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CHAPTER ONE


          

          Ladria

        

      

    

    
      Plink. Plink. Plink. The sound bounces off the small walls enclosing me, never stopping. Plink. Plink. Plink. Looking around, I glance at all the nooks and crannies, desperate to find where it’s coming from, but like every other day, nothing is visible.

      A heavy sigh pulls from my lips as I force myself to stand up, kicking yesterday’s food to the side. Already maggots squirm about, threatening the few contents of my stomach. Turning, I hold my hand to my lips and gag. Bile rises, choking me, but nothing comes up any further. 

      I don’t even want to know what that smell combination will do. Already, the fetid stench of dampness and mold fills the confines, setting my head to throbbing, not at all aided by the infernal sound. Plink. Plink. Plink. Even as I sleep at night, it invades my dreams, what few I have.

      It’s a cacophony of madness with no end in sight. There aren’t even any windows to tell me what time of day it is. The only way I have any semblance of a routine is based off of the guards and when they switch up, but even that doesn’t tell me if it’s day or night. 

      Walking over to the wall, I slide my fingers down the rough surface, touching the marks I’ve gouged out. There are far too many. Counting them in my head, I sink to the floor and curl into a ball. It’s been almost a month since I’ve been tossed in here, alone with nothing but my thoughts and the infernal sound.

      Plink. Plink. Plink. Has it always been with me? It’s hard to think back to when I first arrived. It felt like ages ago though the scratches tell a much different story. Everything is blurred in my mind, a jumbled mess that I have no hope of sorting out. 

      Tears slide down my cheeks as I stare at the lines. They merge into one blurry blob until I can no longer differentiate which is which. Wrapping my arms about my shoulders, I rock back and forth, self-soothing in the only way I know how. If only I hadn’t listened to Alexi. If only I had done the right thing and told Alpha Altris what she was planning.

      But no.

      I wanted to be included, to not be exiled from my friendship. And where did that get me? Alone in a cell with no one to talk to except the jeering soldiers that keep watch. Their merciless taunts echo about in the empty cell, the only thing to keep me company as I force myself to sleep.

      “Looks like you’re having maggots for dinner again, ay?”

      My spine stiffens as the familiar voice taunts me. “What is it you want?” My voice is garbled, wet with my tears.

      “You don’t get to talk to me like that,” the man seethes. “I’m a Guardian Alpha. You’ll be treating me with respect.”

      “Respect.” I spit the word out of my mouth like the vile acid I long to regurgitate. “It’s laughable that you, a pig-headed buffoon, have the audacity to talk to me about respect.” My voice still wavers, threatening to reveal the false bravado I so desperately try to put on. 

      I long to hurl threats, harsher insults, but I hold back, not wishing to get into any more trouble. It’s bad enough I allowed myself that moment of weakness, to say anything to the man at all. Normally I’m able to let things go, but for some reason, I reached my endpoint, and unleashed a fraction of the hopeless rage that bubbles inside. 

      The squeak of the door is ominous, threatening even, as he shoves it open. Soon, the heavy tread of his shoes is cut off by a loud clatter and squish. My body seizes at the loud sound, my pulse racing so fast my vision blackens for a second. My maggots. I guess I won’t be eating them for dinner after all. 

      A ghost of a smile hovers on my lips at the idea of this behemoth of a man becoming even more enraged for ruining my supposed punishment. Did he really not know that the medical staff that seems to work down here brings me fresh food daily? He would have to forcibly shove it down my throat for that to be my dinner.

      Large, meaty hands wrap around my shoulders, pulling me up to a standing position. The sudden change in altitude, along with my minuscule eating habits, converge in my stomach, flipping it about until I can no longer hold in the contents. 

      Turning me in his grasp, the man has no idea how very close to danger he is, but he insists on shaking me, tossing me about like a rag doll as he screams in my face. Unable to hold back any longer, my mouth opens, pouring out the meager contents of my stomach until it coats his face.

      Outrage vibrates through the air, souring the dank scent even further with the acrid stench of his fury. A roar rips from his throat, setting my body to trembling. I have no means to protect myself, no way of keeping safe if he decides to take his anger out on me.

      “I-I’m sorry. I-.” He tosses me to the side like some worthless thing, as if my very being isn’t enough. I’m not enough. 

      Agony explodes through my skull as my body slams into the wall. I lay there, broken, crumpled, without enough energy to even cry. My body throbs with each beat of my heart; ironically, it syncs up with the water that continues to drip somewhere unseen. 

      Plink-pound. Plink-pound. Plink-pound.

      My eyes drift shut as sweet release drifts over me, easing the pain from my body for these precious moments of unconsciousness. I can hear frantic movement, detect the small eddies of air as it swirls over me, but it’s all ethereal, otherworldly, as if none of this actually exists. 

      Fuck Alphas. This is why I ran. This is why I chose to live a simple life in the desert as opposed to being a broodmare for the elites. None of them valued life, least of all, a life like mine. Once more, thick hands wrap around me, and I whimper as they tug at me, moving me. 

      I don’t want to move. I want to lie here, to be nothing, to just exist until my life is finally over. Unwilling to open my eyes, I force my other senses to assess for me. The hands aren’t like the guards. They feel kinder somehow, if that’s even possible. This new man even smells different — masculine and clinical at the same time. More than likely, he’s one of the doctors that roam the halls.

      It’s not a scent I recognize enough to put with a name, so he’s certainly not one of the various workers that bring me my meals. Though I’ve smelled him before, we’ve never interacted. What does he want with me now? No doubt the guard has harmed me in some way, and that’s why the doctor is pulling me up. 

      But what’s the use of fixing something that you’re just going to toss aside later? Why not let me lie here in peace, taking my last breaths alone as I have been for so many weeks? Unless that’s my true punishment. Keep me well enough to suffer and not seek the sweet release of death. 

      He cradles me to him, hugging me close to his chest where I can hear his heart. It’s discordant to the plink that haunts my dreams, as if his body is purposefully pulsing at an off beat, breaking up the monotonous rhythm that is my new life. Though I detest being this close to an Alpha, the sound offers me something new, something different to latch onto.

      Though I’m not sure where I’m going, it’s somewhere different, somewhere that smells clean. Perhaps this is the final journey before I can cross over. An odd peace descends on my body as I’m laid out on the softest of beds. Eronoiac, the ferryman of the dead, must not be too far now. 

      I never thought I’d long for death. It was never in my plans before. I was never one of those morose omegas that walked about in mourning clothes, just waiting for my chance. I had so much to live for, so much I wanted to experience. But perhaps it’s best this way. 

      As my eyes race back and forth beneath my closed lids, I allow another tear to gather and slide down. Though death, at this point feels preferable, there is a small part that mourns what I’m leaving behind. 

      I should be going into heat soon, and with it, the possibility of becoming a mated omega with a beta of my choosing. Perhaps children if Ilaria blesses. But now, I’ll be nothing more than a memory, a shadow, existing for a brief time and then snuffed out. 

      Though I had no plans once I entered the commune, I always dreamed of making a difference somehow. It didn’t matter how, but now I’ll never know what it’s like to be of service. One stupid mistake and all my potential flittered away like delicate wingwinds fluttering from flower to flower.

      Oh to be free like that. To float on the breeze, going wherever it takes me. Instead, my body is leaden, heavy, and incapable of moving. As my mind fractures, separating within me, I allow one more tear to fall.
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        * * *

      

      A loud beeping sound cuts into the fog that laces my brain. It’s that same cadence as the godsforsaken plinking sound, but this time, it’s far harsher, strident even. Has the Council of the Dead seen fit to send me to Arnakas due to my crimes? 

      Unbidden, more tears gather at the corners of my eyes. It’s the only thing that makes sense. Turning my head, I rest my cheek against the cool pillow and open my eyes. Unless eternal damnation looks like a hospital, the truth of the matter is I’m not dead, probably not even close.

      Groaning, I turn to the other side and stare at the monitor that’s making that sound and glare at it, wishing for just a moment’s peace. I go to move, to see if I can somehow silence the machine or at least soften the sound, but I can’t. Though I jerk and tug as hard as I can, my limbs lie there, immobile.

      My eyes flit toward my right arm, and my pulse quickens as I stare at the cuffs chaining me to the bed. The beeps from the machine also spike, sounding loud and grating to my ears. My arms and legs strain at the restraints, but it’s no use. Nothing I do makes them release. 

      Frantic, I look about, seeking out the strange Alpha that brought me here, but it’s just me. I’m alone. Again. My breaths come in rapid inhalations as my mind buzzes at the speed of light. Is this my new prison cell? Have I truly been so horrible of a prisoner that they’re choosing to restrain me?

      “Please,” I croak in the silence, my voice hoarse and raw, as if I’ve been screaming. “Please. I’ll eat the food. I’ll do anything. I’ll-I’ll obey.” 

      Since the moment I rebelled and fled from Stanlion as a youth, I was never disobedient. I behaved as well as I knew how, always following the Clan Mother’s edicts as gospel. One mistake. One simple, stupid mistake, and now I’m not even allowed the dignity of moving.

      Dragging a deep breath into my lungs, my heart stops as terror winds its way around my spine. A familiar scent permeates my brain, one that wasn’t there before. Or did I just miss it somehow? Amongst the scents of the medicine, chemicals, and the others that work here, a familiar smell teases my nose, stirring up memories I had long since repressed. 

      Even though I can smell the other Alphas that have come and gone out of this room, this one stands out above the rest, calling to me in a way that it shouldn’t. Davix. A name I haven’t thought about since the day I put Stanlion behind me. But how is it here? How can I smell him? Would the gods really be so cruel as to bring us together after the way I left?

      No doubt it’s just a figment of my imagination, the worst possible scenario playing out in my head like a nightmare I can’t wake up from. Digging my nails into my palm, I wait for the tell-tale pain, the one to tell me if I’m dreaming or not, but it never comes.

      It’s a dull buzz against my skin, the very whisper of discomfort without the sharp, jagged edges. I am dreaming. I have to be. A soft shuffling grabs my attention, and I look over at the corner where a massive man walks toward the bed. 

      Every time I blink, his face changes, morphs, turning into the young Alpha that held me, wiped away my tears, and kissed the scrapes and cuts that came with being a rambunctious child. With the next blink, he is the stranger that dragged me from the cell earlier. Green eyes clash with the memory of light blue with flecks of gold. 

      It’s not him. It’s not Davix. Should I be grateful? Should I cry out for the one Alpha that might actually be able to save me? Bitter tears burn my eyes as I push that thought back into my brain. No doubt Davix is already mated, and if he isn’t, he certainly wouldn’t want to help me.

      I shake my head, forcing my brain to dispel the image that threatens to superimpose onto the man stalking closer. A scent permeates the air — all masculine aggression. Is it from Davix or this stranger? The scents intermingle until I cannot tell one from the other. With each step this stranger takes toward me, the smell of Davix dissipates. 

      It’s been so long since I’ve held the scent of my first crush in my nose that I can no longer say with any certainty if Davix’s scent was always so overbearing or if it’s all coming from this man, but either way, I despise it. I loathe the way it churns my insides. At the commune, I was no longer prey. I was equal with everyone there. But here, back in Stanlion, I can feel this Alpha’s insistent presence as he pushes his way forward.

      “Ahh. You’re awake.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          Ladria

        

      

    

    
      I jerk my head to the side, not wishing to acknowledge him. A phantom voice from long ago teases at my memories, echoing the same words. White, sterile walls turn to fields of grass as the memory morphs into reality. Davix sat there, his calm demeanor allowing me a modicum of rest as I hid away from my parents.

      ‘You’re awake.’ I didn’t imagine it. He said it. He had to. If not, then what memory am I accessing? The scent memory becomes stronger as Davix leans in, his lips a hair’s breadth from mine. But he doesn’t kiss me. He never kisses me. Why did he never kiss me?

      How old were we then? I was fifteen when I fled Stanlion which meant he was twenty-five at the most. No doubt the age kept him in check. That or the desire was one-sided with me as the potential pursuer. The memory blurs as my mind stretches back to all those years ago. As an omega, I was biologically driven to want him, to desire him. He knew this. He had to. 

      How many times did I watch him scent the air, his pupils dilating as he strode over to me? But then, he’d just turn and walk away, his hands clenched by his side, as if fighting a battle I couldn’t see. Was it really so wrong? I knew of very old Alphas mating omegas the moment they turned eighteen. Was nine or ten years so very different? 

      I didn’t feel different. Even as a child, I felt very much like an adult, one with the weight of the world on her shoulders. But perhaps it was for the best. If Davix ever acted on those unspoken desires, I wouldn’t have had the strength to leave. And I needed to.

      No good came from my dynamic. If he had said the words I longed to hear, I would have fallen at his feet, but it wouldn’t have been me. It would have been this godsforsaken dynamic that pushed me to action and not actually love or desire — just like he was driven by the Alpha instincts to mate and claim.

      I didn’t need some test to tell me. I was far smaller than the others, a lot more fragile and delicate. It didn’t matter that I somehow tested as beta when I was a child. Either someone switched it, or the test was wrong. It was only a matter of time before they officially knew.

      Even when I was ten and he was twenty, I knew it then. He was so confused at his pull toward me, but I knew. I always knew. At first, he protected me, like an older brother, and as we both grew a little older, it turned into something else.

      The way Davix’s gaze changed, becoming darker. The way he felt far sharper around me. There was a bite to his words, an unrequited longing that he never acted upon, a shifting of the eyes when he thought I wasn’t looking. There was a timepiece in my mind that pounded every time he was near, as if both of us were waiting for that magical day that I’d go into heat, and he’d be well within his rights to claim me. 

      It was that clock, that biological urge that drove me. It had to be. Because, even though I vowed to never take an Alpha as a mate, I started to fall for him. My body burned in a way that was wholly inappropriate, especially since I continued masquerading as a beta. 

      That’s when I knew I had to leave. We would both get hurt. Though I wasn’t a future teller, I didn’t need the stars, moon, or flight patterns of the various animals to tell me that. He was interested in me, at least, that’s how I perceived it.

      Perhaps I was wrong all along. Perhaps all he wanted was to be that brother to me, a protector of someone weak and frail. It could be he really didn’t know that his breathing hitched the moment he came into my presence. He never once mentioned he knew I was an omega, so it could be it was in my head after all.

      How many of these memories are like this, distorted visions I’m seeing through a foggy lens? My head is in a jumble, throbbing every time I try to look at things more closely. He never used his words to tell me he wanted me, but I saw it in his eyes that last year I was still in Stanlion. Then again, I’ll never know for certain. 

      It rained that day. Either that or Davix actually cried. The memory is so jumbled, so stretched to its edges that I cannot trust anything I’m seeing. How much of it is reality, and how much is simply fictitious longing, a yearning for a time when things were far simpler, and I was with an Alpha that protected me from everything? 

      However, this stranger that hovers over me, this monster, fills my vision every time I blink, shoving the comforting memories away and forcing me back to reality. Gone is the envelope of safety I cocooned myself into. Gone is the young man that held me against him as my deepest fears took hold of my mind. 

      There’s nothing calm about this man standing before me. Where Davix was always a safe haven, a place to run to, this Alpha only makes me want to run away. Instead of Davix’s soothing scent and aura, this Alpha is all aggression and pent-up frustrations. 

      But is my sensibility even to be trusted? Years spent at the commune drove the memories of Alphas so far back that I never gave them another thought. Perhaps I’m skewed, unable to trust my instincts after years of not needing them.

      “You’re awake,” he murmurs again, his fingers sliding up to brush my hair out of my face. 

      The thin tresses stick to the wet skin around my eyes, but even they move at his behest. With soft tsking sounds, he slides his thumbs across the damp spots, rubbing them until they’re dry. His touch is cold, calculated, nothing even close to what I imagined it would be. 

      Once more, I turn my face, wishing to be free of this nightmare, but his fingers grip my chin, refusing to let me move. My body quakes as his touch drifts over my lips, touching them, teasing them, coaxing them open, then pulling away. I’ve watched enough rituals at the commune to know what seduction looks like. 

      However, he still keeps his touch light, almost clinical. I don’t understand what he wants from me, and he’s not saying a word. He simply stares at me, his eyes dilating every few moments then returning to normal. It’s this sense of unease, this unknown, that eats at me, gnaws at me.

      “Please. Please tell me what you want.”

      “Oh?” He peers down at me, his lips widening to show his teeth. Images of the few anorakuses, predators of the desert, I’ve seen flash to mind, just as hungry and just as thirsty for blood. “I’m simply responding to the need I heard in your voice, all soft and plaintive. ‘Please, I’ll do anything,’ Is that not what you said?”

      My fingers shake as I attempt to ball them into fists again. Something isn’t right. My normal senses and reflexes aren’t working. Every movement is slow, like sap dripping down the syrup trees in the Agro freezers. I go to move my head, finally free of his grip, but even that is labored. The room spins with each minute movement, and the need to hurl beats at my brain.

      Is there anything even left in my stomach? No doubt I left all its contents on the guard that barreled into my cell. Is that why I’m here? To be punished for a natural bodily reaction?

      “Open your mouth for me.” With every bit of energy I possess, I grit my teeth, refusing him entrance. “Listen, you stupid bitch,” he hisses, his face mere millimeters from mine. “You said you’d do anything. Right now, I need you healthy enough to take you up on that promise. Open. Your. Fucking. Mouth.”

      A growl laces his voice, saturating the air with his command. I’m helpless to resist. Tears stream down my face, blurring his face as my mouth inches open. I fight the compulsion as best I can, but eventually, it’s wide enough for him to stick a finger inside.

      Holding my breath, I lie there as his thick digit swirls around, sliding deep into my throat, causing it to convulse as bile rises once more. The sound of gagging reaches my ears, but it sounds so far away, as if it’s not me doing it. My stomach clenches as everything in me tightens up.

      At the last minute, he pulls his finger out and turns my head as more comes up out of me, splattering against a tin object he’s holding beneath my chin. Pink swirls about, mixed with vile greens and browns. Pain erupts through my stomach as everything seizes up again. 

      Even more comes up, each heave filled with pinks and splashes of dark red. Blood. The word slithers around my brain along with the very real terror that I’m dying. Though I haven’t made my peace or sacrifices to the gods, I can only hope they look at my heart and see that it is mostly unblemished.

      Hopefully, Abenomed, the god of final judgment, will have mercy, taking account of all the good I’ve tried to do. Surely, he cannot condemn me. Surely not. I long to wrap my arms about my waist, to rock back and forth in an attempt to self-soothe, but I’m still held firm, splayed under the confines of a single, white sheet.

      The Alpha pulls the metal out from under me long enough to slip a glass tube between my lips. Cold water shoots in, reigniting that churning sensation. Pulling it out, he sets the metal beneath me.

      “Spit.”

      This is one command I gladly obey. The stench of my vomit slams into me as I swish the water around and spit it out. Hopefully, the worst is over, and I’ll no longer be forced to endure this humiliation. Once my mouth is empty, he slides the tube in again. 

      “You’re far too thin,” he murmurs, pushing the tube in further this time so I gag once more. “The food they fed you is tearing up your insides, causing you to hold onto blood you shouldn’t. I’ll probably have to put you on transfusions if I’m going to fuck you as I plan on doing.”

      When he pulls out the tube again, I stare up at him, questions flooding my brain. Spitting the water out, I take a deep breath. “I demand to be taken to the High Sanctum.” As much as I detest the idea of being a pawn in this sadistic regime, it will keep me safe.

      He sets down the tube and runs his fingers through my hair. The need to vomit again beats at me, but I hold back. I feel far too weak to heave again. “Oh. Oh you don’t know, do you? There is no more High Sanctum. When they overthrew the government, that was the first thing to change. Now, we must hunt down our omegas, seducing them, marking them. No longer are we afforded a deal that guarantees our happy ending.”

      “B-but. I don’t consent-.”

      “You think that matters? You think we give a fuck? You’re an omega. I smelled that cunt of yours the moment I was called into your cell. So here is how it’s going to go. You will submit to me. If you don’t, I’m just going to fuck you anyway.”

      Blood drains from my face as he stares down at me, the enormity of everything finally sinking in. “I-I’ll scream!”

      “Oh. Oh, I’m very much counting on that.” Once more, he brings the tube up, wrenching my jaw so that I open under the intense pressure. He holds it in front of me, a taunt, a promise, a fucking warning. “And when we’re done here, I’ll be cleaning you. Every fucking inch. You like that? You wanna be clean for me before I make you so fucking dirty?”

      His hands drift lower, grazing my hip. I know exactly where he wants to go and, spread apart as I am, I’m helpless to stop him. “Help!” The scream echoes through the room, drawing a predatory smirk across his face.

      “Help!” He mimics, yelling out even louder than I am. “Oh, sorry. I guess I left a small detail out. We’re in the surgery ward, which means no one can hear you.” Walking over to a nearby wall, he slams his palm against the surface, sending a metallic ringing sound through the air. “Thick metal. Perfect for me, but absolutely horrible for you.” 

      For the last time, he shoves the tube between my lips and holds the metal under my mouth to spit. As much as I want to spew the water in his face, I know I must refrain. I have no safety measures, no means to defend myself.

      Even if I wasn’t strapped down, I would still be no match for him. One growl. One fucking sound from his chest, and I’d be helpless. Looking up at the ceiling, I call on every god I know, pausing when I get to Jarosh, the god of those that have been wronged. 

      Will he even answer my prayers since my hands are not clean? Closing my eyes, I take my chances, begging him to avenge me. Last of all, I plead with Affara, the goddess of comfort, to give me the strength to do what needs to be done.  Glancing over at the metal tray near the bed, I note the sharp tools. Any one of them can aid me in my journey into the hereafter; it’s only a matter of which one will hurt the least.

      My pulse spikes as the idea of ending my life swirls through my head, but I see no other choice. At least this way, it’s my decision and not his. The Alpha looks over at the machine, frowning as he watches the beeps of my heartbeat. Taking in a deep breath, I will it to go slower. I can’t tip him off about my plans. 

      As much pain as she’s caused me, I need to channel Alexi. She was able to lie to an Alpha with practiced ease. If only I can be like her, to convince him to untie the restraints, then perhaps I have a chance. Bile rises in my throat as I practice in my head how to seduce him.  

      It’s nearly impossible to conjure anything I can say or do. Just because I watched omegas get rutted on a stage doesn’t mean I know anything about what men actually want, least of all an Alpha. Betas seemed so much easier. Having free access to almost any pussy they chose seemed to negate the need for any work on the female’s end.

      That, or I’m truly far more naive than I originally thought. My body quakes as he paces about, prowling around the table, his eyes never leaving mine. I have no doubt he’ll do what he threatened and force himself on me. Which is the worst option, give myself up willingly and hope the pain isn’t too great? Or fight and have it hurt anyway?

      No doubt, if I go the seduction route, he’ll just laugh at me. There’s no way I won’t be clumsy at it. More than that, just the very idea of encouraging him in any way makes my head spin and my body seize up. It will be far too easy to give in and give him what he wants. I have to fight. Somehow. 

      “You are such a conundrum, little Ladria.”

      My jaw slackens at his use of my name. “I’m not Ladr-.”

      “Don’t you fucking lie to me,” he snarls, slamming his hands on the bed, caging my head in his fury. “Just because you ran doesn’t mean you still aren’t in our system. Your mother tested your dynamic when you were a child, making you completely traceable. Do not fucking challenge my intelligence with your feeble lies.”

      Pulling back, he reaches up, gripping the light above the bed and turning it so that it shines in my face. Blinded, I move my hand to block it out but remember all too late that I’m still tied down. Soft whimpers slide out from between my lips as I tug and yank, anything to at least try. 

      That’s all I have to do. Try. 

      The man tips his nose into the air, drawing my scent deep into his lungs. “Ahhh, I so love the smell of your fear. There’s an acidity, a pungent note that blends so beautifully with your natural aroma. Tell me, how is it you’re typed as a beta when all signs point to an omega nearing her heat?”

      Blood drains from my face. I know it’s supposed to happen soon, but is it really so close that he can tell? Is it my blood, my scent, or some other testable way he knows this? This is no doubt why he took me from my cell. To have a better chance at claiming me while I’m mindless. 

      “I have no answer for you,” I finally mumble, turning my head away from the bright lights. 

      “Hmmm. No need. I’ll just conduct some experiments myself. How does that sound? Besides, I need to make sure you’re in top physical condition to take my knot.” His hand skims down the front of my thigh as numbness pervades my limbs.

      I can’t let him affect me. All it’s going to do is stir him up. Instead, as he grips the sheet in his massive fist, I let my mind drift to the commune, thinking of the Clan Mother, of Alexi, of all my friends. Hopefully, these memories will give me strength for what’s about to happen.

      With one quick jerk, he flings the sheet off, leaving me naked and exposed. Despite the stifling heat, a chill wracks my body until I’m unable to stop shivering. Keeping my eyes screwed shut, I listen as he walks around the table, moving various items that I have no name for. Is he going for one of the blades? 

      I brace, waiting for the sting of metal slicing into my skin, but it never happens. Tensing, I grip my fingers into fists, my breath coming in quick gasps. The beep of the machine pulses out in a wild staccato as my heart doubles in speed. What is he waiting for?

      A loud smacking sound thunders in the air, and my eyes shoot open, desperate to know what manner of torture is about to befall me. But it isn’t any tool that’s in his hands — it’s rubber gloves. After putting on one, he slides on the other, his lips curling up into a menacing smile.
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      “That’s right, omega,” he breathes, his eyes dilating. “I want to smell every bit of your terror. I want it to slide over me, to bathe me until all I can breathe in is that addicting scent that clings to your body.”

      Despite my desire to be strong, another whimper escapes my lips, which only seems to feed the monster lurking inside his body. I watch, helpless, as his eyes seem to shift, turning pitch black, then back to his normal shade of green. This isn’t a human. It can’t be. 

      All of my fears and hatred toward Alphas never prepared me for something like this. Domineering, I expected. Manipulative, I knew was a given. But this Alpha seems to come straight from the pits of Arnakas itself. Heat shimmers off his body as he moved, leaving wisps of smoke in his wake.

      Or am I dreaming? 

      Is any of this real?

      No doubt the food did indeed make me sick. Any moment now, I’ll wake up, shivering and alone in that cell. But I have to wake up. I just have to. As the Alpha slides down toward the end of the bed, my vision is once more blinded by the lights. But do I really want to see what he’s about to do?

      His gloved hands graze my upper thighs before he starts to knead the muscle underneath. Despite the terror flooding my system, his touch feels good. It’s abhorrent that anything about this man brings me pleasure, but in my haze, I let loose a low moan.

      Emboldened by my response, he continues to dig in his fingers until I reach the point where pleasure disappears and only pain exists. My soft moan soon turns into a gasp as air rips from my lungs. 

      “Please,” I cry out, doing my best to shift my legs. “I can’t-.”

      “I do recall the word anything being used in your earlier pleading. I wish for you to experience pain at my hand, and pleasure if I feel as if you earned it. That is the price for your freedom from that cell.”

      “People will look for me. You can’t just steal a prisoner.”

      His fingers stop their clawing movements, and he jerks them away. My sigh of relief is short-lived as he storms over to the head of the bed and looms over me, his eyes wild.

      “Oh, you innocent thing. No one is going to look for you. When the guard flung you across the cell, I pronounced you as dead. Your ‘body’ was soon incinerated before it could attract all manner of vermin. According to Stanlion, you no longer exist.”

      My body stills as his words seep into my brain. They circle there for countless moments, like water down a drain and just as dizzying. Even though I understand each word that was uttered, as a unit, they don’t make sense. My brain is not allowing them to come together in a semblance of order. 

      “I know you hear me.” His breath flutters at my temple, moving my hair about. “You can try to shut me out, force my voice out of your consciousness, but I’ll still be there, forcing my way in. Deny me all you want, but soon, you’ll come to crave every wicked, delicious thing I do to you. You’ll beg me for more.”

      The words all collide at once, and I jerk my head away, not giving him the satisfaction of watching the horrific dawning as it crosses my face. Dead. I can’t be dead. There’s no way Stanlion would allow a pristine to just die without following up. We are precious to the Alphas. It’s the one thing I could depend on.

      “I’m speaking to you. Turn and fucking face me.” Once more his growl laces the air, setting my insides to shaking. 

      I try to resist him. I do everything in my power, but the more he growls, the more I’m helpless. This is the curse of the omega. This is why I fled all those years ago. This is why I fucking wish I had actually died in that cell for real and not in my imagination. Being at the hands of this demented psycho is worse than any death I could have ever imagined. 

      His fingers curl around my jaw, wrenching my neck the rest of the way. The moment my mouth parts for me to cry out, his lips are there, hot and demanding against mine. Once more, bile races up my throat as his tongue darts between my teeth, forcing its way inside. After a moment or so, his hand slides up, cupping the back of my head so he can deepen the kiss. 

      This is my only chance, the only way I can inflict some injury onto him. Closing my eyes, I bite down on the squirmy, wriggling flesh, my heart jolting as his howl of pain floods my brain. Blood spills into my mouth as his fingers dig into my jaw, forcing my mouth open. 

      “You stupid cunt.” He draws his hand back and lets it fly across my face.

      Spots dance in front of my eyes as my head whips back to the other side. Pain doesn’t even register for several moments, but when it does, I blink back the tears, desperate to hide the agony crawling over my skin. 

      “If you wanted blood, all you had to do was tell me.” Venom laces his voice as he lowers his lips to my ear. “And I promise you, I will make you bleed before today is over. “

      “Why are you doing this,” I sputter, my sanity hanging on by a thread.

      Deep down, I don’t want to know the answer. I know it will be something that I cannot handle. And yet, the burning desire to know picks at my brain, refusing to let up.

      “Do I need a reason to pluck something so ripe, so sweet from the branch?” His voice gets a touch softer as he makes his way back down toward the foot of the bed. “I watched as they dragged you into that cell. I smelled you the moment I got close enough. They marked you as a beta, but what do the Guardian Alphas know? They’re not allowed to even go take a piss without their respirators in.”

      Again, his fingers make their trek up my thighs, and this time, I know he won’t stop there. I injured both his tongue and his pride. It was stupid of me to try and fight back. The only thing keeping me from going to the auction block is that I’m pristine. If he takes that away…

      “They were happy to go along with your designation, but I knew the truth.” His fingers dip in between my thighs, drawing a shuddering breath from my lips even though he’s taking me by force. “It was all simple really. I just had to wait until you needed medical attention.”

      “The High Echelon-.”

      “No longer fucking exists. Do I have to spell it out for you? We have a King now. Jaxxon.” He spits the name out as if it’s a foul taste in his mouth.

      “Then surely King Jaxxon will have you tried for your crimes. Unless…”

      “Unless what?”

      “Does he hate omegas as much as you?” It’s stupid, really, the fact that I’m having a conversation with this man, as if we’re friends having a chat. 

      But it’s far deeper than that. If I can make him talk, distract him, then maybe I have a chance at someone finding me. 

      “Ahh. Naïve omega. Do you think I hate you? Oh no, my little Ladria. I’ve craved an omega of my own for years now. I’m going to brand every inch of your body with my love.” Gulping, I will the frantic whimpers to stay in my throat where they belong. “As for Jaxxon hating omegas, he’s the reason you’re in this mess. He treasures them, honors them.”

      “Then why?” I wail. “If he would champion for me, then why? Surely, he would hang you if he knew what you were doing.”

      “A swift execution for sure.” His voice is a soft murmur laced with malice. “But that’s why your death was paramount. The guard that slammed you against the wall will die for his mistreatment of you. Not me.”

      “But why me?” I grind out. My body betrays me. I want to hold onto my anger, my indignation, but the rasp of his thumbs against my inner lips threatens to drive rational thought out of my brain. “You’re an Alpha, surely you can get a different omega.”

      “You would think that, wouldn’t you?” His thick digit slides down and notches at my entrance. “Before Stanlion fell, I had a chance. But now, omegas are free to choose. It takes away the intrigue, the politics… the fear. I used to walk the halls of the High Sanctum, whispering to them the things I’d do to them when they’d become mine. Yet every other fucking cunt was giving to another Alpha, one that didn’t deserve them.”

      There’s a hint of hysteria that peppers his words, sending a shaft of terror through me. Though I thought he was unhinged before, this confirms it. Wrong place at the wrong time. For more times than I care to contemplate, I bemoan the fact that I took any part in Alexi and Karis’s scheme. I knew it was wrong to cross an Alpha, and yet, because they were my friends, I did it.

      His touch is shallow, uneven as he pushes his way through, stopping when he gets to my barrier. “The gods have blessed me indeed,” he cries out. “A pristine. A pristine of my very own.” Once more, he pulls out and shoves back in, testing the barrier’s strength.

      There’s a hysterical edge to his words, far different than the ominous tones he had been using, and for some reason, that makes me far more frightened and ill at ease. The air is spiced with his arousal, making my head swim with the dizzying heaviness of it. 

      Though his touch doesn’t hurt, it’s still agonizing. All it will take is a hard enough shove, and I’ll be tainted, forever a fallen woman in the eyes of Stanlion. Tears gather and slip past my lids, but this time, I don’t even try to stop them. Perhaps Xiarius will see them and know I saved myself for his statue.

      It’s not through any will of my own that I’m about to bleed. Visions of the fertility god’s statue loom in my mind. Perhaps if I just imagine that I’m back in the commune, in front of my friends and chosen family. It doesn’t matter that the other parts of the ceremony haven’t been seen to. Giving my barrier to him is the most important aspect.

      “I know what you’re thinking, little Ladria. You think I’m going to rip through this barrier of yours, saving you from the agony of my cock tearing through it as I fuck you for the first time. You should know better by now. Or have I not made myself abundantly clear on how things are going to go? Perhaps I can drill it into your brain, hmm? Carve my plans on the back of your skull?”

      His finger slips out, and for the moment, all I can think about is the relief I feel at knowing I’m staying intact, at least for now. I have no clue when he plans to take me, but I’m hoping it’s during my heat, so I won’t feel it as badly. If he’s merciful enough to do it then, it will be a hormonally-induced haze that will make me easily forget. 

      My stomach clenches as I puzzle through his words. How could I know the methods of a madman? I’ve never had to follow thought patterns as evil as this before. But in a way, he’s right. He’s shown me the depths of his depravity. Based on what he’s already done, I know he won’t wait until I can forget.

      Sliding off the gloves, he tosses them to the side and walks over to my right arm. “Such a pity you left before they could mark you. Such a smart girl to leave before your second test. While you were unconscious, I tested your blood, and it showed up as omega right away. No doubt you would have been thrown into the High Sanctum where I wouldn't have any hope of reaching you. It’s as if you knew I wouldn’t have you, and so you ran.”

      His hand slides down the side of my face in what’s obviously supposed to be an affectionate gesture. The man is insane. There’s nothing in my mind that tells me differently. Even as he’s cooing over me, as if I’m some childhood sweetheart, I know there is worse to come. Nothing about this man is nice.

      Sure enough, he reaches down to undo my hand. Before I can strike out, he wrenches it upward, yanking my arm out of its socket before fastening it down above my head. Unimaginable pain rips through the joint as I lie there, unable to even breathe. It shoots down my arm to throb at my shoulder, then shoots up into my neck, robbing me of the ability to even scream. 
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