are lying, or my body is once more betraying me.

      I turn up to stare at the Alpha holding me, imploring him with my eyes since my lips no longer seem to want to work. There’s no anger in his glance, no ferocity made to make me cower. Instead, his eyes are warm, friendly even. But how is that possible?

      As an Alpha, he should be furious that he’s having to waste his time with a lowly beta, but even more so, I’ve caused havoc among the customers. I brace, waiting for the tongue lashing, or worse, that’s sure to come.

      No Alpha in Gundhar would abide such a scene or display. They would deal with it quickly, efficiently, and painfully. My back seizes for a moment as phantom sensations crawl over my body.

      “Look at me.” His rich voice ripples over my skin, drawing some nameless emotion from my depths.

      How is it that his voice alone compels me when none of the others have been able to draw so much as a smile from my lips? Body trembling, I look up at him, waiting for the verbal volley, but it never happens. Again, this Alpha forces me to question my sanity as he studies my face.

      “Are you hurt? Did any of these men cause you harm?” Around me, they all freeze, the pungent scent of anger and fear wafting through the air.

      “Please,” I manage to whisper before burrowing into him.

      For some reason, his scent is a calm, steady, masculine heat and cooling breeze in one glorious package. Inhaling deeply, I draw it into my body, using him to steady myself. Smelling him is like a drug, like the few times the Gundharian Alphas allowed me to stand by their celebratory fires while they burnt leaves and mushrooms.

      I want to bathe in it, to roll around in the safety of that smell, but I know it won’t last. I know I can’t allow myself to become dependent on this stranger, this Alpha that’s turned my world upside down in a matter of minutes. Taking in another fortifying breath, I shake my head against his chest.

      “No, My Lord Alpha,” I rasp out against the firm muscle. “I- I had a moment, but I am far better now. Please, if you will just allow me to continue with my work. I-”

      “You will do nothing of the sort,” he growls out as he scoops me into his arms, carrying me away. Once more, pinpricks of awareness thrums through my body, setting me on edge. “I’m taking you to my office.”

      This is it. This is the time he unleashes hell upon me. Closing my eyes, I force every thought out of my body, making myself limp against him. It will be better to let him punish me and get it over with than to fight and have him cause further injury.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          Hythra

        

      

    

    
      I brace for impact, for the ire I know is to come, but still that purr of his, rich and throaty despite the harsh rasp of his voice, continues to pour over me. It’s so unfair that he’s putting me at such a disadvantage. At least in Gundhar I knew what was coming. I could tiptoe past their moods, anticipate their wrath.

      With this Alpha, I’m no longer on solid ground. Everything is shaking from under me, and I don’t even know where or how to brace. Clutching his clothes, I continue to drink in that heavenly sound, storing it inside for when I will need it.

      After several moments, we stop, and I glance around, finding us outside a row of doors. I’ve never been back here before, but I know where we are—the main back offices. Several have gone back here and returned with no visible marks of abuse on their bodies, so perhaps it’s not as scary as I’ve played it up in my mind.

      The Alpha opens the door, revealing an austere room devoid of any warmth or comfort. How strange to work at a place like this and own so cold a room. He sits me down on his desk, and already I miss the warmth of his embrace. It’s embarrassing, really, to feel anything for this man that’s mostly a stranger to me.

      I felt nothing for the other Alphas, contenting myself as their work slave since I was no use to them as a breeding stock. And yet, with just one show of kindness, with something so precious as a purr, I find myself already longing for things I can’t have.

      This won’t do at all. I need to keep my eyes on the prize, and right now, that’s Hathana port. Anything else is extra. Clenching my fingers, I repeat that mantra in my head as he goes over to close the door, encasing us in a tomb of silence.

      How disappointed will he be when he learns I can’t give him what he’s obviously looking for? Why else would he shut us in together without a chaperone between us? Glancing down at my hands, I twiddle my fingers, wondering if I should say something and get it over with or let him try to fail.

      “What is your name? I don’t recall seeing you here before.”

      “Hythra, My Lord Alpha. And I haven’t been here very long. Only a handful or so of sun rotations.”

      His lips thin into a slight frown, and my insides begin to churn. Have I displeased him already? Closing my eyes, I send up my thanks to the warrior gods that I am defective and cannot give off any scent. Because just one whiff, and he will know just how scared I am.

      As if on cue, he tilts his head up, scenting the air, and gratefully finding nothing. The Alphas of Gundhar found it to be a liability. It angered them that they couldn’t tell if I was ever lying or not. It didn’t matter if I wanted to or not, they never believed me. Ever.

      Wrapping my arms around my waist, I huddle into myself, wracking my brain for verbal and facial cues that might convince him I’m telling the truth. “Please, My Lord Alpha, I was desperate for a job, and Lady Marlana allowed me to work here. I promise everything is in order.”

      He tilts his head and crosses his arms. “What a thing to say. And why do you feel the need to convince me that things are in order? Is something out of order? Is there anything amiss that you should be telling me?”

      His eyes bore into me, touching my soul, and in that moment, I panic. “N-nothing. Just a working beta trying to make a living. There’s nothing amiss. I swear to you.”

      “Hold out your wrist.” I clutch the arm with my mark against my chest, my heart thundering in my ears. “You seem to be unaware of who I am in this club, but if you do not obey me, you will soon learn. I will not ask again. Your wrist. Now.”

      I snake my tongue out to lick my bottom lip, my pulse skyrocketing as I hold out my arm. The Purveyor assured me it would pass any form of scrutiny, and until today, I never had to test it. There were no security measures going into Sector One, just to the other main sectors. It worked enough to allow me to enter the transport that took me to the sector that contains Hungry Desires, but that’s all I’ve ever done.

      What if something’s wrong? What if it’s not the right mark? What if I chose poorly? No one has ever once demanded to look at my arm, and the scanners on the transports were not run by people. The machines didn’t seem to care about the person owning the mark, just the mark itself.

      His fingers are warm as they engulf my hand, swallowing up the delicate bones in his enormous grasp. For the first time since I’ve reached maturity, I feel something tug deep within me. It’s small, almost imperceptible, but I feel it. For some reason, it’s even more terrifying than the behemoth in front of me.

      He stares at my mark, turning my wrist this way and that as he peers closely. With his thumb, he drags his nail across the black crescents, pausing as he gets to the ‘B’ emblazoned on my skin. With each scrape, that tug becomes more pronounced until I’m squirming under the onslaught. What in the heavens is happening to me?

      “I find it very odd that a beta from Sector One wants to work here. Usually your sector is too proud to do any more than just exist and die.”

      That’s a wrinkle I never expected. Tossing my head back, I put on my best front. “I am not like most betas.”

      “I’m beginning to see that.” Dropping my hand, he leaves me alone for a moment so he can rummage around in his desk.

      I detest the fact that I need his purr again, that I want to hear it to keep the demons at bay and quell the fear threatening to choke me. More than that, it’s a sign that he’s not mad. At least, that’s a lie I can tell myself. Angry Alphas don’t purr. Or is this something they do on Stanlion?

      Far sooner than I like, he’s back in front of me, staring me down with those eyes that know far too much. Without saying a word, he drops to one knee and lifts my leg in the air. Glancing down, I note the tiny rivulets of blood caking my skin, no doubt from the glass that shattered all around me.

      Yet another part of my curse. I suppose I should act like I feel something, to feign a pain that doesn’t exist. How is it I feel his touch so keenly when I cannot even feel the shards of glass embedded in my skin?

      He frowns up at me as he wipes the blood away to see the damage and stares me down as he plucks a fragment from my skin. I tense my body and hiss, doing my best to act like it affects me.

      With a determined plink, he drops it into a shallow bowl and thins his lips. “On a scale of one to ten, how much does this hurt?”

      Zero? But I can’t tell him that. If he finds out that I feel no pain, it will be just like in Gundhar. He will find a way to use it against me, to harness it like a weapon. I refuse to be in that position again.

      “Five, My Lord Alpha,” I pretend to hiss again, making a grand show of wincing.

      “That’s one,” he grumbles out, the edge to his voice making me squirm. “I am the disciplinarian of Hungry Desires. I mete out all the punishments that are required. With that knowledge, would you care to answer again?”

      I gulp, pulling back a hair. Either way, he will punish me. Which will be worse? The truth? Or another lie? Before I can answer, the door flings open as Lady Marlana storms inside.

      “Are you hurt?” The fact that her first question is to wonder after my wellbeing is heartening, but it does nothing to cut the tension between the other Alpha and I. Glancing down, she notices my leg and pales. “Langston. What-”

      “It was an accident. The glasses fell and cut her legs. I am tending to it.”

      “Do we need to get Davix? How bad is it?” She hunches down and clucks her tongue as she looks at the damage. “Seems superficial. No?”

      “Appears that way.” Once more, he glances up at me, his eyes darting back and forth as he studies my face.

      He’s looking for an answer that I refuse to give him, especially with Lady Marlana in the room.

      “What happened?” This time, she looks at me instead of him, searching for an answer.

      But what can I even say? How can I save my job and keep up this ruse? “It was an accident. Just as Master Langston said.” At the mention of his name, the Alpha in question shifts, his shoulders bunching. Does he not want me to say his name?

      “There has to be more to it than that,” she snaps out, all friendliness draining from her face. “From what the Alphas are saying, it wasn’t just a matter of a clumsy slip and fall.”

      “It wasn’t. I- They- It’s complicated.”

      Her eyes narrow for a moment. “You better uncomplicate it pretty quickly. For Langston to talk to them, it isn’t just some petty matter to be swept under the rug. It’s a huge deal. He never interferes unless he has to. If even one of them so much as touched you in the wrong way, they will have hell to pay. Do not fear for them or yourself. But I will have the truth.”

      Oh. So that’s why she’s upset. It’s not because of me. Not yet anyway. I long to tell her the truth, to dissipate the cloud of anger that’s swirling around her, but I have no words. Nothing I can put into rational sentences that can convey what happened.

      The longer I stay silent, the worse the stench of her anger becomes. My head swims as it fills my nostrils, shoving out any rational thought, until I’m once more at the feet of my enemies, lying prone before the warlords of Gundhar.

      Naked.

      Bleeding.

      Terrified.

      My body quakes as I stare with unseeing eyes, waiting for the pain that’s sure to come, the one thing that can cut through this shield of unfeeling. I never know what sensations I’ll feel and which ones I won’t until they happen. But by that point, I have no defenses against it.

      Their whips, however… that’s the one thing I will always feel. They make sure of it. I want to scream. I want to beg for them to not use the lash, to not cut my flesh from my bones with each strike against my body.

      But I can’t.

      I’m helpless as I sit there. A statue, a quivering effigy of flesh and blood.

      And that’s when I hear it. That purr, that melodious sound that shuts off my brain, allowing me room and space to think. It’s like magic as it pours over me, reconnecting my synapse until I’m once more fully present.

      But I don’t wish to be. The present is where Lady Marlana and Master Langston demand answers. The present is where blood still trickles freely from my legs. Only, now that he’s purring, I can feel each embedded shard with an agony I never recall feeling before.

      Well, no. Not entirely. It harkens back to a time when I was young, carefree, getting into all sorts of scrapes. I felt pain then… didn’t I? When did it stop? When did my life become nothing more than a shell, shutting out every sensation except those that are beyond bracing for?

      But thankfully, the sensations slamming into me are only for a moment. Just one painful moment of jagged agony that dissipates almost as soon as it hits. He’s there, plucking out bit by bit, but thankfully, I can no longer feel it, as if my body is once more cocooning itself.

      “Get Davix.”

      “No!” I cry out, not wanting anyone else that might end up discovering this secret shame.

      I just have to hold out until I can get to Hathana. I can manage until then. If I survived the diabolical plans of Gundhar, then I should have no problem skirting around the Alphas of Stanlion. Though I could be wrong, these Alphas seem not as savage, not as bent on destruction.

      Lady Marlana glides over to me, her face screwed up in what I think is concern. “There is no need to fear Healer Alpha Davix,” she murmurs, running her hand down my shoulder in what I can assume is supposed to be a comforting gesture. “He sees to all the betas and omegas that work here. It won’t be any trouble for him to assist in cleaning out your leg.”

      “I understand that, Lady Alpha Marlana, but I don’t want to bother anyone else over a simple misunderstanding.”

      “That’s two,” Master Langston growls next to me.

      I don’t have the faintest notion what he means by it, but next to him, Lady Marlana smirks. “Seems you’ve already managed to annoy Langston, so let’s just be frank and clear the air. If it’s all just a misunderstanding, then perhaps you won’t mind helping us understand.”

      Gulping, I wrack my brain for a moment, rehearsing my words so they flow out naturally, as if they aren’t a lie. Besides, no one says I have to say the whole truth, just enough that they will let me get back to work.

      “The Alphas seemed angry when I went back over to them with their drinks. I wasn’t expecting it, and I freaked out a little, I suppose. And when the other Alpha touched me, it startled me. Please forgive me for the drinks and the glasses. I’m not sure how, but I’ll pay you back.”

      Even though I make the offer, part of me hopes she doesn’t take me up on it. To have to pay all of that back will be a blow I might not recover from.

      “How exactly do you intend to do that?” Her tone is light, but there’s a bite underneath that makes my nerves frazzle. “Truthfully, having you serve drinks was the only area I could put you in. As a beta, your options are limited. And now, there’s so much that has to be undone because of this.”

      Pausing, she squints down at me, studying me before she continues. “I can’t have someone that is going to freak out when an Alpha gets upset. Though I have complete sympathy for you and whatever in your past made you react that way, I can’t chance something happening like this again.”

      “The Alphas that come in here,” Master Langston continues, “carry a lot on their shoulders. They come here to blow off steam. I’m surprised this is the first time you’ve encountered this.”

      “She’s only been here a couple of weeks at the most, so I’m not surprised at all.”

      The two talk amongst themselves, carrying on as if I’m not even there. Tears gather in my eyes as they go back and forth, arguing about what is to be done with me. I don’t even have a say. I never have a say.

      For some reason, I thought Stanlion would be different, that I would find freedom here, a respite until I find another planet where dynamics don’t exist, and I can be free to live my life as I choose. But I was wrong. Just like with my entire fucking life, I was wrong.

      It was stupid of me to give them any form of the truth. In the end, they’re using it against me, just as I knew they would. I want to cry. I want to scream. I want to rage against the gods that made me an anomaly, a cursed omega with no future and no hope.

      “I will train her.” Master Langston’s words slip through the haze of anger, piercing me to the bone.

      “You’ll what?” Lady Marlana and I say in unison.

      “I will train her. Give me the time and space I need to make her into what you want.”
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      I study the beta, noting the shift in her body, the hitching of her breath. Her movements are laid bare to me, and I know exactly what is wrong with this little female.

      I’ve seen it far too often with survivors of the revolution. I’ve seen it with omegas that were abused by the High Echelon, left with nothing more than a shell to offer other males, a body for them to warm their cocks in.

      There’s a pain there, a sorrow that etches every movement of her body, every fiber of her being. Though I’ve never worked with a submissive with this level of PTSD, I’m not a stranger to it. She’s giving me all the markers of a survivor, yet they don’t seem to line up with how others from Stanlion behave.

      She’s a conundrum, a puzzle I long to figure out. What’s startling, though, is the depth of feeling that pours out while I’m around her. Every instinct in me screams out to protect her, to shield her from the monsters that plague her dreams and waking nightmares.

      But I can’t be that Alpha for her. Not entirely. I can give her the tools; I can teach her how to find peace, but I cannot claim her. By taking her under my wing, she will be just like all the others—a pupil, a student, someone to teach but not touch. At least not sexually.

      Dozens of betas and omegas have found peace within submission at my hand, but not one of them has tasted the pleasure of my body. As their teacher, I hold myself to a higher standard, refusing to take advantage of them in their vulnerable state.

      Oh, I give them pleasure, sometimes far more than they can handle, but they don’t receive my cock or my knot, and most importantly, they don’t receive my claiming bite. But there’s something about Hythra, something that draws me more than any other I’ve taught before. I must make this poor pitiful beta my student, for both my sanity and her survival.

      Something in me craves her, wants her with an abandon I’ve not felt before. It’s dangerous, threatening to pull me in when I know a relationship between us will never work. It doesn’t matter that other Alphas have found their peace with a beta.

      I am not that man.

      I need an omega I can unleash myself onto, that can handle me. All of me. This little beta is tempting, but deep down, I know it will only end in disaster for both of us. I can’t do that to her.

      There’s already a wound there, a pain I can see in her eyes, and I refuse to add to it. Marlana paces the floor, her anger coming off of her in polluted waves. Next to me, Hythra quivers. It’s not very noticeable, and most likely any other Alpha wouldn’t notice it.

      But I do. I see every fucking thing that happens to her body as if it’s magnified. Every little nervous wiggle, every time she dissociates, I see it, and it makes me see red. Whatever happened to her was traumatic enough that just normal aggravation and justified anger makes her shut down.

      I want to tell Marlana to calm down, but to do so would also undermine her authority in this situation. I’m in a lose-lose battle right now, and it has to be the reason I was stupid enough to say I’d train her. It’s like waving meat in front of a starving man.

      How am I going to turn her into the perfect submissive without losing myself in the process? Pinching the bridge of my nose, I listen as Hythra and Marlana battle it out. The beta is determined to keep her job but doesn’t seem to understand that she’s lost that opportunity completely.

      The only way she can remain employed here is to be under my tutelage. And the fact that she’s resisting so hard, and yet clinging to the fantasy of remaining a bar girl, makes my head throb.

      “Enough,” I finally bark out, tempering my tone so it doesn’t set the woman off. “What does a beta from Sector One need with money? From what I know of that place, nothing goes very far. What has you so desperate to work here when you could just slink away and hide in the mass of people making do, living on bartering and scraps? No one else from Sector One has inquired after a job here. What makes you so desperate?”

      My questions are pointed, delivered with a sharp barb to make her react. Hopefully, I can get some sort of reaction from her that’s not either abject fear or a complete shutdown. What I said was true, however, and it’s what’s making this whole thing so odd.

      Sector One never goes outside of their own to find work. Perhaps because of the revolution, they finally feel free enough to do so, but that doesn’t change the fact that it’s been months, and yet, she’s the first. She’s the only. What is it about her that makes her so different, so puzzling?

      She opens her mouth, her eyes shifting to the side. Another fucking lie. All I’ve gotten from this girl so far is half-truths, at best, and lies at worst. My fingers itch as she searches for her next story, weaving it in her head before spewing it out of her mouth.

      “I need more money.” That part at least seems true. “I want to move to a different sector.” As she says that last sentence, her fingers twitch as her gaze once more turns to the left.

      And there is the lie. “That’s three,” I murmur, forcing my tone even.

      Out of all infractions a submissive can commit, lying is the one I tolerate the least. To enter into this sort of arrangement takes total trust, and how can that be built if one partner is lying?

      Her eyes widen, as if shocked that I’m seeing through her charade. Oh, I see through it all right, but I still can’t find the truth. Something about her isn’t adding up, and it’s driving me insane.

      There are too many things that just don’t click. For one, she doesn’t look like she’s from Sector One. And it’s not just her skin tone, but also how well-nourished she actually looks. Even with all the relief efforts, most of Sector One still walks about looking like emaciated prisoners of war.

      She has a glow about her, something that’s been long beaten out of Sector One. It’s as if she’s her own sun living amongst the shadowy darkness. Her speech is also different. Though she’s saying the right words in the right manner, there’s a cadence there, a melodic quality that sounds nothing like the people I’ve met in any sector here.

      Lastly, there’s the odd and maddening fact that I can’t smell her. Yes, I can smell her body, the soap she used, and the shampoo she washed her hair with, but I cannot smell her. Her essence is lost to me, a missing piece that’s throwing everything into disarray.

      Even when she’s clearly terrified, she gives off no markers. It’s maddening and will make training her even more difficult. Unbidden, my mind drifts for a moment, wondering if I can scent her if she is aroused. What would that even smell like?

      Would it be a mixture of sugary spice, all wrapped up in a honeyed bow? Or would she smell of cinnamon and brown sugar, a decadent treat to match the tanned hue of her skin? Putting a stop to those thoughts, I bring my attention back to her actions, studying the one thing about her she can’t hide.

      We stare each other down for several moments until she finally cracks. “I just want to work here. I just want to make my money and go home. Why do I need training for that?”

      “Because, little beta,” I growl out, watching the reaction play across her skin at the sound. “You can no longer work as a mere bar girl anymore. The Alphas will talk. If they think you’re going to cause them trouble, meaning me, then they will not want you to serve them. How do you propose you’ll make any money?”

      Her eyes drift between Marlana and me. There’s no way she will counter what I’m saying because it’s the truth. The peace is so tenuous right now that any disruption will cause the Alphas to gossip, and it won’t be in Hythra’s favor.

      “I- I could wash the dishes? I don’t have to be out there on the floor.”

      “Sweet Hythra,” Marlana croons. “I already have far more dishwashers than I need. Your options are to either train as a house submissive with Langston or find work elsewhere.”

      I study the beta, the blood pulsing hot and thick in my veins. For some reason, I want her to choose me, to choose this. I don’t want to force her hand, but if I have to, I will.

      There’s something so delicate about her, so fragile. I worry if I don’t train her, then someone else will get to her and take advantage of her impaired state. A frisson of anger slithers up my spine at the idea of her being at someone else's mercy—someone untrained, unfit to handle a woman like her. However, more than that, part of me wants to see what I can uncover from her delicious body, what secrets I can strip away.

      My cock pulses as she stares at me, her eyes wide with vulnerability. She wants me. She wants this. She just can’t seem to let go, to actually accept her fate. Sliding my finger under her chin, I tip her head up, forcing her gaze to remain on me.

      “Where else will you go, little Hythra? Where else can a sweet flower like you work? There are places down in Sector One for sure, but they pay even less, if at all. With me, you will have a nice, warm place to stay until the training is done and all the food you can eat.”

      Her eyes dilate just a touch. So slight, I still can’t be sure if I’m seeing it correctly. Without any scents drifting from her body, I can’t be sure of anything. “You will be taken care of at my house,” I murmur, edging closer until my nose touches her exposed neck. “Fed, bathed, kept well. The only thing I require is your submission. Can you do that for me, little Hythra? Can you submit to me?”

      She shudders for a moment, her eyelids fluttering close. I want to say that she wants me, but again, I’m going in blind. The quiver of her body can mean anything—fear, arousal, you name it. But soon, her fingers reach out, clawing at my chest.

      “I’m scared.”

      For once, she’s telling the truth. Pulling back, I grin down at her, showing her my teeth. “As you should be, my little flower. But don’t worry. You will like the things I do to you and beg for more.”

      “And after?”

      “Ready to be free of me so soon?” I tease, running my fingers up and down her neck before curling them around.

      Her pulse pounds against the palm of my hand, drawing more blood down to my cock. My body cries out for hers, begging to join her, to fuck her until I draw out the glorious scent of her arousal. Pulling my emotions back, I school my face into a mask of indifference and watch the play of emotions as they cross hers.

      Indecision seems to war with desire, clouding her eyes until she stares up at me, sightless. Releasing her, I watch as consciousness seeps back in, until she is back aware of what’s going on around her.

      “You will let me go after. Right?” Her voice is soft and plaintive, almost begging. How I wish to hear that sound for a very different reason.

      “And where would you go, little beta?”

      “N-nowhere.”

      “That’s four.” My balls draw up as my newest little protégé earns yet another punishment from me.

      Soon, she’ll be so sore she won’t be able to sit for a few hours. I shouldn’t grow even harder at that thought, but I do. Just picturing her slumped over my lap, sobbing her contrition as I smack my hand across her ass has my cock twitching, pulsing.

      I resist the urge to groan and touch myself as I pull away. “I will have your answer, Hythra. Do you wish to train with me to become a house submissive, or do I fix up your legs and send you on your way?”
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