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        Just the other day, I was bait. Now he says I am his to keep.

      

        

      
        I was betrothed to a man I barely knew to right my mother’s wrongs. That is no longer the case. The terms set forth are all null and void.

      

        

      
        I’ve been kidnapped from my home by savages—beasts in man-form. We call them The Uncaged—a clan of lawless exiles and raiders known for raising hell to get what they want. When they find out what I’m worth, they’ll never let me go.

      

        

      
        The Uncaged are not men. They are Alphas. Created long ago to become super soldiers for the government, they have since turned against humanity. All who know of them stay away. No one crosses this clan. But someone did…

      

        

      
        My Alpha captor is bold, feral, and has no time for games. He will get what he wants, even if he has to fight for it. But he’s already made it clear that he’s not giving me up.

      

        

      
        I made a promise and now I can’t keep it. I don’t want to anymore, knowing that the only way I will know peace is with an Alpha. Human omegas are extremely rare. Once my heat surges, my Alpha won’t be able to control his cravings. Our mate-bond is already forming.

      

        

      
        He says he’ll keep me safe, but there are other Alphas in the village watching… and waiting.

      

        

      
        He won’t give me back and he won’t let me go. There’s only one thing left to do, and the choice may ignite a war.

      

        

      
        The Uncaged Omegaverse takes place on a dystopian Earth and combines paranormal and fantasy elements. Of course, there's a steamy, passionate romance in the mix. The story contains descriptive violence and sex and offensive language. May also include triggers. It also contains a bold, possessive alpha man and a sassy heroine.
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      "A great civilization is not conquered from without until it has destroyed itself from within." Will Durant
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      Discovery brings war.

      War drives sacrifice.

      For every end, there is a beginning.

      For every Alpha, there is an Omega.

      The strong fight.

      For peace. For survival.

      For redemption.

      In blood, there is revival.

      Destiny cannot be planned.

      Destiny is born.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Karis

      

      

      It had not rained in thirty days.

      Crumpled blades of grass crunched under my soles as I walked across my lawn and onto the main pathway. The atmosphere was dry and dull. Wisps of sand took flight at the slightest shift in the wind. Morning dew had already been wicked out of the air, but the moisture wasn't enough for the plants that drooped to the ground in distress.

      Even as I looked up into the dark, heavy clouds rolling in from the west, I mentally reminded myself that I had two things to look forward to today. Cake to celebrate my birthday. And a rainstorm like no other to wash away old burdens.

      I fought the urge of attempting to revive the wilted flowers. My fingers tingled with the need to do something about the current state of the landscape, but I'd have to hold off at least until tomorrow. I missed seeing rainbows pop up here and there after late afternoon showers, but I anticipated I wouldn't have to wait too much longer. Even the air smelled as though rain was on the way.  And I was grateful for it and the inspiration it would bring to revive my creativity.

      Even though I could paint from memory, I preferred the more vibrant colors of thriving vegetation, pulsing with life. Spring was my favorite season, but we still had many more months to go before warmer temperatures arrived. Even now, I was tempted to stop and paint the dreary gray clouds hovering above the sector of Legance. No matter how dismal this past month had been, it was like the calm before the storm.

      As I walked down the trail leading away from the road I lived on, I reached the busiest path. All around me people rushed, trying to get from this place to another in record time, beating the downpour.

      Most were walking, pulling wagons, on bikes, or mechanical scooters. Only the elite citizens of Legance owned cars, and even then, the means to keep a vehicle running with limited resources were scarce. As far as I knew, no newer model cars had been manufactured for over forty years. All the factories had been wiped out. There was still talent for mechanics and related trades, but the materials and technology were hard to come by. And without the upkeep of roads and highways like they did decades ago, cars could only get a person so far before they ran into an obstacle.

      So much had happened in forty years, but I only knew half of it...

      I lived in Legance, an upper northwest sector of America. My home was near the city, which was a good thing. Everything I needed—the markets, the lakes and rivers I visited, and Social Circle—were only a short walk away. I was fortunate that I had a home near the center of it all, but then again, I knew women my age that would never move near the city. They preferred the countryside where the way of life was just a little bit harder, but they still enjoyed more privacy. But I wasn't sure that anything that went on in Legance, even out in the countryside—was truly ever private.

      Even in the city, I still found peace and quiet. My work as an oil painter was often done in solitude, sitting somewhere in a park or on the bank of a river snapping photographs with an old camera my father gave me. The thing was old, really old, but it still did what I needed it to do. If things went as planned, I had a contract to develop a painting for some newlyweds. The bride was from the House of Penderton and the daughter of a councilman. They paid me double my usual fees. The contract would probably be the last one I ever obtained in Legance. I was leaving...

      Just like the majority of other unmarried fertile women of childbearing age in Legance, my freedom wasn't entirely ensured. The strict rules and protocols which they held over our heads were for our protection, they said...and for the perseverance of the human race

      The existence of humankind has been jeopardized with violence and other unseen threats for decades. My grandparents and parents experienced the worst of the disasters that crushed civilization while hurling America into chaos, dividing the land into mega colonies with dictatorial societies very different from the United States they grew up in.

      In the present time, the boundaries of the Americas stretched as far as pre-sector Canada to pre-sector Mexico. There were currently nine major sectors, including Legance. Each sector was said to have more uninhabitable spaces than settled ones. Buildings that stood more than ten stories tall were all crumbling and deemed unsafe to be near. Most smaller towns and neighborhoods were now abandoned; their residents had left to seek protection inside the walls of a sector.  Most of Legance's citizens lived as close as possible to our city’s center to have easy access to readily available food, energy, and medical resources. Everything else outside of the sectors was considered a dead zone; home to outcasts, savages, and other beings that weren't so human. Not knowing what was out there, outside of Legance, discouraged most of our citizens from straying too far away.

      Yet, I’d leave my home and my sector soon. By choice. I guess...

      Someone bumped into me from behind, jolting me from my lingering thoughts.

      "Earth to Karis." Cai skipped out in front me.

      "Oh hi, Cai." I reached out and we gave each other a hug. "What are you doing here?"

      "Looking for you." She smiled, showing off her dimples. Even without the rays of sunlight washing over Cai's toffee-brown skin, she still had the most flawless complexion I'd ever seen. Her hair was streaked with highlights, enhanced by some dyes she had probably traded an arm and a leg to get her hands on. I wished I was more like her. Carefree. Not afraid.

      Cai Phillipe had been my friend for years now, lending an ear and a shoulder whenever I needed one. It never bothered her that I was related by blood to the governor of Legance, Arthur Wynnell. Many citizens didn't exactly trust the Wynnell family. Most knew I was Arthur's niece and cast judgement before they ever met me. They also knew who my mother was, and to them, that was even worse.

      For the past ten years, Arthur from the House of Wynnell has secured power over Legance.  Every year, the Wynnell family made deals and solidified unions that ensured they led for yet another year and then more. My upcoming marriage to the governor of a bordering sector would only increase the Wynnell family's wealth, because in the absence of my mother and father, Arthur became my legal guardian.

      "Why do you look so worried?" Cai asked. "Cheer up."

      "I think I would be cheerful if it didn't look like the sky would drop out on me at any moment."

      "Oh yeah, that too. We're about to receive a storm of monstrous proportions." Cai bit her lip. "Do you think it'll be bad? Solomon says this witch in the countryside said that dams will burst and villages will flood and we'll wish that we'd never prayed for rain."

      I rolled my eyes. "There are no witches. My mother used to talk about them when I was little, but it's only a fairytale she told me."

      "That's what you think, Karis. You should believe more. Not just in your faith, but in other things too. There are things out there that we'll never see in our lifetime, but every tale has some truth," Cai exclaimed.

      "I believe in what I see and what I know," I said.

      "Whatever," she replied, thickly. "I'm glad I came this way. I thought you'd be at the college in the library giving art lessons, but someone said you were off today, so I started walking towards your house," she said. "Are you playing hooky?"

      "It's my birthday. Of course I called out."

      She nudged me playfully. "Well, look at you. Are you getting rebellious?"

      "Never."

      "Well, are you okay? How could you get sick on your birthday?" Cai frowned. "Wait! Have you seen a nurse lately? They say there's a sickness going around west of the countryside. A lot of people had to take some kind of antibody."

      "I'm fine, Cai. I'm not sick."

      I continued walking and she walked alongside me.

      "Then what is it?" she asked.

      "I had a meeting scheduled this morning with Governor Wynnell, but then it was canceled, and now it's back on again. I'm supposed to be there in fifteen minutes."

      Cai rolled her eyes. "You're doing them a big ass favor already. Can't you at least have your birthday to yourself?"

      "I know. I know," I breathed. "I wonder if he even remembers."

      "Of course he does. You have to be of age to marry. He knows exactly how old you are. They've been waiting for this day since the day you were born, right?"

      "Technically, yes."

      "Your marriage to Governor Stefan will strengthen the alliance between Legance and Anchora. You are a Wynnell. By blood. It doesn't matter that your own father was banished from here. You're still considered royalty in my eyes."

      "It doesn't matter to them because I am the only one living who can deliver on a promise that was made before I even took my first breath. And the Wynnells still owe Stefan's family a debt. I'm the payment."

      She leaned in as we turned the corner, exiting the market. "You can run, you know? Right now. You could escape. If you run fast enough, they might never find you."

      "I don't want to run. If my life were in danger, I might, but it's not."

      "You might be right. They say that Stefan isn't as bad as his father was. And his father sounded like he was pure evil, even to his own people. No wonder your mother ran from him and from Anchora to marry your father."

      I sighed. "And look where it got her."

      "It'll be alright. Just go with your gut. You won't end up like your mother, I promise. You're nothing like her," Cai replied.

      "I hope not. I've prayed for guidance. Even with these urges."

      A corner of Cai's lips twisted upward. "What urges?"

      I shook my head. "Never mind."

      Cai shrugged. "Well, okay. I'll walk you up to the gates and then I have to go. You know the Wynnell family won't tolerate seeing the likes of my kind around their pearly white gates."

      "Don't say that."

      She shrugged. "It's true. By the way, you should be calling him Uncle not Governor Wynnell. After all, that's what he is to you."

      "He's never been an uncle to me. He's the governor and I abide by the rules just like everyone else," I said.

      "But you are not like everyone else, and you know it. I even wonder why you don't live in the House of Wynnell. You're entitled just like his brat children. They're all adults but they act like kids. And Leon is such an asshole." She rolled her eyes. "I don't know what some of these thirsty chicks around here see in him. He just fucks whoever he pleases and gets away with it."

      "Cai..." I giggled.

      "What? He does."

      I sighed. "Either way, I'm just an orphan. Governor Wynnell thinks of me as the kid his brother left behind. Besides, why would I leave my home? The moment I leave it, I give up all rights to someone else. I grew up there. It's all I have left right now."

      Cai frowned. "And you're leaving anyway. I get it."

      "I want something of my own before I go. I don't know what's in store for me..." I swallowed, trying to rid the lump of nervousness growing in my throat.

      "I'm going to miss you so much. But you have to be the luckiest woman in Legance right now. You'll be the wife of a governor. Many of us will never get that chance. I just hope you don't forget about me."

      I hooked my arm around her and pulled her to my side. "Of course, I won't forget you. I wanted you to come with me."

      "You know I can't. My mother would kill me. She needs me here to help with the dress shop."

      "But is that really all...? Is that really the reason you want to stay here?" I teased.

      "You mean Solomon, don't you? Mother thinks he's no good for me," she said.

      "He's the pastor's nephew, isn't he? Why doesn't she like him?" I asked.

      "She says he's dangerous and that he'll lead me astray." And then with a giggle, she said, "He's in church every Sunday. What more could a mother ask for for her daughter?"

      "Maybe it's what he does after church," I replied.

      Her cheeks reddened. "That's nobody's business but ours," she said, shyly. "Enough about me. It's your birthday. We need to do something."

      "I want to, but I have this meeting and you know I'm not allowed out after sundown as a condition of my betrothal."

      Cai stuck her tongue. "Party Pooper." She tugged on my sleeve. "Before we go any further, I have something for you to celebrate. Since there's only an hour left until sundown, I wanted to give it to you now." She placed something like glass in my hand.

      Looking down, I realized that it was a bottle of liquor. "Where'd you get this?" I tried shoving it back into her palm, but she wouldn’t let me. "I can't take it."

      "You can. I got it for you. Actually, I got one for me too so we could celebrate your big day together because who knows when Stefan will come for you. Oh, what the hell...take this one too."

      Before I knew it, she had already shoved the second mini bottle of liquor into my front pocket.

      "You know we’re not supposed to have this. It's illegal and it even looks untaxed. Where'd you get this?"

      "Solomon knows a dealer. Don't worry about it. Just enjoy. It's your birthday. Just sip slowly. It's moonshine."

      "Oh God. Then I really can't get caught with this. A moonshine dealer? From where?"

      "Not from Legance. Not from any place you know about either."

      "He better be careful. You better be careful," I warned her.

      "I am," she reassured me. "Anyway, you better get going." She pointed at the Wynnell gates beyond some large overhanging trees. "Come see me tomorrow to tell me how your meeting goes."

      "But if the witch's prophecy is right, we'll all be underwater," I joked.

      She snorted. "I hope you can swim."

      We giggled like two sisters and parted ways. Like always, after chatting with Cai, I felt better. I wasn't nervous or anything. That would probably soon change.

      I had no idea what the meeting would be about or why it was called so suddenly.

      Maybe today was the day. Maybe Stefan Newson had finally come for me.

      To take me back to Anchora. To the birthplace of my mother. Where it all began.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Karis

      

      

      I almost painted a portrait of the Wynnell mansion once, but something made me change my mind. I couldn't even remember what it was. It was a long time ago before my mother died.

      The mansion was massive. Armed security patrolled the grounds. There were more guards than I recalled from the last time I was here. At a recent rally, Arthur Wynnell claimed some of his family members were threatened. He told the attendees that until the perpetrators were caught, they'd see lots of men from the protection agency out and about a lot more.

      Only three months ago, Arthur earned enough votes to secure him another year as the governor. The race had been close and Arthur won with just fifty-two percent of the votes. He now had reason to believe that every year more and more people resented having him as their governor. The man probably thought there was some coup being set up to challenge his recent win. Arthur Wynnell wasn't a bad governor, not in his earlier years at least. But the citizens of Legance wanted to see change, and with the Wynnell family in power for so many years, they weren't getting that. And another councilman had surely promised the citizens that they could do better if chosen.

      Other sectors had advanced ahead in both technology and agricultural areas while Legance remained behind the curve. The systems that Arthur Wynnell and the rest of the councilman had implemented would sustain Legance's stagnant population for the interim, but it was only a matter of time before something would need fixing. Just last year, I'd heard that our oil and gas reserves had gone down, and had it not been for help from a neighboring sector, we would've been in deep trouble. Trading had never been Arthur Wynnell's forte, but if he wanted to prevail, he'd need to learn how. But what was that old saying? One can never teach an old dog new tricks.

      As I entered the great hall, the security guards stood armed with at least one to every room. The Wynnells were a huge family, so I imagined every level of the mansion was occupied throughout the day. I wasn't a threat to anyone here, of course, so they allowed me to navigate the mansion by myself where I would meet with my Uncle Arthur in his office.

      As I passed by what I knew to be the dining hall, maids moved about. In the hall, there was a 20-foot tall glass wall. The curtains were pulled back to one side. As I walked by, I thought I saw a flash of lightning somewhere off in the distance.

      The storm was coming.

      I quickened my pace since I knew I was already a few minutes late. When I reached the formal office, the doors were already opened. I heard the voice of two men already. I knew them. One belonged to Arthur and the other to his oldest son, Leon. It seemed they were bickering, or maybe it just sounded that way.

      I stood in the doorway quietly, looking back and forth between the two as they huddled over Arthur's desk looking at some documents. Their backs faced me but there was no mistaking that Leon resembled his father, as if they were twins. Arthur was already graying, but he still stood tall and strong whenever I saw him in the city. Both men had broad shoulders and handsome looks that left many women blushing at the sight of them. Even my boss at the library, Ms. Ella, jokingly referred to Arthur as a silver fox.

      The Wynnells had always used their good looks and perfected art of persuasion to secure deals, but they'd need more than charm and good deeds to keep their position in this lovely governor's mansion in the distant future. Like my mother used to say, a cunning fox led House Wynnell, but the wolves would soon descend. Nothing she said ever made sense until she was gone.

      Leon was a different story. He was just as striking as his father, but he had a mysterious and almost unsettling demeanor about him. He seemed to be a man of few words, but his past actions spoke volumes about him. He was often seen in direct conflict with those who opposed his father's laws. As the lieutenant governor, he had just as much authority as his father. And of course, his father also set him up to be the next governor. All they needed now was to convince the people and council to vote him in when Arthur handed over the reins. Even now, he tried to convince his father of something. They were still leaning over the desk fussing, oblivious to my arrival.

      "That is not the way we're going to handle this," Arthur stated, pounding a fist down on the desk.

      "Your plan will make us look weak. It'll make us look as if we give in too much," Leon grumbled.

      "Who cares if it makes us look weak? I'm not where I am today because I was predictable or cared about how my actions made me look," Arthur countered.

      Before things got too heated between the two, I announced my presence by clearing my throat. "Hi."

      Both of them spun around.

      Uncle Arthur's eyes lit up. "Karis. Come inside."

      I crossed the threshold and nervously wiped my palms on my shirt.

      Leon looked at his father. "I thought you canceled this."

      "Nothing has been canceled. Karis should know," Arthur stated.

      Leon turned his attention back to me, but I couldn't decipher if the look he gave me was one of pity or annoyance. Whenever I came to the mansion in the past, he tended to ignore me. Actually, aside from my uncle, the entire Wynnell family paid me no attention. It didn't matter now. Soon, I would be one less problem they had to worry about.

      "Come closer, Karis," Arthur urged. "And don't go anywhere, Leon. You stay here because we have not finished discussing the upcoming trade deal with Providencia."

      Leon plopped down in one of the seats and watched with his dark glare as I walked further into the room. His objectionable gaze traveled up and down the length of me.

      "You look just like your mother. When she was this age, she looked just like this. You resemble her in every way," Arthur said.

      I didn't know whether to take his statement as a compliment or something else. So many others had told me the same thing before, but instead, they meant for the statement to remind me that my mother was known as a whore to almost everyone in Legance. When she was alive, my father wouldn't stand for the way people humiliated her publicly for leaving one man she had promised to marry to fornicate with another. But now that she was dead and he was long gone, he couldn't stop the whispers anymore. I planned to redeem her, and to redeem myself, by agreeing to marry a leader from another sector to keep the peace. I would do what my mother refused to so very long ago. The deal would be done, and then, they would have nothing to talk about. Nothing, other than the fact that I would be the wife of a governor—even if it was only in name and in purpose.

      "You asked to see me?" I asked.

      "Yes, sit down."

      As soon as I sat down, I suddenly remembered the small bottles of liquor Cai's boyfriend had smuggled into the sector. I pulled down the tail-end of my shirt to cover the bulge.

      "Leon just came back from a trip. The hunting games. We have some news about your betrothed. About Stefan."

      "Is something wrong?" I asked.

      Arthur looked at Leon and then said, "Yes. And no."

      "What is it then?"

      "Leon...?"

      "He's injured. During the games, he...." Leon cleared his throat. "He stepped into the path of someone's arrow. The blade went straight through his shoulder."

      "Oh no...that's too bad," I exclaimed.

      "Don't worry," Arthur chimed in. "The wedding is still on. Luckily, the arrow didn't hit anything major. He will recover, it seems. Leon promised him that he'd bring you the news. There may be a delay of about a month or two while he recovers, but he will come for you. I have no doubt about that."

      I nodded.

      "I just wanted to make sure that you haven't gotten impatient and that you understand the...conditions of this arrangement. Even if it takes more than a month or two, you must still remain chaste and intact. Is that clear?"

      "I have and I will." Heat crept up my spine in embarrassment. Talking about my virginity in front of two grown men was never easy. Before, when my mom was alive and my father was still here, all of the arrangements were handled for me. But I was young then and I didn't know anything. Even now, I still had a lot to learn. My desire to learn more was partly what drove me to accept my upcoming nuptials, because I knew this change would open up a whole new world of opportunities, either directly or indirectly.

      "Good. Very good. Not many women have your self control and there is a reason why you must remain untouched. We, myself included, must know that any child born from this union is legitimate."

      "I know," I said quietly.

      "Your other part of the family. The Chaplin family. They were once a House in the sector of Anchora."

      "Yes. My mother told me. Her father was a councilman for many years. The Chaplin family was one of the founding houses of Anchora."

      "So, back to Anchora you will go. But not to reclaim your family's former status, but to elevate it. You see, if Stefan remains the governor of Anchora and you become his wife, is that not a greater honor than what was obtained before?"

      "It is," I said.

      "And one day, this very union could mean something greater for all of us. For Legance. And for Anchora. You are also a Wynnell by blood. Never forget that, Karis."

      "I won't."

      Leon shifted in his chair. "Forgive me for saying this, but I don't see how Karis's marriage to Stefan will benefit us or Legance. This betrothal was only set up because her mother reneged on her own promise to marry Stefan's father so long ago, was it not?"

      Arthur nodded. "Why yes—"

      "Then how does it benefit us, father?" Leon asked. "It only pays for her mother's betrayal."

      "Her mother, Joella is dead. My brother is banished. That leaves Karis as an orphan. An orphan under my care, no less. Stefan still desires to marry her and he too has paid most dearly for the privilege of keeping his claim intact. We have also traded with him a great deal on these same grounds. Or else, there would be no agreement like this. Let us not forget what he has provided to our sector in our times of need and distress."

      Leon frowned, shaking his head. "Forgive me, but why has he chosen to take her hand in marriage over, let's say, any other royal bachelorette from another house. Is there something he's trying to do here? Something he wants. Something that might have flown over your head, Father?"

      Leon challenged his father openly. I could only imagine what the council meetings looked like.

      Arthur chuckled. "Nothing has flown over my head, son. Everything has gone as planned."

      "Really?" Leon folded his arm over his chest. "Then answer me? Why her over a royal?"

      "Take one look at her, Leon. Do not pretend you don't know what it is," Arthur demanded.

      I looked down at my lap.

      "Of course I do. I hear the other guys talk of her beauty and her body. They are afraid to talk to her because they know they will be arrested for doing so. And for fucking her? Father, I'm sure you'd have them torn apart. She is kin to me, so of course, I do not have the same thoughts. But, can the men in Anchora not find their own women? How many of our fertile women must you send them? What do they do with their own women? We have a total of twelve young women betrothed to bachelors in various other sectors as we speak. That's twelve women that could be reproducing for Legance instead of our neighbors."

      "And as you already know, we have six women being brought within our borders this winter as a result of our agreements with other sectors. With the ongoing shortage of women of breeding age, this is the way things are done now, son. We can't keep breeding from within. And you, boy, best go out and find a woman of your own or I will be picking your betrothed next."

      Leon huffed. "I have plenty of women. Just none I want to make my wife."

      "That decision will be your downfall," he replied. "And we don't want that, now, do we?"

      The statement struck a cord and Leon's face twisted with malice, but before Leon could utter another word, Arthur got up, dismissing the subject, and stood in front of the bay windows, glancing outside at the storm brewing. "Happy birthday," he said.

      I was so shocked he remembered, I gasped. "Thank you," I mumbled.

      "Have you heard anything from Andy?" he asked.

      Him asking about my father, his own brother, also surprised me. He was the one who banished him for a handful of crimes, including treason and fraud. It was so sad. In their youth, the twins, Andy and Arthur, had been inseparable. They did everything together. But now, they seemed like enemies.

      My father, I'd heard, had been seen wandering just outside the borders, tagging along on hunting expeditions and trading missions. As far as I knew, he had not violated the rules governing his banishment. But I knew he was close by. I hadn't seen him since he was thrown out, but I wanted to. I needed to know he was okay.

      "No. I haven't heard a thing from my father," I said, looking at a piece of lint on the floor.

      "So...he hasn't come back here to find you or speak with you or anything?" Arthur inquired, walking over to his personal bar and pouring scotch into a glass over some ice.

      "No. He is banished. Why would he come here and risk being executed?" It was hard thinking of my father being executed, but this was his reality. He would never be allowed to return to Legance. Not in peace, anyway.

      Arthur looked up. "For you, I suppose. He never agreed with this betrothal."

      "He never agreed with me about anything, but that's what fathers do, right?" I shrugged.

      Arthur narrowed his gaze and studied me while sipping his scotch.

      I swallowed and then said, "Don't worry, Uncle. I want to go back to Anchora. I know it is my destiny to be there. It may not be to bring honor back to my family's name, but it's something. I can feel it. There's something I must do."

      "Yes..." Arthur agreed, looking off into the distance. "You must."

      I left the Wynnell mansion that evening with renewed purpose. On the way home, the sky opened up and the rain came down. In the privacy of my backyard and while soaking wet, I danced under the moon and stars while no one was watching. But as the minutes passed by, I began to have second thoughts. It wasn't the first time that I had my doubts about going through with this, but I thought I had gotten over my fears.

      Why were my doubts creeping up now?
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      She danced like no one was watching.

      But I saw her. And for a moment, I forgot why I came. Yet, she was exactly the reason I was here.

      While everyone else in this area remained inside, she danced outside in the rain. She was drenched, but she didn't seem to care. She was oblivious to my arrival.

      Her hair was long, about mid-back length and matted to her face and her body. The color was dark, maybe black or brown. I couldn't see her eyes that well, but they were a lighter color, brown or hazel. She looked like a perfect doll with her face turned up to the sky, bathing in one of nature's gifts to man. Her feet were bare, and her ankles were slightly visible. She wore something that looked like a long thin dress. The fabric clung to her curves like a second skin, making her silhouette clearly defined to me. She was a woman, no doubt. A woman that had my feet rooted to the ground, unable to separate fantasy from reality. But it was real. She was there. Alone. And utterly free for the taking.

      A light breeze filtered through the rain showers, and a whiff of her scent beckoned to me. It was faint but strong, reminding me of honeysuckle that grew wild and free near the mountainside. On impulse, I licked my lips, yearning for a taste of something like that now.

      It was not the time to think about eating or satisfying my cravings. I shook my head, ridding my mind of all lustful thoughts.

      The young woman lived by herself. I knew that much. Her house was small and it couldn't have been more than two bedrooms. There was only a single light on in the home, and it came from the small window right above a kitchen. I had glanced inside earlier in the day when she wasn't there. As I thought back on it now, her scent was so strong, it had even lingered on her porch earlier in the day. Of course, I'd thought nothing of it then, but the lack of honeysuckle vines anywhere in this sector told me that it was the woman who I scented.

      As if I wasn't in a bad enough position with the way I stalled the mission, my cock twitched behind my fly. By no means was I the type of Alpha to stick my dick in anything that had tits and walked, but seeing her feminine curves and registering her unique scent made me hard as fuck. I'd suppressed my urges so long that if I wasn't on the mission that I was on now, I'd snatch her from this perfect little world she lived in, only to play with her until her pussy was raw from frequent use.

      I bit my bottom lip and shook my head.

      She was the enemy, not a fucking plaything.

      I reached down, repositioned my cock, and vowed to put this mission before my instincts.

      Suddenly, the woman stopped dancing, taking cover on a back porch. After brushing her hair back from her face with her hands and slipping on some shoes, she picked up a small bottle and inspected it. After opening whatever it was, she brought it up to her nose and then abruptly held it back.

      She seemed more and more interested in whatever was in that bottle, looking at the contents like some strange brew was inside. Moments later, she twisted the cap off again and took a small sip and immediately started coughing.

      "Awful," I heard her mutter, but then she giggled. Surprisingly, she took another gulp which resulted in a sour expression appearing on her face.

      I hadn't realized what it was before, but now I did. The alcohol must've been strong and unbearable. Every time she took a sip, she acted as if she could hardly keep it down. Yet, she persisted. And more than six sips later, I figured she was intentionally getting drunk.

      To the left of me, Xonar shifted from foot to foot impatiently. "What are you waiting for? She's right there. Go and snatch her."

      "Do you really think it will be that easy?" I asked him.

      "Keith and I have cleared the way. All the security guards on duty have been knocked out. Only a couple of them remain at the gates, but we're not going that way, right?"

      "That's right. We never use the front door."

      "Winds are picking up. The weather is in our favor and their tracking dogs will never pick up our scents in this. It's not their dogs I'm worried about. Wait any longer and we'll catch hell trying to avoid the storm getting back home. Let's do it. We don't even have to break into her house. She's outside. She made it easy for us."

      "Almost too easy."

      "You think it's a trap?"

      I shook my head. "No. They don't even know we're here."

      "They'll know soon. They'll know very, very soon," he warned.

      "I've got her. Go tell Ketil and the others we're heading out. Meet in fifteen minutes at Oak Run and then we go from there."

      Xonar nodded and started to turn around.

      "And Xonar?"

      "Yeah?"

      "Stick with the plan. The others should follow it too," I told him.

      He nodded. "I copy that. Heading out now."

      When he was gone, I focused on the woman again. I was shocked that she appeared to have finished the small bottle and had already pulled out a second.

      What the hell?

      What was she trying to do? Get so drunk she’d pass out?

      Lying in a pool of her own vomit was exactly where she was headed with the way she rested her head in her hand while she appeared to be talking to herself, all while getting drenched. She would catch pneumonia if she didn't take cover. And if she didn't stop turning up shot after shot of whatever liquor concoction she had in those bottles, she'd be in a bad position.

      A drunk hostage, I could manage.

      A sick one? Maybe.

      But a dead one? Nada.

      I needed her alert and alive.

      All of a sudden, she looked up as if she'd heard something. She wiped her hair from her face and looked around, peering into the darkness right in the general direction of where I knelt on the ground behind some shrubs.

      Somewhere off in the distance, Xonar sent out an owl's call that only my crew and I would understand. Everyone was accounted for and they all were heading towards the place where we'd meet back up after everything was done.

      The muted look on the woman's face told me she suspected something was off, but probably didn't know what to make of it.

      The rain had slowed just a bit, leaving only the howling winds to act as the only diversion to our plans.

      I had to make my move, and I had to make it now.

      She tipped the second bottle to her lips, and at that point, I was done watching her drink herself unconscious.

      I stood and came out from behind the bushes. The moment I did, she froze and glanced in my direction. Her eyes widened with fear and she dropped the bottle she was holding. It shattered to pieces on the paved walkway. From it, a strong odor emitted. A familiar smell. I suddenly realized why the bottle looked so familiar. She'd been drinking moonshine. Not just any kind of moonshine. One whiff told me where it was made.

      What the heck was this woman doing with moonshine from our village?

      She squinted out into the darkness at me.

      Our gazes locked.

      I placed one finger against my lips and shook my head slowly.

      Despite my warning, it looked like she was going to scream anyway.
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      I thought I was looking at an enormous boulder in the shape of a man that somehow dropped from nowhere out of the sky. I would have heard something like that hit the ground. Or maybe I was drunker than I thought and was only imagining things.

      When the shadowy figure moved towards me, I realized that it was a man; a fully grown man on my property, coming straight at me.

      I parted my lips to scream, but nothing came out. My shriek of terror got stuck in my throat. Even if I had called out, no one would hear me. It had to have been close to midnight. There was no doubt in my mind that my neighbors were in their beds by now. In their beds…while I skipped about in the rain like a crazy woman taking one too many shots of moonshine.

      I should have known this was a bad idea. The way the man hulked towards me while eating up the distance between us, I knew there was no time to run, but I tried to anyway.

      I turned around and took off, lunging for the back door.

      I never made it inside. I struggled with the doorknob, twisting it this way and that way, but something seemed jammed.

      Strange. I had not locked it just to come out to sit on the porch, and I didn’t have the keys.

      I turned around. The guy stood only a few inches in front of me.

      “What do you want? Stay away!” I screamed. "I'm tagged. You're not supposed to touch me."

      He held out his palms to the side as if to suggest he didn’t intend to hurt me. I begged to differ.

      “Do not scream again,” he warned. “We do not wish to shed blood tonight.” The deep baritone of his voice rippled through me.

      “We?” I stammered. “I don’t understand.”

      “You will.” He reached for me, but I drew back, pressing my back firmly against the locked door.

      His expression changed. He lowered his hands, but he still kept one palm pressed to the door right next to me, preventing any chance of slipping past him.

      Was this how it started? Was this how they would take me to the man I was supposed to marry?

      “I’m not afraid. I will go willingly,” I said quietly. But my words didn’t sound convincing, not even to myself. I was afraid. Perhaps I’d even changed my mind after thinking it through and drinking myself senseless.

      Oh, shoot. What was I thinking?

      “That’s why you’re here, right? To take me to him. Just do it. I’ll go. It’s time for me to go home.”

      The guy squinted and seemed confused by my submission. He made no immediate moves. He just glared. His nostrils flared outward, and his gaze traveled down the length of my body and then back up again. Tipsy from moonshine and drenched from head to toe, I must have looked a mess.

      “Where did this come from?” he asked. No, not asked. Demanded.

      I couldn’t hide my surprise when he held up one of the mini bottles of moonshine that I drank.

      “That’s not mine,” I stuttered.

      “Lies.”

      I gasped. Oh, dear God. Was he going to report me for having an illegal substance?

      He was big and muscular. His bronzed skin gleamed under the moonlight. His eyes—they were a cloudy gray, or maybe even a dull gray. He wore a sleeveless gray sweatshirt. Black ink covered his arms. His hair was long, past his shoulders and unruly. Although he could frighten the living daylights out of just about anyone with his overpowering demeanor, I had to admit that he was striking and ruggedly handsome. I’d never seen him before. He couldn’t have been from this sector. He just looked…different.

      I never imagined they would come for me like this. I thought that I’d be granted more time to prepare before someone was sent to snatch me away in the middle of the night. Didn’t Arthur say that Stefan was injured and he wouldn’t come right away? Maybe this guy didn’t get the message.

      “Who are you?” I asked, swallowing down the dry lump in my throat.

      “Demands. Questions. I do not have time for either.”

      Once again, his deep voice mesmerized me.

      “Come,” he commanded, slipping his big hand around my waist. His touch was just as scorching as his heated stare.

      I felt compelled to obey him. Like, what the hell? What was wrong with me? I couldn’t have been all that drunk.

      I ignored the little voice in my head telling me to do whatever he said. I turned and struggled to get the door open again, pushing my shoulders hard against it, trying to shove it open. There was no way in hell I would present myself in this flimsy house dress and slides. “Just let me get my st—”

      “No.”

      He bent down and scooped me up.

      I screamed. “What—? How dare you!”

      “Do yourself a favor and be quiet. You are quite drunk. Keep screaming and your neighbors will know.”

      He was right. I was in a dangerous position.

      “Alright. I won’t scream. Just put me down.”

      Surprisingly, he obliged my request and pointed in the direction he wanted me to walk.

      “Just tell me who you are,” I begged.

      “I’m the man your mother should have warned you about.”

      I was speechless and confused. What if this guy wasn’t from Legance or Anchora?

      Even if I wanted to run now, I’d never make it. The potency of the moonshine had already taken effect. I could barely put one foot in front of the other. My slides sunk into the mud with each step.

      The stranger’s hand was at the small of my back guiding me, yet I was still unsteady.

      Right after a wave of nausea hit me, I felt the guy catch my fall. The way he cradled me against his chest, calmed my frazzled nerves. Besides, his warmth kept me from shivering and he smelled like chestnuts and cinnamon.

      There was no sense in struggling with the inevitable. I closed my eyes, thinking this would all be a part of a dream.

      A dream I wouldn’t forget…
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      As soon as I reached Oak Run, Xonar approached, "What the fuck is wrong with her? Can't she walk?"

      "She passed out," I replied, toting the woman in my arms towards a small group of men. We were composed of trackers: four betas, two Alphas, and me, the Alpha-in-Charge of the mission.

      Xonar looked shocked. "Well, did you have to knock her out?"

      "I didn't. She's drunk."

      "Ha!" Xonar laughed. "You serious? You mean that little weasel is about to marry a drunk?"

      "Maybe she needs to drink just to bear the thought that she has to marry the little weasel," Ketil joked, causing a couple of the guys to laugh out loud.

      "Is everyone here?" I asked.

      I took a quick count. Someone was missing.

      "Where is Titus?" I demanded.

      "No need to worry about me." Titus unfolded from behind a tree, but he wasn't alone. With him, he brought an unknown human female. She looked confused and frightened.

      "What the fuck?" I said in a strained voice. "Did you take her from Legance?"

      "What does it matter? She's going with me." Titus was adamant about taking the female with him. I could tell. It was his prerogative if he wanted to take a female from this sector. He was an Alpha. He could do whatever he pleased, but this was my mission.

      "I said stick to the plan. We were here for one woman. This one," I said adamantly. "Nothing else. No one else."

      "They were using her like a slave. I can't leave her behind," he said.

      Xonar circled the Titus and the female. "Do you know something we don't, Titus?"

      Titus growled and placed his body in front of the female. Xonar straightened his back and narrowed his gaze suspiciously at both of them.

      We didn't have time for this. Two Alphas fighting over the same woman…it happened every damn day in our neck of the woods, but we didn't have time for that shit now.

      "Alright, you two. Enough," I warned.

      "Everything besides the package should be fair game," Xonar continued. "That female you have..." Xonar pointed at Titus's female. "Her scent is loud and clear now. She's extremely fertile. She's ovulating. That's what you've been hiding. That's why you didn't bring her near us before."

      "Please, I didn't know. Don't kill me," the female stammered.

      "No one will kill you. No one will touch you except for me," Titus declared. "Back off, Xonar. I won't say it again."

      "Xonar...?" I warned.

      Finally, Xonar walked away, chuckling to himself.

      I shook my head. "Did anyone see you take her, Titus?"

      Titus paused just a beat too long, so I concluded that he had not taken this girl in secret.

      I growled. "Never mind. You knew what the risk was when you took her, and you did it anyway."

      "Our mission is done. You've got the package, but this one comes with me." Titus wasn't going to budge on the girl. I didn't blame him.

      Off in the distance, I spotted some lights flashing near the back gates of the sector.

      "Our mission isn't done. We must get back to Mistacre before the guards catch up with us," I said.

      "If they catch up to us, we'll just hang them up like bait for the real monsters out here in these woods," Xonar stated, picking up a bundle of heavy chains from the ground and hoisted them across his shoulders.

      Chains that once bound us were now used to trap and imprison our enemies. In extreme cases, they were even used to kill. This was our way. Wherever we went, wherever we did not belong, they call us the uncaged.

      I had hoped to avoid conflict, at least for now. I had hoped we would escape the woods and cross back over into our territory within two days. We would, if everyone stuck to the plan.

      I gestured for the men to pick up their things. "We have to head out. We must hunker down in a shelter until the next sunset. I'll see everyone at checkpoint C in about thirty minutes. You have your routes, so split up and let's go. If you're compromised, execute Plan B. Has everyone got that?"

      When everyone nodded in the affirmative, we split up as instructed.

      When the guards found out we had been in their sector or took something from it, they'd be on our tails with their guns and rifles. I wanted us to be gone from the area before that happened. And before they found those unconscious guards we left behind.

      I had a small hunch about the woman in my arms. I would bet everything I owned that she was worth way more than I first realized. But months ago when I overheard Stefan Newson bragging about his upcoming marriage to the woman, I knew taking her as a hostage would be the only way he'd cave and live up to his end of a bargain he swore to keep. And if she were that important to him, he would.

      Stefan made a grave mistake when he reneged and then threatened to harm my people. But now, I had something he wanted, someone he'd been waiting for for a very long time.

      That little weasel could've had any chick in his sector, but he chose this one. And just by looking at her, I already knew one reason. She was exceptionally beautiful. But looks could deceive any old fool.

      There was something odd about the woman, I felt it in my gut.

      My instincts had never been wrong.

      None of that mattered though.

      I had something my enemy needed. In exchange for her release, he would fulfill the agreement he made with us.

      No one took from us.

      No one.
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      I stood by the bedside, looking down at the woman I’d stolen. She had stirred a few times during our journey and after I placed her on the bed, but she had not woken up yet.

      That was a good thing, probably. Back at her house, it looked like she would put up a fight if she had just an ounce more of energy left in her.

      However, soon she would wake up…

      The light from the lamp was dull, flickering every few seconds.

      Even with damp clothes, I could still make out her womanly physique easily. Slender legs. Rounded hips. Perky breasts. Her skin was flawless. I’d seen plenty of human women up close and personal, but something about this one was truly different.

      Noises wafted through the open door from the level above me. My kind got loud and rambunctious, especially after a good meal and a few drinks. Like myself, most of them hadn’t slept in almost a day.

      The smell of grilled goose and rabbit stew wafted through the door, but none of that fueled my hunger.

      All around me, I heard rumblings of critters moving and shifting through the earth. The walls of the underground bunker were heavily fortified, and the structure could withstand almost anything, so I wasn’t concerned. Its indestructible build was why it was still in livable conditions to this day. Within its walls were possessions that were decades old. It was difficult to think that the bunker was probably used as a fallout shelter when Earth went to shit.

      Life was different for us back then.

      Ultimately, the catastrophic events that nearly annihilated the entire human race were what freed my kind from an eternity of pain and suffering. In the midst of chaos, a new race of modified human hybrids escaped their cages with one goal—to survive.

      “Axil?”

      I turned around to find Porter’s wife holding some folded garments in one hand and a bowl of steaming stew in the other.

      “Porter said you needed some dry clothes for the girl,” Porter’s wife exclaimed, coming inside the room and putting the bowl of soup on a table by the door. She set the garments on the bedside table near the lamp and then opened one of the chest drawers and pulled out some blankets. “You haven’t rested since you got here. You don’t have to stand guard. Besides Porter and I, the only person that comes here is our son. If you want, I can have Porter drag another cot in here if you need one, or you can take one of the bunks down the hall.”

      “Thank you, but we’ll be gone soon. I can rest when I get home. I appreciate the hospitality, Mrs. Porter.”

      “It's no problem. We can always count on you boys to bring us supplies out here when we need it,” she said.

      Porter and his wife were what most people considered wildlings or travelers. They lived outside sector borders and didn’t belong to any clan or group. They roamed freely from place to place depending on the season. But as for Porter and his wife, this secret underground bunker was their permanent home.

      She looked away from me and stared at the woman on the bed. “You should wake her up and get her dry clothes. She’s not immune to human viruses like you are. You don’t want her to catch pneumonia now, do you?”

      I picked up the stack of clothes just as Mrs. Porter left the room.

      She was right. The woman was curled up on the bed as if she were cold.

      Starting at the nape of her neck, I undid the drawstring and pushed her dress down one shoulder. It felt like I was holding my breath the whole time. She smelled so fucking good; I wanted to devour every last inch of her. Her skin was soft. Every curve I encountered as I pulled the wet garment, made me lust for her even more. Her backside was firm and full. The plumpness of her pussy lips beckoned me. The scent of honeysuckle was stronger than ever before. I inhaled deeply and dragged my attention from her body to her face.

      Her forehead crinkled, and she exhaled softly. For a moment, I thought she would wake up, but she only fell deeper into slumber.

      She was still laying on her side once she was fully naked. Her body was perfect. I could stare at her all night long, but what disturbed me was a very long scar that covered the center of her back.

      Three long slashes. All three were well-healed over and puckered. They resembled claw marks.

      I growled inwardly, angry that someone, or something, had caused her such injury. And to her back.

      Despite the deep scars, she was like a work of art. Just like the paintings and drawings I saw in display in her home. Judging from the number of art supplies, brushes, and paint tubes in her home, I concluded that she had painted the beautiful pieces.

      After getting her dressed, I grabbed the bowl of soup that Porter’s wife left for me and sat with my back against the wall by the door to eat it.

      Soon, the woman would wake up. And she’d want answers.
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      I woke up to unfamiliar sounds and voices. Before I opened my eyes, I knew I wasn’t alone. I knew this wasn’t my bedroom, and I knew I wasn’t home.

      Memories of brawny arms carrying me into what I thought was some peaceful dreamland came back to me. Then, reality set in. I was abducted on my birthday!

      I bolted upright and looked around. The room was small and only had the bare minimum inside. A bedside table, a lamp, a bed, and a dining area suited for maybe one person. Torn pieces of sketches of buildings and landscape hung on the walls. The smell of wet earth lingered all around me.

      Just as I swung both feet over the edge of the bed, the warm blanket slid down my torso.

      I gasped when I realized that I was wearing someone else's clothes. The shirt was a bit oversized and slipped to one side, revealing my shoulder and top of my back. I adjusted the garment to cover my entire back and slowly rose from the bed.

      A wave of nausea hit me like a freight train, and I grabbed hold of the edge of the table to steady myself.

      My mouth was dry and tasted of alcohol. I swallowed to wet my throat.

      More voices drifted through the door, which was left open slightly.

      As my eyes searched around for something to show what was going on, the only images that kept coming to me were images of him.

      Where was I? What was this place?

      This was no way for a husband-to-be to pick up his future wife.

      Was this a trick? A surprise?

      Was this a test of my strength?

      How odd that there were no windows in the room? The furniture reminded me of something I’d seen in a decades-old magazine last year. Of things that once were. Of things that were once forgotten. And I stood in the center of it all.

      A grumble that had to have been as loud as the voices I heard erupted from my belly. I was hungry and running on empty, but that was the least of my worries.

      Something shifted in the air, and I got this weird feeling that someone was approaching.

      Sure enough, I detected heavy footsteps just outside the door.

      I scrambled around to the other side of the wall, knowing full well that a wrought iron twin bed would not stop anyone or anything from coming for me.

      The door swung open, and my eyes locked immediately on the same muscular guy with cloudy gray eyes. I hadn’t realized just how huge he was last night, but I could see him clearly now. He was so tall that he had to duck his head under the door frame to come inside the room.

      He wore the same rugged expression he wore last night, and I held my breath because it looked like he was about to charge for me again.

      As he approached, my gut instincts told me to fight, and something else told me to give in. The intensity of his gaze had me frozen in time like a deer in headlights.

      He was shirtless this time. Scars and scrapes riddled his chest, shoulders, and neck. Not only did black ink cover his arms, but intricate symbols also covered his chest. The waistband of his pants hung loosely on his hips, showing off a very defined Adonis belt. The weird thing was that he wore chains for a belt. Who the hell wore heavy chains around their waist like that?

      My chest tightened, and my lips parted, but nothing came out.

      He halted a mere foot in front of me and reached out.

      I shrunk back. “No.”

      “It’s time to go.”

      “What? Where? Who are you? What is this place?” My questions rambled from me as I panicked.

      “I am Axil. You are in Providencia. Time to go,” he said, reaching for me again as if his brief answers would suffice.

      I lunged away from him, backing myself into the next corner. The door was wide open this time, and I could hear many men outside in a hallway.

      “Why am I here?” I asked. “Don’t come any closer, please. I don’t know you.”

      “You are here because I brought you here.”

      My gaze searched him again, and my attention landed on a very recognizable tattoo high on his chest of a skull wearing a crown. The mark was associated with a particular clan of savages.

      “You…you…you’re one of them.”

      The guy cocked his head to one side and narrowed his gaze.

      “You’re a savage!” I blurted out.

      My declaration seemed to shock him as his eyes widened a bit, and then he frowned.

      I took that moment to run, slamming the door in his face and bolting down a dark hallway.

      To my surprise, I ended up in a room where other savage-looking men lurked around. They were just as shocked to see me as I was to see them.

      Despite all of my efforts, I couldn’t find a door out of this place. The men laughed. One folded his arms across his chest and shook his head while grinning.

      “Let me out, you savages!” I cried out.

      I backed away from them, nearly tripping on a ladder in the middle of the floor. Dirt and debris fell from the ceiling into my face. Some of it got into my eyes and mouth. I looked up again and noticed a small exit door in the ceiling right above the ladder.

      The doors were overhead!

      I made it halfway up the ladder before big hands grabbed my waist and pulled me away.

      The gray-eyed, hunky man threw me over his shoulder and marched back out of the room.

      The other savages still laughed as if this was all some joke to them.

      “Put me down, you ape!” I pounded my fists into his back.

      “Calm down, little one. You’re making a ruckus for no reason at all,” he said.

      Why did his deep-toned voice soothe me as it did? Why was my body responding in ways that would ensure my quick demise? I was supposed to be fighting him, not giving in.

      “Don’t call me little one. I’m not little.”

      “You are. They have not been feeding you enough.”

      The nerve of this guy. Who did he think he was?

      “I know who you are. I know what you are. You’re an animal. An uncaged animal! Why did you take me from my home?”

      “I will answer that when you calm down.” He kicked a door shut, locking us into a room.

      “You will answer me now. I—”

      He tossed me abruptly on a bed; the same bed that I woke up in. I scurried as far away as I could get, pressing myself against the headboard. I pulled the oversized shirt up to cover most of my exposed areas, but this arrogant animal had probably seen everything already.

      “Why did you take my clothes off?” I demanded.

      “They were wet,” he replied.

      “Give them back.”

      “I will once they are dry,” he said. “How did you get the scars?”

      “Scars?” I shook my head.

      “On your back. Who did that to you?” He frowned.

      I turned away. “I never gave you permission to undress me.”

      “It was necessary.”

      “It wasn’t. I don’t know who you think I am, but I don’t belong here with you. You’re dangerous…that’s what they say.”

      “You dance in the chilly rain. You go out unprotected at night.  You drink two bottles of moonshine. You pass out in the dark. ‘Tis dangerous for a woman. Is it not?” He tossed me a challenging glance.

      “I didn’t pass out. You took me.”

      “I did.”

      “But why?”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll give you back.”

      He turned around and headed for the door.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Stay.”

      I got off the bed and stood up. “You can’t just leave me here. I’m not some…” I searched for a word, “…pet dog to be stolen and then thrown into a room and told to stay.”

      “Of course not,” he stated and left.

      The sound of chains and a latch clicking told me he had bolted me inside from the outside.

      “Come back!” I demanded, listening as the noise from his heavy footsteps faded.

      “Bastard,” I huffed. Then in a soft whisper, I muttered, “What the hell?”
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      The mysterious man didn’t leave me alone for long. When he came back, he brought my neatly folded clothes and a bowl of food.

      "You should eat." He set the bowl on the table.

      Whatever was inside was piping hot and smelled delicious. He could've poisoned me and I was ready to fall for it because I was so hungry.

      "Can I have my clothes please?" I asked.

      He handed me the clothes, and I looked them over.

      I thought about my fate the entire time he was gone from the room. The only plausible explanation I had for being abducted by savages was that I wasn’t really abducted.

      Had Stefan, my betrothed, actually planned this? And why would he send an uncaged savage to do this? Something didn't make sense.

      Or maybe it was just as simple as someone ratting me out for having the liquor. Punishments for being in possession of untaxed liquors could be as trivial as some community service or as cruel as a months-long prison sentence and even banishment.

      “Did I do something wrong? Is this a prison?” I asked.

      The corner of his lip curled up as if he were amused and he replied, “No.”

      “My bladder is going to burst if you don’t show me where the bathroom is,” I said, trying not to twitch too much to keep from peeing myself.

      “Follow me,” he commanded.

      I rose from the bed and followed him back down the darkened corridor.

      “Only prisoners are treated this way,” I commented.

      “Really?” he exclaimed sarcastically.

      “You're a criminal, banished from ever crossing into Legance borders. If you’ve taken me from my sector without my governor’s permission, then you do know that you’ll be in a whole heap of trouble when they find me, don’t you?”

      “I’m already in a whole heap of trouble. What's one heap more?" He smirked at me.

      I tried to get answers from him about why he took me, but nothing seemed to work. Not only was he a criminal, he was also a smug asshat.

      "I hope you've got a big shovel," I shot back.

      He shook his head. "No...I've got big hands."

      Just as I was about to respond, I saw a woman coming out of another room at the end of the corridor. It shocked me to see another woman, but it didn't appear that she was being forced along by a savage or anything like that. Instead, she carried what looked like a meal tray in her hand. When she saw me, she stopped and looked. As if her presence had been a figment of my imagination, she slipped around the corner and was gone.

      I turned around and glanced up at my captor. Before I could ask any questions, he halted beside a door and pushed it open. "Empty your bladder. And be quick about it.”

      With a huff, I closed myself up inside the small bathroom, shutting the door on his face.

      The toilet looked weird. It wasn’t like any other toilet I’d seen before. There was no water in the bowl and nothing to flush waste out. However, everything appeared to be clean.

      Unable to hold my pee long enough to figure things out, I did my business, and used the metal sink with the rusty faucet to clean myself as best I could. The paper towels were rough against my face and other parts of my body, but not knowing when I'd be able to take a real bath again, I forced myself to handle the discomfort.

      I peeked out the door when I was done. But of course, he was waiting right there leaned up against the wall.

      Those men that laughed at me early down the hall were still laughing and loud as hell.

      “Are the rest of those men like you, uncaged savages?” I asked.

      He frowned and pointed back down the hall toward the room. I started walking and he followed closely behind me. As we were walking, I turned around and caught a glimpse of his head hung slightly low with him gnawing his bottom lips. He threw me a long, painful gaze, grabbed my forearm and rushed me forward and into the room.

      "You don't have to force me!" I bit out through clenched teeth. "I wouldn't ask so many questions if you told me what you wanted and why you have me here. You don't have to be so rude."

      A sour look covered his face. "Savages are rude, aren't they?"

      It was clear that I had offended him. Well, of course, he didn't like to be called a savage. I felt bad, but ever since the day I was born, I'd only come to know his kind as savages who were left uncaged.

      I swallowed and asked, "Well, you are an uncaged person, aren't you?"

      Like all of the other times, I didn't expect an answer from him, but this time, he actually provided some useful information.

      "That's what you call us. The Uncaged. Savages. You and your kind are ignorant in your classification of us. We are simply of the blood," he said.

      "Of the blood? What does that mean?"

      He blinked at me. "You mean you don't know?"

      In my sector, we were forbidden to actively seek information on the uncaged savages, just as we were forbidden to have contact with them. They were considered enemies of our sector and were never welcomed. It was rumored that some sectors traded with them, but not Legance.

      I learned about them by accident. Well, maybe it wasn't an accident that I snuck up on a family camping when I was just thirteen years old. The father had all of his children huddled around telling their story, which many thought was a myth or just a scare tactic to keep us in our sector and discourage us from traveling or abandoning it. Even before I eavesdropped on the story, I'd always known that the legend of the uncaged held some truth to it.

      Apparently, it all started as some medical research experiment funded by the federal government at an off-the-grid maximum-security military prison. Scientists somehow managed to mix the DNA of a rare species of wolf with test subjects at the prison. These scientists were eager to sell the concept of war wolves to the military. The government must have been convinced with the idea of a super soldier, because all of this happened before the world began to collapse and federal funding even continued during the worst phase. While humans were dying waiting on cures and medications to viruses and ailments never seen before, the research facility forged ahead.

      When the funding stopped and the DNA injections could no longer be administered, they took drastic measures. Willing and unwilling women were thrown into cells with these war wolves and forced to reproduce. Dozens of offsprings were born in the lab. They were all born prisoners in the middle of the apocalypse.

      Unable to cope in a dying society, the head warden of the prison went crazy. Not even his meds could control his psychotic episodes. After the subservient scientists transferred the mutant war wolves and other test subjects back to their cages, the warden would have them tortured. The most cruel form of torture whispered about was having the test subjects strapped down with heavy chains and injuring them inhumanely and brutally and then observing to see how long it took the injuries to heal without medical intervention.

      The governments, both U.S. and foreign, had decided that the only cure to a virus-plagued humanity on the brink of extinction was a near total wipeout. With no warning at all, the bombs were dropped over every major city in the world. To this day, there are two different stories circulating about how the war wolves escaped their cages. In one story, it was said that the walls of the prison collapsed because of the bombs. And then, there was another story about the war wolves taking on the wardens and the scientists to eventually break themselves free.

      When the war wolves got out of their cages, they took revenge everywhere, toppled and destroyed many reestablishing communities and became known as savages. Many would say that it was in their very DNA to be angry and bitter. It was in their DNA to act like savages.

      And of course, I sensed some of this aggravation now as he stood with his arms crossed over his chest, giving me a stern once over.

      "I'm sorry," I whispered. My declaration came out without warning. I apologized for something I didn't do, but yet I did it anyway. "I didn't mean to call you a sav—"

      "Don't say it." My words were cut off when he came to stand in front of me with only inches separating us.

      My head spun again and my heart beat so fast I thought my lungs would collapse in my chest.

      He slipped his palm against my neck, sliding it back on my nape. He was gentle when he touched me, but his fiery eyes told a different story. The gray of his irises were almost black now. And just as his gentle touch conflicted with his murderous gaze, my panicked breath conflicted with the desirous heat rising through my body.

      He pressed his nose softly against my temples and inhaled. He held his face close to mind for what seemed like forever, and I let him. He smelled of cinnamon and of the forest. He smelled like home.

      I placed my palm on his chest, which felt hard like granite. His core rose and fell as be breathed in and out.

      "Axil..."

      When I said his name for the first time, his gaze softened. He looked away swiftly and when he met my gaze again, his face was a stormy mix of expressions.

      He leaned in and in a low voice, he commanded, “You will dress, eat, and then we will go. No more questions, little one. Do not attempt to sway me.”

      Then he was gone.

      My breath rushed out of me.

      I was alone in this.

      Alone...with no answers.
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      I stood outside the room door, knowing that the moment I stepped foot inside, I'd be enveloped by her sweet scent. Her smell was the very thing that drove my urges. There was no other explanation.

      Whenever I left the room, every part of me, down to my very tastebuds yearned for more connection with her. On the other hand, whenever I was near her, it took all of my energy to rein in control.

      I had no idea why she had this crippling effect on me. I should've been angry. All her kind did was murder, cheat, and steal, and then when the favor was returned, we were labeled savages for it.

      Her betrothed, Stefan Newson, was the real savage. Her governor wasn't any better. I'd already heard the rumors about him and his arrogant, stupid son. They did what they wanted to survive and to flourish. Well, so did we. We were less than human, according to them, but I found no humanity in the way they treated some of their own citizens.

      I pushed myself inside the room.

      Startled, she rose from the bed. She looked like a breath of fresh air in her dress, which suited her small curvy frame. She had braided her hair up on both sides and somehow twisted it into a bun. Wisps of her hair had already escaped, framing her oval face. Once we crossed the North Valley, the temperatures would dip and the flimsy garment would not keep her warm. I even wondered if she had thick enough skin to withstand the volatile temperatures of Mistacre. It didn't matter. I wouldn't keep her long. Once her fiancé understood what was on the line, he'd come for her. He'd want her back. I could almost guarantee it. Just one look at her and any man would be able to perceive her entire worth.

      I took one look at the bowl on the table and was relieved that she had eaten almost all of the stew. She was suspicious of me, but she wasn't self-destructive. That was a good thing. We'd travel on foot until the next sundown, which wasn't very long away.

      She didn't say a word as I stepped aside and motioned with my chin for her to come out of the room. I led her down the corridor and into the main room. She looked around, as if realizing it was the same room she'd ran out into earlier.

      I helped her climb up the ladder, out of the bunker, and into the forest.

      Once she stood on the ground, she gasped and turned toward the setting sun. A mix of red, orange, and yellows blended mingled together on the horizon. It was beautiful. Especially the way her cinnamon brown hair was sun-kissed. A light wind picked up and her tendril blew lightly against her face. She lifted her nose to the breeze, inhaled, and then exhaled. With it, the wind carried her honeysuckle aroma on the breeze towards me.

      I wasn't the only one who noticed her appeal. Xonar, who'd been stuffing things in his bag, rose from his crouched position and lifted his nose. I followed his gaze to the woman. As if he detected me staring at him, he caught my gaze, gnawed on his bottom lip, and stroked his chin. He turned away as if he sensed nothing, but just like him, I was an Alpha. Something was off about the human. The only other Alpha on the mission was Titus, but he was too occupied with keeping his human captive to himself. Even now, the human he took with him was still close by his side and wearing a heavy anorak coat that he'd given to her. From the smell of it, Titus had already fucked this female, probably over and over again. By now, the female would've been covered in his signature scent preventing any other Alpha from knowing or learning her smell.

      There was a time when men in my clan used to hunt for our women. And for an Alpha like me, it was imperative that I either controlled my ruts by hunting and then bedding a female or heavily isolating myself. For the longest time, I've chosen the latter.

      There were only a few things that could send me into a rut, but the little human I just snatched had just become a new addition to the list. Since she was my mission, I couldn't avoid her. This was going to be the hardest feat I'd ever dealt with in my life. Yet, there were men I knew that would do anything to trade places with me.

      In my clan, you fit into one of several gender types. Common male or female—or just simply ordinary humans. The beta population was numerous and increasing by the year. We had lots of those. Omegas females were quite unique in that they were the only type in which an Alpha could develop a true mate bond with, greatly increasing the chances of reproduction of every gender. But, Omegas were rare. And then there were Alphas, like me, who were the sole carriers of the Alpha gene.

      Human Alphas, betas, and omegas have existed just as long as ordinary humans have existed. Modified Alphas, betas, and omegas were created almost forty years ago through DNA mixing of two species. Whether modified or not, those who have the gene and identify with us are part of our clan.

      When people learn that we existed even before they dropped the bomb that killed billions, many are surprised. But, the genes were here all along; they were just significantly suppressed in the humans who carried them.

      Modified humans were not created by accident. In an attempt to create a super soldier, a scientist injected the DNA of an Alpha wolf into a human marine with a suppressed Alpha gene. They got more than they bargained for, awakening his Alpha gene and then training him to become a skilled assassin. The injection altered his DNA forever. He became an asset of the government until they lost him. He went out on a mission one day and never came back. Many trials later, they were able to create more just like him. But this time, subsequent assets were kept in cages and studied. Orders were given to keep the assets chained until the scientists learned how to fully control them. That day never came.

      To this day, no one has ever been able to control us. To keep humans away from us, we're incorrectly labeled violent savages.

      "Wait! Wait!" Mrs. Porter yelled out.

      I spun around to see her running toward us with a package in her hand.

      The woman turned around swiftly and looked surprised to see Mrs. Porter, but this wasn't the first time she'd seen our host.

      "I hope it's okay, but I found some pants I can't fit anymore and hiking boots for your companion," Mrs. Porter said, holding up a cloth rolled bundle and a pair of handmade boots.

      When Mrs. Porter handed the bundle to the woman, she looked taken aback at first.

      "Thank you," she said.

      "Oh, dear. You must be so scared. Don't be..."

      "That's enough," I told Mrs. Porter.

      Mrs. Porter nodded and stepped back, but I knew she couldn't hold back for long. The woman had a mouth that ran like water. "You won't last long in those flats, dear. Do yourself a favor and put on those boots. I cut some pieces of ginger for you. They're wrapped in the banana leaves. Just crush in some water and it'll help with your nausea."

      "I saw you earlier in the hall. You live in the bunker," the woman replied, shaking her head. "I remember now...you put the ice pack on my forehead. I fell asleep...I..."

      Mrs. Porter nodded, and then after seeing my look of disapproval, stepped back and hurried back toward the shelter. "Have a safe trip, fellows. I will see you again soon, I presume," she called out, waving. "And be careful of the bears."

      "Come," I told the woman, calling out to the rest of my crew.

      "Wait," she said, kicking off her flats. Just as Mrs. Porter suggested, she slipped on the boots and tucked her own shoes into the bundle.

      As we waited on the other men to gather around, she asked, "Are there really bears where you're taking me?"

      "Yes."

      The smell of fresh fear surrounded her once I confirmed there were predators around. The reaction only heightened her signature scent. A need to protect her rose within me.

      Xonar was close by and we exchanged glances once again. He walked up to me and in a lowered voice that only I could hear, he asked, "Is there an issue with the girl, Axil?"

      "No, Xonar. We move forward like we planned. Our people's lives depend on it."
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      When we stopped at another stream to refresh and refill water canteens, I took a moment to enjoy the views since I'd never been outside the walls of Legance this long before.

      I couldn't understand why I wasn't afraid or trying to run at the first sign that Axil wasn't paying attention. Something deep inside told me that I was safe exactly where I was. I still had no idea why I was Axil's target. I had a feeling that my life had taken a swift one-eighty the moment he took me from my sector.

      I rose from the stream, holding up a flawless red pebble I found at the water's edge. When I turned around to discover that Axil wasn't right behind me, I panicked. Sure, the other men from his group loitered around nearby and I wasn't alone, but I thought he'd been right there.

      My heart quickened as I looked around for him. When he came out of nowhere, I exhaled.

      He lifted the hand that held the pebble, checked it, and then folded my fingers over the rock again.

      "I think I know why you took me," I said.

      Axil's eyes widened for a split second. "Go on."

      "Was it something my father did?"

      He picked up my bundle which was on the ground near my feet and threw it over his left shoulder. I followed him away from the stream.

      "Well, was it? Did he do something bad?" I demanded.

      "I don't even know who your father is," he stated.

      I frowned. "You don't? But you know who I am?"

      "Yes."

      "You don't even know my name, though."

      He stopped and turned around. "What is your name?"

      I paused, looking at the ground. "Karis."

      "It is good to know, but I do not require your name for what comes next," he said.

      "What comes next?"

      "You'll get your questions asked no matter what, won't you?" He grinned. "The less you know, the better."

      "H-has it got something to do with my...mother?" I asked, trying not to sound so fearful before he answered that question.

      He must have detected the change in my demeanor because he squinted and cocked his head to one side. "Is your mother in Legance?"

      "She is dead."

      He stared blankly at me. "I am sorry."

      I swallowed. "So, my father and mother are out of the equation. I—"

      "Every question you ask me from here on out will require a favor," he said.

      I folded my arms across my chest. "I can always ask that guy over there with the red hair. The one you call Xonar. He's been looking at me since we left the bunker. He knows something."

      It was a mistake mentioning the guy.

      The growl that came from Axil's chefst sounded like a warning from an angry wolf.

      Axil was also quick and agile like a wolf. His fingers gathered up some hair at the back of my neck and his lips brushed against my jugular before I could lift a finger.

      "Do not ever threaten to go to another Alpha. Ever. If another Alpha touches you, it will not bode well for them," he rasped.

      My body responded with heated lust. His rough, calloused fingers soothed my skin in ways I didn't think were possible. Just like his presence, the tone of his voice calmed my racing heart.

      "Alpha?" I repeated.

      It was the first time I had ever heard anyone speak that word and apply the title to themself in the same sentence.

      "Yes, little one. I am an Alpha."

      "Then it is true what they say. You have animalistic instincts."

      I thought my observation would further agitate him, but that wasn't the case. This time when he growled, I wasn't afraid. His scent was a mix of chestnuts, cinnamon, and strong musk. I inhaled and grasped at his forearms, only because I thought my knees would weaken even more and my feet would give out from under me.

      "Do you understand now why you must keep close?" he asked. "You are my responsibility."

      "Yes. I think so."

      "The only thing standing between you and the dozens of other Alphas in my village is me. I took you for a reason and none of this is your fault. That, I'm almost certain of. If I were you, I would've ran from your sector a long time ago, little one. I will say this. You are not like them. The man you were set to marry...he waits like a common one, leaving you unprotected. If things were in my favor...if I had caught you under any other circumstances, I would claim you like only an Alpha can claim a woman. I would bury my teeth in your neck—here—and give you my mark...just here..." His warm tongue trailed along the curve of my neck. "I'd do this all while burying my cock in your tight pussy over and over again. And once I'm knotted deep inside your cunt, you'll know what I am. There would never be any question as to who I am. You'd carry my scent and everyone would know that I made my claim."

      I panted. My lips parted, anticipating something more.

      He continued, "Do not test me, little one. If I must keep you in line just as I mentioned, you will never be the same again. You understand, now, don't you?"

      I nodded. "Yes, I understand you completely."

      "Good."

      When he parted from me, the warmth that was once there withdrew from me. Axil was right about one thing: I had no idea how much power an Alpha could hold over someone until now.

      Realizing why I might have been taken, I tightened my grip around the red pebble.

      Axil had a grudge against my betrothed, against Stefan. I was certain, because who else could it be?

      I had always had a bad feeling about Stefan even though I knew that nothing I did would ever change the fact that I'd been promised to him since before my birth.

      All of this left me wondering what Stefan would have possibly done to anger Axil and his clan.

      I'd been fooled and brainwashed into thinking they were just uncaged savages, but the way in which they infiltrated a heavily guarded sector to kidnap me and then leave without a trace told me that they were smarter than everyone thought. After all, it was in their DNA. Axil and his men possessed the genes of super soldiers and one of the most intelligent apex predators on the planet—the wolf.

      The killer grizzly bears weren't the only predator I needed to weary of.

      Dozens of Alphas.

      Axil was the only man between me and dozens of Alphas just like him.

      Were they dangerous or was his warning just that—an empty warning?

      My answer came when I spotted a man I'd heard them call Titus sitting under a tree. His head leaned back against the trunk and his eyes were closed as if he were resting. The girl that I recognized from Legance was seated between his legs with her back against his chest and she was sleeping. She was covered from neck to toe with a fur coat that looked like it belonged to a very big man. It was too hot for a coat like that, but it did a good job of covering her up.  I knew it wasn't her garment. We didn't have anything like that in Legance. I noted how Titus wrapped his arms possessively around her. She didn't seem scared at all.

      I shifted my gaze back to the hunk called Axil. "My bag. I can carry it myself." I held out my hand.

      "I know. Come. You're tired. I'll make a tent and we'll shelter here and get some sleep."

      I wasn't going to argue with him. Although I enjoyed venturing out for inspiration for an art piece, hiking was never one of my strong suits.

      After it was all said and done, I knew I'd have enough inspiration to last me for a very, very long time.
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      When I crawled back into the tent after my men and I marked our temporary territories for the night, Karis was fast asleep. A fur blanket covered her body. Her hair was fanned out on the soft bundle she used as a makeshift pillow. Her forehead was peppered in sweat. She fidgeted in her sleep and she seemed a bit troubled.

      I moved the blanket off her shoulders to relieve her from the heat, then sat on the ground next to her. She was lying on her side with her back turned to me. Her hair had come undone from the bun during dinner. It had taken everything in me to keep my hands off her. I still didn't know how this little human could affect me this way.

      The red pebble she'd been looking at since she found it near the stream had slipped from her fingers. I picked it up and pushed it down into my pocket.

      Leaning forward, I pressed my fingers lightly against a visible portion of the bruise across her back. Knowing that she must have suffered made me angry. As I recalled the scar, I realized something like that couldn't have come from any human at all. Enormous hands or claws made the marks.

      Suddenly, she whispered something in her sleep and then turned. I noted the slow rise and fall of her breasts against her top. Her nipples were hard. I wanted to yank the coverings from her body and devour every part of her. My cock hardened for her and my knot swelled just thinking about how juicy her pussy must have been. She was ripe and untouched.

      The whole interior of the tent smelled of her.

      I could wake her up right now, part her legs, and bury my tongue between her slick folds until she spilled her honey for me.  Just one taste and maybe it would be enough to get me through this rut until I could hold up somewhere deep in the woods away from temptations.

      "Fuck!" I mumbled, grabbing my crotch and adjusting the position. Touching myself caused me to get even more excited.

      "Please...no...," she whispered, shaking her head. "The bear...it hurts."

      Her words caught me off guard, but when I peered at her face, I realized that she was still deep in slumber.

      "Won't leave. I promise. No, mother..."

      I looked on in shock because I'd never seen someone in so much stress while they slept.

      This time when she turned, she tossed the covers off her body.

      One inhale later and I was just about done for. As plain as day was the evidence of her slick melting down her thighs.

      What the hell?

      No...this couldn't be.

      But the aroma of her sweet-smelling slick now confirmed my earlier instincts.

      Her heat rose steadily. Only an Omega could go through a transition like this.

      As her sweet smell grew stronger, I squeezed my hand around my shaft. Pre-cum rolled down my fingers. If I didn't do something now, I would burst.

      Before me lay an omega. Not just any omega. A human omega. And she hid this truth from me.

      What she could not hide was the translucent slick coating the insides of her thighs and the tell-tale metallic scent of an approaching fertile phase as she thrashed around, either bothered by her heat or something she was dreaming about. Nothing could override the fact that her womb was preparing to take an Alpha's seed.

      If I didn't get out of here, I knew what would happen.

      I'd end up fucking her.

      I'd end up claiming her.

      And then...it'd all be over.

      Fuck.
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      Something snapped off in the distance to the right of me. I paused and surveyed the surrounding area.

      Nothing.

      I looked back down at the red oval compass in my palm, careful not to lose direction. I wasn't even supposed to be this far out, but I knew I'd get back home in time for supper since I had my compass to guide me.

      I thought I heard voices off in the distance, and this time, I halted in my tracks.

      Maybe I wasn't the only one out here.

      The voices grew near.

      "Crap," I exclaimed and then raced behind a tree.

      If any of the rangers or scouters caught me out here, they'd most certainly tell my mother.

      I raised my palm near my eyebrows to shield the sun from my eyes. Shadows moved between the trees. At first, I thought the figures could be animals, but they looked like grown men. I made out the profile of someone wearing what looked like a quiver filled with arrows on his back. He was there one moment, and in the next moment, he was gone.

      Something putrid-smelling wafted toward me and a swarm of flies entered my peripheral view. Down on the ground was the most disgusting thing I had ever seen in my life. The droppings of some large animal lay in a pile on the ground. I ducked my head into my collar and hurried away from the scent.

      Not wanting to get caught out here with strange men I didn't recognize, I turned back around and headed back toward my sector.

      I hadn't even walked a yard yet when a large black bear came rushing out of nowhere.

      It growled viciously and loudly and stood up on its haunches.

      I screamed and backed away.

      I knew that the last thing I wanted to do was turn around and run, but how else would I escape a giant grizzly bear from attacking me.

      With nothing but a canister of water and an old compass to protect me, I panicked and took off running.

      The grizzly chased me, pounding the ground with the force of a dozen earthquakes.

      I turned swiftly near a large boulder but tripped over the large roots of a tree. Something slashed into my back and searing pain paralyzed me. I saw the colors red and white. I nearly blacked out from the debilitating agony.

      I smelled it. The bear. It had me cornered and was now roaring in its victory.

      I spun around, dragging myself across the forest floor.

      Nothing I grasped in my hands could bring down a grizzly, so I knew I was just as good as dead.

      I closed my eyes and curled up into a ball.

      The grizzly growled one last time, and then, it yelped in pain before flopping over with a large thud right next to me.

      When I opened my eyes, the grizzly was dead from an arrow straight to the brain.

      Taking big gulps of air, I uncurled myself.

      Large footsteps began running toward me. I instantly identified them as guards from Legance. As they pumped six bullets into the already deceased grizzly, I covered my ears and screamed.

      "It's okay. We got him. Are you okay?" One of the guards asked.

      "I...think...so," I panted.

      Two men helped me up. I immediately wailed out in pain when the slashes on my back became agitated.

      "Ow...he got you good," one guard said.

      Another guard walked up to the bear and yanked out the single arrow that I believed had been the animal's cause of death. He examined it, searched around the forest with his eyes, and then dropped it to the ground.

      "Come on, let's get you back home. What were you doing out here?" a guard asked me.

      The last thing I remembered was my knees giving out from under me and the searing pain in my back.
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        * * *

      

      I came-to the next day. Or at least that's what I thought.

      When I woke up, everything was fuzzy and my head hurt like hell. My left arm felt numb and I realized that I'd been sleeping on my side.

      I moaned, but when I tried to roll over, I immediately felt the pain of a million needles sticking in my back.

      Everything came back to me full force.

      The hunters with their arrows and quivers.

      The bear.

      The attack.

      And the guards.

      I focused on the door to my room as it opened and my mother came into view.

      She immediately rushed to my bedside. "Don't move."

      "Mother. It hurts."

      "I know." She frowned. "How could you, Karis Chaplin? How could you go into the forest alone after I warned you not to?"

      "I'm so sorry."

      "You could've died," she argued.

      I swallowed hard. "I know. I'm sorry."

      My father came into the room. "Joella, don't be so hard on her."

      "You stay out of this, Andy. She knew better than to sneak away. She knows exactly what's at risk. She could've been killed. Look at her back! It'll never be the same again. Who will want her now?"

      I cringed when my mother mentioned my back. I only hoped it didn't look as bad as it felt. The pain was excruciating, but I didn't want to complain about that with my mother so angry at me.

      My father knelt beside my bed and asked, "Why did you go into the forest alone?"

      "I just wanted to draw the turtles by the creek. I was going to come right back. I had the compass to guide me," I said.

      He shook his head. "You can't go off alone like that. Someone has to always be with you. Why didn't you just wait for me to come home?"

      I frowned. "I didn't want to bother you. You were working."

      "Rubbish," my mother scolded. "Never do that again, you hear me? You're officially grounded until..." She paused and bit her bottom lip.

      "Until what? Just say it, mother. Until you give me away to be married, right?"

      My mother grunted and sprang up from the chair beside my bed. My father went over to console her, but she shoved him away and bolted from the room.

      When she left, I asked him, "My back is ugly, isn't it?"

      He paused as his gaze trailed across my back. He gave me a tight-lipped smile. "No." I could tell he was lying. "The finest doctors here in Legance stitched you up. It'll heal in no time."

      For almost a week, I remained on bed rest, unable to sleep the way I wanted.

      What I could do was draw.

      I didn't know what fascinated me about the arrow that killed the bear that attacked me, but it seemed to be the only thing I could think about from that day besides the fact that I almost died.

      I spent a day and a half sketching out the arrow down to the last detail, which included key markings along with the engraved letters, OTB. I was almost finished with it when my mother came in with soup and crackers and spotted the drawing in my lap.

      "What is that?" she asked, leaning in to get a better look.

      "An arrow."

      "Of course, it's an arrow. Why are you drawing that?"

      "It's real. I've seen it. When the guards found me, the arrow was in the bear's skull. It's what killed him." I smiled and glanced up at her. "You know what, mother? I don't think the guards and I were the only ones out there that day. Someone else shot the bear down. Not with guns. With this arrow. Someone else saved me."

      My mother's lips parted and she gasped. "Let me see." She took a long, hard look at the picture. Before I could protest, she ripped the page out of the notebook and tore it to shreds.

      "Mother! What—"

      "Never draw that again, do you hear me?" She grabbed both sides of my cheeks, squeezing them together with her thumb and forefinger. "Never again!"

      I nodded.

      That night I dreamt of the bear again. Its claws plunged deep into my back, ripping my body to shreds. I called out for help, and no one saved me. Not even the mysterious shadowed men with their bows and arrows.
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      I jerked upright, sweating and wet between the legs.

      In my dreams, I had been eye to eye with the bear who hunted me, but when I woke up, I was face to face with the man who held me captive.

      His darkened gray eyes swirled with something different this time. The look he cast me resembled pure lust and revelation.

      My gaze trailed down to my legs, wondering what made it feel like I had wet myself. It wasn't all sweat. I was aroused. Even more humiliating was the fact that I spotted the evidence of my menstrual blood between my thighs.

      My face heated and I could have curled up into a little ball and died right then and there. I was utterly embarrassed.

      I swallowed. "I..."

      "You had best explain yourself," Axil commanded with a straight face.

      "I didn't know this would happen. It's been months since I've had a menstrual cycle. I'm sorry I ruined your blankets. You must be so grossed out."

      His expression softened. "You haven't ruined my blankets. I'm not grossed out by something that happens naturally to a woman."

      He handed me some folded cloths from a bag. I wiped my thighs and then slid the rags under me so that nothing else would soil his blankets.

      "I can't believe this is happening. And, of course, I don't have my things."

      "It's only blood. You can use the cloths. I have more in my bag."

      I chuckled, nervously. "You mean for things like this? For bloody women?"

      He grinned. "No. For dressing bloody wounds."

      "I'm so embarrassed," I exclaimed.

      "There's nothing to be embarrassed about. You are an omega. Why did you hide this from me?"

      "What?" I shook my head. "An omega?"

      "You are human. But you've inherited the omega gene. You knew, but you didn't tell me."

      "I don't know what you're talking about."

      "Your slick. I can smell it. That scent is driving me crazy. You cannot hide your heat from an alpha. Not like this. You should've told me."

      "How can I tell you when I have no idea what you're talking about? I'm on my period. That's all."

      "How is this possible? Who is your father?"

      "Andy. Andy Wynnell," I replied.

      "That doesn't sound like anyone I know. One of your parents carries the gene. A prime gene."

      "If they did or do, they didn't tell me. They were both humans."

      He massaged his chin, searching my face. "A prime blood is a human who carries an alpha or omega gene. This was how my people came to be. Scientists crossed the DNA of a human male carrying a suppressed alpha gene with a rare wolf species, altering him forever. We later found is birth name to be Augustus Maximus Primus. His first male offspring—Augustus Maximus Primus II—wasn't born in a lab like his younger siblings, but he was the one who came back to free our mothers and fathers and grandparents from their cages after the bombs dropped. He later became our leader. The true Alpha. We called him Max Primeblood."

      "I've heard this story," I told him. "Not the names. Just about how you were created in labs."

      "What have you heard?"

      "You were supposed to become super soldiers. When the first one got away, they wanted more of you. The scientists forced the test subjects into reproducing more. There's a rumor that they smuggled young women into the prison labs just for that purpose. You all broke free. That's why people call you uncaged."

      "Yes. My human mother was pregnant with me when she was freed from the labs. But do you know what this means for you?" he asked.

      "I told you. I'm just a human."

      "Not just a human. Somewhere in your family tree, someone carried either an alpha or omega gene. Just like Primus, both your human mother and your human father are carriers of the gene. Primus was a human Alpha before they altered him with wolf DNA. You are a human omega."

      "That's impossible. My father would've said something," I exclaimed.

      "He might not have known. When the genes are suppressed many don't realize it."

      "I don't think he did," I said.

      "What about your mother? Did she ever tell you anything about herself?"

      "No," I whispered and looked down at the ground.

      "That is a lie," he replied softly.

      I swallowed. "I remember once when I was little that she told me she felt like two different people stuck in the same body. She wanted to be good, but she was very unhappy. She apologized for being such a shitty mom and said she couldn't help it. We weren't that close. The only time we ever had an actual conversation was when she told me that if I was smart that I'd marry Stefan Newson and never dig into my family history again."

      "Did you not find that odd?"

      "No. Her parents disowned her because she called off her engagement with one man to marry my father. They lost everything. Respect. Money. And their position within the sector. They hated her for it."

      He leaned forward. "Why would she sign you up for the same fate?"

      "You know about that?"

      He nodded. "I took you because your fiancé took something from my people. He must live up to his end of the bargain if things are to go his way. Why did your mother agree to your marriage to this weasel, knowing you would never be happy with him?"

      I shrugged. "Because she owed the Newson family. The man she was supposed to marry was Stefan's father. My family was one of the richest families in Anchora. You might not know this, but the sectors are controlled by councils made up of the heads of prominent houses just as much as the governor controls them. A union between the Newson and Chaplin houses would've been very favorable. My mother's father was the judge, and Stefan's father dealt with trades within and outside of the sector. When they threatened to lock my mother up for being a loose woman, she told them she was pregnant and that if they forgave her, she would promise her unborn baby girl to be married to the eldest son. They agreed, but with stipulations. Soon after that, the Chaplin house became obsolete and Stefan's father took everything my grandfather owned. My mother just wanted to be free. I was her last resort. After that, she fled from Anchora to Legance where she legally married my father, Andy."

      "You said your mother was dead just the other day. How did it happen?"

      "She jumped..." My voice cracked and I said no more.

      "I'm sorry. Forgive me for asking, but why would you agree to this after her death?" Axil asked.

      "I don't want to repeat history. I don't want to be like my mother. The things they say about her..." I shook my head. "That's not me. I'm not my mother." I covered my mouth with my palm, wondering if I'd said too much. When I looked up at Axil again, remorse riddled his face.

      He leaned in and scooped me up from the ground. Before I knew it, he had me cradled in his arms and was carrying me outside.

      "What are you doing?"

      "There is a hot spring nearby. The others will wake up soon wanting to bathe, but you'll get first dibs," he said.

      "What did Stefan take?" I asked as he carried me through the fields in the dewy hours of the morning.

      "You will know soon. But first, the bath," he said.

      "Earlier you mentioned my scent. Do I smell bad? Is that why you're taking me to have a bath?"

      He chuckled softly. "No, omega. You smell like heaven, I think. I think it's how heaven would smell if I'm ever lucky enough to go there."

      I giggled, but on a serious note, I had many questions about my situation. "What is going to happen to me?"

      "I will take you to my village."

      "I know that, but what does my being a human omega mean?" I asked.

      "I imagine the other Alphas would fight to the death to have at you," he said.

      "Really? I don't want anyone to die because of me."

      "No one in my clan is afraid to die. Our destinies are already sealed. And don't worry, little one. I'd fight to the death to keep you safe."

      I exhaled and relaxed against his chest.

      For the first time in my life, I felt no need to worry.
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      I kicked off my boots and carried her out into the heated waters. Steam billowed up around us and the first rays of the morning broke out through the clouds.

      The moment she slipped from my arms and into the waters, a look of euphoria passed over her face.

      "It feels so good." She drummed her fingers across the surface of the water and walked deeper into the hot springs. The ends of her hair were submerged in the water. She didn’t tie up her hair this time.

      She was in heat, indeed, and I already knew that no amount of baths would wash away the scent of her rise. The aroma had been there since day one. I should have known before.

      After her menses, she would go through another rise. In just a few days, she'd be so fertile that every Alpha within a mile radius would be able to scent her. Her womb would be ready to take an Alpha's seed. The only thing that would satisfy her lust was the knot of an Alpha locked deep inside her.

      She peeked over her shoulder at me. "Are you going to watch me wash myself?"

      "Yes," I growled.

      She sunk neck-deep into the springs, cupped some water into her palms, and let it pour over her face. Her long eyelashes clumped together and her lips were wet. Her little pink tongue parted through her lips as she licked them.

      My cock stiffened in my pants. My knot tightened, ready for some type of relief.

      She glanced down between my legs and bit her bottom lip.

      All I could think about was claiming her right there in the hot springs so that no other Alpha would ever get the chance to know she was an omega in heat.

      "It's happened before," she mumbled.

      "What has happened before?"

      She blushed. "Whatever this is. The first time was a year ago. Right after my seventeenth birthday. It happened about three times that year, maybe four. I told my friend Cai about it once, and she told me it was just cramps and laughed and gave me really strong pain meds. I took the meds, and they helped me sleep through the phase. I might have slept half the day." She giggled. "When it started happening again, I asked her for more meds, but she said she didn't have any. Her boyfriend would have to steal more if I needed them. I didn't want to get anyone in trouble, so I just called out from work and took a lot of cold showers until whatever this is that’s happening to me stopped."

      "It's called a heat."

      "I'm in heat? You mean like an animal?"

      "You're an omega, Karis. Of a different kind. One of a kind. But you're not an animal. Your heat will continue to rise until..."

      "Until what?"

      "Until it's over or until you're knotted."

      Her gaze dropped to my growing erection, and right then, I knew she had figured out what I was talking about. I didn't even have to tell her. Her omega instincts had already figured out exactly what she craved.

      "Does it hurt?" she asked.

      "No, Alphas and omegas are made for each other. If you ride it out, it's irritating and nearly unbearable as you have experienced before. When an Alpha knots an omega, this soothes her during her heat. Knotting eases the pain, and it also renders ultimate pleasure to both of them. Only an Alpha can please an omega thoroughly. She will never be fully satisfied with any other. She will never know peace until she bonds with one. It goes both ways. An Alpha will fight to claim an omega because he knows she is the only one that can fulfill him. The period of need doesn't end with the omega's heat or the alpha's rut. A mating session between an Alpha and his omega creates an aphrodisiac, which is addicting to both. Breeding is life. And sex becomes just as vital as breathing."

      "But I'm not a whore."

      I frowned. "No. You're not. This is natural. It has nothing to do with being a whore. Has someone told you otherwise?"

      "My mother..." She started, and then she shook her head.

      "What did your mother tell you?"

      "She told me to keep my legs closed until Stefan came to get me, or they'd kill me for being loose. She said my virtue would be the only thing that saved me from a life of misery. She didn't want me to become like her...and I believed her."

      "You were misled," I said.

      Her eyes widened and she covered her parted lips. "Do you think my mother was like me? An omega?"

      "Yes. She was no Alpha if she allowed others to control her life. She was likely a human omega like you."

      "Then she suffered alone and in silence."

      "But now she is free."

      "It's so strange. She said she felt incomplete like she was missing something. Father did everything to make her happy, but she was always so bitter. She was an Omega, and she didn't even know it." She sighed. "I wasn't the only woman you took from Legance. I saw a girl about my age with the man you called Titus."

      I frowned. "Titus took the girl on his own. We only came for you."

      "Titus is an alpha?"

      I nodded.

      "Then that girl is an omega."

      "I don't know, but it's highly likely. She could just be a common human whose scent has sent Titus into a rut. We won't know anytime soon. If she is, he will knot her a dozen times over until she's been thoroughly claimed from the inside out. No other Alpha would ever stand a chance."

      "There must be more of me then. Somewhere out there. Maybe even in Legance," she offered.

      "Omegas are rare. But human omegas...even rarer. Many humans who carry the gene have suppressed their true nature either knowingly or unknowingly," I offered.

      "I felt something different about myself last year. I knew something was up with me, but I didn't want to go to the nurse for every little ailment," she said.

      "We present between the ages of twelve and twenty-one. Primes usually do present earlier unless something has suppressed their true urges. Maybe you were presenting then."

      "It's funny because now that I've just turned eighteen, I feel it again. Like something's changing."

      "Just turned?"

      "You kidnapped me on my birthday. It's why I was having a drink. I was supposed to have cake, but I left it on the kitchen table because it was raining. Who wants soggy cake?" She smiled and giggled. "They're probably searching high and low, in the forest and out, for me by now."

      "Soon, they will know who took you. I will make it known."

      "They will not be happy," she said.

      "I know. You are very valuable. Very, very valuable." As I made the declaration, I realized just how special she was. "Happy Birthday."

      "Thanks." She turned around, picked up the ends of her hair, and wrung her strands dry.

      I closed the distance between us and pressed my fingers to the top portion of the scars running across her back. She stiffened and then sighed. Under my fingertips, the surface of her skin vibrated, sending electrifying pulses through my arm.

      "Who did this?" I demanded.

      "A bear."

      I growled. "And who let the bear do this?" I pressed my lips together, trying to rein in my anger.

      "It was my fault. It happened when I was thirteen. I went out into the forest. I was in the bear's domain. It chased after me and I couldn't outrun it. It knocked me down and clawed my back. This scar is my punishment for not listening to my mother. She warned me that if I tried to escape again, I'd never survive out on my own, but I wasn't trying to escape that time. I just wanted a little freedom. Now I have an ugly scar."

      "It is not ugly. What does not kill you makes you stronger. You wear the mark of the beast. It should be a reminder that you can survive anything."

      She turned around and lifted her gaze to meet mine.

      "Is it true that Alphas like you go hunting for women when you're in a rut," she asked.

      I nodded.

      "They say Alphas have raped many women out in the forests. Is that true?"

      I swallowed my shame. "I won't deny this. I don't rape. It's not in my nature. But I won't pretend that there are Alphas who believe they’re entitled to anything and will do anything to get it. Just like good humans and bad humans, there are good Alphas and bad Alphas."

      "Are you good?" she whispered.

      I must have taken a long time to answer that because she dismissed the question by asking another. "When the other Alphas in your village find out about me, how will I be able to protect myself?"

      I cupped her chin and stroked her bottom lip gently with my thumb. "You won't have to worry about protection. I'll provide it without question. As for your sweet slick, I'll mask the scent for you, but you must stay close and do as I command."

      She nodded.

      I would protect her from other Alphas, but could I protect her from me?
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      The path that led into Axil's village was semi-paved with a mix of rocks and pebbles, not asphalt. No gates or fences closed the residents in. No armed, uniformed guards patrolled the streets or sidewalks. It was all one big open space that stretched dozens of miles. All I could see were shops and houses. Men and women walked about freely. Children played all around as if they were oblivious to property boundaries. Or perhaps, there were no boundaries. I smelled fresh open water and non-polluted breeze. In Legance about fifty percent of the trees were cut down to make space for more residents, but here in Mistacre, I spotted trees that could've been five times as old as I was.

      I'd never lived outside of Legance before, so I looked in awe at everything and everyone, wondering if this was all a dream. It wasn't. I'd been lied to my whole life. By everyone.

      "Welcome to Mistacre," Axil said.

      "I wasn't expecting this," I said. "Your home is beautiful."

      Just under an hour ago, we'd traveled through a city of ruins to get here. No one had settled there in decades. Buildings were crumbled to the ground, and old cars were left rusting out in the street. Almost every house and retail shop had been looted out of and picked from well before the bombs dropped. The city represented most of what the United States looked like currently—a framework of what once was. But Axil's people did not live among the ruins as I thought.

      When we arrived in Mistacre, I was pleasantly surprised by the change in scenery. This wasn't how I envisioned a place where uncaged savages lived. But I'd been corrected before. They might have been uncaged, but they certainly weren't savages. Our teachers had lied to us and told us that everything outside of the sector was in shambles and a living hell.

      Mistacre was far from a living hell. Nothing I'd seen so far was in shambles. Everything looked like a paradise where people roamed freely without being confined behind walls. If anyone asked me, I'd rather be uncaged and thought of as a savage than caged up and lied to.

      According to Axil, an adjoining village—Northgarde—was also home to his people. Mistacre was the main village, and Northgarde was just north of here.

      We must've entered the busiest side of the village. Residents were roaming about. Groups of children were running around and chasing each other. In the distance, the faint hum of a windmill faded in and out. The shelters were a mix of huts, cabins, and bungalows. I even spotted several tree houses higher near the hillside. There was a body of water nearby. I could smell it and hear it.

      Everyone was dressed similarly. Clothing comprised of animal skin and fur, but there were modern garments too, like blue jeans and t-shirts. Most women wore long tunic dresses and boots, while others were dressed similar to the men in their pants and fitted vests.

      I wasn't the only one who stared.

      When residents realized that Axil and his group were back from their mission and brought two strangers with them, people glared.

      Six men standing outside of what looked like a workshop stopped what they were doing to look. Two women, both holding a basket of fresh produce, stopped in the middle of the path to give me a thorough once over from head to toe. One woman frowned, and the other just carried a blank expression on her face. Others whispered behind their hands and pointed. A little girl with her hair ribbons undone flowing loosely with her tresses ran up to peer at me.

      I smiled. "Hi."

      She ran off without a word.

      "Happens every time we have newcomers. Don't worry about it too much. No one will bother you."

      "Do they know why I'm here?" I asked.

      "Some of them do," he replied.

      "So they already hate me."

      "You did nothing wrong. No one here has a reason to hate you."

      Before I could respond, a huge hulking man almost as tall as Axil crossed our paths. The two men greeted each other with a nod.

      "Xenon, you're back already," Axil exclaimed, smiling.

      Xenon grinned. "Yes, brother, and I can see you brought back what you said you would." He gave me a suspicious once-over, cocking his head to the side.

      I was grateful that I was still wrapped up in Axil's overcoat. I felt naked with the way this guy Xenon was looking at me. The same dominance that surrounded Axil rolled off Xenon in waves. I knew without a doubt that Xenon was an Alpha.

      "She looks too good for Stefan the Weasel," Xenon exclaimed.

      So Stefan had a nickname. The weasel.

      I looked down at the ground and stood back behind Axil.

      "Even so, she must not be touched. I will keep her with me," Axil said, firmly.

      "No ropes or chains?" Xenon asked. "You trust her that much?"

      "She's my responsibility and she will not escape," Axil growled out.

      Xenon held both hands up in what I took as a gesture of submission or agreement. "Ah, finders keepers, losers weepers. You are entitled to the spoils of your raid, brother."

      "It was hardly a raid. It was too easy for us." Axil nudged the guy in the gut. "What about you? You left after I did and you're back already. Where is your loot?"

      Xenon laughed. "I hit the mother-load, brother. What did you think? That I was getting rusty?"

      Axil laughed. "I must see this."

      Xenon frowned as his gaze drifted from me to Titus and the other girl as they veered off down a wooded trail. Everyone else also stared at their retreating backs.

      "Who is that human with Titus?" Xenon asked.

      "I don't know. He keeps her all to himself. He's marked her. I've washed my hands of it. I have other things to worry about."

      Xenon nibbled his bottom lip. "You think she's one?"

      "I don't know," Axil said. "But we need to talk."

      "Yeah, we do. You sent that thing yet?" Xenon asked.

      Axil nodded. "A couple of days ago. Deadline's tomorrow."

      "Then only a matter of time," Xenon stated.

      They were talking in code with me standing right there. I had a feeling that most of their discussion was about me and the situation with Stefan. Afraid that if I spoke, Xenon might discover that I was an omega, I kept quiet. But the way his gaze kept shifting from Axil to me told me he sensed something was amiss.

      Axil started walking again. I stayed close, and Xenon kept up to the left of him. The chain-linked belts of both Alphas clanked as they walked, reminding me they were descendants of dangerous convicts and skilled hunters with enhanced capabilities and unique physiology. Even the residents of Mistacre parted out of the way as they walked through the village.

      "Have you heard from Echo?" Axil asked.

      "He's still out of pocket. Last we heard, he was on board with your plan. He trusts you completely."

      Axil grunted. "Then he should have trusted me many months ago when I told him that Stefan was a lying weasel who would never follow through. He played us."

      "Echo will kill that bastard for this when he gets back."

      "He can if he wants. That's his prerogative. An ax to the neck won't solve this, or I would've done it already. Echo left me in charge and I took men out to work in those shitty conditions day after day. And then that weasel fucked us over. He thinks guns will stop us forever. He made this deal, and now, he has to follow through with it. I promised him hell until he does. There will be no peace for him in the meantime. If he didn't want to deal with us, then he should've never gotten us involved. I only wished I was there to see the look on his face when he realized that I knew the whereabouts of the one he wants the most."

      Xenon laughed. "Or the look on his face when he learns that we have her."

      I swallowed as heat rose up my neck while they were talking about me.

      I'd always heard rumors about Stefan bragging about his upcoming marriage to me. He talked of me as if I were a prize. I'd never forget the day that Cai's boyfriend called me Stefan's little virgin bride as if I were some object or temporary obsession.

      Feeling a little warm, I shifted inside Axil's fur coat.

      Xenon stopped in his tracks and lifted his nose in my general direction. "Brother, do you smell that?"

      "No, I smell nothing."

      "Are you sure? She smells fertile like—" Xenon started.

      "Yes, I'm sure. Your nose is playing tricks on you, or maybe you need to get laid," Axil joked, stopping in front of a bungalow that sat near the forest line with an unobstructed view of a lake. The sun was already going down and fireflies danced above the water's surface.

      "If you say so," Xenon laughed. "I'll catch up with you tomorrow at daybreak. We should hear from our scout by then, yes?"

      "Yes, or we'll go to Plan B," Axil agreed.

      Once Xenon was out of earshot, Axil turned his attention to me. "If we don't get your heat in check, there's going to be a problem. He's not the only Alpha that can smell your rise, omega. And this is only the beginning of your heat."

      "I told you. Besides a cold shower, I don't know how to stop it. I've never been around Alphas. At least, I don't think so."

      "It's not your fault. I didn't know you were an omega. That complicates a lot of things. I'll figure something out, but let's get you inside. You need some rest and food in you."

      He was right. I was a little weak and my menstrual cycles weren't always a walk in the park. They usually lasted only a day or so but stripped most of my energy.

      "Okay." I nodded. "Was that your brother?"

      "Not by blood. We grew up together, but he's like a brother to me."

      "Are you their Alpha?"

      He chuckled. "It doesn't quite work like that, little one. We're not a pack of wolves. Every Alpha in our clan shares the responsibility of keeping the others safe and in check. Other than that, clan members are free to leave if they like. There's always an Alpha-in-Charge. The responsibility passed to me when Echo left to take care of some business in Gaia. He will be back soon, but seeing how this situation would affect us before he returns, I needed to decide. Thus, it's why you're here."

      The next thing that came out of my mouth surprised me just as much as it surprised him.

      "I'm here because I didn't try to stop you. I should be afraid for my life. So, why aren't I?"

      Axil narrowed his gaze with his head cocked slightly to one side. I waited for the answer as he studied me with a soul-drenching gaze. He was so compelling, his demeanor so magnetizing.

      "You know the answer to that," he said, calmly.

      "I do?"

      "You are Omega. I am Alpha. We're drawn to each other like magnets."

      "It does feel that way for me. And for you...?"

      "The only thing stopping me from taking advantage of you is my self control over my urges. This takes years of practice and it's a virtue not all Alphas have. But truthfully, my patience is fading. Inside." He pointed to his front door.

      When I passed him on the way inside, his husky scent enveloped me. He had awakened something, something deep inside me.

      And speaking of differences...he had years of practice controlling his urges but my years were spent without learning this virtue.

      I needed something or someone specific and now I understood why.
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      Once we were locked insides, Axil kicked off his boots in the foyer and propped them up against the wall. He switched on an oil lamp by the door and dumped our belongings into a chair.

      The home smelled of him. Of cinnamon and chestnuts. There was a cold draft dancing around my ankles. A window by the door was open and Axil shut it.

      I slipped out of his overcoat and handed it to him.

      "Tell me now. About what all of this is about. I want to know all of the truth no matter how strange it might be. How did you know where to find me? How did you know I was the one?" I urged.

      Now that I knew a little, I wanted to know more. Questions swam in my head. They wouldn't stop until I had answers. Not just about my urges or my omega gene, but about the history behind my kidnapping.

      "We have our sources," he replied.

      "Sources? As in, on the inside? A citizen of Legance?"

      He nodded once.

      "What has Stefan done?" I asked.

      He went over to the fireplace and threw four logs inside and then fidgeted with a fire starter. As he poked around in the fire, he spoke, "He came to us months back asking if we could lend him the manpower to drill for oil and then raise some tanks to store it. The deal was that once we got the operation running that we'd share the supply. The tanks are right on the border of Mistacre and Anchora, so Echo agreed even though I advised him not to. Stefan reneged on the deal and set up guards with sniper rifles to take us down. Just last month, a sniper shot at and injured an Alpha and three others to keep us away. The tanks aren't something we can just pick up and take away as we normally do when we want something," he explained.

      It disgusted me how anyone could ask someone to work and offer fair compensation and then strip away the very thing they worked so hard to get.

      "Why would he do that? What would he gain from keeping you from the oil you helped to drill?"

      "Maybe he had no intentions of sharing the resources with us. Winter will be here soon and our people need fuel. We shifted the manpower from our sources to these new tanks, and we simply don't have time to make up for the months we lost while working with Stefan. We can try to weather it out, but things will be rough this winter and I don't want anyone suffering needlessly. We've survived freezing temperatures before, but this isn't just about the cold. Like other sectors, we aren't completely self-sufficient. We need it for things we manufacturer here for our use and we especially need to it keep our water safe to drink. We trade for what we don't have. Not so much for crops we can't produce, but for medical supplies. Things like that. We can trade oil for top dollar these days, seeing as how few villages have the manpower to drill."

      "Who do you trade with?" I asked, thinking of how Legance had trade deals with other sectors.

      "Mostly trusted tribes in Gaia and Providencia. We sometimes travel further south to Ocane in the dead of winter to buy steel and iron in exchange for wool and furs."

      "And there is not enough oil to last a whole winter?"

      He shook his head. "Highly unlikely. Supplies were already dwindling at the first extraction site, and we've suffered for it. We only have so much land that belongs to us here and we're not leaving it. Believe it or not, we prefer not to have to plunder innocent villages to survive. Twenty years ago, that would've been our way. Not today. I'm sure you've caught wind of our reputation...as savages."

      "But I know more now. Everyone's just trying to survive," I replied. "Do you really think Stefan will follow through with his promise if you give me back? Why did you think that taking me would solve all this?"

      He paused. "I overheard Stefan talking about you one day when we were at the tank site. He said he'd been waiting for you since he was twelve. In the name of his dead father, he swore he'd impregnate you within a week of consummation. It's what your mother promised. A fertile heir."

      I bit into my bottom lip and then said, "It's what my mother was supposed to give his father."

      "There is a fertility problem in your sector, yes?"

      I nodded.

      "Among the men?" he asked.

      "And the women too. But mostly the women. When the women are deemed fertile and the family is poor with no say or power, they have to register their status. There is punishment, banishment, or jail time if they don't. I've heard that the tests can be manipulated. There are women who have hidden their status until eventually they get pregnant anyway. If things go as the governor and governor's council wants it, the fertile girl is then paired with someone, and when they come of age, they must marry. Either that, or they're traded to another sector in exchange for more fertile women or something else of value. If they break the agreement, they must give up the name of the man who they had sex with. Consequences can be as cruel as death or banishment, for one or both. But, one way or the other, the governor and council are sure to make an example of bad actors."

      "Like they would've done to your mother," he offered.

      I swallowed. "Right. Like that."

      "And your mother, facing an undesirable fate and already deemed fertile, gave you away before you were born," he concluded.

      I nodded. "Yes...my mother made a sacrifice. My situation is different, I think."

      "Yes, this is different." He gave me a troubling stare. "As you're aware, I can detect if and when a female is fertile by her smell. How do your people detect fertility?"

      "Blood and hormone tests in the mother, and then in the baby at birth, and then at the onset of puberty."

      He scratched his chin. "One would think that if they are capable of such tests then they are capable of solving their infertility issues by now, don't you think?"

      "Honestly, I don't think that's the goal. No one's ever explained it to me, but I don't think that an overpopulated sector has ever been the goal."

      He grinned. "You are smart."

      "Just observant. And I've had a lot of time to think." I frowned. "Tell me...what else did Stefan say about our betrothal?"

      "Apparently, he knows what he wants to do to you and he describes it in great detail, but I won't repeat that stuff. And he said he's been...practicing."

      "Practicing?"

      "It's what he says. Apparently, he has no shortage of young women to take to his bed. He thinks with his dick," Axil stated. "I'm sorry you have to find out like this."

      "I already knew."

      "You knew?"

      I nodded. "I'm not a complete hermit. I've heard that he's promiscuous. He's just like the majority of men I know."

      Axil raised an eyebrow. "You know plenty of jerks, then?"

      My face heated in embarrassment. "I guess."

      "Why would you stay? Your mother made this bed for you, but she is no longer here. Why would you not run?"

      I shook my head. "You wouldn't understand."

      "Help me understand."

      "She owes more than just Stefan's family. She practically sold me twice over. Once to the Newson family for Stefan, and then again to the governor. She racked up so much debt because she refused to work and earn her share. When she died and they banished my father, I became an orphan. My uncle threatened to pull the rug out from under Stefan, but he came back to make known that he still had a claim over me, and he paid again to keep the agreement valid. He knows that I'm fertile and that I come from a line of fertile women. If I renege like my mother did, I will never live peacefully. They wouldn't allow it. And just like my mother, my mistakes would follow me off the end of a cliff somewhere."

      I stopped when my voice cracked and looked away. I had cried many nights about this same fate, but I wouldn’t let Axil see me breaking down in front of him.

      I sighed. "So, you see, I'm already doomed. I think I'll feel better knowing that you'll have the oil supply for your clan in exchange for something that was already bound to happen—my marriage to Stefan. I never had a choice in this. And quite frankly, the consummation has been delayed many times before, but I already know where this road leads me."

      Light from the moon filtered inside the bungalow and fanned over us like a spotlight. He looked conflicted. His gray eyes clouded over like a storm. He closed the distance between us. When he touched my cheek with his rough, calloused fingers, I pressed my face against his palm.

      His lips parted as if he wanted to say something, but he just stared. He looked remorseful.

      "I am sorry."

      "Don't be sorry," I whispered. "I know what's at stake."

      Axil took a deep breath and then closed his eyes. He pressed the bridge of his nose against my forehead and inhaled deeply. After a strangled growl of aggravation, he parted swiftly from me back toward the door.

      "Where are you going?" I asked as he tugged on his boots and opened the door.

      "Stay inside."

      "But—"

      He was gone before I could finish.
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      With an erection the size of a mountain and as aggressive as a freight train, I pushed myself out of the house.

      My Alpha instincts told me that standing on the other side of that door in my home was an omega who was completely and utterly compatible with me. Why else would I feel his way? Why else would I feel the need to bond with her? Hell, it felt like I was already bonding with her.

      In the midst of all this and even after understanding that Karis had been forced all of her life by the men in her life, all I could think about was claiming her myself. Was I no better? Were staking my claim and satisfying my cravings worth more than respecting her right to choose?

      The last thing I wanted Karis to do was get scared and try to run off. I had made a mistake. And now I'd have to choose, but my heart had already chosen for me.

      I wanted to protect her from her cruel fate.

      I wanted to protect her from myself.

      And as a human Omega who was sending all my senses into serious overdrive, I wanted to claim her like only an Alpha would.

      I marched down the path, but I didn't go far. I made it to the edge of the forest before I growled out in frustration. Soon, my people would know she was an omega.

      Kidnapping her was my first mistake.

      Bringing her into my village to dozens of other Alphas who would realize her worth was the second mistake.

      I'd seen the way the others looked at her as we reached my home. I had joked about it earlier with Xenon, but our noses did not play tricks on us. Once we detected the sweet fragrance of an unclaimed omega's slick, there was nothing we could do to stop ourselves from going into rut. It was like throwing a juicy bone to a starving dog. In our clan, you either claimed a fertile omega or let her go. You did not leave her to roam freely during her rise, sending dozens of hungry unmated Alphas into rut.

      Once an unclaimed omega revealed herself, the majority of unmated Alphas would do what they'd been doing for years—isolate themselves, leave the village, or go hunting instead. Anything to keep their mind off fucking until the urge left their system. On the other hand, other Alphas without mates would stop at nothing to hunt an omega if the scent appealed to them.

      And this would go on and on...

      If Karis stayed here among Alphas, it wouldn't be long before she was claimed.

      Her body would crave it, and she would soon learn that the only way to satisfy her needs and soothe her while she was in heat was from the knot of an Alpha.

      What was I to do? Sending her back to the human men who would only use and abuse her like they did her mother wasn't an option. I couldn't let her go through with it. She was an omega; it was in her nature to submit to the higher authority figures in her life. In the past, she had no one to stand up for her. Not her mother. And not her own father. She'd never had the protection of an Alpha.

      But she did now.

      Keeping her close to me was the only option. But giving her back was the key to regaining the resources that were stolen from us.

      I wanted to fuck her and protect her at the same time.

      She was so innocent, giving me her trust because yielding to an Alpha was second nature to her.

      She didn't understand any of this.

      She didn't understand her worth.

      I dropped my head in my palms and ran my hands down my face.

      I needed strength because I would have to make the most challenging, most selfless decision in my life.
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        * * *

      

      When I went back inside, she wasn't where I left her. Subtle noises led me to the only bathroom in the house. I knocked on the door.

      "Karis?"

      "I'm in here."

      Afraid that she'd gotten sick, I pushed the door open. My gaze immediately dropped to her clothes in a pile on the floor and then trailed up to the tub where she was submerged chest-deep in water.

      She blushed and submerged herself a little deeper. "I...hope you don't mind."

      "It's okay." I grabbed a towel from the linen closet before going to assist her. When I realized she was shivering, I stuck my fingers in the water. "Karis, it's cold! Did you try to turn on the hot water?"

      She smiled meekly. "It's cold on purpose. I told you. It helps. Remember?"

      I sighed, shaking my head, and then I reached down and scooped her out of the water. With my free hand, I wrapped her up in the towel and carried her to my bed.

      "You're so warm," she whispered, snuggled her face against my chest. "And you smell so good." She wrapped her fingers around the back of my neck, refusing to let go. "Please don't leave me."

      "Karis, you don't understand..." I wanted to tell her she had unknowingly led me into my rut. I didn't know how long I could hold off without devouring her non-stop.

      "I do understand. I know you won't hurt me. When you touch me, it feels better. Remember? Like you did in the tent..." Her voice trailed off.

      I caved and settled down on the bed with her. She threaded her fingers with mine, pulled my arm across her waist, and then snuggled back against me.

      My cock was rock hard against her soft bare ass. And she knew it.

      I bit hard into my bottom lip.

      She stopped shivering soon after. The even rhythm of her breathing told me she had fallen asleep. I pulled the wool over our bodies and buried my nose against her nape.

      Knowing she couldn't hear a thing, I whispered, "I can never leave you, Karis. For your sake, you must leave me."
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      I woke up the next morning, naked on the bed, beneath a wool blanket that smelled of Axil. I groaned and lifted the cover with me as I rose from the bed. The curtains were open. It was broad daylight outside.

      My menstrual cramps were gone entirely. Thank God for my short cycles. And the heat Axil claimed I was going through...well, I didn't feel any of it. But it seemed to come in waves.

      Yawning, I got up and looked around for my clothes. Something was going to have to give because I wasn't going to walk around naked all day. I exited the bedroom, eager to find Axil.

      On the way, I traded the blanket for an overcoat and used a leather belt hanging by the door to cinch the waist in a bit.

      "Axil? Are you here?" I called out.

      The bungalow was small, maybe a total of twelve hundred feet of interior space. Aside from the bathroom and another small room, a main room housed the kitchen, dining, and living areas. It was all one ample, very cozy, open space. I was used to small living areas. I'd been living in a small ranch home since the day I was born. I never sought to move, not even when my uncle offered me to move into the in-laws' units behind their mansion.

      Someone was out on the porch, dragging something around.

      I followed the noise source and almost jumped from my skin when I came eye-to-eye with a tall, blond-haired, blue-eyed young woman.

      "Who are you?" I gasped.

      "I'm the maid," she exclaimed, with a cheeky smile.

      "Oh..."

      "Just kidding. I'm Axil's cousin. Sorex." She extended her hand while giving me the once over.

      "Hi Sorex," I said, shaking her hand in greeting. "I'm Karis."

      "I know who you are." She plopped down in a wooden chair, propped both her feet high up on the railing, and began wrapping a leather strip around a broken arrow.

      "Where's Axil?" I looked behind me, wondering if I missed him inside.

      "He'll be back. Mr. AIC had things to do."

      "AIC?" I frowned.

      "Alpha-in-Charge. Hey, don't worry. He left me to look out for you."

      This time, it was my turn to give her the once over. She didn't look that much older than I was, and she certainly wasn't older than Axil. She wore skin-tight brown leather pants and a matching fitted vest. Like the men, she had a chain-linked belt. A chain anklet adorned her left boot.

      She reached over, dragged another wooden chair beside her, and pat the seat. "Sit."

      I took the seat and watched as she finished wrapping the arrow. The initials OTB were carved into the arrow. "What does OTB mean?" I asked.

      "Of the blood."

      "Makes sense."

      Without warning, she grabbed a bow and shot an arrow into a target board nailed to a tree.

      My heart marched in my chest.

      "You're jumpy, omega. Don't be afraid.” She laughed.

      "Wait a minute! You know?"

      "Axil tells me everything," she exclaimed proudly.

      "Are you an—?"

      "Nah," she said before I could finish. "Never. No one will ever mark me, and I'm too damn lazy to be an Alpha. I presented as a beta long ago. My gender suits me fine." She drew another arrow and hit the target in the center.

      "You're good. Do all the women in Mistacre practice archery?"

      "Nah, some are too girly. They'd rather hide behind their Alphas." She shrugged.

      Heat crept up my neck when I recalled I had done just that the other day.

      "Not that anything's wrong with that. Just not my style. Not my style at all. I'm not girlie." She shook her head. "So, Karis of Legance, what do you do in that dreadful place?"

      "I ah...I draw and paint."

      "Really? Cool. We have artists here too. Most apply their ink to skin, not to paper."

      My eyes drifted across the many inkings on her arm. Just like Axil, tattoos covered her exposed skin. Sorex was beautiful, but what I found appealing the most about her was that she seemed confident with herself.

      "May I?" I asked, pointing to one of the arrows.

      "Sure, just don't hurt yourself."

      "I won't. I'm not a girly girl either." I grinned.

      And just like that, I forgot my fears for a little while.

      It didn't take long for us to end up in the yard closer to the target board as Sorex taught me how to hold the bow and the arrow.

      Neither of us expected a seven-foot-tall, savage-looking man to lurk out from the forest.

      "Stand down, beta," the man called out.

      I didn't even notice, but Sorex had an arrow pointed right at the man.

      "Take another step and you'll regret it," Sorex warned.

      He didn't take heed to her warning, coming closer and sniffing the air. "This isn't about you, beta." He pulled off his hood and pointed at me. "Tell the omega to walk this way."

      "Detroit, is that you? Stay back!" An arrow pierced the ground near Detroit's foot.

      Detroit growled and lurched forward.

      "I warned you," Sorex growled back.

      "You have no use for this omega. Your tongue will not satisfy her need. Neither will your fake dicks."

      "How about I shoot your dick off and we'll be even?" she shot back.

      "You can try."

      An arrow flew past the man's face, missing his ear by a fraction. Fresh blood seeped from a small slit on his right cheek.

      "You bitch of a dog," he spat.

      Not three seconds later, his leg buckled out from under him when an arrow pierced his thigh. He cursed up a storm, breaking the arrow in half and chucking it aside.

      Sorex laughed. "Leave or I'll put another one in your ass, Detroit."

      A familiar growl erupted behind me. Without hesitation, I knew who had arrived.

      "What the fuck!" Axil barged in and went straight for Detroit. He wrapped his fingers around the man's throat and then threw him nearly a dozen feet across the lawn.

      "I came for the omega!" Detroit growled, jumping up from the ground.

      Axil squared his shoulders. "She belongs to me. She's mine."

      "Bullshit. She's unclaimed by any Alpha. Not even you. I can smell her slick clear across the valley. I was working that post right over there." He pointed up in the trees. "I couldn't even work in peace. All I could smell was her heat."

      "Leave, Detroit. Or you’ll find yourself exiled again. This time for good," Axil demanded. "Off my turf, now. Return to yours."

      "You'd best run along now," Sorex told him.

      "Oh, you shut up! Your day will come. I'm surprised nobody has tamed you yet. Let me catch you hunting in my zone again. I'll bend you over and fuck you sideways, beta bitch."

      "That's what they all say," was Sorex's reply as Detroit walked off.

      "Thank you, Sorex," Axil said.

      "No problem. It's what I came for. You told me to shoot any trespassers in the foot and that's what I did."

      "But you shot him in the leg," Axil exclaimed.

      She pursed her lips and put her hands on her hips. "Same difference. The bastard can barely walk now." She picked up her quiver and tossed it over her shoulder. "See you later."

      "Come back tomorrow," Axil called out behind her.

      Sorex held up a peace sign and took the trail leading back through the front yard.

      Axil's hand sliding against the nape of my neck was the most soothing thing I'd felt all morning. I would've probably melted straight to the ground if he wasn’t there, holding me steady. I felt this binding urge to drop to my knees and demand he make this needful ache go away. Instead, I pressed my face to the front of his chest and exhaled deeply, knowing that his scent would soothe me. There was something about his touch and his smell that comforted me even in stressful times. I needed him so much. I just didn't know how to tell him.

      "I have something news for you...and something else I think you might like," he said.

      "I'm not sure about the news, but is the something else clothes by any chance?"

      He chuckled, then shook his head.

      "Food?"

      "Is that what human women think about these days. Food and clothes?"

      I nodded. "Mmm, most of the time."

      "How about I feed you first and then we can talk?"

      "I think you've been trying to fatten me up."

      He winked. "This is true. Winter is coming."
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      "Axil, that was so good," Karis exclaimed, sipping from her glass of water.

      We had just eaten dinner—grilled trout and twice-baked potatoes. I thought she would complain about my less-than-stellar cooking skills, but come to think of it, I’d hardly heard Karis complain about anything at all. Except when she first realized that I’d swooped in and taken her from a fate she expected to play out.

      It would never happen. No, I wasn’t going to let that shit happen.

      It was past time for me to tell her what my plans were.

      I smiled. "Better than the unseasoned rabbit stew we had on the way here."

      I giggled. "Yes, better than that."

      "Don't worry. You won't have to ever eat rabbit again.”

      She frowned, put the glass down, and looked up at me questionably.

      “What? You’d like more rabbit?”

      She chuckled. “No, it’s just that…” She sighed. “Never mind.”

      I reached across the table and pulled something wrapped in brown paper out of a drawer. I slid it across the table. "For you. I bought it at our market today."

      She smiled. "Thanks!"

      She took her time opening the gift. Very slowly and meticulously, she unfolded every corner, careful not to tear anything. Even these small, minuscule movements made me want to haul her off from the kitchen to my room where I could unwrap her just like the package. The only difference was that I was so hungry that I would plunge into her with reckless abandon while unable to hold back due to the need for gratification.

      When she finally opened the gift and found what was inside, her smile brightened with approval.

      "A set of oil paints," she exclaimed. "New brushes. They look brand new. Where do you get them?"

      I grinned. "Maybe through trade. But most likely through scavenging. We have people here who go out and scavenge for a living, believe it or not."

      "Well, these are beautiful. I can hardly wait to use them. Thank you."

      "I thought you might like them."

      "You know, no one ever gives me gifts unless something bad has happened or will follow," she said.

      I bit the inside corner of my mouth. "Why do you say that?"

      "My mother, it was her way of telling me sorry. My father would also try to make both of us happy too. He'd bring things for us all the time. He's the one who bought me my first paintbrush, my first pair of binoculars, and my first camera. But, in your case, you were honest with me about why you took me and why you have to give me back."

      "Karis...?" I started.

      "I know what you're going to say. It's about the news, right? I told you not to feel guilty. You feel guilty, don't you?"

      I turned away briefly and then leaned forward, placing my forearms on the table. "I'm going to be straight with you. Our scout came back with news from Stefan. A very injured Stefan, might I add."

      "He was shot accidentally on a hunting trip," Karis supplied.

      "Accidentally?"

      She nodded. "Yes, that's what my cousin said."

      "Whether it was an accident or not, he still runs his sector. I think you know very well that he would agree to just about anything to keep your marriage to him intact."

      She looked down at the table, and then her demeanor shifted, and she held my gaze again. She rolled her eyes. "I know. So, million-dollar question...when will he come for me?"

      "I imagine soon, but you won't be here," I stated.

      "What?"

      "You won't be here when he comes for you."

      "What do you mean?"

      "We'll take the tanks the way we planned initially. By force," I said.

      "But isn't that dangerous? You were trying to prevent losing people by taking me, right?"

      "Yeah. But we don't have to lose anyone. Stefan is weak at this point. Once we take back possession of the tanks, we know what we have to do to keep them. We won't make the same mistake again by trusting him. And because I don't trust him, I won't be sending you back to him."

      She paused and then looked up. "I don't want to go to Stefan. In my heart, I never did."

      "I know."

      "Then where will you be sending me?"

      "There is a place. For omegas. I don't even know of it." I swallowed.

      "And then?"

      I glanced up. "What do you mean...and then?"

      She sighed. "I just thought...maybe...well, it doesn't matter what I think."

      "It does matter. Tell me what you're thinking."

      "I'm a complication for you. That's why you're getting rid of me."

      "No..."

      If she only knew my plan to save her from the enemy...and myself.

      "I am. Just admit it. As long as I'm here, those other Alphas will keep coming looking for an omega. You want me gone so you don't have to deal with that."

      "Is that what you think?"

      She nodded and then got up from the table and took her empty glass to the sink.

      I was right behind her when she turned around. No amount of gravity could pull us apart the moment I wrapped my arms around her waist, securing her to me. Her lips parted on a gasp and I took them. We got lost in the moment, kissing and tasting. She was more delicious than I thought. Her lips tasted of sweetened cherries that I wanted to devour all night long. With nothing stopping me, I could. I would...

      My taste buds swelled. My pheromones heightened. Our unique signature scents mingled together, creating an intoxicating mix. When I first witnessed the evidence of her slick between her thighs, I knew she'd been ready. But now that we had exchanged this kiss, we were both ready...aching...and hungry. In my arms like this, her heat rose again. The smell of slick was heavy in the air. I reached down to lift her dress to her waist. Her slick gushed down between her legs, coating the insides of her thighs.

      I parted from the kiss, leaned down, and growled against the delicate skin on her neck. My tongue came out to taste her flesh, licking against her jugular as her pulse quickened.

      "You asked. There is your answer. This is why." I rasped against her throat. "If you do not leave me, omega, I will claim you over and over again. I will spread your legs and fuck you. You will be covered with my scent and drenched with my seed. Is that what you want?”

      Slick gushed down her legs, making a tiny puddle near the sole of her foot.

      "Oh my God," she breathed. "What...?"

      "Something tells me you've never been wet quite like this."

      She shook her head. "Never in my life."

      "Only an Alpha can do this to an omega."

      "Please. I don't want to leave. I want...I want to..."

      I kissed her lips. "You wanted a choice, remember?"

      She nodded, but then she pressed her core against me, pressing her soft breasts against my chest. She even lifted her neck as a sign of submission.

      "What do you want, little one? Tell me and you shall receive."

      She wrapped her fingers around the neck, pulling my lips towards hers once more. "I want to know. Just this once. I want to know how it feels to be with an Alpha."

      I chuckled against her sweet lips. "Once? Doesn't work that way. I won't do one-night stands. Not with you."

      She writhed against me. "Then what? What do you do? Do it to me. Whatever it is."

      My knot swelled when she begged. "You want to come? Will that make you feel better?"

      She drew back to lock gazes with me and nodded. "Yes."

      I lifted her from the floor, cupping her ass to keep her close to me. I was hard as a boulder against her. My rod molded against the drenched seat of her panties. My balls jerked and tightened when she wrapped her legs around my waist. A few inches of soaking fabric was the only thing keeping me from burying my cock twelve inches deep inside her.

      "Why am I like this?" she breathed.

      "It's natural. As natural as breathing. Whoever told you otherwise has led you astray. You deserve to feel, omega. Let me show you how."

      I placed her on the table, lifting her dress upward to bunch at her waist. The seat of her light blue cotton panties was wet. Honeysuckle aroma filled the small kitchen.

      She pulled my head down to her cleavage, leading me to where she needed me the most. Unable to take the thin layer of annoyance preventing me from enjoying her thoroughly. I raked the dress over her head and chucked it aside. Her panties were flimsy. One tug and I tore it right off of her.

      I leaned down and took her nipple in my mouth. The sharp moan of delight that spilled from her lips encouraged me. I sucked and licked savagely at both breasts. Training her nipples to form stiff thimbles.

      I led her back down on the table, intent on having her for dessert. She writhed and wriggled as my lips moved down her body. I kissed her delicate skin and drew circles around her belly button. One look at her pussy and my cock hardened and lengthened even more. My balls filled with seed.

      A puddle of slick pooled onto the table. I grabbed one thigh and pulled her to the end.

      She gasped when my lips came in contact with her mound. She lifted her hips upward, begging me to go further.

      "Please, Axil. Make me come."

      And I would. I would make her little pussy come over and over again.

      I wrapped my lips around her juicy, swollen clit and tasted heaven. There was no stopping me from there. I licked at her sweet pussy like a man derived. Over and over, she spilled her honeysuckle for me. Her taste was the best thing since sliced bread and beer. The way she ground her pussy against my mouth, I could tell that she needed something more. Of course, she did. This little omega craved what I wanted to give her the most.

      Unable to hold myself steady, I sat down in the dining chair and scooted her bottom dangerously near the edge where I could reach her. I intended to have my fill. It was only fair since she’d been tempting me with her aroma for days.

      I released my heavily burdened cock from my trouser and wrapped my free hand around it, pumping it in time with my tongue fucking her pussy.

      I slid one finger inside her. She took it without protest. Her bud swelled like a pebble from under the slick hood of her clit. I teased and worried her center until her walls were squeezing around my finger tightly. I added a second finger and began pumping it in and out of her. Her honey squirted into my mouth as I agitated her G-spot. The more I licked, the more she gave.

      She thrashed about and caught fistfuls of my hair with both hands. Her body trembled. She came, screaming my name. I looked upward as I was eating her. Her eyes were closed. She looked at peace, and she was the sexiest thing I'd ever seen.

      "Again, Karis. Come for me again," I rasped against her center. I curved my finger upward into her pussy and stroked. My tongue sucking at her clit sent her into another squirting climax.

      I stood up while stroking and petting her pussy to keep her slick flowing. She lifted herself up on her forearms and her eyes widened when she saw me stroking my meat to the sight of her beautiful omega body. She licked her lips, waiting in anticipation.

      Without warning, my seed blast out of me, spraying against her breasts, navel, hips, and glistening pussy lips.

      She arched her back and purred. "More, Axil. Give me more."

      I could've flipped her around and taken her pussy and ass right then.

      "Fuck." I bit into my lip and pumped my dick long and hard, letting streams of white cum splash all over her body, marking her for no one but me.

      Even after all that, my knot was still overflowing with the urgent need to lock myself deep into her core. Her pussy looked super tempting and I lowered my mouth to her pussy to help myself to more of her sweet juice. She came again, unraveling against my tongue.

      Karis was still panting on the table and the last of my seed hadn't even drizzled out when a figure came barreling through the doorway.

      My head jerked up.

      Xenon halted near the threshold of the kitchen. His eyes widened at the sight before him. "Holy heaven on a platter."

      I stood up, wiping my mouth with the back of my wrist, and placed myself directly in front of Karis.

      "You better have a good reason for busting in here," I growled, stuffing my heavy nuts back in my trousers.

      "What the fuck do you think, man?" Xenon replied. "Get out here. The fucking oil tanks are on fire!"
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      "The fuck?" I bellowed.

      "They blew up the oil tanks. That asshole from Legance lit them afire," Xenon said.

      "Which tanks? We have women and children in that area."

      "Not our tanks. You know they'd never bring that shit into our territory. Our women and children are safe. The newer tanks were set afire. The tanks we just worked on. Boris and Xonar went out there to set things up for tomorrow's stakeout and the whole field was on fucking fire with the banner of Legance flying high and untouched just two hundred miles at the boundary lines." Xenon panted heavily with rough anxiety.

      Behind me, Karis gasped. I grabbed my overcoat and covered her with it.

      "It was Stefan, wasn't it? He did it for her." I grabbed a chain-linked belt from a hook on the door.

      Xenon shook his head and followed me. "The deal was still on, Axil. He was going to relinquish the tanks to us when he found out we had this omega. It wasn't Stefan who did this."

      "I'm going to murder that weasel." I grabbed my boots from the foyer.

      If Xenon showing up out of the blue with dire news wasn't bad enough, Engine, the scout I sent, also burst through my door unannounced.

      "You've told him?" Engine asked of Xenon.

      "Trying to. Now go and make sure they contain the blaze until we get out there," Xenon said, shoving Engine back out the door.

      Xenon grabbed my shoulders and forced me to stop suiting up and make eye contact with him. "Listen, Axil. You're not listening. Snap out of the rut. It wasn't Stefan who lit the damn tanks afire!"

      "Who then, lit the tanks afire?" I demanded.

      "The Wynnells. The Wynnells from Legance. That's who. They placed their sector banner there, staking claim, and then intentionally started the blaze, killing the Anchora guards standing post. They proudly own up to this whole fiasco. They did that shit and ran."

      "The Wynnells...?" I said under my breath as realization began to set in. My gaze shifted to a puzzled Karis and then back to Xenon as my mind slowly began to put the pieces together. "The Wynnells set the tanks afire?"

      "Yes, blood brother," Xenon exclaimed. "That is right. The Wynnells did this. Right after Engine came back confirming that Stefan would trade the tanks in exchange for—" he nodded directly at Karis "for this omega, Stefan's sector was seized and taken by Legance. That news came at the same time we learn the tanks were blown up. This act of retaliation was not of Stefan's doing, Axil. The Wynnells killed him. Stefan, the weasel, is dead."

      My whole body went rigid with fresh rage.

      Thank goodness I sensed the change in Karis as she stood directly behind me. If I hadn't turned around and caught her as she passed out from shock, she might have hurt herself on her way down to the floor.
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      I was welcomed back to reality with a raging headache. Everything hurt, especially the needy ache between my legs. And before I opened my eyes, I knew what was happening. It was happening again.

      I opened my eyes. Sitting on the right side of the bed was Sorex.

      She grinned. "You know, I'm getting tired of being your maid and it's only been a couple of days now.”

      I smiled and chuckled despite the dire situation. I had only known Sorex a couple of days, but it was clear that she was known for cracking jokes while in a bind.

      “Come on. Wake up,” she said in her usual chipper voice. “I’m tired of talking to myself too.”

      "Sorex," I said, lifting myself up. Axil's fur blanket covered me. His smell was everywhere, but I knew he was gone. I sighed and my shoulders slumped. "I caused all of this, didn't I?"

      Sorex sat on the bed next to me with her back leaned against the headboard. "No and yeah. Depends on what you're asking about."

      "Everything."

      She chuckled. "Well, it's true. Axil has gone into a rut and he can hardly function, which means you're experiencing your rise and your feelings are probably going all haywire."

      "You're right. My head is swirling right now. My emotions are mixed up so bad I feel like I'll pass out again."

      "Okay, let's close our eyes and breathe." She took my hand and then peeked to make sure I was doing it. "Come on. Close your eyes."

      I did her breathing exercises for about two minutes. The calming activity helped with the rising anxiety, but not so much the rising heat. I didn't tell her that, though, but I figured she already knew.

      "Axil's cousin. Beta. Archer. Anxiety buster. What else are you? Miracle worker? Doctor?" I chuckled.

      "Yeah, actually...yes." She nodded.

      My eyes widened. "Really?"

      "Miracle worker? No. Doctor, sort of. I'm what you would call one of the village nurses. You know, like trauma. They would rather I assist the actual doctor here taking things out than putting arrows in an asshole's foot, er—leg."

      "Well, I'm sure you're a very good nurse."

      "I guess. Yesterday, when Axil called me over to make sure you were okay, I expected a spoiled brat. I'm relieved that you're not."

      "I'm not spoiled. Trust me on that." I frowned. "I still want things now that I don't have."

      "Like what?"

      "Answers for one." I shrugged.

      "You mean about what happened?" Sorex asked.

      I nodded. "Why would they kill Stefan? Why would my uncle blow up the oil tanks?"

      "Are you sure it was your uncle?" she asked.

      "That's what Xenon said before I passed. He said the Wynnells blew up the tank after killing Stefan. I don't get it. Why?" I shook my head. "This wasn't their fight. Why would they intervene?"

      "We'll have answers when Axil gets back."

      Butterflies danced in my belly. I was nervous and scared about what might happen to Axil out there.

      "Don't worry," Sorex said as if detecting my anxiety. "Axil and the other Alphas will be fine. They're just putting the fire out right now. They had to drag a pipe from the dam to get enough water to put the damn thing out. I don't think anything will happen tonight. Those Wynnell cowards set the fire and then ran like dogs with their tails between their legs."

      I looked down at my hands, swallowing. A vision of Arthur reiterating that I was a Wynnell by blood came back to me. Suddenly, I didn't feel proud of being related to him.

      "Oh, sorry...he's your uncle."

      "It's okay. You're right. If they did that, they're total cowards for doing it."

      "But you're not like them, Karis. I can tell. You were raised differently."

      I laughed. "I practically raised myself. My mother was always sick."

      "Was she? Or was she just confused about her triggered gene?" Sorex challenged.

      "Triggered? Who could've triggered her gene?"

      "Another Alpha, of course. She was human, as are you. If her omega gene was dormant, the only thing that could've triggered it was the touch of another Alpha."

      Sighing, I closed my eyes, realizing how discomposed my mother must have felt throughout her life.

      "Your father. What was he like?" Sorex asked.

      "He was like a father should be until his brother banished him for fraud and treason."

      Sorex's eyes filled with skepticism. "And he left you willingly in your uncle's care?"

      I shrugged. "He didn't have a choice."

      "Well, of course, he did. You were his only daughter, right?"

      "Yeah." I shook my head dismissively. "But things work differently in the sectors. We have our rules. He broke them."

      "Sure. But you know what? It's a good thing that you never have to go back to all those unfair rules."

      I exhaled in relief. "If this has something to do with me and going back would make things right again, I would. But why would my uncle blow up oil tanks? It's stupid. That was a stupid decision when resources are so limited everywhere."

      "It was stupid. And just so you know, Axil would never allow you to sacrifice yourself. He's prepared to send you into protected lands to a place he can never go. He would do that for you so that you never have to be married off to a weasel like Stefan or forced to comply with demands from archaic men like the Wynnells. He wants you to have a choice, Karis. If you want to know the real reason he called me, it's because I know how to get you to those protected lands. You won't be the only omega there running from a fate she doesn't want."

      I turned, taking Sorex's hand. "But I'm not running from this fate. I don't want to go to protected lands. I know why he's sending me away, but I can't change the circumstances under which I was born. By some odd and cruel fate, I am now free. But now, I have a choice."

      "And he's making sure that you'll always have a choice. I've known Axil all my life. He will protect you, but he is an Alpha through and through, just like the rest of them. All the instincts are there. He's just very good at mastering them, and he's had years to do so. Many Alphas don't have his level of control. They simply do not care to rein it in. Here's something you have to remember. These Alphas aren't ordinary humans. They are a different breed from what you're used to. Considering what you've faced, I understand why he suggested sending you away. If you stay here among Alphas, you will be claimed with the way you're sending them into ruts with your untamed heat. Is that what you want?"

      "Yes."

      I didn't pause for one single beat.

      Sorex sighed. "Well, that was a stupid question to ask an omega. I'm supposed to be convincing you to run away from horny Alphas, but you've already decided, haven't you?"

      "Yes, I have."

      "I should have known. Both of you are infatuated with each other."

      "Hmmm, if he's so infatuated with me, then why doesn't he do something about it? Why doesn't he claim me so no one else will?" I asked, heat rising my spine for even asking that. "I feel unclaimed. How can I feel that? When Axil is gone, I feel incomplete. When he's with me, I would do anything to keep him with me."

      "You're beginning to sound like a true omega coming into her own," she laughed. "As for Axil waiting to claim you, he's probably going through hell trying to contain his rut and protect you at the same time. He can claim you over and over and over again all he wants. It'll only mask your heat from other Alphas until your next rise. The only way you will ever truly be his and he will ever truly be yours is if you submit. And then, no bond between you can ever be broken. This goes far beyond a marriage in name only. You'll be bonded for life. That's why it must be your choice. No true Alpha would ever beg an omega to submit to him. He can claim her, but until she submits, she's not that Alpha's omega and she was never intended to be."

      "Then I know what I have to do."
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      Sorex left sometime just before sunrise. I was supposed to be resting, but how could I sleep, not knowing if Axil was okay?

      I was cuddled on the couch, bundled up under two of his fur blankets with an overcoat draped over my shoulders, completely immersing myself in what comforted me while he was gone. With his aroma all around me, I began a nature sketch just to stay awake.

      Sun filtered through the window and my eyelids grew heavy. I fought sleep as long as I could.

      I wasn't sure if I drifted off to sleep, but I remembered hearing something outside and suddenly sitting up. An overwhelming feeling took me and in that moment, I knew my Alpha was near.

      My Alpha.

      I just proclaimed to myself that Axil was mine.

      As if the reaction that followed was second nature to me, a deep hungry started growing in my core.

      Axil was home.

      I jumped up from the chair the moment he opened the door.

      I paused to take all of him in. His wide shoulders stretched the entire expanse of the door frame. His gray eyes held an intensity that held me in this moment. His black hair was disheveled. He was shirtless with rips in his trousers. He held his chain-linked belt in one hand. And he was dirty. Black ashes smeared across every surface of his exposed skin.

      Heat raced through me like a freight train. Even in this state, he was the sexiest being I had ever seen. I was instantly aroused. His nostrils flared and he dropped the belt in the door by the foyer.

      I ran to him, throwing my arms around his neck so I could hold him and feel his warmth close to me. He titled my chin upward and took my lips, pushing his tongue deep into my mouth. The kiss was long and demanding.

      I broke away from the kiss. "Axil. I'm sorry."

      "Sssh." He kissed me again. "Do not worry."

      I touched a scar over his left eyebrow. "But you're hurt."

      He smiled meekly. "I'll heal. We can fix things."

      "Is everyone okay? Is the fire out?"

      "Yeah." He nodded.

      "What happened out there?"

      "That fire almost kicked our asses, that's what. Add wind to the equation, and it took an army to put out."

      I clenched my teeth, angry at my uncle for doing this. "I don't know what to say."

      "None of this is any of your fault." He shook his head, and then whispered, "Three days."

      "Three days?"

      "Our men need time to recover before we strike back. In three days, I leave for Legance. Can you forgive me in advance for what I will do?"

      I swallowed. "I understand. Just....there are women and children there too. Don't—"

      "I would never hurt innocents," he reassured me.

      "I know you wouldn't."

      "You have not slept," he said.

      "How can you tell?"

      "I just know. Just like I know you're in heat again. Before I leave, I'll take care of you, omega. The masking will stave off other Alphas until I return."

      I gasped and trembled against him. "Masking? Like you did before? On the table?"

      "Yes, Karis. Like that."

      I swallowed, thinking about how good it felt to be covered in Axil's seed. But I wanted more. "Axil, I have to tell you something..."

      He touched my bottom lip gently with his calloused thumb. My tongue parted through my lips, tasting him. He cupped the back of my neck with his palm and then bent to take my mouth again. He was hard all over. His erection pressed into my core. I couldn't stop thinking about what he did to me and what he was still capable of doing to me.

      "Sorex could not convince you to leave for your own good," he stated.

      I shook my head. "You know I never wanted to."

      He leaned down and picked me up from the floor.

      "What are you doing?"

      "I'm going to show you where we wash when the water levels are low and restricted. After that fire, they will be for a week for the whole village." He picked up an overcoat from the chair and covered me with it before taking me out the back door and outside.

      There was another lake nearby past the row of trees behind his house. I was so caught up in having him back with me that I hardly noticed the other people wading in the lake, probably with the same idea.

      Axil dropped the overcoat by the shore and took me into the lake still cradled in his arms. I might have felt naked with anyone else in a pair or panties and bra, but with Axil, I felt complete.

      The water felt refreshing against my skin, but I knew it would do nothing but wash away Axil's scent and his masking.

      He took us waist deep in the water where overhanging branches from a tree provided us with some privacy. He lifted my hair from the water and pressed a single kiss to my nape. A soul-sealing spark ignited within me. But he didn't stop there. His peppered kisses all over my back and even traced the scar I almost forgot I had. Before, I had been careful to always keep it hidden—afraid that someone would call me ugly or remind me that I'd done something and gotten punished for it.

      "You are so beautiful," he whispered. "What was I thinking? If you had left me, I would never have recovered from the heart break."

      He stroked my skin, washing me with his bare hands. Even when his fingers slid down into the seat of my panties, I didn't protest. But I did arch against him, wishing that his fingers were his cock instead.

      I turned around in his arms and lifted my finger, clearing off the smudges of black ash from his face. I did the same to him, sliding my bare hands over his body, which was a work of art entirely. I wanted to paint on him with my fingers. I wanted to memorize every inch of him.

      He had his eyes closed and appeared to be enjoying the way my fingers washed away the dirt.

      "You like this?" I asked.

      He nodded.

      "Don't worry, Alpha. I'm not going anywhere. I'm going to take care of you before you leave and long after you return."

      His eyes flew open when I made my declaration. "Karis...?"

      I took his hand and pulled him behind me. "Come." I led him from the river, and as I did so, I felt in control of my body and of my mind. This was my choice, and I would let it be known.

      When we emerged from the lake, I lowered myself to both knees and sat back on my heels. This felt right. This display of submission before the Alpha of my choice. My omega instincts knew what was required of me. His Alpha instincts sensed that I had accepted him. Even now, his cinnamon and chestnut smell rose to form a barrier around me.

      The air was thick with unmuted tension and all the attention had completely turned on us—Axil and me. The wind could be heard howling through the trees, but nothing else. Everyone stared, waiting in anticipation.

      I lifted my eyes up, locking my gaze with his. His eyes sparked with life and a corner of his mouth twitched upward. In that moment, I knew we had both chosen each other.

      "Alpha. My Alpha. I choose you."

      "Mine. My omega," he declared.

      He slipped his hand under my chin and I rose. His lips touched mine with tantalizing persuasion, but then his actions became more profound and he forced my lips open with his thrusting tongue. I kissed him, lingering in the heated moment.

      He wrapped his arms around my midriff and picked me back up. This time, he raced to the house. We were locked inside before I realized he had peeled my bra away and torn my panties off.

      On the inside of the house, he pushed my back against the wall holding my legs spread wide to accommodate his girth. I arched into him, grinding my soaking wet center to his pants.

      "Take them off. Now. I need to feel you," I urged.

      The sound of a thud and a slight shift here and there and Axil was free from his trousers. The next time he touched my pussy was with the massive length of his bare cock. I ground my clit up against his rod and a gush of slick streamed down my pussy and his legs.

      "I want you," he rasped against my throat.

      My head fell back against the wall. "I need you inside. Now."

      He growled as his balls tightened against me. Even now, I could sense his hesitation. He molded his lips to my jugular and licked there. His teeth lightly scraped the skin and I bucked.

      "Oh God. Please," I begged.

      "No matter what I must do to protect you in this life, I will never hurt you. You do know that right? Tell me you know that."

      I nodded. "I do. I know it."

      When he hooked my thighs over his arm, I looked down at his cock. It was perfection standing up at strict attention between us. He was big around as my wrist and the length had to have been twelve inches. Milky white pre-cum spilled from the tip and I licked my lips.

      "Axil, you're big," I murmured.

      "Your body was made for an Alpha. For me. The only thing my cock will deliver is your pleasure. I promise."

      I hooked my arm around his neck and pressed my opening to his head. My world began spiraling out of control when he pushed the first inch inside.

      "Fuck," he groaned. "Your pussy is already trying to milk me inside."

      True to his word, he delivered pleasure. Driving his thick cock inside me and impaling me against the wall. I screamed once as he rocked me into blinding ecstasy. My pussy milked him, coating him with thick slick that assisted my center to accommodate to his size. He was fully seated, balls deep in my passage.

      When he began to move, I dropped my head to his shoulder.

      "My Omega."

      "Yes, Alpha. I'm all yours."

      He drove in and out slowly at first and then picked up speed. Once my orgasms started, they were never-ending. I never knew I was capable of multiple orgasms in one session before, but with Axil, anything seemed possible.

      I could barely speak. Only breathe and scream and cry out his name as he rocked not me.

      My pussy enveloped him like a glove. It felt perfect. As he stroked me, his cock expanded even more.

      I kissed his neck. Eager for more, I let my tongue glide across the juncture where his neck and shoulder met just as he'd done mine earlier. Something coated my tongue. The taste resembled cinnamon and nutmeg. I bared my teeth, panting.

      "Yes, Karis. Claim me. Do it."

      I grabbed fistfuls of his hair and latched on to shoulder. I didn't know what I was capable of before, but the bite I delivered wasn't just a mere surface bite. My teeth broke the skin. Axil didn't flinch nor resist as I marked him. I had claimed my Alpha. It was done now.

      The revelation sent me into another climax, and I trembled against him. He kept the tempo, driving into me with deep thrusts. The walls of my pussy began to constrict and tighten around his cock at the same moment his knot swelled up inside me.

      Once we were locked inside, he leaned forward and claimed me with his Alpha's bite, mirroring my own actions. I cried out as white-hot pleasure seared my insides. My slick, together with his seed, created an intoxicating potion that send us both to another plane, to our world, into our own moment in time.

      Long after he came, his knot was still locked inside of me with the head of his cock pulsing at my womb. Knowing my purpose and the end game, I took all of his seed into my womb.

      He caught my stare and grinned. "Feel better, now, omega?"

      I nodded. "So much better."

      With his cock still hard as a boulder inside me, he carried me into the bedroom, laid me on the bed, and I embraced him with open arms.

      Axil took me again and again and again. That night...or day. I couldn't even remember. It didn't matter. Time of day was irrelevant when I knew I'd be bonded to an Alpha for eternity.
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      Night folded into day, but then we realized that the world was going on without us as we remained in bed in a heat-induced fog. Axil had promised to take me on a tour of their entire village. The whole tour would take at least three days, he said. I suggested that we begin the tour after things calmed down, especially with the amount of work that needed to be done in his village to prepare for the next season and also because he was scheduled to leave in a couple of days. He was the Alpha-in-Charge currently. And no one knew when all the Alphas would agree to pass the invisible torch to the next man. Presumably, most big decisions happened whenever Echo was around, but no one had heard from him in quite some time.

      I dreaded thinking what would happen when Axil faced my wayward family. I even mentioned once that I could come along, but he shot that suggestion down with the quickness. No Alpha would ever allow his omega to join him on a mission that could end in tragedy if things didn't go as planned.

      Now that my life in Legance was behind me, I was eager to learn about where they lived. Even though I had only been to the market for fresh food, everyone had been so nice to me.

      No one mentioned the cruel way my uncle burned down some oil tanks.

      No one mentioned my status as a claimed omega.

      No one criticized me for being born the daughter of a mother with questionable morals.

      No one stared or whispered.

      No one was judgmental.

      They only knew one thing. I was Axil's omega, and he was my Alpha.

      I had abandoned my sketch hours ago to start dinner. It was going to be a surprise for Axil since he'd been preparing all the meals so far. I was cooking currently, but yet all I could think about was fucking.

      Their customs were slightly different. In Legance, the women were responsible for securing the food, preparing and cooking it. In Axil's village, he brought fresh food home every night after work for the next couple of days. It wasn't unheard of for the Alpha to cook every night. Since my nesting instincts had already kicked in, I already found myself tidying the home. Axil didn't seem to mind. He even suggested that he had neglected the upkeep when they voted him in as AIC.

      I heard someone coming up the path and glanced outside. Grinning widely when I learned it was Axil, I pulled of my apron and raced to the cabinet to grab all of the plates and utensils.

      When he crossed the doorway to the kitchen, he took my breath away. I would never get tired of seeing him smudged in dirt and oil from a hard day’s work. I blushed and slick instantly coated my pussy.

      "Hi," I said. "I made a light dinner so you don't have to."

      His tongue parted his mouth. He licked his lips as he stared at me.

      "Karis," he said. "I am happy to eat dinner."

      He came into the kitchen, dumped a basket of fresh bread and cheese on the table, and wrapped his arms around my waist. He kissed me tenderly and began backing me up against the kitchen sink.

      He was hard as rock and my pussy clenched around nothing. I was empty, but more than ready to feel the solid warmth and length of my Alpha inside me.

      "But first..."

      He turned me around until my back was turned to him and lifted my dress. As soon as his fingers found my clit, I was bucking back against him.

      "Alpha..." I whispered.

      "I love the way you say that, the way you call me your Alpha." He grabbed my hair back into a ponytail and lifted it away from my nape. His mouth fell to my shoulder, right next to the spot where he first marked me.

      He used my slick to lubricate his fingers and then pushed two digits into my forbidden hole while gliding his thumb through my drenched slit.

      "That's it. Cream for me," he commanded.

      "Please, take me again."

      Never in a million years would I have thought that I'd be begging for a man like Axil to take me over and over again. We just had sex hours ago before he left to bargain with traders for a tanker full of oil. Yet, here I was, grinding my ass against his well-endowed erection like a sex-crazed fiend.

      My passages gripped his fingers greedily, but I knew where I wanted him most.

      "Fuck, I need to be inside you," he exclaimed.

      He bent me over the counter and entered me firmly from behind. My pussy clenched his cock and slick drained down my legs like a fountain as he fucked me. He used my hair like a rope, pulling onto it so my back was arched, and his cock drove deeper.

      "Yes, Axil," I moaned.

      He pounded into me, leading me into an intense climax. His orgasm followed shortly after and then his knot swelled, taking me over the edge once more.

      With the evidence of our desire melting to the floor, I turned around.

      As he kissed my lips, he kneaded my ass in palms.

      I chuckled against his lips. "You're insatiable."

      "You satisfy me completely, Karis. You're just impossible to resist."

      I smiled.

      "Now I'm hungry for dinner, little one. Afterward, I will be enjoying you for dessert."

      I squealed in giggles when he nipped the underside of my chin.

      I would never get tired of this.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Axil

      

      

      Prep to go on a long trip has never been fun. By instincts, Alphas tended to stay on their own turf, but in this day and age, if we wanted to survive we had to conform and adapt. We had to be smarter and just as strategic as our enemies and our allies.

      I wasn't looking forward to leaving my village so soon again, especially since Karis would be left alone in a place she wasn't quite familiar with. Karis and Sorex had instantly become friends, but I always had a feeling the two of them would have more in common than any other beta or omega female in the village. The other omegas were usually busy with their Alphas, but Sorex had enough experience to assist Karis in the case that something came up.

      Even as I thought about her now, knowing that she was in my home nesting, still very much in heat and waiting for me to come home and fuck her, my cock twitched and my knot swelled. Her pussy had felt like heaven this morning before I left and I was ready to fulfill both our needs when I got back home. I would give it to her good, knowing that it could be a few days before I touched her again.

      The Alphas and I would head out first thing in the morning, but everyone had to be accounted for the day before. We were taking more than just a few good men. Not quite an army, but a considerable amount of reinforcement should things go wrong at any sector's borders or once we got to Legance.

      The Wynnells probably knew we were coming. They were probably planning on it.

      They knew I had Karis. I had bloody-well made it known that she was mine.

      No request came from them to hand Karis back so I concluded that them lashing out by blowing up the tanks was never about her.

      This was about something else, and I was going to get to the bottom of it even if I had to stake a man through the heart.

      "So, you ready to catch weasel number two and three?" Xenon asked, shoving some stuff down into a bag.

      "If you mean trapping them while off guard and stringing them up in a tree for a slow death, yes," I replied.

      "If they did this, they do not deserve a slow death. They could've gotten people killed. Innocent people," Xenon exclaimed.

      "Yeah, I know. I'm trying to remain level-headed and calm. I don't want to scare Karis. I don't want to say anything that will make her worry. But you know how we are. We're going to do what needs to be done."

      Xenon punched me hard in the gut. "You're getting soft, AIC."

      "Yeah? Well, wait until it happens to you. Just wait until you find your omega."

      Xenon shook his head, dismissively. "Naw, I'm good. I get through my ruts just fine these days."

      "Whatever, X."

      Just as I was about to roll leather strips around tent poles for my travel bag, a quarrel broke out toward the front of the village.

      Without hesitation, I bolted up and ran. I was AIC in charge and I squashed all quarrels between other Alphas or any other gender, no matter what it took.

      But when I reached the clearing, I learned that this wasn't a fight among members of my clan.

      Two Alphas were dragging a grown man by a rope across the ground. When they saw me, they pulled him up only to throw him at my feet again.

      "Trespasser." Nygel pointed.

      The man had scrapes and brushes and scratches all over him. His clothes were almost torn to shreds. Just how far had they dragged his ass.

      I growled. "Why did you bring him in the village?"

      "He was already close by. He had a makeshift shelter near the cage. He'd been set up there for a bit. Maybe two days," Nygel replied.

      "Please...don't kill me," the man begged, coughing.

      "I have every right to kill you. This is what we do to trespassers. You are not one of us. How did you get in here?" I demanded.

      "A merchant guided me here. Please I've been in the elements for three days. Do you have water please?"

      I grabbed him by the collar and hoisted him up from the ground. "Old man, you had best tell me why you are trespassing on our territory."

      "Ka-Karis," he croaked.

      I let him go. "What did you say?"

      "Karis. I'm here to talk to Karis. Please. I know you've got her. I know one of you took her."

      At the mention of my Omega's name coming from this man's mouth, I clenched my fists.

      "What is your relation to Karis?"

      "I'll only speak to her."

      "You cannot speak to her." I shook my head and then reached for an ax sitting near a stump. "You have ten seconds to tell me who you are and why you're here."

      "No, please..."

      "Ten..."

      "I'm Andy. Andy Wynnell. I—"

      The ax was at his jugular after a split second of revealing his identify.

      "Please, don't kill me. I was like a father to Karis. She will want to know I'm here. Please just let me speak to her." He held up his hands.

      I cocked my head to the side. "Like a father?"

      "I'm not the enemy, savage Let me speak to her. I won't hurt her. I'd rather harm myself. She has to know. Someone has to tell her now before it's too late."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Karis

      

      

      When someone alerted me that my father, Andy had come to Axil's village, I stopped what I was doing. Leaving the wash bucket of clothes on the front porch, I ran all the way there until I saw the crown of people.

      Axil and my father were in the center. My father was on his knees with chains binding his ankles and wrist.

      "Father!" I screamed out, shooting past Axil to go to his aid. "Get these off him! He's not an animal." I looked up at Axil. "Now."

      Axil gestured for another to unbind him.

      "Father, why did you come here? If Arthur knows that you contacted me, he'll have you killed," I panted.

      "No, Karis...listen Karis. Please listen..." He coughed.

      Axil handed me a canteen of water and I handed it him to drink. He took huge gulps, chugging the liquid down like he hadn't had a drink in days.

      "I'm so sorry, Karis."

      "What are you sorry for? I'm free now. Stefan is dead. Uncle Arthur killed him. Haven't you heard?"

      "Oh, Karis..." He pressed his palm to my cheek. "Precious little Karis."

      He took another chug of wanted, breathing heavily.

      "It wasn't Arthur who killed Karis. It was Leon. Leon did it. He went there and did it out of spite. He killed Stefan. He killed the man you were set to marry and then he returned to Legance and killed Arthur. Leon killed both so he could have it all," my father exclaimed.

      "What?" My heart dropped. "Leon did this. And uncle is dead?"

      "Yes. Leon shot him in the back of the head after an argument."

      Axil and the other Alphas shifted impatiently behind me. I grabbed my chest and Axil placed his hand supportively on my back.

      "How do you know this, old man?" one asked him.

      "I am a Wynnell, myself. How do you think I know? I am banished from Legance but I was still close by until I learned Karis had been kidnapped by you savages. I came specifically to tell her."

      "You are the savage. Look at you," the Alpha countered, snatching the canteen from Andy's hands.

      Axil held up his hands. "That's enough, Nygel."

      "Listen to me, Karis," my father grabbed for my hands.

      "Do not touch her," Axil warned. "Speak. Do not touch."

      "I told you. I wouldn't hurt her," my father protested.

      "I know what you did. You sat back her entire life and set her up to marry that weasel. I don't care if he didn't set the tanks on fire. You did this to her. You're her father and you did this. You sent her there to marry him against her will."

      "I know. That's what I'm here to own up to. But you're wrong about one thing. I'm not her biological father. Arthur Wynnel is. I'm your uncle Karis, not your real father."

      My knees buckled, but I caught myself before caving to the ground. And I knew Axil wouldn't let me fall.

      I shook my head. "No. You raised me. You...you said..." I paused to catch my breath. "My mother...this can't be true."

      "Think about it, Karis. Joella and I never had children after we married. It's because I cannot have kids. I'm infertile."

      "But..."

      "When Stefan's father demanded that your mother tell him who the father of her child was, she couldn't say it was Arthur. It would've caused a scandal bigger than this planet. I agreed to take the fall for my brother, so that he could continue to campaign for a position on the council. Arthur then convinced your mother to never tell, promising that she'd never what for anything. It's why she didn't work. My brother was paying her to keep quiet."

      "This was all fake. You and her? And you being a father to me?"

      "No." He shook his head. "None of that was fake. I loved your mother. I loved her even before she took my brother's seed. I adopted you as my own. We were a family. All of that is true."

      "I don't know what to say. Arthur's my real father?"

      "Yes, Karis. When Leon found out that he wasn't the only heir to the Wynnell fortune, he shot him dead."

      I sulked.

      "Don't be sorry, Karis. He was going to use you. Your father was going to use you as a means to gain Anchora. Your brother, Leon, is infertile as well. I suspected Arthur knew this but it's pretty much confirmed now. He fucks everything that walks. He's been doing it for years and still hasn't gotten anyone pregnant."

      "So, Leon killed Stefan so our marriage wouldn't happen," I concluded. "And then killed Arthur..."

      Andy nodded.

      "Why did he blow up tanks full of oil? The oil has nothing to do with it," I inquired.

      "I know why," Axil offered. "It was a warning. Leon would never do business with us. He was warning us to stay off his land."

      "Exactly," Andy said. "Anchora now belongs to him and he's making it known that any agreements Stefan made with you are null and void."

      Axil growled. "I would like to make something clear to him, but I would like to do it in his face."

      I stood up and pressed myself against Axil's chest. His comforting embrace was the only thing keeping me from utter panic. Yet, I knew that even though his strokes to my hair were gentle, anger raged in his heart.

      “What will you do now?” I asked.

      “What I planned to do. He should’ve left us out of it. No one threatens us with a warning and then runs off like a coward.”

      “He has to pay. He has to.” I tilted my lips up to his and kissed him.

      Xenon grabbed the ax from Axil and propped it over his left shoulder. “Guess this means war,” he declared.
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        Uncaged is the end of the romance arc for Axil and Karis. The main story arc continues in Banished with a new couple (an Alpha—can you guess who—and his omega). Axil and Karis will appear in future books.
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        BANISHED

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: BANISHED]
          
        

      

      I don’t need a bodyguard.

      

      And I certainly don’t need the protection of a seven-foot-tall rugged savage who thinks he can lay claim to anything he wants—including me.

      

      I’ve been accused of the unthinkable and I won’t even pretend to be innocent. I’m determined to fight my way out of this. But the uncaged beast enjoys the thrill of the hunt. He calls me his little warrior and declares I am his to take.

      

      After I was chained by The Uncaged, I planned my escape. As much as I want to resist my captor, I can’t deny the untamed urges raging through my body whenever he touches me. As our time together progresses, an unbreakable mate-bond is formed. But the weight of my crimes and my guilt becomes a burden and the clans are at war. Will our love survive the madness?
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