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        Warning!!!

      

      

      This book is intended for adult audiences and contains adult themes. The acts in this book are not meant to depict an actual dynamic and can be dangerous if done incorrectly. Please play responsibly. Author is not held responsible for readers’ actions.

      

      
        
        Kinks, Fetishes, Triggers:

        Includes not limited to…

      

      

      Choking, noncon, dubcon, belting, anal play,  discipline, bondage, humiliation, masturbation, forced oral, biting, forced bond, ABO dynamic, suppressed dynamic, psychosis, violence, defilement of a corpse, abuse of power, trauma, grief
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      My Alpha, my rock. Even without a bond, you know what I’m thinking. You are the desire of my heart.

      

      
        
        Awesome Alphas

      

      

      Holy cow guys! This book is right down to the freaking wire, but it’s done! I couldn’t have done it without your steadfast love at support. I cannot convey the depths of gratitude I have for you. Thank you a million, Tree, Alexis, Ashley, Bianca, Gloria, Mahjabeen. This book would not exist without you.
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        Stanlion

        Lower-Levels, Market District

      

      

      Jaxxon

      

      Estrus. It always has a very peculiar smell. Though every omega is different, there’s still an underlying thread that stays the same. Tipping my head back, I drag the scent deep into my body, growling at the small shivers making my hair stand on end.

      Annalise isn’t due to go into heat for a few more weeks. No doubt her body is preparing itself for me, the most alpha of males. I’m not the highest-ranking Alpha, but her body responds to me in a way it hasn’t to others. To her, I’m her champion Alpha.

      Roderick has been sniffing around for weeks, and nothing. No change in scent. Day after day, he visits her in the gilded prison they call the High Sanctum and growls and prowls, but nothing. She is unattached, and we are all vying for her affections, just waiting for the day the High Council will make its decision.

      Roderick wants it to be him, demands it even; however, the moment I pulled her into my arms, the very air shifted around us. I don’t believe in fate, or true love mates for that matter, but something in that moment changed. The electric charge was tangible. I could taste it in the air.

      I knew then what I’d have to do. I will stop at nothing to make her mine. As a Guardian Alpha, it’s easy to gain the ear of the High Council, but Roderick still outranks me. This is the main obstacle I need to overcome. It would be nothing to change the reports. No one would question my presence in the Antechamber. A signature here, and jot there, and Annalise would be on record as being mine. Deep in my heart though, I know I can’t chance anything that would have her be stripped from my side.

      Roderick may have the credentials, but he has no clue what’s really going on in our government. If he had just a bit of foresight, he would have made a sizable donation to the crown, but thankfully for me, he’s more concerned about who to kill next and not on the finesse of politics.

      I know how much debt Stanlion went into to finance this latest war, and I know for certain that credits will ease many passages. What Roderick will never realize is that brute strength isn’t always the way. Glancing over at Annalise, a soft smile curves up my lips. To think, all it took was the craving of an omega to soften some of my hard edges.

      Before her, I would have done the same, gone in, neuron blasters blazing, but in getting to know her, I learned some things are just far more important than ego. If Roderick, in all his pomposity, was unable to procure her, then other tactics had to be utilized. With Annalise, it was always the long game and never the short sprint.

      Shaking my head, I step away from her cubicle, eyeing the other Alphas nearby. Most of them are here to see their own intended omega, but many watch me, eyes squinted in concentration. If they even knew what I was planning, they’d warn Roderick in a heartbeat. Kissing her fingertips one last time, I pull away, ignoring the distressing sounds of her whimpers. Me leaving is always a hardship, but hopefully, this will be the last time.

      I slide my hand into my pocket, fingering the proof of credits. Though I have them hidden away, a transaction manager rifled through all my money and recorded the notice. So much easier than hauling all those credits around. At least if the paper gets stolen, no one can spend it. All it is is a notice of collateral to show the High Council. Rounding the corner, my shoulder bumps into Roderick, and he pulls back with a snarl.

      “Still sniffing around my omega?”

      “She’s not yours until the High Council allows it. Step aside so I may leave.”

      Instead of moving, he shifts further into my way, muscles bulging as he puffs himself up, making himself just a bit larger than I am. Glancing up at a nearby clock, my blood runs cold. If he doesn’t let up this posturing, I’m going to be late for my meeting and never even get the chance to put in my bid for her. This cannot happen.

      Ignoring Roderick’s blatant display of power, I shove past him, choosing to not engage. I may be seen as weak for doing this, but Annalise is far more important than my ego. Besides, I’ve seen Roderick train. I know where he’s weak. For him to fight me would mean his death, and I neither want nor need to step into his position. I’ll let someone else be squadron leader if needed.

      “You’ll pay for this show of insubordination. Mark my words.” His growl reaches my ears, but I press on, needing to get to the High Council before they break for the day. The halls twist and turn, and every time I look up, time seems to be running away from me. If only I hadn’t stopped to visit Annalise first. But I know deep down in my soul that I wouldn’t have been able to stay away. Each moment apart is like agony. Gods help me when she actually goes into heat.

      The door to the council chamber is closed, and I frown as I reach up and pull on the handle. Shut tight. Fuck. They must have left early. Sorrow lances through my heart as I picture Roderick up there with my future mate, wooing her, forcing his affections onto her. This was my one chance.

      “Ahh. Jaxxon. Come to thank us?”

      Confusion fills my brain as I turn to look over at High Council Alpha Marston. “I -.”

      “Oh, have you not received the reports?”

      “No? I’ve been chatting with Annalise.” The foreign feeling of elation fills my veins as his smile widens. Could this mean they decided?

      “She’s your mate now. Go and grab her.”

      The sheer joy at being able to claim her is tamped down by the knowledge that until she wears my mark, she will never be safe. There’s no way Roderick would allow us to be happy when he wanted her as his own. Fury boils deep in my heart at the potential threat he’s causing. I’ll have to claim her with or without estrus. Anything to keep her safe.

      Instead of taking her to my home, I’ll need to secure her in the bunker until her stomach is round with our child. Only then might Roderick finally concede and let us live in peace. If not, I’ll have to kill him after all, assuming a role I never wanted. Waiting until True Night falls, I ease my way back into the High Sanctum.

      Though I’m allowed to take her any time I wish, secrecy is imperative for both of our protection. As I get closer, I finger the small vial, regretting it has to be this way, but I just can’t risk it. Not when I’m this close. Her soft snores bring a smile to my face as I drip the concoction onto a rag and hold it over her nose. I can’t risk her disturbing the guards or other omegas. The stench of fear they can create would alert even the dumbest Alpha that something is wrong.

      Her slight form huddles deep into my arms. Even in her sleep, she knows who I am and reaches out for me. Holding her close, I load us both onto a nearby transport and program it to drop us off at the lower levels. No one should know we are here, not even Roderick. Laying her down on a soft pile of fabrics, I stroke her cheek, admiring her beauty until she wakes up.

      Eyes wide, her mouth opens in fear as her body alerts her to a change in location. Before she has a chance to scream, I lower my lips to hers and share our first kiss. Her body stiffens beneath me, but I never let up. This will be the first kiss in a million - the first day of eternity with my mate.
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      Annalise bustles about, her delicious scent lingering in the spaces she no longer occupies. Her perfume is like a physical being, tormenting me at every turn. I should be a better man than I am. Like all Alphas of my station, I should wear the air filtration systems until she goes into heat, but with her, there’s a siren call I cannot resist. This is why mates are chosen for us. We Alphas cannot be trusted with the few omegas we have left, but I don’t give a damn about reason or protocols.

      Annalise is mine. I will never give her up. Day after day, I’ve gone into work while Annalise putters about down here, and every night, I come home, hoping today is the day, but it never is. Thankfully, Roderick is away on a diplomatic mission and won’t be back for several more weeks. Plenty of time to mark and breed my omega. Perhaps the council did this on purpose? They know too well how Roderick would take the news.

      It’s stupid, really. At some point, he’s going to notice she’s gone. Though truth be told, I’m praying that she already wears my mark by then. Pulling out my datacom, I check over the reports, smiling when there is no mention of a missing omega. It’s been a week now since I’ve taken her to my underground lair, and nothing. The High Council and I both agreed it would be best to keep this a secret for now.

      The fact that they know how volatile Roderick is and yet continue to kowtow to him is beyond understanding. At some point, it’s best to just put a rabid dog down. Though he’s not here in person, I know I’m being watched. They think they’re all so smart, but I’m onto them. To put Roderick’s goons off my scent, I still go to the High Sanctum with the other Alphas and pretend to look at the other omegas.

      None of the others call to me. I make a great show of looking them over, scenting them when they pretend to look away, but no other scent is alluring. Only hers. Only Annalise. Once I give her my claiming mark, Roderick can’t do anything to me. Even if he wants to kill me, he can’t. Without another mark in place, it would mean the death of the omega. We can’t afford to lose even one, and I’ll be damned if he ever gets close enough to her to even attempt a second mark.

      Sitting at the table, I glance over at her slight form, hunched over, brows furrowed. Her fingers pluck at a decorative pillow I brought in for her yesterday only to smooth it back into place after a few moments of worrying at it. It seems her nesting is already starting. Does she even realize what she’s doing?

      Our omegas are kept in the dark about many things, the rut included. The High Echelon seems to believe it makes for an even more docile lover, one ready to receive the gift of the seed of their Alpha, but I call it bullshit. It’s just one more way to keep the weaker dynamic down.

      I have no problem utilizing it to feed my baser needs; I just want to call it for what it is - exploitation, pure and simple. Kneeling in the haphazard pile of blankets, pillows, and worn clothes, Annalise’s hands rub over the various textures, her nose scrunched up in the most adorable frown. Chuckling, I rise and head over to her, willing to help in whatever way she requires.

      She doesn’t even notice my approach. Smirking, I stop right behind her, so close the heat from her body singes me through my uniform, and still, she doesn’t turn. I study the raven curls as they cascade down her back, nearly blocking her slight form.

      I can’t wait to tangle my fingers into those tresses as I ride her hard. Just imagining her slick perfuming the air as I drive into her over and over sends tendrils of lust curling through my body. Straightening, I take another deep inhale. It won’t be long now.

      She keeps fussing about her nest, her nimble fingers touching every object, lingering on the few personal items I contributed. From what little of her face I can see, her skin takes on a faint blush as she handles my underwear, stained in days’ worth of cum.

      So sweet. So innocent. Her fingers keep grazing over the crusted fabric, her arm bending ever so slightly, as if she longs to grab them.

      “You can sniff them.” Her body quivers for a moment as she yanks back from the musky garment. “Trust me,” I continue, pulling her into my arms so I can bury my nose in her fragrant hair. “I’m going to be scenting every inch of you once I get the chance.”

      “Even -.” She pauses, her crystalline eyes growing larger. “Everywhere?”

      “Where exactly are you worried I’ll be sniffing you? You must have thought somewhere specific.” I turn her around so I can look at her reactions.

      The faint blush from earlier reignites, turning her face a bright crimson, and I harden even further. Closing my eyes for just a moment, I shoot a silent prayer of thanks to Elex, the warrior god that watches over us Guardians, for letting me snatch such a prize.

      Instead of answering, she dips her head lower, motioning between her thighs. Unable to help myself, I lick my lips and sit down, drawing my future mate with me until her lithe legs settle around my hips, drawing her dress up until I can see just a glimpse of her swollen, puffy lips, glistening with slick. I groan as the heat of her core settles over me, teasing my demanding cock.

      I want nothing more than to rip every shred of clothing from her body and slide into that maddening heat, but I can’t. She’s far too innocent to defile in such a manner. As difficult as it is, I won’t touch her until she goes into full heat. The first time will hurt, but in the throes of estrus, she won’t feel a thing.

      Annalise squirms on my lap, grinding against my painful erection as she tries and fails to get her feet to touch behind my back. Even for an omega, she is small - the tiniest I’ve seen - stirring a raging need to both protect and hurt her in the most sexual of ways.

      They say the goddess Ilaria blessed omegas, allowing their body to open to their Alpha companion, and I can’t wait to feel her tight sheath around my cock as I force her body to take every single inch.

      “Tell me, Annalise,” I growl, threading my fingers in her hair to pull her head back. Soon, I will know every part of her intimately, so there’s no point in her hiding away from me. It’s best she learns that soon. “Where are you worried I’ll sniff you?”

      Spreading her legs a bit, she slides her fingers along the worn fabric until pausing just above her bared mound. “I’ve never been told a name. Just that it is a most shameful place, never to be spoken of or touched. Please don’t shame me by sniffing me there.”

      Her plea is so earnest, so heartfelt, that I’m stunned for several moments. A growl reverberates through my chest as anger fills my core. I knew omegas were clueless about the actions between them and Alphas, but I never once thought they would be raised to be so disparaging of what makes them so invaluable.

      Annalise quakes in my arms, fingers scrabbling at the fabric in a desperate attempt to cover back up what she thinks I find so reprehensible. Softening my growl, I turn it into a purr, letting the foreign sound stutter through my chest. I’ve only purred for one other female, and that was a dying beta.

      In moments, the frantic movements still until Annalise is boneless in my arms. Holding her close, I run my lips over the crown of her head, pushing my purr deep into her body. Tipping her head back, I gaze into her frosty eyes, so reminiscent of stormy clouds and just as troubled. My purr is keeping her pliant, but her brain is still racing ahead. Poor Annalise. Once I claim her, I’m going straight to the king and his High Council to tell them about the mismanagement of these omegas.

      If the crown is going to claim them and dole them out as they see fit, then they should take better care of their property. Leaning down, I slide my lips over hers, delighting in the small gasp that escapes as I pulse against her core. Soon, she’ll know just how pleasurable things can be down there. I’m not going to force myself on her, but I need to teach her, show her how I crave her - all of her.

      Leaning her back into the haphazard nest, I pull out the underwear that started this whole blasted conversation and lay it next to her head, watching with rapt attention as she breathes my scent deep into her lungs. Her pupils dilate just a touch as I shift over her body and rub against it with my own.

      Her eyes close as a pleasured breath escapes her lips as I run my fingertips over her taut nipples. A soft hum peppers the air as I play with them, plucking them until they’re hard peaks under the thin dress. Does she even realize her lower half is grinding over me, humping me as I touch her? No doubt she’d be mortified.

      Bending my head low, I scrape my teeth over the hardened nub and suck it deep into my mouth, fabric and all. Annalise gasps and jolts under my touch. Such a responsive little thing. Switching my purr to a growl, I’m rewarded with a full-body groan as she writhes in my arms. Her eyes are almost solid black as I rock my body against hers, introducing her to the age-old rhythm as I capture her lips with mine.

      Slick pours from her body, wetting my pants with her arousal. I growl again, delighting in yet another gush. Her moans turn to pained wails as she claws at me, her body begging me to be sated with every touch, every scratch. I knew she was close, but not this close. Thank Elex. I knew I could have held out longer if needed, but each passing day was like torture.

      Her fragrant arousal runs down my legs, and I finally allow myself to give in and taste what’s so freely being offered. Pushing her deeper into the nest, I grip the base of the dress and yank on it, ripping it from bottom to top, baring Annalise to my hungry gaze. Her skin is the pale alabaster typical of omegas, and her dark nipples stand out like blood against the snow. I capture one taut bud with my fingers as I lap at the other one.

      Reaching down, I slide my fingers through her bottom lips, groaning as her slick coats my fingers. I’ve had women before, and all of them were betas. True, they were enhanced to mimic an omega, but being here on top of one, feeling the difference, it’s like night and day. I already knew once I had Annalise that I was never letting her go, but now that she’s underneath me, writhing against my touch, I know that I will kill anyone who ever tries to take her away from me.

      The myth of the omega can’t even compare to the woman in my arms - it’s a pale representation. I skim my lips down her neck, settling over where I plan to place my mark and lick the warm skin in preparation. I’ve been waiting for this moment for weeks now, and I know I won’t last long. Sliding my finger into her tight hole, I feel the barrier genetically put in place and smile a feral grin against her neck.

      Over the years, the scientists found a way to ensure the women of all dynamics, Alpha females excluded, had protections in place. A thick, rigid barrier made for an uncomfortable mating session, but it gave the illusion of control. With that barrier in place, a man was more hesitant to touch her. The proof of the defilement would be indisputable, holding men accountable for how they treated the women.

      Granted, there are always ways to get what you want, and I’m sure eventually someone will figure out how to work around it. Regardless, as I draw my finger in and out, testing her, teasing her, elation fills my soul. Even when I die, no man will ever again be able to take what I’m about to claim. I never considered myself possessive until this moment, until I pull back and surge back into her with three fingers, breaking through the skin until my fingers are deep inside of her. Annalise wails, her body shuddering underneath me, but I’m too far gone.

      Red tinges my vision as I pump my fingers into her, over and over again, until her body quakes for a far more pleasurable reason. Roaring, I dislodge and grab her legs, yanking her forward until my head teases her entrance. I know I’m far bigger than what she can probably handle, but the way she bucks against me, looking for another release, I know what I have to do.

      With a patience I didn’t know was possible, I slide just the tip inside her warmth. Her pussy ripples about me as lurid groans spill from her lips. Her eyes are full-blown, with not a trace of gray in her depths. Sweat beads on my forehead as I force myself to go slow, easing in about an inch at a time. Gripping her hips, I bring her knees to her chest and slide forward another inch.

      Pulling back out, I slide back in, going even deeper. I keep up this rhythm until I bottom out, pulling her completely onto my cock. Perfection. It’s like she was created just for me. My balls tingle and draw up as I pull out and slam back home. Annalise bucks against me, demanding more with her cute growls and hisses.

      Leaning forward, I bend her in half as I devour her mouth with kisses, taking every bit from her as I give her even more. My fingers curl into her ass, holding her still as my knot starts to expand. Her frantic keening as I fill her up to the breaking point skitters down my spine, drawing everything up even more.

      When my knot is at its fullest, I bend my head low to lap at her shoulder, nuzzling her for a moment. Roaring, I angle my head to bite down, marking Annalise as mine forever. Her blood pours into my mouth as I crunch down through skin and bone.

      Her wails do nothing to stop me. It has to be done. For us both to live together in peace, she has to go through this pain. Maybe sometime later, she’ll choose to mark me, and if that happens, I’ll wear her bite with pride. For purposes of the High Council, her bite doesn’t matter. It’s mine that counts.

      I rock my knot deeper into her, dulling the pain with exquisite pleasure. As I hold there, the tiny strands of our bond begin to snap into place. It threads us together, weaving our souls into one. I feel her pain, pleasure, fear, all of it coalescing into a myriad of sensations.

      Pulling back, I lap at the wound, drawing my tongue through her blood in lazy circles. Annalise whimpers beneath me, mirroring the pain zinging through our bond. As my purr deepens, the feelings lessen until it hums in satisfaction.

      Clutching her tighter, I murmur nonsensical whispers of my plans for us when a blinding pain explodes throughout my body. I’m locked deep inside her, and my brain, what little is left to function with, demands that I protect my mate.

      Her end of the bond jangles with terror as I roar my displeasure at the intrusion. Another blast of pain, and everything goes dark.
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      Bright lights invade my skull as I pry open my eyes. Pain still lingers in the back of my head like a phantom wound but is still there as a dull ache, keeping my wits addled. I shake my head to clear my vision, but that just turns the manageable pain into soul-wrenching agony.

      Unadulterated fear zaps me through the bond, and I have no choice but to fight through the pain to rescue Annalise. I can’t let her fall into the hands of whoever attacked me. I will kill them all and scatter their remains over the whole Stanlion.

      “You of all people should know not to move so quickly after a neuron inhibitor. Isn’t that your weapon of choice?”

      That voice.

      I know that voice.

      Agony shoots down my neck and into my arms as I try to piece together what the fuck is happening to me. The last memory was of me thrusting deep into Annalise, claiming her once and for all as my own. I force myself past the pain, willing the bile to stay down in my stomach as I power through and turn my head. She’s nowhere to be found in this cold, sterile room.

      Where am I?

      Where is Annalise?

      I reach out through the bond but can’t get a read on her location. Everything is messed up until I can’t tell if she’s near or far. There’s something blocking that I can’t fight past. Nothing seems to be wrong with her physically; she’s just scared. That helps me breathe a bit better. If I can get out of these restraints, I can make all her fear go away.

      Breathing deep, I push the feeling of calm and serenity through the bond in a feeble attempt at lessening the severity of her fear. It takes the edge off, but it still lingers like a splinter so deep you can’t get it all out.

      A man lingers, just out of sight, but I can see his presence as a shimmer in my periphery. A soft cry pierces the agony, and everything becomes hard again. That pleasurable cry could only come from my mate. I know it as well as I know her scent invading my lungs.

      Fear morphs into arousal, zapping me to the core through our bond. I’m not the cause of this. Another Alpha is pleasuring what’s mine. If she weren’t still in the throes of estrus, she wouldn’t be so easily swayed, but they caught her - us - at our most vulnerable. Thrashing about, I roar through the pain. I have to see her. I have to know she’s okay.

      The man steps into view, Annalise in his arms. What the fuck is she doing with him? She’s still naked, her eyes black, fathomless depths from the heat. That’s when I notice the makeshift pile of clothes on the ground. My clothes. Most of them are work uniforms coated in my scent. Then he turns to me. Roderick. Fucking hell. I fight against my restraints, but they hold firm, keeping me immobile as he tosses Annalise down into the pile.

      She writhes and buries her nose in my clothes. At least she has that to comfort her while I’m chained to this torture table. The unmistakable clicking sound of a zipper being opened reaches my ears, and I go deathly still. No. No. She’s mine. What does he possibly think he’s going to do to her? He can’t claim her now that she has my mark! It is forbidden.

      Two men, robed in deep red, gather her up, removing her from the nest. Roaring my displeasure to the heavens, I almost miss the sound of his piss splashing against the various fabrics as he puts his taint over everything. Nodding at the men, he backs up and waits for them to put Annalise back into the damp mess before turning her onto her back and pushing her deep into his wet scent.

      I wait for her to fight back, to realize this is wrong, but she doesn’t. Instead, she opens her legs for the Alpha, groaning as he stuffs her full with his cock. Agony spears me through the heart as he rides her like he owns her. I pull in vain, desperate to be free of these restraints so I can rip Roderick’s head from his neck. I don’t care that he outranks me. He failed to put her into heat where I succeeded.

      She is mine. Her body knows it. Her heart knows it, and now that she carries my mark, her bond knows it. I want to look away as he drives into her, pulling out gasps and moans as if he knows her body, owns it. I can’t even look away when he bends down and bites her shoulder, marking her right on top of mine.

      Pulling back, he turns to me, lips tainted red with her blood, and smiles. “You thought you could take her from me.”

      “I did,” I scream back, my anger filling the space until all they can smell is her honeyed slick and my acrid wrath. “She’s mine. She bears my mark. The High Council gave her to me!”

      The robed men approach and stand by me, one on either side. Roderick continues to smirk as he wipes the remaining blood off his lips. “Did they now?” The two robed men walk forward, one holding out a screen. Roderick’s name is there in black where mine had been.

      “No!”

      “I’m afraid, yes. You see, once I discovered your ploy to steal my omega, I simply righted what was wrong.” His eyes are feral, deranged. “And you will be punished for breaking the law and claiming an omega without consent.”

      “She was bestowed upon me by the High Council!” My enraged screams sound foreign to my ears. A desperation I’ve never heard before taints my voice. Annalise, please fight him.

      I reach back through the bond, relieved to find it still there, still strong. It’s polluted with the second bond, sending Annalise into a mental frenzy. I do my best to soothe her through my end. It’s not right for her to suffer for my transgressions. She was, after all, an innocent omega.

      Roderick turns to his companions. “Does that sound right to you? Was he ever granted Annalise?”

      “No, Lord High Echelon.”

      My blood runs cold. Why are they addressing him with that title? “What are you going to do to her?”

      “Breed her, of course. As is my right as her mated male.”

      “You can’t kill me. Even with your bond, it will still fracture her. You know the laws!”

      “Don’t you fucking dare lecture me about laws when you broke the most sacred of them all,” he hisses, running his fingers over Annalise in a soothing motion. “Lucky for her, I can be rid of you and cause no undue stress for my mate.”

      He must be truly insane. He’s the one that’s breaking the law right now, and they’re just standing there helping him. I flail about in my bonds. I did nothing wrong. Why are they siding with this monster? He jerks his head, and the robed men begin to attach hoses to the cold table I’m strapped to. “Cryosleep,” he continues, smiling down at Annalise. “It will render you like the dead but not kill you. Until her dying breath, she will feel your bond as a shadow, a niggle of feeling, but will always respond to mine.”

      A slight prick in the back of my neck registers for just a moment before the world turns black, and the nightmare disappears into nothingness.
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        100 Years Later

        Stanlion

        The Dead Lands

      

      

      Annora

      

      A cacophony of sounds assaults my ears as I tiptoe my way through the broken-down marketplace. Rumors say this place was once a vibrant hub, hosting all sorts of vendors from far-off places, but not anymore. Now, it’s nothing but charred shells and mountains of rubble.

      The only ones doing business here are those looking to escape the watchful eyes and heavy taxes of The High Echelon. Reaching into my sack, I clutch the illegal tender, my fingers tracing the relief of a long-gone king. Each time my finger passes the tip of the sword that cuts through the circle, I lift up a prayer to Ilaria, the Mother Goddess, to keep me safe.

      The suns hang in a sinister pattern, noting the beginning of the year I’ve come to dread. Despite the rancid heat, a cold sweat drips down my spine, setting my body into a shiver. I grab the ends of my cloak and pull them closer, hugging myself with the self-cooling fabric. Edging closer to the marked door hanging askew from its hinges, I hold my breath and listen.

      So many more arrests were happening. It’s all I can hear on the Datacom - arrests and executions. My gut twists hard for a moment, leaving me breathless. Bile rises high in my throat, and I’m forced to bite down on my lower lip. I need to be untraceable, invisible, no evidence of my existence.

      Glancing down, I see the edge of my designation peeking through: beta - high precinct. The glowing B surrounded by the leaves of my home level is a sure giveaway I don’t belong here. No one does. Inching closer, I pull my thick sleeve down to hide the evidence and skirt past a woman moaning as she writhes about in the fetid squalor.

      Within moments, the sickly-sweet stench of her slick reaches my nose as terror fills my core. Where there’s an omega in heat, Alphas or bloodthirsty betas are soon to follow. Why is there an omega here? She should be at the auctioning pits or in the brothels. Someone this precious shouldn’t be allowed to even look at the Dead Lands, much less be in them.

      Perhaps she’s one that slipped through the cracks, or gods forbid, got caught out here with failing suppressants - every disguised beta’s nightmare. The brothels and auctioning pits are not much better than being taken out here like an animal, but at least with Alphas bidding on you, you know you’re going somewhere better. The Dead Lands is an unyielding expanse where only the stupid, desperate, and fugitive go. So, what does that make me?

      Again, as if by habit, I pull my sleeve lower, ensuring my mark is well hidden. Desperation and stupidity are what bring me here today, exposing myself to the worst of Stanlion, and I can’t go back empty-handed. Skirting back into the shadows, I watch, dumbstruck as a group of males approach.

      By their stature, they don’t appear Alpha, but, then again, nothing grows right here. They could still be Alphas, just not massive like the Guardians back home. They shuffle closer, yanking enlarging erections from their piss-stained pants.

      Squinting against the light, I stare at the “sacred phallus from which life comes,” my insides twisting as I watch them swell. No female is allowed to look upon the divine until it is bestowed upon by their Master and Owner. Not even betas are spared.

      Any found breaking the sacred law is given up to the lower-tiered auctioning pits or the Echelon-sanctioned brothels. However, just me coming to the Dead Lands warrants the same, if not worse; so why not indulge while I'm free?

      Unable to look away, I hide deeper into the shadows, becoming one with the dark. Besides, even if they can see me, they will be far too consumed with the meal currently being spread before them. The heat from the suns lessens, and I can finally take in a full breath.

      The stench of unwashed male and lust overpower me, setting my head to spinning. Again, I fight with my stomach, pleading with the Mother Goddess to keep the contents from last night down. If not for me, for Karis. I should have worn my respirator today.

      It was senseless of me to leave it at home. I shouldn’t have been in such a hurry that I forgot about something so important. If an Alpha had crossed my path, it very well could have meant certain discovery. The drugs only worked so well. Breathing tainted air would be like flaunting my hidden status yet praying to the gods to conceal me.

      Stupidity, plain and simple. Pulling at my shirt, I cover my nose, shutting out a chunk of the smells. There’s no way this could work on unleashed pheromones, but it’s at least a barrier. Something is always better than nothing. No, I chide myself. Not forgetting something so important in the first place is better than being sorry later.

      The men continue to prowl around the omega, pricks hard and leaking fluid - holy nectar that drenches the ground, drying to nothing but a hiss, a wisp of smoke in the glare of the unforgiving suns. Mewls, like those from a distressed animal, pour from the omega’s throat as she thrusts her hips high into the air in wild abandon.

      The men gather closer, growls vibrating the air. Looking back down at their dicks, I notice the lack of knot and sigh in relief. Definitely not Alphas. All at once, they pounce on her, jagged teeth bared, glinting like daggers. Ferals. My mouth opens, a scream lodged in my throat as they claw, bite, and tear through her.

      Blood and slick drench the dusty sands, the omegas passionate cries drowning out the noisy rutting of the beasts. Over and over cocks pound into her, drawing more blood and slick. Mother Goddess!

      We’ve all heard the stories, been taught the lessons, and warned about what happens between men and women when a pairing is not sanctioned by the Echelon - death, dismemberment, agony. It’s one thing to read about the horrors of mating, but it’s entirely different to watch it play out like those banned films from decades past.

      My whole life, I wanted to be loved, cared for, cherished. The scene before me has none of that. Just raw, unabated lust. They consume her, drink from her limp body until blood pours out from between their cracked lips, staining their rags with her essence. Still, it’s not enough. They continue to plunge in and out of her lifeless body, defiling her with every thrust.

      A loud cry pierces the air, only to be silenced. It’s not until my brain registers the strong, weathered hand clamped tight around my mouth that I realize the scream came from me. I’m dragged back deeper into the shadows, tears streaming down my face as my brain clicks into gear.

      Warm breath washes over my cheek, not gag-inducing like the fetid stench of the Ferals but not entirely pleasant. My body twitches into motion, but my captor must have anticipated a fight. Before I can lunge forward, his free arm wraps around me, stilling my movements with his iron grip.

      Memories flash before my eyes of my parents before they perished in the Sector Wars, Karis as a toddler, her bright eyes wide with boundless curiosity, Karis growing up, her soft smile always ready. I long for death, to be reunited with my parents, who showered me with all the love they possessed. It is that love that I try to bestow upon Karis but can never match. Their death was cruel and senseless.

      At least mine will be through my own stupidity. They were dragged out into the streets in the middle of the night. Gunned down for no reason other than the misfortune of my Alpha father mingling his sacred seed with a low-born beta. I didn’t know about the sanctions, the fact that they broke the law with their secret marriage. At the time, it sounded like a fairytale.

      The burden of their deception should have been obvious. Looking back with wizened eyes, I can see it in every deep wrinkle in their foreheads, the way they froze for just a moment with every knock on the door. That didn’t lessen the depth of their love, though. They gave it freely, always replenished.

      Thank the Goddess we were spared. The High Echelon deemed my sister and me untainted, functioning drones of society. My parents’ death insured our survival. Until Karis is of breeding age, all necessities are provided - all but the peace of mind of never being force-bonded with a Guardian Alpha, hell, any Alpha for that matter.

      His arm tightens, and I choke back a sob. If I’m going to die, it’s best to do so with grace and dignity. Silencing my tears, however, does nothing to quiet the tremors of my body.

      “Be still, girl,” the man hisses, recognition seeping into my brain. “Don’t make me toss you back out there. If it’s between you and me, it will be me every time.”

      It’s The Purveyor. Sagging against the man I’ve known for the last several years, I force my heart to stop pounding. Breathe. I need to breathe. I screw my eyes shut, shutting out the visuals in front of me, but it does nothing to squelch the lurid sounds of their bodies colliding as they defile the poor omega.

      Cracking one eye open, I chance a glance, nearly hurling as the carnage continues to unfold before me. Blood drips from their mouths and cocks, yet still, they drive on, humping the lifeless corpse.

      They must realize she’s dead. One violent thrust jostles the omega, turning her head until her pale, lifeless eyes stare up at me. It’s a shade so like my own, so like Karis. I clench my hands into fists, digging my nails into my palm to keep from screaming and vomiting all at once.

      As much as I want to blink and have it disappear, it doesn’t. I watch, helpless, as crimson sinks into the dusty sand and weathered brick. The Purveyor and I stand there, still as statues until they’re done. Even after they leave, we still don’t move. I’m barely breathing by the time the first of the suns starts its descent.

      It’s getting far too late. Though the True Night doesn’t happen for several more hours, Karis will start to worry. The last thing I need is for her to alert the Guardians of my activity. She can’t know where I’m at, nor would she ever understand. My actions are a betrayal, but they keep us safe.

      Minutes go by like hours until The Purveyor eases his hands away from me and pulls back. If the old man thinks we’re safe, who am I to argue? Following him into the dilapidated shack, I scuff my toes in the accumulated dust covering the floor in a thick blanket.

      This is the only patch left; most of the dust is gone, kicked about by the many visitors traveling through. As usual, I duck my head down and study the worn floor, ensuring my gaze never catches even a glimpse of how he unlocks the hidden panel.

      As a child, stories of the High Echelon and their torture methods permeated the schoolyard. It’s not certain what is fact or merely the deranged retellings of an older sibling or parent out to set us straight, but none of us ever wanted to find out.

      The stories were horrific, each one worse than the last. They kept me up at night, troubling my dreams with graphic images, but the worst one told of a device that was shoved up your nose and into your brain, illuminating your memories for all to see.

      A tiny, rational part doesn’t believe a word of it; however, I cannot deny the fact that the High Echelon is barbaric in their treatment of the lower classes - betas in particular. They would have no qualms about breaking me to get what they wanted. Then where would that leave Karis? Shuddering, I wait for the okay before lifting my head back up.

      The Purveyor motions me forward, a frown drawing his brows down to meet the bridge of his nose. “You’re early. I wasn’t expecting you for a few more days.”

      “Reports say The Aberration is set to occur, and I couldn’t chance being caught in the Dead Lands during The Extended Dark.” The lie rolls smoothly off my lips. Thankfully, The Aberration is something that’s been announced for the past week, and even out here, The Purveyor should have at least heard mention of it. Truth is, I’ve become complacent, lazy. If someone wanted to find out what I was doing, all they’d have to do is watch for a week or two and know my routine.

      I need to shake things up, to keep things fresh. The last thing I need is The High Echelon on my trail, and with how I’ve been behaving, it’s been like waving a flag at them. Hopefully, I’ll have another excuse the next time I break a habit. If he gets even a whiff that I might be followed, he’ll never serve me, and I’ll have no idea where else to go. Finding The Purveyor was like finding salvation - it only happens once.

      “You’re lucky I restocked.” He turns to grab the bottle while I dig about for the credits he needs. “That will be five hundred.”

      I pause, blood draining from my face. “You only charge me two hundred and fifty! That’s all I budgeted for!”

      “Sorry, but your actions are causing me to give you someone else’s order. I’ll have to go back and grab some more. But if you don’t want to do business….”

      He trails off, and my gut plummets. No way I made it all the way out here only to go home empty-handed. What else can I do? “I only have three hundred credits on me. That's all I have. I brought enough to pay you, get food, and get home.” My traitorous stomach takes that moment to punctuate the words with a loud rumble. It’s no one’s fault but my own that I hadn’t eaten since last night.

      These suppressants cost money - money I can’t really afford. Karis will never know of my deception, and to do that, I have to work extra, go hungry, anything to keep us safe. It’s a small price to pay for the safety that masking as a beta brings. Betas - well, non-Ferals at least - don’t tear their women apart as they mate with them. Betas are safe. Betas are secure.

      “Please. Is there anything you can do?” Pausing, I lay my hand on my chest, my brain whirling a mile-a-minute. What else do I have of value? Since he’s a man, I know I can offer my body, but will he even take it? Is my virginity worth it?

      “I know what you’re thinking,” he cuts in, a smile twisting up his lips, revealing jagged, stained teeth. “I’m a married man. I don’t want your body.”

      Fuck.

      Then there’s nothing I can do. Defeat beats at my chest as I twist my fingers into my clothes, plucking at the threadbare fabrics. It’s going to be too late for me, but I can still save Karis. Anything to buy us time until I can afford dynamic reassignment for her.

      There are whispers of permanent blockers that let you live your life as a beta, free from the pain and expectations of an omega. The beta uprisings don’t understand. We don’t choose this life. We don’t wake up one day and decide to be a celestial broodmare for our Alpha overlords.

      “Can I get half now and half on my normal day?”

      The Purveyor crosses his arms and stares at me, eyes narrowed in thought. It’s stupid of me to offer to come back so soon, but what other choice do I have? Inhaling through his nose, he pulls in a loud draw of phlegm before spitting it onto the ground.

      I gag internally as I stare at the blob, reminding myself of why I stay in the higher sectors most of the time. No one, male or female, would dare defile the floor like that. Then again, they also wouldn’t rut a woman to death and keep going either.

      “How are you planning on getting home?” His eyes narrow as he stares at me. I squirm under the intensity of his gaze. Does he plan to follow me? Sighing, I look back down at the floor, looking everywhere but his spit.

      “I’ll manage.”

      Shaking his head, he rubs his hand across his weathered jaw. “Can’t let you go on by yourself this late. I’d never hear the end of it from my wife. Tell you what. Two-fifty like we agreed, but only for half. Come back in a few days, and I’ll give you the rest at another two-fifty.”

      It surprises me that a man such as him still worries about what his wife thinks about his actions. It’s not like he’s the most magnanimous of men. Taking the precious pills from him and sliding them into my oversized pockets, I cover the flap, concealing it in the folds of my outfit. It would mean I’ll have to pick up another shift at the Echelon-sanctioned brothels, but it will be worth it. We can last for a few days.

      I hand him the credits, relief flooding my system. Nodding my thanks, I ease out into the wild nothingness. The first sun is already down below the horizon - just two more to go. If I hurry, I can make it back in time for dinner. Karis would like that. Tears prick my eyes as I gather my clothes tighter about my body despite the heat. I’ve barely had time for Karis, but what else can I do? I have to work; I have to make these clandestine trips so that she’ll be safe.

      Suppressing a shudder as I step past the carnage from earlier, the eyes continue to stare up at me. For a moment, it’s Karis’ face I see instead of the nameless omega. This is why I work. This is why I sacrifice myself to come into this forbidden zone. I can’t have either of us end up at the hands of an Alpha. Masking as a beta, we’re safe. Alphas won’t want us. With omegas being less plentiful, some betas end up as sex toys for them, but they don’t last long.

      No one can have even a chance at surviving an Alpha except an omega, but even then, if the stories are true, even they don’t last that long either - just marginally more than a beta. If the violence I saw today from feral betas is even half of what an Alpha can unleash, I’ll take my chance with the betas.

      Off in the distance, the twinkling lights of the shuttle station beckon me; it’s my last stop before freedom. I just have to make it there. Strange noises assault my ear, but I ignore them and plow forward. If I time things right, I won’t have to wait long for the next ride. At least at the station, there will be other people to protect me against the likes of the Ferals.

      The wind kicks up, slamming into me as I put one foot in front of the other. I’m already weak and tired from the adrenaline used to even come here, but stopping is not an option. Though I’ve already taken my suppressant for the day, there’s still a chance that my scent can alert others. Even if I’m not as tasty as an omega, I’m not stupid enough to think that a Feral will leave me alone simply because of an altered scent pattern.

      As I reach the glass doors, I let out a breath and slip through. This is still part of the Dead Lands, and as such, no Guardian Alphas should be down here, but it’s so much safer than the outside. Mercenaries set up camp along various vantage points, weapons held in front of them as a warning to any who would cause trouble. I’m not sure why they do it; it’s not like the government is sanctioning any of this.

      I wonder if they’re paid assassins. No doubt the Dead Lands have enough shady dealers that they can afford the maintenance of this ancient form of transportation and pay others to keep them safe.

      Glancing back behind me, I can just make out the jutting brick of the building housing The Purveyor and wonder if the mercenaries saw the carnage that went down. Knowing their type, they probably helped themselves while watching the show. Shaking my head, I dispel the acrid thoughts as they burn me from the inside out. I shouldn’t think such evil things about the men protecting me right now.

      I just can’t help but think if it had been me out there. Would they have helped? Probably not. I’m nothing to the likes of them. Though in a roundabout way, I pay their salary, they don't answer to me. If someone attacked me inside the transportation station, I’d like to think they’d intervene, but since I identify as a beta, who would even care? We are so plentiful that a massive annihilation would only get rid of a portion of us.

      In that way, omegas do have it better. They are sacred, protected, cared for, even if it does mean having to suffer the whims of an Alpha. No. Even the threat of mass genocide is better than having to submit to the likes of them. I’ve seen them, served them long enough to know there is no good Alpha.

      Sitting down on an empty bench, I worry the edges of my cloak as I wait for the next unit to arrive. With the Dead Lands being unsanctioned, there’s no guarantee when the next one will show up. Though back in the day, I’m sure they worked on a tight schedule, now, there’s no one really to cater to. They just show up when someone boards. With how late it’s getting, there’s possibly a chance another one won’t even show up.

      I glance over at the mercenary closest to me, debating asking him if he knows when the next transport is scheduled to arrive when the blare of a horn pierces my ears, setting my body to quaking. With a loud grind and puff of air, the car stops in front of me. White paint peels from its metal body, revealing the old rust spots and areas of decay.

      Like everything else in the Dead Lands, it hasn’t escaped the touch of time. With a shudder, the door opens, and I step inside the dimly-lit interior. It looks like I’ll be the only one going back this time. Relief washes over me as I pick a seat as far away from the driver as possible. With shuttles like these, I know the driver doesn’t have to do anything. The vehicle itself is on wheels. The only reason there needs to be a driver is so it stops at the appropriate places.

      For half a moment, I debate asking if one of the mercenaries could ride with me, but there’s no guarantee that would make me any safer. Who knows what would happen in a confine like this? It’s better this way. Keeping my eyes firmly on the thin plate of glass between us, I settle into the uncomfortable chair as we wait for any more passengers. Minutes tick by like hours as the shuttle door remains agape. I know the fear is irrational, but knowing the door is open, that anyone can just come barging in, has me sinking deeper into my chair, as if to possibly become invisible.

      The countdown alarm sounds, and I begin breathing in time with the numbers. Ten. Nine. Eight. I can do this. Seven. Six. Almost there. Five. Four. Three. Two. Just as the one is about to sound, a cloaked figure ducks in, nearly missing the door as it descends down, sealing us both inside.

      The man is huge, towering over me by at least a foot or two. An Alpha. I’m sure of it. Only Alphas have the uncanny ability to suck the air out of the room and leave you breathless like that. If he notes my squirming, he makes no mention of it. Instead of speaking a word to me, he slides over to an empty seat opposite mine and plops down into it, sending a rattling shudder through the cab.

      His hat is dipped low over his forehead, so I can’t even get a good glimpse at his face. Perhaps that’s for the best. The fingers of my right hand curl up around the cuff of my sleeve, holding it firmly in place. The last thing I need is for an Alpha, rogue or otherwise, to see my designation. If he thinks I belong here, maybe he’ll leave me alone.

      I so desperately want to pull out my datacom so I can message Karis, but I don’t dare move. Betas of my supposed station wouldn’t have access to something so valuable. It would be even more of a giveaway than my insignia. Instead, I force my body tighter against the unyielding chair and bundle myself in my cloak. Sweat pours down my neck and slides against my skin.

      Closing my eyes, I pray to Ilaria that it carries no taint of the omega I’m trying to hide. When I open them again, the strange man stares at me, his golden eyes glittering in the dingy light. Most definitely an Alpha. I watch, terror flowing through me, as his nose lifts in the air. He’s scenting me. His nostrils quiver with the deep inhale - he isn’t even trying to hide it.

      Shame floods my body as his lips slash up into a smile. He couldn’t have smelled the hidden omega. He would have been all over me if that were the case. Problem is, he still likes what he smells. My stomach clenches as he shifts in his seat. Is he going to attack me now?

      I slip my hands out of my cloak and grip the edge of the seat, bracing for the violence I know is about to come, but he doesn’t move. Instead, he tips his hat down and rests his chin on his chest. Soon, deep snores fill the cramped space. My heart pounds in my chest, pulsing through the delicate veins of my ears until my entire head is throbbing.

      What if it’s all a ruse? What if he’s biding his time until he lashes out against me? That’s what Alphas do, right? They attack without mercy. The scenes from earlier come crashing through, and bile rises up in my throat. Not just Alphas. It seems like most men on Stanlion are bent towards violence. At this rate, no one is really safe. The only thing I can do is find a good beta match for Karis and me and hope it’s enough.

      Sliding my glance over to the front, I watch the driver as he sits at the wheel, boredom lacing his posturing. The only sounds coming from his direction are the flips of paper as he licks his thumb and pulls back another page. The Alpha in front of me is still asleep, but I still don’t dare move. He’s already scented me once; I don’t need any shift to give away more than what he thinks he knows.

      Glancing up, I watch the digits as they slowly change. The route we’re on blinks a dull red, and we are almost at our destination. I grip the sides of my chair until my hands ache with the effort, but I keep still, only moving my head and eyes as needed. Before much longer, the car vibrates as the grinding squeal of metal on metal reaches my ears.

      Both the Alpha and I lurch to the side as it finally comes to a halt. I want nothing more than to flee the confines of this shuttle, but what do I do with the Alpha? If I go first, he might follow me home. If I go second, there’s no guarantee he’ll let me off. What happens then? Will the driver just go on, looping around the circle until we’re back to the Dead Lands where he can have his way with me?

      Shaking my head, I force those thoughts out of my brain. I can’t let my fear taint every interaction with Alphas, or all men for that matter. Besides, the more I work myself up, the more I’m sure he can smell my fear. Even now, it’s a sour note, lightly perfuming the air. Taking deep breaths, I force gulps of air into my lungs as I count backward from twenty.

      I don’t move until my heart resumes a normal cadence, nothing that would give away my anxiety. The Alpha tips back his hat and looks around before motioning between the door and me.

      “Ladies first.” His voice is half growly and half raspy, setting every nerve on fire.

      Fuck.

      They’re not supposed to have this sort of power over me. It’s not possible. Squeezing my thighs together, I force myself to move. “No, my Lord Alpha. I insist. I’m sure you have far more important things to do. I would hate to waste even a moment of your time.”

      The smile he gives me is all teeth - feral. I suppress a shudder as he motions again to the door. “No. I insist.”

      I’m caught between fight and flight as we stare each other down. His voice is laced with a growl, demanding I give in to his orders. Even masking as beta, I’m not immune. I can only imagine how much worse it would be if I were my true designation. I stand as he does, and we bump into each other.

      His body is a solid wall, all muscle and aggression. His fingers grab at my cloak to steady me, drawing me closer than I ever want to be to an Alpha. His breath is warm against the top of my head, and my vision swims for just a moment. Too hot. Too close. It’s all too much.

      The loud ding as the door opens breaks the agonizing spell for just a moment. It’s now or never. Forcing myself out of his grasp, I make a beeline for the door, knowing soon after I leave, I’ll be in the city proper where law and order rules once more. Even if he does follow me out, he legally won’t be able to do anything. As much as the High Echelon controls the city, even the Alphas don’t defy them.

      To touch a pristine such as I would mean certain death. That is, in the city proper. Here, he can do what he wants with me, and no one will know until far too late. Anxiety gnaws at my insides as the awareness of just how potentially fucked I am comes crashing into my brain.

      As long as the High Echelon and Guardian Alphas don’t know about my little excursions to the Dead Lands, I will still be considered pristine, untouched in their eyes. If not, any chance at an advantageous marriage is null and void.

      The Alpha’s eyes bore into the back of my skull as I pick my way through the debris littering my path. In order to keep hidden, as little light as possible is allowed in, shadowing the tunnel in haphazard darkness. The main light comes from the tunnel transport, but it’s just barely enough to not trip over bits of brick, wood, and gods know what else.

      Luckily for me, I’ve grown accustomed to the dim lighting, turning the journey from treacherous to just annoying. The Alpha pants behind me, attempting to keep up, but here, I have the advantage. With my body being so small and light, I can almost fly across the bits of brick and wood.

      The noise of outside life is muffled, but I can still hear it over my heart ricocheting around in my chest. My breath comes in gasps, and each deep inhale fills my brain with more of the Alpha's pungent scent. Perhaps I should start doubling up my rations? I can barely afford what I’m buying now. What will happen if my body starts to become accustomed to them?

      Making my way to the door, I rap out the secret code and hold my breath. He’s still a small distance behind me, but that gap is closing with every second. The heat of his body washes over mine just as the door opens, and I spill out on the street. Safe. Glancing this way and that, I dash over the rough-hewn roads of the lower levels. A few betas glance up at me, but I know they won’t say anything. They have enough problems of their own.

      A stab of guilt pierces my heart as I weave my way around them, using their defeated bodies as a stopgap against the Alpha gaining ground. Though I’m safe here, there’s still not as much law enforcement as in the upper levels. The air is fetid and wet, a low bank of fog covering the stone streets.

      I could easily be here with them, toiling away as the rotten air weakens my lungs. It’s only by the grace of my parentage that I even have the home I’m in. I make my way around the dismal city square, heading for the back alleys I know by heart. Hopefully, the Alpha chasing me doesn’t have as much experience down here as I do.

      Minutes tick by, and soon, the strong, Alpha aroma begins to fade until all I can smell is stagnant water and decay. I’m never here long enough for lungrot to take root and fester, but it’s yet one more reminder of my stupidity in leaving my respirator at home. So much of today’s mishaps would have been prevented if I hadn’t forgotten that one crucial item.

      The thick air begins to thin as I work my way up, going into the better part of the district. This is where the higher levels meet to do trade and meetings. It’s still not as nice as the meeting area of the high districts, but it’s somewhere I’m allowed to be without someone questioning it. Casting off the cloak, I lay it across the rotten, wooden fence surrounding a house with laundry hanging outside. Based on the clothes, at least one person is a similar build to me.

      These cloaks are castoffs to me, a pittance that I only buy to conceal me in the Dead Lands. I try to assuage my guilt by finding a different house, a different fence, each time, leaving a cloak for someone in need. Now that I’m in a safe zone, I don’t need to hide my status. With my pills and illegal tender secure in the hidden pocket, and my credits and datacom in the outer pocket, I make my way to the food section, looking for groceries for Karis and me.

      I know she doesn’t like the food of the lower levels, but our credits go so much further here than in our home district. True, the food is tainted with the sour stench of the air that swirls about, but the food itself is nutritional and whole. Fingering my remaining credits, I pass over stalls that contain novelty foods - foods designed to bring in cash flow from visiting sectors and districts but have no real value.

      Instead, I go to my normal booth, where a wizened old woman sells root vegetables and staples that will last. She squints up at me, her wrinkles crinkling as she smiles. Though I don’t really know her all that well, I still pretend that she could be my mother or grandmother. It makes the deception all less painful knowing I’m providing a living, at least in part, for someone I have familial feelings for.

      Her hand trembles as she reaches out to grasp mine, and tears prick my eyes. In a place this bad, there’s no way she’ll have that much time left. To take her home with me would be a dishonor to her and a slap in the face to all betas that toil in the same toxic air. In truth, they don’t have it nearly as bad as some other sectors. Reports come in daily about the horrid living conditions outside of our area. The Dead Lands is the only thing between us and certain death.

      Out there, beyond our borders, the world dips down, trapping this same toxic air, but at a much higher concentration. On the rare, clear nights, I can sometimes make out the twinkle of their tall towers and marvel at how their height rivals our own. I’ve never had a desire to visit the other lands, but from what little I hear from the Alphas in the brothels, there’s nothing out there for me - no escape that wouldn’t be trading a fast death for a slow one.

      Looking down, I pick out my food and hand her the money. I don’t even know her name. She’s just a motherly beta to me, and how sad is that. I open my mouth to ask her but spot the Alpha from earlier stalking through the booths. My time is up. The fact that I’m no longer wearing a cape might buy me a few minutes, but there’s no doubt my scent is still lodged somewhere in his brain.

      Like a dog searching for a piece of meat, he’ll eventually find me. Nodding my thanks, I hand her the credits and take my bundle with me. Will she even be here next time? My gut drops as I remember the fact that I’ll be coming through this way again in just a few days. I really was stupid for changing up my schedule. It will be far safer and cheaper, in the long run, to just work on my disguises.

      The transport is close by - yet another reason I chose her booth in the beginning. It makes for an easier getaway. With the last of my credits, I slide them into the slot, hold my wrist out to be scanned, and press the button for my destination. The doors close in front of me, blocking me from the Alpha. The ship remains still, motionless as we wait for someone else from my district to scan their wrist.

      He lowers his arm, and my breath stills in my chest, but the doors never open. He must be someone of high rank or an outcast to not be allowed in with me. The Alpha slams his palms against the glass, snarling as he studies me. I let him, tossing my head back for him to get a good look. Everything about me is a disguise, as if I’d be stupid enough to wander out into the Dead Lands with no plausible deniability.

      Law is king now, and as long as I retain my sacred innocence and throw at least some bit of reasonable doubt onto my excursions, then I should be fine. The clock ticks louder in my mind as I search through any other reasonable alternative. No one would dare sell suppressants within the city walls, so that only leaves the Dead Lands.
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