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Content Advisory


Beautiful Savage is a dark speculative romance that includes mind games, manipulation, violence, and gore.

Heroes are the kind who take and don’t ask…

Ends on a soft cliffhanger.

For a full breakdown of content advice, please see www.AuthorLVLane.com/Obsidian-Lies


Chapter One



Isla

We all come with baggage. The older we get, the more we accumulate.

When you first start a relationship with someone, it’s new and exciting, and you want to learn everything about them. At some point you might acknowledge that their previous relationships left an impact, maybe even a scar—their emotional baggage.

At twenty-five, I’d had a few relationships that lasted a year or close to it. A few relationships lasted no more than a few weeks and plenty that didn’t make it past the first date.

Then I met Derek, who was ten years older than me. He was going through a divorce, and my baggage felt small and insignificant compared to the baggage that Derek brought. They didn’t have children, which made things less complicated, I suppose.

She still rang him up when he was over and screamed at him, threatened legal action… to cut off his dick, the usual kind of break-up thing.

Afterward, there’d be this… awkward silence between us.

I told myself that I could be mature about it. That Derek wasn’t the only one with a past. My cheating ex, Levi, called me up once when he was drunk and begged me to take him back, said we were made for each other… how he missed my pussy.

Asshole.

But the baggage of past relationships is about more than unwanted phone calls. There is also a tendency to compare: to focus on what one partner was terrible at, so that when you meet someone who does that well, you become enamored by it to the exclusion of everything else.

My ex, Levi, couldn’t make a phone call, ever. Not even to his own mother, he would get me to call her on his behalf. When something went wrong with the hot water, it was me calling the landlord to report it. But, damn, that man knew how to eat me out. Really, he had skills. And so I always forgave him for the fact that he couldn’t pick up the damn cell and make a call.

Then I started dating Derek, and he was the exact opposite. If something needed doing, there wasn’t even a discussion. He just got on with it and did it straight away. I hate to use the swoon word, yet that confident facade hit the spot. And I’d think to myself: Levi never did that, and look how much better life is now.

The thing about relationships is you don’t always get the best of both worlds. And Derek, well, he doesn’t exactly light the same sparks in the bedroom as Levi. He’s not terrible, you know, but he doesn’t do that.

Does it make me shallow to even care about it? I’ve asked myself that a lot. Why do I miss one tiny thing and want both: a competent, organized man who can also give great head? Don’t get me wrong, my breakup with Levi wasn’t only about him shirking household chores.

Levi couldn’t keep a job for more than five minutes. He had some kind of weird aversion to putting trash in the garbage can. He’d put empty milk cartons back in the fridge... and I’d go to the pantry and find packets of all kinds that were empty.

And Levi, who I caught going down on another girl… in our bed.

Yeah, Levi was an asshole... with skills I still find myself missing in moments of weakness.

Baggage.

I might only be twenty-five, but I’ve come to realize I’ve got quite a bit of it.

But now Derek and I are making a fresh start, together. We’re moving to the other side of the world for his job. I’m excited and a little nervous. The day he told me he needed to move for business was the day that he proposed. His divorce had been messy even before they began wrangling over assets, so I was surprised, you know, that he wanted to jump back in again with somebody else.

Derek isn’t perfect, but he ticks a lot of boxes. He’s organized. He’s got a steady job. And I’ve never once found him in bed with anybody else, so that’s a definite bonus.

Accepting his proposal felt right. And I’m glad for this change: to put his crazy ex and Levi’s cheating behind us, to start again somewhere else where we won’t be constantly bumping into old memories, and to create new ones together.

That’s what life is about, isn’t it? The start of a new adventure. New experiences—stepping outside your comfort zone, moving somewhere else.

I’m so ready to do that. My parents were a little nomadic; we moved into six different houses during my childhood, and I found something that I loved about each and every one. So I’m not afraid of moving.

I’m looking forward to exploring Chancely, the supercity that we’re moving to, and building a new future with Derek; maybe even starting a family when the time is right.

I have just one tiny problem with all of this.

The route we have to take to get there.

Specifically, the journey through Andromeda.


Chapter Two



Isla

“It’ll be fine,” Derek says. “It’s just a short trip. People do it all the time.”

I haven’t been feeling fine about it since I realized getting to our bright new future involved a trip through the middle of another country—one I know almost nothing about beyond the strange rumors. I even searched the web for info a few days ago, not that it told me much.

In a few hours, we will be in our new home in a new city, and my fears will be no more than a fleeting memory, soon forgotten. Because, as Derek pointed out, the high-speed land shuttle safely ferries people from Sarendon to Chancely via Andromeda every day.

We are standing on the platform. Our luggage has already been taken—I packed all my worldly possessions into a container and watched it leave this morning at the ass-end of dawn.

Derek sighs and rubs his hands up and down my arms.

“Do you want this, Isla?”

Tears prick the back of my eyes. Do I? “I’m just nervous.”

“How did you think we were going to get there?”

Those simple words are delivered with a hint of exasperation. I don’t think he is purposely gaslighting me. No, he is genuinely baffled by my sudden cold feet.

“I’ll be fine,” I say.

His smile is encouraging. He’s good to me, patient. He also unwittingly makes me feel naive when I really don’t think I am.

“Good,” he says. “I want to do this with you, Isla: to start again. Chancely is amazing. We have an apartment overlooking the river, right in the heart of it all. I’m excited about my new placement. And I know that once you settle in, you’ll find work that suits you and you’ll make new friends.”

I nod. At this point, I can do little else. I’ve burned all my bridges. Our apartment has been handed back to the rental agency. New tenants are moving in next week. If I turn around and go back now, I’ll have to beg to sleep over on a friend’s couch until I sort myself out. Wait for all my luggage and stuff to return—mope about, thinking about Derek starting his bright future without me, while I’m alone and wishing things were different.

Or I can just get on the high-speed shuttle with the hundreds of other people who make this trip every single day.

When I nod at him, his smile tells me that he’s relieved, and he leans down to kiss me. Brief, but full of promise.

“You’ve got a ton of books on your app. Read one; the trip will be over before you know it, I promise.”

[image: ]


Inside the shuttle, the seats are plush, and the carriage is spacious. We are facing each other, a table between us and a window beside us, to my left. I make myself comfortable, battling the butterflies in my stomach as the other passengers embark and find their seats.

And then we’re pulling out, and it’s too late to call an abort.

Derek gets a message from work and opens up his computer to deal with the matter, leaving me alone with my thoughts.

On the other side of the carriage, across the aisle from us, are four young women. All have long, lustrous hair, perfect manicures, and full makeup. They’re wearing clingy dresses like they’re on their way to a party—I feel conservative next to them in jeans and a sweater. When the server comes around to take food and drink orders, they request champagne.

I order a soda, and Derek orders a coffee.

I should read as he suggested, but I find myself staring out the window, watching the familiar city landmarks pass by as we approach the bridge that will take us across the glistening waters of the Lumen Sea. The shuttle turns northward, offering me a view of the back carriages snaking behind, along with a final view of Sarendon.

The dome. Wow. I’ve never seen the dome before other than on the viewer. I feel strangely vulnerable to be outside it. The shuttle has a protective force field that keeps it safe from the meteors that rain down on our planet every day, and the reason we never take to the skies outside the domes. And the reason we have to take a shuttle across the sea and through a foreign country before we reconnect with our lands again on the other side of the world.

The geography of our planet is as strange as the delineations between Andromeda and us. Something you’re aware of and yet don’t understand until you see it from the other side.

So lonely. A glistening dome around which is nothing but scorched earth from the endless meteor strikes.

That final image of the city is snatched away as the shuttle bears east, and my vision is filled with a vast, endless sea.

We’re over deep water.

The four girls sitting opposite raise their glasses and cheer.

I turn back to Derek, taking comfort from how relaxed he appears as he focuses on his work, from the girls laughing and chatting without a seeming care in the world. Our carriage probably holds another thirty people, and not one of them is freaking out. I didn’t count the full number of carriages, but I read it typically ferries several hundred people, and I don’t see any signs of panic setting in amongst my fellow travelers.

The shuttle curves again, leaving the sea behind, and another land mass and a forest swallow our shuttle up.

Andromeda.

Not the galaxy—although there is also one of those—but a country, a people, an unknown.

Barbaric people who are nothing like us.

Those rumors, though.

Speculation is more likely. You know, like when people claim to have seen the Yeti. They even have compelling images and eyewitness accounts, and while a few crazies lap it up, most people don’t.

Andromeda is a bit like that. We share the same planet, and we’re told that Andromedans are vastly different from us, and yet none have ever been seen.

Maybe this is all some government conspiracy; maybe the forested landmass is a secret military base. I mean, there has got to be a reason why they don’t suffer from the constant and unpredictable meteor showers that force our people to hide inside a dome.

Maybe it’s full of yetis.

I snort a laugh.

Derek lifts his head and raises a brow. “Someone is feeling better.”

“Yeah.” I smile and rummage in my backpack for my reader so I can do what I should have done from the start: lose myself in a book. A server arrives with a fresh bottle of bubbles for the girls—I envy their abandon.

“Good,” he replies, going back to his work.

As I sit in my comfortable seat, watching trees zip past the window—so fast, they are nothing but a blur—listening to the girls laughing and talking in low whispers before they fall into laughter again, I realize this is all a bit of a non-event.

There is no angry horde waiting to attack us. I mean, how would they even go about it? This is a fast shuttle. If they really are a barbaric people, a few rocks and wooden arrows are unlikely to trouble us.

I skim through book options on my reader, relieved that it’s still working. I’ve gone through three of them in as many years—me and electronics don’t get along so well. Finding it hard to decide what I’m in the mood for, my mind circles back to those rumors in the article I read a few days ago when I looked up Andromeda. It wasn’t even an official news article; just some shady site I’d stumbled upon.

Rumors of them taking people that I give about as much credence to as I do alien abductions.

“Nothing grabbing your attention?” Derek asks, finding me gazing out the window. The drinks service comes around, takes our empties away, and brings me a fresh glass of water.

I smile. “I’ll probably never come through here again.”

He glances out the window. “There’s nothing to see but trees, and they’re passing too fast for the eyes to focus.” Then he smiles at me and snaps his computer shut.

Did I mention that Derek is handsome? He really is the full package—well, other than his aversion to going down on me, but the rest of his D game is on point, so I can’t really complain.

“It’s been a while since they stopped a shuttle. I think you’re fairly safe, and even so, there are rules.”

I frown. My stomach takes a slow, unpleasant tumble even as I tell myself he’s going to laugh and make some crack about my face being a picture.

He doesn’t.

Now that I think about it, Derek’s not really one for jokes or playfulness in general.

Derek is a pretty serious guy for the most part.

Why do I only now think about this?

“Rules?” My laugh is nervous. “What are you talking about? It’s just…” He’s messing with me; I know he is. This is the moment where I uncover his deviant sense of humor. “Do they stop shuttles?”

He shrugs. “Sure, but you’re with me.” His eyes lower to the engagement ring on my finger. “You’re wearing my ring. Even if they did stop us, they wouldn’t bother you.”

I really don’t think he’s joking. Not even Levi could hold a poker face this long. I stare down at my ring. “I don’t understand.”

“They’re not allowed to take married women, nor those committed and engaged. It’s one of the reasons I proposed before we left.”

I remember to shut my mouth. That takes the luster out of the proposal, doesn’t it?

“Single women? Well, they’re fair game.” He makes a scoffing sound and glances toward the opposite side of the carriage, where the four girls are making good headway into the second bottle of bubbles. “I’m amazed at how many women come on these trips hoping the shuttle gets stopped.”

I didn’t sleep well last night, and it feels like my brain is turning over too slowly for this conversation. “How would they even stop the shuttle?”

“Oh, they have ways. It’s electric. Just need to apply a suppressor to the track. They raid the shuttle, take any unallocated women, and then the shuttle moves on.”

“That’s ludicrous,” I say. I’m having an out-of-body experience. My ears start to ring. “Why didn’t you mention this before?”

“What have you got to be nervous about?” Derek says. “They’re looking for single women.” His laugh is dark. “More than a few women in this carriage are definitely looking to be part of their next little batch of sluts or breeders or whatever the hell they do with them.”

Derek always has had a thing about how I dress. Modesty is his byword. He’s never liked me showing too much skin. Our first and only real argument happened the last time I went out with my friends and came home drunk. I wasn’t particularly with it at the time, so I told myself I’d imagined him calling me that name. The skirt and top had disappeared the next day when I got up, and he said they had been ruined and he’d put them in the trash.

Now, I think I might be sick as I consider everything in the light of what he just said.

I don’t want to be here, and I definitely don’t want to be with Derek, who thinks I’m a slut when I go out with my friends, who only asks me to marry him so I don’t get abducted by barbarians in the unlikely, yet possible, scenario of the shuttle being raided.

Maybe I should applaud the noble sacrifice he’s made to protect my virtue when the hordes attack.

I’ve just sold everything and left everyone I’ve ever known to move to the other side of the planet with this man.

As I glance around the carriage with newly opened eyes, I take in another group of women who are dressed like they’re ready to go out to a nightclub. “How did I not know about this?”

“That’s a good question,” he says. “How did you not know about this? I thought everybody knew.”

“I thought it was a conspiracy theory.” I’m still convinced it’s a conspiracy theory. I’m still waiting for him to laugh—desperately.

“You really have lived a sheltered life,” he muses.

And now I feel both naive and stupid. A glance at my watch tells me we’re at the halfway point. I can get through this. I don’t need to experience the shuttle being raided, and which I can’t believe would be pleasant no matter how some of my fellow passengers are partying like this is the trip of a lifetime.

This was supposed to be the trip of a lifetime for me, too; one that would change my life. Now I’m scrabbling at contingency plans in my head, working out what I’m going to do next, because Chancely and Derek are no longer feeling like somewhere I want to be.

“We didn’t need to get engaged,” I say quietly, wishing he hadn’t asked me to marry him. I wish he’d just told me he was making a clean break and that I wasn’t part of it. I’d have moped for a bit, then I’d have done what I always do and picked myself up. “You didn’t need to give me a ring.”

“I wanted to,” he says. “Hey. Relax.” He reaches across and takes my hand, squeezing it lightly. “It’s been months since the last raid. You’d be amazed how many whores do this trip every week, just hoping to be snagged from their insipid little lives.” His snort is derisive. His words are ugly.

Months?

I don’t know him.

I don’t want his hand, but I don’t push it away because I’m feeling scared and lost. I burned the last of my savings on a new wardrobe for this trip, and pushing him away would make me stupider than I already feel.

“Why would anybody want to be snagged?” It’s not really a question, just my mouth opening and spewing a question to distract myself from this looming relationship disaster even as my brain continues to scramble over my options.

His smile is indulgent. “You’re different. I’ve always known you were different. You don’t have the harshness that some women do.” His eyes turn a little flinty, and I know that he’s thinking about his ex-wife. There was a time when I hated that she had a hold on him. Now, I’m thinking she can have him. “They delude themselves into thinking it’s some kind of fantasy where a rough man swoops in and saves them from their troubles. This isn’t a civilized place. To call it barbaric is kind. But it’s not primitive people living in sweet rustic villages. Nothing could be further from the truth.”

How does he even know this? My hand slips from his, but he doesn’t even notice as he warms to his subject. His job? The one he has with the government, that he tells me nothing about?

It must be.

“They possess the larger part of the world, but the population is smaller than ours, and scattered. Sometimes I think they just like fucking with us. You know, taking people because they can. Nobody likes to admit it. But a black market has been thriving for a very long time.”

I feel cold. I’m a little clammy. I wish I could open the window, but they’re all hermetically sealed.

He hooks his finger in his collar and adjusts it roughly. “They’re better than us.” He lowers his hand to the table and stares out the window at the rushing trees. “More advanced in ways we don’t like to admit. But they’re still animals. Or maybe it’s just that they’re in tune with their animal side. I don’t know. I’ve met a few of them. They’re arrogant.” He shrugs. “We’re arrogant too, I suppose.” His lips tug up on one side. “They don’t have the same guiding principles and certainly don’t treat women with the same respect as we do.”

I don’t know how to process any of this. I feel like I’m in a pit being buried alive, and I can’t manage to claw myself out.

I still want to believe he’s joking, but I know he’s not. He’s really not.

I wish I’d stayed on the platform and let him go on alone, which feels overly dramatic in the face of the relaxed atmosphere in the carriage.

He takes my hand again and pulls it to his lips. I feel strangely detached.

“You’re worrying about nothing, Isla. One, the chances of them stopping this shuttle is actually minuscule. Two, you’re with me. Three, you’re wearing my ring.” He glances down at the ring in question and fiddles with it on my finger before putting my hand back on the table. “Besides, they’ll have plenty of willing options to choose from. And the clincher is, they really don’t want to piss our government off. While they have certain advantages, we’ve got agreements in place. Every single woman on the shuttle needs to sign a disclaimer.” His eyes slide to the side. “Whether they’re married or not. You can’t board without rescinding full responsibility and stating that you won’t hold the government accountable.”

“I didn’t have to.” I frown. That’s not something I would forget.

“I passed you the tablet and told you to sign. You were on that chat app with your friend and barely looked up.” His smile is indulgent like my lack of interest in what was happening only amuses him. He likes taking care of me, and I always thought I liked it too.

“Are you nuts? Why didn’t you explain to me what I was signing?”

“You like me handling things,” he says, like this is all the reason he needs.

Why is it suddenly so hot in here? Why do I feel like I can’t breathe?

He pushes my water toward me. I take a drink. God, I can’t even look at the forest anymore.

“It’ll be fine,” he says. “Your ex was an asshole who never did a damn thing for you. You like me taking care of you, and so I do. Because it makes you fucking happy.”

Does he really believe those words, or is he too arrogant to care?

The sudden silence as the air conditioning cuts out is accompanied by a sharp deceleration that throws me forward in the seat.

The girls on the table across from us squeal and give each other high-fives.

Derek curses.

The blur of green flashing by the window solidifies into trees and forest as we come to a juddering stop.

The tiny hairs at the back of my neck rise.

I guess this means the not-so-primitive primitives who like to fuck with the government are about to commence a raid.


Chapter Three



Isla

The shuttle stops. My heart rate rises to a gallop as I hear metal scraping against metal. A dull repetitive thunking follows, and then yet more scraping.

I’m holding onto Derek’s hand like it’s a lifeline, and I don’t even like Derek anymore.

In fact, I’m pretty sure that I fucking hate him. But the naked terror that’s coursing through me needs something to hold onto, and he’s the closest living thing.

The girls who were giggling and drinking champagne not so long ago are now talking in hushed whispers as they lean forward in their seats to point at something outside their window. They don’t look quite as excited anymore. Not that they look frightened, either. Just more… wary.

The view from this side of the carriage reveals nothing except for the forest, set back from the track—no signs of movement. “There’s somebody out there,” I say.

“I’m aware of that,” Derek replies. He squeezes my hand. Not that much registers when I’m holding so tightly my knuckles are white. “I doubt they’ll even look at you.”

I don’t even know what to say to that, nor why his words sting despite the way my mind is frantically racing. I don’t want any of them to look at me. I just want this to be over, for us all to move on again. Except, I realize, the next time the shuttle starts, the four girls on the table beside us will be gone, and so will the others sitting further down in this carriage, along with many more.

“Did you know the government gives them free tickets?” Derek says, idly.

My eyes snap back to his. “They do?” I don’t know anything about their circumstances, nor what brought them to this point, whether they’re thrill seekers looking for adventure, or people desperate to escape unhappy lives.

All four of the girls are peering out the window now. One suddenly shrinks back. “Oh my God,” she says. “Did you see that?”

What the hell have they just seen?

A few people have risen to peer out the opposite side of the carriage. My curiosity isn’t strong enough to outweigh my fear.

“The raiders will have a quota,” Derek continues on, oblivious to my emotions. “A certain number they require. The government always fills empty seats with free lottery tickets. It’s not hard to find the sites where you can apply. It’s a win-win, so to speak. The women get the out they want, the savages get their quota, and the rest of our lives carry on.”

The thunking has started again, only louder, then there’s a terrible, ear-splitting, metallic screech.

Silence. Then a low hiss as all the internal doors between the carriages pop open. I can now hear talking and murmurs from beyond… then raised voices… the tramping of boots.

Fear drives a need to either hide or move far away from the imminent threat. I go to rise. Derek keeps hold of my hand and reaches his other hand over to push me back down into the seat.

“Don’t,” he says. “Don’t draw attention to yourself. It’ll be over soon enough.”

His words make sense. Running would exacerbate the situation; and where would I even go? Something tells me this is a well-practiced operation, so they would have everything covered, including other exits. I need to stay calm, but it’s difficult when I can’t get enough air into my lungs.

“Hey.” He moves his hand from my shoulder to cup my cheek, drawing my eyes to his. “You’ll be all right, I promise you.”

But his hand shakes, and I think his earlier bravado is waning under the imminent threat. It’s one thing to know they don’t simply just take women—that there are rules involved—and another to witness it, to be part of it.

The voices get louder, coming closer, and my anxiety skyrockets. I feel like I’m going to pee myself all over the damn seat. The four girls are still staring out the window, although two are more subdued, shrinking down a little.

“This isn’t what I expected,” the one nearest to me says to her companion.

What was she expecting? And what can she see that’s in contrast to those expectations?

I start counting in my head. It doesn’t really help, but it gives me something to do as the footsteps and voices draw ever closer, closing in on our carriage from both sides.

Our carriage is in the middle, now I think about it, so that makes sense. It’s efficient, working in from both ends, ensuring no one escapes their eyes.

A sudden scuffle breaks out in the carriage behind me. There’s a loud thud like something heavy connecting. Someone grunts. More scuffles.

“Don’t be a fucking idiot…” The voice is low and laced with threat. The scuffling stops. Silence follows. “Take her out.”

My eyes land on Derek’s, but he’s staring over my shoulder toward the open internal door where the sounds emanate from. His face is tight.

I feel them enter our carriage, the scuff of boots, the way the carriage occupants seem to freeze.

One of the girls across from me goes to turn to look behind her, but her friend shakes her head.

Heavy steps.

“Put your thumb on the plate… All good. Next.”

They are talking to the people at the table behind me. No one gets up. They skip right past the elderly couple behind the girls, not even speaking to them, before they appear beside me and turn to the table with the girls.

Two men.

Big, built, wearing tactical gear and guns—like futuristic soldiers.

Why are they armed and dressed like that?

Why does the media always refer to them as savages when they clearly are not?

My mind is reeling: I’m processing everything in a disjointed way that moves fast one moment and slow the next.

The first man has dark blond hair and his back to me. He puts a black box-shaped device on the girls’ table.

His companion has a dark buzz cut and stands in profile, eyes alert on the carriage. There are more men behind him, I realize: dark shapes looming.

Buzz Cut’s eyes flick over me, and then Derek, dismissing us as a threat before his gaze moves on, watchful.

Like any of us is a threat. They are heavily armed, and I’m confident no one on the shuttle is, given the rigorous screening we went through before boarding.

I quickly turn back to look at Derek.

Maybe they won’t even stop at us, given our hands are clinging together.

Maybe they will dismiss us, like the table behind the girls.

“Keep your eyes down, asshole,” Buzz Cut says.

Derek quickly averts his gaze. He’s scared, and his fear amplifies my own.

On the other table, the device is being pushed in front of the final girl.

“Full house,” the blond man says. On the periphery of my vision, I see him turn to Buzz Cut.

He motions to somebody beyond my sight, stands back, and the four girls file out.

“Twitchy,” Buzz Cut says—he’s facing the blond guy now, standing right next to our table. I just want them to move on so I can breathe again. “Worth a punt, though, Seb.” He chuckles. “Just to mess with him, if nothing else.”

The hairs on the back of my neck stand to attention—why do I feel like he’s talking about us?

Dark tactical armor enters the space beside our table, belonging to the blond man, Seb.

So, now, I’m staring at his damn crotch. Somehow, in my state of manic confusion, I look up, like that might be a better option.

Blue eyes, dark stubble across his jaw, and a slight bump to his nose like it’s been broken and not reset properly. Heat enters his eyes before he smirks. Seb is handsome, unquestionably so, in a way that makes my belly take a low dip. He is also massive, filling the space in his armor, and leaving no confusion about his powerful body.

And he’s just caught me staring at his crotch.

Beyond stupid, Isla.

His smile drops as his gaze skips from me to Derek and then lingers on our clutched hands.

He puts the device on the table and slides it purposefully over to me. “Put your thumb on the plate.”

I swallow.

“She’s my fiancée,” Derek says. “You don’t need to use your device. Our government doesn’t stand for any bullshit, and⁠—”

I don’t see the fist move until it slams into Derek’s face. A short, sharp scream escapes my lips as his head smacks into the headrest behind him. The sudden jolt pulls me half across the table as it wrenches his hand from mine, and I have to slam my other hand down on the edge in front of me to avoid smacking my ribs against the table. Blood splatters all over his white dress shirt, across the table, and the back of my hand, now empty and alone.

The world turns into sparkling dots. I’m hyperventilating, once more frozen in place.

“Let’s try that again, shall we?” Seb says, all calm and patient like he didn’t just bust my fiancé’s nose. He swipes his thumb over the plate, smearing through the splatter of blood. He wipes it off on his pants and swipes once more. “Should be good. Don’t want to mess with the reading.”

My frantic eyes snap from the device to Seb.

He winks.

“Don’t,” Derek croaks.

“You really are a dickhead,” Seb says, with an edge of anger now, then turns to look at me. “For fuck’s sake, put your thumb on the plate before I have to fuck your boyfriend up again.” He throws an eye roll at Buzz Cut, who waits beside us. “There’s always one.”

Buzz Cut grunts.

I’m distracted by their banter for a moment, but just as I turn back to get it over with, Derek sweeps his arm across the table and sends the device crashing to the floor.

I suck a sharp breath in.

“Are you out of your fucking mind?” Seb demands.

Every muscle in my body locks up as I wait for the next blow. My vision is coming through a tunnel. I’ve passed through fear and into an alternative reality where I view everything from a distance. What’s wrong with Derek? Is he insane? I don’t want to die here. I don’t want to watch him take another fist to the face.

“What the fuck is holding everything up?” Another man pushes past Buzz Cut.

The newcomer is dark-haired. Not cropped as short as Buzz Cut, but not long either. He looks from Derek to the broken device on the floor and then skims past me before sliding right back to hold my gaze. He is taller, broader than the other two, and has the darkest eyes I’ve ever seen, so dark they’re almost black.

Obsidian.

My grandpa once brought me a polished obsidian stone back from one of his many trips. I think I get my wanderlust from him; and maybe my mom too, given she was the instigator of all our moves. I wonder where that stone is now? In one of the boxes back at my folk’s home, probably. He passed when I was six, and the stone always made me feel warm when I looked at it and thought of him.

Why didn’t I keep it closer, take it with me when I left home?

Why does this stranger’s dark eyes feel so cold, where that lifeless rock did not?

I’m holding my breath. Internally, I’m screaming. Outside, I’m as still as that stone.

Obsidian Eyes turns to Seb and raises both brows. Something passes between them.

I need to fucking breathe, but all I can manage is a shallow pant and I feel like I’m back teetering on the brink of passing out.

Seb shrugs and steps back, making a grand gesture with his arm. “Go for it,” he says.

The newcomer steps forward, places his hand on the back of Derek’s head… and slams his face into the table.

Derek’s scream shoots terror into my veins.

His head is slammed into the table again, making my tablet and Derek’s laptop bounce. Then again, and again, and when he is released, Derek’s eyes are unfocused, and his body twitches as he slumps back against the seat.

The monster pulls another device out of his jacket pocket and slams it on the table in front of me. “Put your thumb on it.”

His tone brooks no argument.

There’s not enough spit in my mouth to swallow, and words are a long step beyond that.

If I look at Derek there’s a high risk I’m going to burst into tears or throw up over the table and device, and I really think that would be a bad idea. Only, he is still twitching. And the image of his face looking like raw meat, coupled with the wet rattling sounds he’s making, has me shaking so badly I can barely get my thumb against the plate.

A broad hand enters my narrow band of focus, closing over my wrist. His thumb slides over mine, pinning it to the plate. “Keep it there.”

His hand is warm. His fingers are calloused, and having them on me makes everything go haywire in my brain.

A little green light pops on the tiny screen. There is writing beside it, but I can’t read it from where I sit.

He releases me, and my hand slides away.

Obsidian Eyes and Seb share a look. Buzz Cut huffs a chuckle.

Against my better judgment, I glance at Derek. His face is swelling, and my eyes fill with tears that spill out onto my cheeks.

“I’m sorry,” he says, the words sounding wet and trembly.

I shake my head and frown.

Why is he sorry?

What does the green light mean?

“Check him, too,” Seb says, nodding toward Derek.

“To what end?” Obsidian Eyes asks.

“Well, I’m fucking curious, for one. Come on, Ash, humor me.”

“Fine.” Obsidian Eyes, aka Ash, takes hold of Derek’s hand. He weakly tries to fight against the firm hold, but his thumb soon goes onto the plate.

The light turns red. Ash releases Derek’s hand, and his lip curls with distaste.

“Asshole,” Seb says, after leaning forward to read the writing. “Like, really. That’s full asshole status. She’s even got her ring on.”

“Not for long.” Ash’s warm, rough fingers close over mine. I slam myself back into the seat and try to snatch my hand away. His fingers close over the ring, and he pulls.

It’s a little tight, and I panic that he’s going to rip my finger off.

He pauses, twists the ring with a frown, and then drags my hand up, taking my whole finger into his hot, wet mouth—and sucks.

I gape at him, so shocked I don’t even think to try to gouge a hole in his mouth before he pulls it back out. Now that my finger is wet, he twists the ring right off.

He flicks it at Derek, but it bounces off him and skitters against the table. Then he yanks me out of my seat and shoves me into Seb’s arms. His dark eyes drop to regard me for a brief moment. “Take her outside with the others. Stay with her.”

“You want her?”

The world drops out of my stomach.

He shakes his head, and his obsidian eyes shutter. “No,” he says coldly. “The blonde with the big tits has already caught my eye. Something tells me she’s going to be fun, only not in the ways she imagines” —his smile does not reach his eyes— “But this one is a flight risk if ever I saw one. I want you to watch her personally.”


Chapter Four



Isla

Idon’t look back at Derek. I just can’t. My vision is coming through a tunnel as I’m escorted off the shuttle and outside into the small clearing between the shuttle and the forest. The world is full of sparkling dots and a kaleidoscope of colors. My legs are shaking. It’s only Seb’s firm hold on my arm that keeps me upright, and my ass off the ground.

Little warning bells are going off in my mind, but I’m too busy worrying to work out what they mean.

“Hey!” I’m brought to an abrupt stop, and a big palm closes over the front of my throat. “Breathe, for fuck’s sake. If you pass out on me, Ash will rip me a new one.”

His touch worms its way through the terror that has taken hold of my mind. I breathe, gulping deep breaths until the sparkling dots recede.

“There we go.” His lips tug up. He’s a monster. Shouldn’t monsters be ugly? This one’s handsome, with blue eyes that seem somehow sensitive yet cold, all at once.

I shiver. It ripples through my whole body. This is happening. This is real. I blink, bringing reality back into painful focus. I take in the crowd around us, the dozens of men in tactical combat gear, the women… and horses.

The horses really throw me. I just stare at them.

“Easy way to get around,” Seb explains, his lips tugging up.

“Move out!”

“Our master has spoken.” Seb winks at me, directing me to the tree line where the horses are tethered. He lifts me into the saddle and then mounts up behind me. I’ve never been on a horse, and the movement beneath me is unsettling.

“You’ll get used to it,” he says. “Eventually. Chances are, once we get you back, you won’t need to ride one again. Although I highly recommend it. It does amazing things to a woman’s glutes and, you know, builds stamina useful for certain activities.” His arms wrap around my waist and he holds the reins before me; his body pressed up against mine from behind. It doesn’t feel like there’s enough room for two people here, but I’m comparatively small compared to him, and, somehow, we fit.

My mind is disconnecting from what’s happening. Shock. The realization that this is my body’s coping mechanism gives me something else to think about rather than what might be coming next.

To my left, I see Ash striding over to a horse. A man is waiting beside it, with one of the girls from the table opposite me in the shuttle… the one with the long blonde hair and the curvy figure. She smiles tentatively up at Ash. He smiles back. And then he picks her up and drops her into the saddle before mounting behind her.

My stomach tightens. I can’t even begin to explain the strange emotions that rush through me.

More people are mounting all around us, nudging their horses forward in a bunch beside a path into the forest.

A loud whirr goes up behind us. I glance back to see the open carriage doors slide shut. There’s a flicker, and then a blue glow snaps around the shuttle—the force field. It glides forward, sliding almost silently away.

It is leaving, taking Derek, and all the others that weren’t picked, onward to Chancely.

My gaze shifts back to Ash, the man with the obsidian eyes, and something equally dark takes root inside me. Abandoned. They’ve gone, leaving us to our fate. I won’t be going back ever. At least, those articles I read suggested nobody ever did. I’m never going to visit my mom and dad again. I’ll never be able to get the box down out of the attic and run my fingers over that smooth lump of volcanic rock my grandpa gave to me. All that is special to me—the little keepsakes, my old diaries, the teddy bear I had when I was five, the heart-shaped earrings my mother gave me for my twenty-first, my favorite playlist, my friends, and the man I was supposed to marry—is gone.

Irrevocably.

And all the while, I’m staring at him, the monster, the one who forced me to put my thumb to the plate, the one who appears to be in charge, the one who handed me off to Seb and told him I was a flight risk.

But he was right, wasn’t he? Because I don’t belong here. I didn’t hope to be taken. This isn’t something I chose. I’m not someone seeking to escape my old life, nor am I a thrill seeker. I don’t know what went wrong and why my light came up green, but I have a terrible feeling that Derek expected it to. And that, for all his bravado, he never expected us to be raided.

Now, though, as I feel the body of a man unknown to me pressed intimately close, and as the horse moves beneath us, it’s strange how burdenless I feel. I’m not Isla anymore; instead, I’m a nobody divorced from all of my past. The baggage of those past relationships that seemed so important a few hours ago has been rendered as insignificant as a single snowflake in the midst of a blizzard. I am unrealized matter, about to be molded and made into something new.

Only, I’m not the one who is going to be remaking me, and I have no choice in any of what comes next.

I feel so uneducated, so out of my depth that, really, it’s not funny. I don’t know the first thing about this place, nor its people. I only looked it up on the internet a few days ago, and that was little more than a cursory browse.

My intuition tells me that no amount of research could have prepared me for what will unfold.

The horse dances beneath us, bringing me back to the present.

I can’t take my eyes off Ash, the man who slammed my fiancé’s face into the table without missing a beat. Who didn’t even seem troubled by it.

Why can’t I take my eyes off of him? And why did it fucking sting so much when he passed me off to Seb?

My state of mind is chaotic. Let it go, I tell myself.


Chapter Five



Isla

We ride for many hours. It’s soon apparent that Seb’s comments about the fitness acquired when riding a horse weren’t made in jest. It’s exhausting. By the time we come to take a break, my ass feels numb, and every muscle in my body is quivering.

He helps me down. Although I sense that Seb is far from gentlemanly, I appreciate his help. I’m confident I would pitch straight onto the floor without it. As it is, I hobble around, trying to work life into my legs.

“If you need to go, now’s the time,” he says brusquely.

I see other women slipping off into the trees.

“Don’t go far.” He holds my eyes. “I’m trusting you in this. You won’t like the consequences of trying to run.”

Where would I even run to? I know nothing about this place. The forest feels oppressive and eternal. I’ve never been outside a dome, so I have no way of knowing what it might be like, weather-wise. But the climate is temperate, and in jeans and a sweater, I don’t feel too cold, at least not yet. But I’m not a survivalist. I would probably be dead in less than a day. I don’t even have the first clue of how to find food or water.

I nod, and when I turn away, my eyes—like they are subject to a magnetic pull—land on Ash.

He is helping the girl down from his horse. His hand lingers as he brushes the hair over her shoulder before he slides his hand to cup the side of her throat. I swallow and snap my eyes away, but that only brings me back to Seb, who is watching me watching them.

His lips curve, just a little. He’s amused. I don’t know anything about him, his people, or their ways, beyond what I have witnessed myself, yet I get the feeling Seb is amused by many things that a decent human being would not be… like what happened to Derek.

I shudder as I remember Derek’s face. The strange, unfocused aspect to his eyes after Ash slammed his face into the table.

I go about my business, and when I return, Seb is waiting for me.

He hands me a small foil-wrapped pack and a water canteen. When I drink, it has a faint metallic tang.

“You didn’t really believe the stories about us being savages, did you?” he says, gesturing toward the ration pack.

A few people have sat down. I don’t. I get the feeling I’m going to be sitting in the saddle soon and appreciate a moment to stretch my legs.

“I didn’t know what to expect,” I say honestly. “I didn’t intend to be here, in case that wasn’t obvious.”

“Yeah, I did pick that up.” He smirks, takes the canteen from me, and swigs back some water before handing it back to me.

We’re sharing it, I guess. How do I feel about that? Well, I’m thirsty, and thirsty people can’t be precious, so I take another drink. It feels strangely intimate to place my lips where his have just been.

Those harsh words Derek said return to haunt me. “More than a few women in this carriage are looking to be part of their next little batch of sluts or breeders or whatever the hell they do with them.” Only, nobody is doing that yet, are they? It’s all very controlled, but with dark undercurrents, like we’re all just waiting for the unraveling to begin.

The prickling sensation at the back of my neck tells me that layers are about to unfold and that I should wallow in my state of ignorance for as long as I can.

“You know he’s married, right?”

His words stir me from my rumination, and I lower the canteen from my mouth and frown.

“Your boyfriend—the dickhead. He has a wife.”

I shake my head slowly.

“Well, that’s interesting.”

Interesting isn’t the word that comes to my mind; more ‘ridiculous’ and ‘stupid’. That’s me; the stupid part.

“How did you not know he was married?” Seb asks. “How is that even possible when single women have to sign a disclaimer? Married women, or those who register themselves in a committed relationship, don’t need to sign it.”

I feel the blood drain from my face. If I still had any doubts about this being some kind of mix-up, they have just been unceremoniously shattered. “I didn’t realize what I was signing.”

He chuckles. “Really? How does that work?”

“Derek told me I needed to sign to get on the shuttle.” I look down at the ration bar in my hands. I’m not even hungry, but I know that I should eat. “I didn’t read it. I just signed it. I trusted him.”

He takes the canteen from me and takes another drink himself: once more putting his lips where mine have been. He lowers it and screws the cap closed. “I’ve heard there’s a whole black market of people who offer a temporary legal commitment for a fee. The women get to travel risk-free, and then the contract is revoked afterward. We can spot them easily enough. The same names come up on the scanner time and time again. Nothing we can do about it. And that’s fine. Usually plenty of willing victims.” His eyes slide down my body. “And not so willing ones, who are just naive.”

“No, I didn’t know that, either,” I say, asking myself why his comment about naivety stings when I’ve already surmised as much.

I didn’t know a lot of things, it would seem. I didn’t know that Derek was an asshole, but I found that out the hard way today.

“There’s always one or two on every shuttle,” he continues, “who don’t really want to be here. But, you know, that’s how it goes. Your government won’t do anything about it. Never have and never will. You signed a disclaimer. Maybe you’ve got folks back there who might raise a complaint, fill out a form and submit it, only to get a polite reply and a copy of the disclaimer you signed. Your folks will be sad, wonder where they went wrong, and then it will all fade into the background. Quota.” He winks at me. “Gotta get that quota up.”

This is really fucked up; surreal. I hate the thought of my parents searching for news on me, yet it feels worse that they might think I chose this. I should probably be more worried about myself. It’s on the tip of my tongue to ask him what will happen to us… to me.

But I don’t. I’m not ready for that information.

“So you don’t know anything at all?” he asks, giving me a speculative look.

I shake my head slowly.

“Do you want to know?”

I shake my head again.

He smiles, amused by my avoidance.

Somebody snickers to my right, and I turn to look.

Stupid, Isla. Really fucking stupid.

The blonde girl is on her knees, and she is sucking Ash’s cock.

I feel sick, really sick. I start shaking, but I can’t even work out why I’m shocked when the realist in me knew this was coming. It’s because of Seb, I realize: the easy conversation, the smiles, the way he shares the canteen and radiates a relaxed energy. So, even though I fucking knew this was coming, for a moment, I blinded myself to the truth.

“Well, that all escalated fast,” Seb drawls.

I feel like my world just got dirty, and I want to wash it off. I should turn away, but I really can’t. It’s like I’m watching a slow-moving train wreck. He has got his fist in her hair, and his cock is shuttling down her throat. It’s big, like, abnormally big against my limited pool of comparison, and a struggle for her to take. She gags a little. He tightens his fingers on her hair and continues to use her throat in a way that seems far too rough.

My stomach tightens as a sharp, almost painful sensation rips through me. I turn away just in time to sink to my knees and throw up the water I just drank all over the forest floor.

Once I start heaving, I can’t stop.

A cheer goes up. Whether at me or at the girl’s performance, I don’t have a clue. I’m far too busy dry-heaving.

By the time I finish with my theatrics, my face is hot and sweaty; I’ve got a headache, and I’m painfully aware of coarse laughter. Not from Seb this time, but further away.

Boots enter my field of view, and the water canteen is presented to me.

I take it with a nod, rinse my mouth, spit, and then drink properly.

“Time to move out,” he says. His tone is gentle, like he’s sensitive to my plight. Only, I know that he’s not.

I push myself to my feet, and he helps me onto the horse. My muscles protest from the moment my ass hits the saddle, but it gives me something to think about. My band of focus is narrow. I can’t look any further than my hands. Why do I feel embarrassed by my reaction? It was a normal reaction, right? It’s barely a few hours since we left the shuttle, and it has already begun.

Seb mounts behind me, gathers the reins in one hand, and passes me the ration pack I must have dropped on the forest floor. The horse dances under him, and we begin to move out at a walk, following the procession through the forest path.

“Eat it. That’s not a suggestion. You can take it as an order. You’re going to make yourself ill if you don’t eat and don’t drink enough. You’re going to have to trust me when I say Ash is going to bust my balls if anything happens to you, and I really prefer my balls not to be bruised from making an acquaintance with his boot.”

My snort is derogatory. “I doubt very much he’d care.” I wish I could take the words back the moment they leave my mouth.

“Ah, princess,” he says. “The fall is long, and the landing is hard. There’s not a damn thing I can do to soften it. Nor would I be doing you any favors if I did. If you’re going to survive here, you’re going to need to censor your feelings.”

I feel the blood leach from my face.

“I saw that look when you thought he was picking you. You weren’t sure how you felt about it, but now you realize he wasn’t, you feel a little sick.”

I can hear the smirk in his voice.

“There’s no such thing as jealousy or possessiveness here. Women are available to all. Sure, some are prettier than others, have bigger tits or curvier hips, or magic fucking pussies that you just want to stay inside forever. But variety always wins. Why worry about this one or that one when you know you’ll get your turn? Besides, every one of our recent acquisitions is hot. We might have favorites, maybe the one who moans just right or sucks our dick the way we enjoy it best… the one who likes it rough or comes like a fucking vise around your cock… But near and available trumps getting into a fight.”

His blunt words hit me like a douse of cold water. And just like that, the veil is lifted, and my ignorance is gone. I don’t offer my opinion. But, as he has just pointed out, my opinion doesn’t matter anymore.

“If you’re wondering if he’ll fuck you, the answer is: for sure, eventually. If you’re wondering if I’ll get to fuck the pretty girl he snagged first, the answer is the same.”

My stomach clenches in an annoying little tell.

“There’s an upside to this life. You’re never going to feel unwanted or undesired. We won’t lie to you or pretend to be into you beyond the passing moments we share, beyond the fact that we care about you all and would protect you to that end.”

His sales pitch needs some work.

“Some women take to it, you know. Find it liberating or some shit.” He chuckles, but his amusement fades quickly. “After a while, you get good at reading the new ones. And I have a feeling you’re going to rail against it for a good long time. Still, everyone accepts it eventually. I’d tell you to remember that when self-pity comes calling, but my bet is you won’t. Self-pity won’t save you, nor will it deliver you something special with the violent man you convinced yourself you didn’t want, and are now certain that you need more than the next breath. Self-pity will only bring you pain.”

“Thanks for the pep talk. You’re an asshole, by the way. I think you might even have overtaken Derek in the asshole ranking, and I really don’t like Derek today.”

He laughs. “I like stoking the fire, princess. I also like that you’re probably going to fight me the first time, maybe the second. Maybe every fucking time. I’m going to be covered in the scars your nails leave behind. But I’d bet my left nut that you’ll come hard and loud, all the while thinking about him and how you didn’t want him until he rejected you.”

“You talk too much, Seb.”

He laughs again. “I like my name on your lips. Later, you’ll be calling me something else.”

He’s an asshole, but he is also perceptive; I’ll give him that much. And damn if his words don’t ring the prophecy of my doom.


Chapter Six



Isla

I’d thought I was exhausted when we stopped the first time, but that pales into insignificance compared to how I feel as the light begins to fade. We’ve been so enclosed by forest that I’ve not been paying attention to anything regarding our location—it’s just been one forest path after another. I got the impression we might be sleeping in the forest. Or maybe we’ll arrive at our final destination, wherever that might be.

The way they rely on horses is at odds with their high-tech combat gear, yet they’re familiar with the animals, and confident riders, which tells me they do so often enough.

My speculating is brought to an end when a huge concrete construction appears ahead of us, the outer walls wedged in between the trees.

I’m exhausted. I’ve drunk some water, but nowhere near enough. I’ve consumed the first ration pack, and then another one, but it still feels like somebody has carved a hole out of my belly.

Despite all that, at the same time, I don’t want to stop. The boxy, utilitarian building has no visible windows, only a wide double door, and signifies a culmination to the journey that I don’t want to reach.

Seb helps me down from the horse. My legs cramp and refuse to bear my weight. I’m in so much pain that I can’t even think straight, and I burst into great gut-wracking sobs that shatter me and rob me of thought and breath.

“Hey,” he says, dragging me into his arms, wrapping me up, hugging me, and that makes me cry even harder.

Why is he hugging me? He’s a monster. Why can’t he just continue to act like one? Why can’t he be consistent?

I’m destroyed. Maybe it’s the emotional toll, the fear, and the memories of violence, as much as the many hours on horseback. I’m aware of people moving around us, of conversations. I’m not the only one crying, and they all have different tones.

Too caught up in my misery, my intellect struggles to stretch beyond the circle of Seb’s arms. All I can sense is that, on our periphery, our number has swollen as people emerge from the building and collect the horses.

I try to push away.

Seb tightens his hold.

“It’s a lot,” he says. “I get that. I really do.”

I wish he wouldn’t hold me. I wish he wouldn’t fake this empathy. I mean, how can he hold me as if he cares, after telling me he’s going to fuck me, and he’s going to enjoy that I’ll fight him when he does? How can this even be the same man? And he’s made it clear that after he has done, he will hand me over to Ash, because that’s just how they do things here. Only Ash won’t care, either. I’ll just be a willing or not-so-willing hole, and when he’s finished, then he’ll move on, too.

And it’s not only about me, or the girl with Ash, because she’ll be handed around too. It’s about all of us.

He said he cared about us all equally, and that breaks me down even more because I already sense that the things he does, whether I want them to or not, are worming under my skin, and that I won’t find this liberating; that even in this fucked up place, I will want it to mean something more.

Maybe Stockholm Syndrome is already weaving its spell.

Or maybe I’m just frightened, and my mind is confused and clinging to the false safety he represents.

He swings me up into his arms. And I stop fighting with him. My legs aren’t functioning anyway. My whole body throbs in pain, and my head aches. I’m just so fucking tired.

I rest my head against his shoulder—just going with it—as he enters a doorway and heads along a passage that is clean and modern, with subdued lighting emerging from recesses where the walls meet the ceiling. There are doors on either side, some open, some closed, and people are peeling off through them, seemingly at random.

Then we turn right at an open door and enter a rectangular room with bright lights. It houses six narrow examination tables. The walls are lined with cabinets, some clear, some white, and the kind of equipment that makes me think this is a medical facility.

He sits me down on one of the exam tables, with my legs dangling over the side.

My eyes are swollen from crying but I cast a glance around, seeing other women sitting or lying, all with soldiers standing over them.

I feel that deep magnetic pull again, and my eyes lift just as Ash steps up beside Seb. I look away as his eyes pass over me. Doesn’t he have his own woman to deal with?

The one he was choking on his cock.

“She needs some pain meds.” Seb gestures toward me.

“Sure,” Ash replies. “Give her what she needs.”

“You want to dose her tonight?”

Dose?

“Yes. Max.”

I glance up to find Seb raising a brow. “That’s a big fucking dose.”

Ash nods. “I know.” Firm. “I don’t care.” Cold.

“Are you out to fucking test me?” Seb hisses through his teeth. “What are the parameters here?”

The conversation is like a code I’ve yet to crack, and my instincts tell me this is important.

“Not yet. I’ll tell you when. I trust you to have control.”

Seb grunts like he’s not convinced about that.

Ash chuckles and slaps a hand on Seb’s shoulder. “You’re tough. You can take it.”

Seb mutters something under his breath that sounds like ‘asshole’.

Ash chuckles again and strides away.

“What was that about?” I ask when Seb turns back to me.

There is a strange wariness in his eyes that disappears so quickly that I question what I saw.

“Discussing your pain meds.”

“I don’t think I want any.”

He makes a scoffing noise. “You’re a fucking mess.”

“Well, thanks,” I say dryly.

His laughter is warm. “There we go. Welcome back.”

He was provoking me, I realize, belatedly; in his unique Seb way, rousing me from the depression into which I was sinking. It’s still waiting for me, the depression, but now it’s not as close as it was. Now it’s more a looming threat off on the horizon.

I scrub my sticky cheeks where the tears have left tracks. I feel dirty and confused.

He opens a drawer to my left, rummages, and pulls out two syringes and two needle tips from within. Then he presses his thumb to the cabinet ID plate on his right, opens the door, and extracts two vials containing clear liquid.

I frown. “I thought it might be a tablet.”

“Can you even stand up?” he asks me.

I shake my head. Sitting is a challenge when I’m trembling everywhere, and all down the length of my back and across my shoulders is twitching with fatigue. Only, it’s more than exhaustion. There’s stress and shock tossed into the mix, too.

“Are you a trained doctor? What are they anyway?”

He sighs heavily, then slides his fingers through my hair, brushing a dark lock from my cheek before he grasps my chin in a firm hold and tips my head up, forcing me to meet his eyes.

“We’re doing this—whether you want me to or not. You don’t have autonomy anymore; in case you haven’t figured that part out. I think you need these.” He thumbs over his shoulder with his other hand, in the direction Ash went. “And, more importantly, Ash does. So you’re going to be getting them. Is that clear?”

I swallow. “Yes.” I guess this is another Seb pep talk on the harsh reality of my new life. These flips between the empathetic and asshole versions of him are giving me whiplash. I really wish he didn’t keep confusing me by sometimes being nice.

He is not nice. He’s a monster who snatched me from my life and who is inevitably going to fuck me at some point.

His hand slides down over my shoulder and all the way to my hand. He lifts it and holds it in front of my face, showing me how it trembles.

“This,” he says, “will stop.” He selects the nearest vial. “When you get some of this.”

“And the other one?” Why do I ask?

“Will help in a different way.”

I search his eyes, looking for something, anything… maybe the nice version of Seb who will allay my fears.

Maybe it’s an antidepressant. Maybe he’s about to make me high on drugs, to make me a docile little victim. Except, I’m already pretty damn compliant. And given he’s built like a man who could bench press a car without breaking a sweat, I wouldn’t have a fucking chance of overpowering him.

“We don’t keep women high here,” he says, bluntly. “Not our kink, princess.”

It’s on the tip of my tongue to ask him what their kink is, because his choice of phrase makes it sound like there are some.

“Not much joy in fucking a zombie.” He smiles, giving me another glimpse of the disarming version of Seb even as he rolls out his hard truths. “The pain med might make you a little sleepy, that’s all, but it will wear off. That’s what you’re worried about, isn’t it? That I’m going to dope you up and rape you. Trust me, princess, when I fuck you, I want you aware of every detail; I want you feeling every inch.”

What an asshole.

He smirks. “I’m an asshole,” he says—I guess I was projecting. “But I’m an honest asshole. Mostly. Now, are you going to take these like a good girl? Or do I need to strap you down?”

I’m still reeling from that mindfuck of his comments so I only latch onto the mostly part.

But I also understand that Seb is not a man to make idle threats. I can let him do this, or I can fight, and it doesn’t matter which: the outcome will be the same. We’re in some kind of bunker in the middle of a forest. It’s not like I can go anywhere. I doubt I could make it across the room before Seb or someone else stopped me.

“You don’t need to strap me down,” I say, quietly.

“Good choice.” He unwraps the needle, draws the fluid from the first vial, changes out the tip, and pushes up my sleeve before administering the dose into my upper arm. He does this efficiently, like he has done it before.

God, how often has he been part of these raids, to be so practiced at this?

How many women has he had the same conversations with?

He drops the needle and vial into a small plastic box and repeats the process for the second one. Whatever is in this one aches as it goes in, and I fidget.

It is soon over. I have two tiny plasters and an aching arm.

“It’ll start feeling better soon,” he says. “I promise.” He squeezes his hand over mine in another one of those confusing gestures that almost make me think he cares. “I’m not going to fuck you tonight, just to take that off the table before you start freaking out again.” Then his eyes slide past mine to look at something over his shoulder. “Don’t get me wrong, we’ll be breaking plenty of them in tonight, and you’ll hear stuff you probably won’t like.” He sighs again. “The best advice I can give you is to just focus on you and let everybody else sort their own shit out.”

He slips an arm underneath my knees and another behind my back and lifts me into his arms again before striding out of the room.


Chapter Seven



Seb

She’s flagging by the time I find the room that has been allocated to me. The bed is functional and not very spacious, but it’s built for our kind, so I’ll fit.

You don’t always know how it’s going to play out on these operations. Not every man gets a woman on every raid, but this one has proved bountiful. Hit the quota and then some.

This is my fifth run, but, to be blunt, it doesn’t get any easier.

I sit her down on the side of the bed. “Take your clothes off.”

Her head snaps up at that, although her eyes are a little unfocused—I’m guessing the pain meds are doing their job.

“You can take your clothes off, or I’ll take them off for you,” I say, bending down and undoing the clips on my boots before kicking them off.

“I-I don’t want to.”

Yeah, I figured that part out.

Her eyes shift to where the door stands open.

“We have an open-door policy here.” Which almost makes me chuckle. Not quite the corporate-style, ‘sports management best practice’, open-door policy my coach had back in my old life. Seems like a long time ago now. A different world. But, shit happens, and, well, we’re all different now, aren’t we?

Assimilated: one dome at a time.

It’s a process, one that we all follow. Tried and tested, or so I’ve been told.

I reach for the clips on my body armor and, keeping my eyes on her, begin to release them. It feels a lot like overkill—the weapons and armor—but there have been a couple of incidents where it’s got messy, and it pays to be prepared.

Her face flushes. I didn’t think she had any more in her, but, there we go, there’s another one.

She is sweet and fucking adorable and totally out of her depth. I want to protect her as much as I want to defile every inch of her body.

I scrub a hand down my face. It’s shaking a little. It affects us as much as it affects them. I’ve paid my dues. Five is the magic number. Well, besides the pecking order, as Ash often reminds me.

“No one closes the doors,” I say. “Not here, not yet; later, maybe.”

I can hear the sounds already. Tears, the occasional scream, sobbing, begging. They blend into the background after a while. No matter which side you’re standing on, it’s a fucking test.

She unzips her boots, removes them one at a time, and places them neatly beside the bed.

A scuffle breaks out somewhere beyond the door, the sound of running, and then the screaming ramps up.

“You can’t really expect me to sleep,” she says, staring down at her feet covered in a pair of pink socks with a kitten face on them that were hidden underneath her sensible boots.

“You will,” I say.

She sighs, peels off her socks, and tucks them into her boots. Her hands are shaking. I’m pretty sure she is going to pass out from exhaustion the moment her head hits the pillow. I should have fed her, but a max dose will make her stomach unsettled and she’ll probably just puke up any food… Not really the way I want to spend tonight.

Not that any of this is how I want to spend the night.

One might question why I’m insisting she strip, given Ash has already ordered me not to fuck her. But there is a process, and the process says she needs to be naked; and so she will be.

My body armor drops to the floor with a clang. My microfiber undershirt comes next. I’m not neat about it, like she was with her boots, and I toss it to the floor. My chest heaves like I’m deep into a workout. I feel her eyes on me. I know what I look like. I’m not stupid. There were a lot of changes.

I’ve always been a big man. But, yeah, I’m bigger now. If only that were the limit of the changes, maybe we could all find our civilized side again.

But it’s not. Not by a long shot.

I turn away, putting my back to her, trying to gain some control. I hear her undressing, and my hands tighten into fists at my side.

Is this why five is the magic number? Is this the point where we start to crack?

Sometimes, I feel like an alien has crawled inside me and hijacked the rational part of my brain. Echoes of what I once was linger, but they’re like shadows. Intangible. They can’t fight their way to the surface nor hope to stem the bullshit that comes out of my mouth.

I’ve done this five times.

Coddling them doesn’t help. It only makes it fucking worse. Better to be blunt. Say it how it is. It’s going to happen either way. No amount of gentle words or coaxing is going to change that.

I shove my pants down and strip off the rest of my clothes. When I turn back to her, she’s naked save for her underwear. Her eyes go to my cock, and they widen—yet another change. I’m guessing she didn’t get a detailed look at Ash’s dick as it was shuttling in and out of the blonde’s mouth, but there’s no getting away from it now, when mine is hanging out no more than a pace away from her. Her faint exhale is audible over the debauchery emanating from beyond the door.

It’s a lot, physically, metaphorically, whichever angle you come at this from, for her to see me naked like this.

All of me.

But again, there is a method to this, and it’s better to pull the plaster off fast.

Ash isn’t a patient man. He never has been. It’s his fifth run, too.

My cock jerks. There’s not a damn thing I can do about that.

Her hands tremble as she reaches back to unclip her bra before dropping it to the floor.

Pretty.

Every inch of her is pretty, and I’m confident her pussy won’t be any different.

I swallow hard. This is not just going to be a test; it’s going to be a test of epic fucking proportions.

“All of it,” I say, gentler this time.

She shoves her thumbs into the side of her panties and pushes them down and off without lifting her ass from the bed.

“Go ahead and get in.”

She twists, shoves the covers aside, and slips between them, giving me a nice view of her ass. The covers whisper over her again, blocking my view. It’s all I can do not to rip them off the bed.

Fuck. I throw a look up at the ceiling as if seeking divine guidance. Only there is no god here, is there? There’s just her and me. And for as long as this takes, I might as well be her god, given I have complete autonomy over what happens.

Well, except Ash and his mission to mindfuck me even worse than the virus already did.

She doesn’t look around at me, just makes herself small, getting as close to the wall as possible.

My cock is fully engorged and standing bolt upright, flexing and leaking a trail of pre-cum that trickles all the way to my balls.

I should have knocked one fucking out, although when the hell I might have done that, I don’t know. I guess she’s going to have to get used to it like she’ll have to get used to many things.

I lift the covers and climb in behind her. She stiffens as I brush right up next to her, spooning her, nestling my fat dick against her ass, and sliding my arm around her waist.

I sigh. Her scent tickles my nose. By the time morning comes around, this is all going to be so much harder for both of us.

I almost laugh at my unintended pun.

“Try and sleep if you can.”

The screaming has tapered off, but now a series of low, growly moans are coming from the room opposite ours along with the faint slapping of flesh meeting flesh.

Everyone moves at different speeds. Some, like Isla, won’t be initiated tonight. It depends on the woman and her reaction. Our instincts guide us, or so they tell us. I don’t know if that’s true for everybody, but I’m always a little freaked out by how attuned I am. Even if Ash hadn’t insisted, I know that Isla needs time, but not too much. And, anyway, nature will run its course soon enough.

That stirs a dark internal chuckle.

Nature? What the fuck has nature got to do with this? We’re spreading like a disease, assimilating, drawing the rest into the fold: abominations with power, ever hungry, always seeking the next victim.

I hope she reveals the way we expect.

Really fucking hope. I might lose my shit if she doesn’t.

The scanner doesn’t just take a thumbprint, although it certainly does that for the sake of the database. It takes a tiny piece of her DNA and forms an assessment. It’s not a hundred percent accurate, just an indication.

99.99%

I’ve never seen a reading that high before. I saw the way Ash’s eyes widened. The interest. Not only Ash, but Noah, who was standing right next to us and could see what the reading said. He is the quiet one, but still… Over eighty percent is pretty much guaranteed. Sixty to eighty is a reasonable probability, too. Forty to sixty is a bit of a gray, murky area, and anything below is a firm no.

The bottom ten percent won’t reveal at all. Even if they are single, hot, and desperately hoping to be picked, we don’t.

We don’t bother below fifty percent if we already have our quota.

Not at this stage, anyway. We’ll get to them eventually.

The program is ramping up. In ten years, this planet will be fully assimilated one way or another. Most don’t realize it yet, and by the time they do, it will be too late.

Stage one: Isolate the population.

Stage two: Lay the foundations and groundwork.

Stage three: Find your power players and convert.

Stage four: Begin assimilation.

Stage five: Expand assimilation.

Stage six: Complete assimilation.

Rinse and repeat on the next planet.

We’re at stage five now. The process is well-embedded and efficient.

She’s trembling. I can hear the moaning in the room opposite, getting louder again. It wraps me up like a warm, sensual blanket, comforting in a warped way.

I feel the moment when her body gives, her trembling subsides, and her breathing evens out.

Asleep.

Good. She needs her rest. Tomorrow is going be another long day of traveling, followed by another base, another night of fucking and screaming. And, if Ash has his way, it will probably be another test for me.

Only she will have begun the change by then, I hope, and that will make it worse.


Chapter Eight



Isla

Iwake up to the heavy arm draped over my waist. It shouldn’t comfort me, but it does. Derek was never much of a cuddler. He used to get hot and thrash around in bed, and staying clear of him was sensible if I didn’t want to wake up with an elbow digging into my back.

The sounds of debauchery chased me into sleep, and it’s a relief to find it so blessedly quiet now.

The medical bay lighting was stark and bright, but the rest of the base, or whatever this is, is subdued, and the lighting in the room has further dimmed overnight—perhaps it has sensors.

He smells nice. I don’t know why I should observe this. I feel grubby. And he’s got to be dirty, too, yet he also smells nice.

His nose is buried against my hair. He’s hard. Has he been hard all night, or is this a morning thing? I swallow. It sounds unnaturally loud in the quietness and the gloom. I ask myself if he has undergone some weird cosmetic procedure because what I saw last night surely wasn’t normal. He just stood there as I stared at his junk, letting me take all that in.

My legs move restlessly together despite my determination to remain still. I feel strange there, between them, like I’m fluttering all the time from low-grade arousal pulsing in my core.

I keep telling myself what I saw was a trick of the light, except I know it really wasn’t. The strange prickling awareness that has been rising in me, ever since I was taken, tells me that what I saw is simply how he is.

I don’t claim to know a lot about animal anatomy, but I’m pretty sure he has glands on his cock like dogs, wolves, and foxes have, the sort that lock the two parties together during mating.

Why does he have glands?

Is it a form of genetic difference? A birth defect?

How would that even feel inside a woman?

A whimper escapes my lips, and his arm tightens around my waist. He stretches, spreads his fingers wide against my stomach, and grinds his cock into my ass.

“Morning, princess.”

He sounds sleepy. His nose burrows deeper into my hair, and I hear him draw a deep breath in through his nose. When he exhales, a strange, rumbly sound emanates from his chest, almost like a purr.

It stops abruptly and he rolls away and then stands up.

I miss his heat.

The room gradually grows brighter. I make the mistake of turning over only to be presented with a body that is genetically blessed even if certain other parts of his anatomy are freaking me out. Primal. He’s not the same kind of savage that those rumors spoke of, but he is nevertheless still a savage—and a beautiful one, at that. He’s looking away, toward the door, and my eyes lower to his cock. It sticks straight up from his body and is every bit as monstrous as my memories recall. Like, you could kill someone with that.

The gland is visible on this side, and while it is no more than a slightly raised swelling at present, there is also no mistaking it for a trick of the light. My stomach takes a slow dip, and for a stretched moment, my mind goes blank.

He swipes a hand through his hair, setting off thick muscles bunching in his arm, and then glances back at me. My eyes snap up to meet his. His lips quirk. “You need to go?”

I nod.

“We’ll get a shower and some food. You were pretty out of it last night. You must be hungry.”

This ordinary conversation throws me for a loop when I consider everything else. So I just nod. I don’t know the protocols here; just that I’m incredibly self-conscious as I turn over and rise to a sitting position.

I can feel his eyes are on me, and I fight the urge to cover myself up. After his liberal offloading of blunt insights into my new life, I’ve got no delusions about what’s going to happen next. He’s concise and articulate for… for whatever he is. Not a yeti, but not entirely human either.

He said he wouldn’t fuck me last night but didn’t indicate whether that might extend to today.

I reach for my clothes, needing a barrier between us, something to slow things down if he decides now is the time.

“Don’t,” he says, and I still. “I’ll get you something clean… more practical.” He makes an upward gesture with his fingers, and it freaks me out for reasons that escape me.

When he crouches in front of me and cups my cheek, I’m hyperventilating and in danger of passing out. My eyes, unfocused at first, connect with his, and my breathing slowly evens out.

“Remember our conversation about the easy way and the hard way?” His thumb slides up and down the side of my throat. It’s soothing, even as his eyes pin me, and his words damn me.

How do the nice and the asshole versions of the same man cohabit the same space?

The corners of his mouth turn up. “I don’t mind tossing you over my shoulder. But maybe we can hold off the manhandling stage until we have to.”

“You really do talk too much,” I say, in spite of myself. I’m sitting naked on a bed with a man I only met yesterday. I have no say in anything he does with me—now or ever. I’m impressed that I can find the bandwidth for snark.

His smile is broad and a little dazzling.

“There we go. Welcome back again, princess.”

A warm space blooms in my belly. He likes my snark. I don’t know what the fuck that means or why I like that he likes it. A psychologist could probably already fill a thesis paper with what is happening inside my head.

He rises and holds out his hand. I choose the easy way and take it.

My legs are wobbly, and my feet don’t feel coordinated as he leads me from the room. As far as I know, the door remained open all night. Directly opposite is another room, its door similarly open.

His hand feels big, warm, and comforting in the same way his arm felt comforting last night. My stomach does that weird tumbling thing again as I acknowledge that I’m forming an attachment to my captor, when I ought to be thinking of ways to stab him and make my escape.

But… escape to where?

I’m never going back. No one is coming to save me. I signed my agreement—thanks, Derek; you really screwed me over.

Faint sounds of conversation filter from a room on the right as he leads me down the corridor, both of us butt naked.

I nibble on my lower lip, trying to erase the sounds I heard last night from my memory, wondering when the next stage of unraveling will begin.

He takes an abrupt left into a room. The light gradually brightens until it casts full illumination over the space. It’s a communal shower room with shower stalls on the left and toilet stalls on the right. Directly ahead are hooks and a long bench. To the right of the door is a row of basins, mirrors running the length of them. All is very modern and spotlessly clean.

“Go ahead,” he says, releasing my hand. “I’ll grab us some clean clothes.”

He strides off, leaving me alone. I stare after him, tamping down the ridiculous urge to scurry after him.

Why do I want to follow him? Why do I want him to stay close?

As his footsteps fade, a sense of foreboding rises. I feel so fucking vulnerable, and I don’t like it one bit.

My bladder wins the internal debate on what to do next. I go. When I come back out, Seb hasn’t returned. The showers are right there, and I feel grubby, so I step into an open stall and turn the water on.

The hot water pounding over me brings everything to the surface. I make it most of the way through my shower before the sobs begin. My whole body is racked with anguish and misery and confusion, which is how he finds me.

With a heavy sigh, Seb steps into the stall and draws me into his arms. And there I stand, blubbering all over him, absolutely wretched, not having a clue how I can get through another second, never mind a whole day.

I don’t want this to be my life. I want to go back. But then who would I be going back to? Derek the asshole? To start again? I’m twenty-five years old, but I’m so fucking tired. The only reason I ever want to see Derek again is so I can commit an act of violence on him equal to this misery I feel.

Eventually, my tears peter out.

He puts a little distance between us, reaches for the soap dispenser, and fills up his palm. “Did you finish?” he asks as he shoves a handful of soap into his hair and rubs vigorously.

His cock had softened while he dealt with my tears but now it begins to twitch vigorously at the edge of my vision. It takes a momentous effort not to stare at it again.

He leans into the spray, letting it rinse off his hair.

I take some soap for myself, self-conscious now. But he’s not paying any attention to me, so although this feels weirdly intimate, I soap up my short hair.

I’m supremely aware of him—the whole time. I’ve never seen a man that big in real life. On the viewer, sure, but not a real person. He’s not particularly defined; it’s more that he has these thick, chunky muscles that seem intrinsic to him. No one could look like that without putting considerable effort in, yet there’s something off about all this, something more to him: like I’m looking at a kind of super-human. He has to be six and a half feet tall. And he’s by no means the only one like this in his group. They’re all varying degrees of oversized gods in living flesh.

One corner of his mouth tips up as he soaps his body and leans under the spray again.

I’m squeaky clean and should probably step out, but I don’t move. It’s like I’m under a spell.

His eyes slide to me before he reaches for the soap dispenser again. Only this time, he wraps his soapy fist around his cock, and he begins to work his fingers from root to tip.

My whole body locks up like an electric current is passing through me, running down my body to tighten my nipples before ejecting liquid heat into my core. I meet and hold his eyes, and keep watching his expression, all the time aware of his rough movements below.

He has me in a snare.

My breathing turns choppy, and goosebumps erupt across my skin.

He emits a low, filthy growl, and my eyes lower just as thick ropey jets of cum land against my belly.

More and more.

He grunts and jerks, slamming his other hand against the wall as the hot splats continue to shoot over me.

His hand slows, and he sighs heavily, a lazy grin spreading over his lips, and I swear my pussy spasms in a mini echo explosion of its own.

“Fuck, I needed that.” He casually reaches for more soap. “I don’t suppose it’ll last long.”

My pussy is pulsing and throbbing, and my chest heaves as I look down at my belly, then lower to where his cum trickles into the crease of my pussy and slips between.

I’m so lost in this image that it’s a surprise when his big, soapy hand palms my belly and wipes away the mess he has just made. His touch is firm. Sure. I could step away. But I don’t. I stand there, docile, as the tingles ramp up. My breasts feel heavy, and my nipples grow taut. And then his finger dips right down, sliding into my folds before he takes his hand away.

“Rinse yourself off and get dressed.”

His brusque manner snaps me out of my daze.

Only now do I hear the noises that tell me we’re not alone anymore: footsteps, voices, low laughter, and the splashing sound as someone turns another shower on.

I step under the jet and rinse myself off as he strides out and snatches up a towel. He hands one to me as I exit. I dry myself off quickly, not wanting to linger, wanting to be done so I can put on the clothes I can see sitting in a pile on the bench.

Seb tosses his towel into a bin and begins dressing. I do the same.

I ought to start feeling better as each piece of clothing goes on—more normal, more me—only I don’t. Not that there’s anything wrong with the clothes: the trousers and T-shirt are functional, nothing to freak out about, nor the black boots that are my size.

Yet my skin still tingles where he came on me, like a brand’s been seared across me there. I feel hot everywhere and slick between my thighs. The low-grade arousal I started with has ramped up to a more insistent pull that is very distracting.

My hands are shaky, and my head feels like I do when I’m coming down with a cold.

Also, I just want to rub up against something… or someone.

Cold washes down the length of my spine as I recall that second vial he spoke of in vague terms.

Has he dosed me with an aphrodisiac?

God, I think he must have. Nothing else can explain this restlessness and the compulsion I have to preen, to present, to entice…

I need to hide my response; to keep it together until it wears off.

One thing is certain, if he tries to give me another dose, I’m going to fight, consequences be damned.


Chapter Nine



Seb

Ishouldn’t have done that. Now I’ve crossed over one of those lines that Ash set. But, fuck it. I’m only human. Well, not quite human anymore, but close enough to make the point valid.

I’m being a moody bastard with her, but I can’t rein it in. The abstinence is making me feel unhinged. That’s not me. I’m not the unhinged one. That’s Ash. He has got some kind of psycho fucking chaos gene embedded in his DNA. He thrives on conflict; loves it—fucking gets off on it.

Usually, I’d be good to roll with Ash and his bullshit.

Except he gave her the max dose, and I’d swear on my left nut she’s already sliding.

She’s skittish, and won’t look at me as we head for the canteen. And her hands are shaking again. But, then, I did just come all over her, and my inner voice tells me she wasn’t ready for that.

A louder, more insistent voice tells me this is going to progress whether she is ready or not, and that I won’t be able to help myself soon, no matter the fallout.

When we reach the canteen, I put my hand on the back of her neck. She jumps at first, but then relaxes, and that calms me some, taking the edge off the urges riding me: especially the one that wants to spread her out on the nearest canteen table and fuck her raw.

When we enter the room, someone is doing exactly that with one of the new ones. The woman is flat on her back, her legs wrapped around his neck as he pounds into her, and all the shit on the table bounces around. On the other side, another man is feeding her his cock. Choking her on it, more correctly.

“Keep moving.”

When Isla stumbles, I direct her on with my hand still locked around the back of her neck.

Ahead, Ash and Noah are sitting at a table. Noah is wolfing down a breakfast wrap. Ash has the blonde girl on his lap. She is naked and covered in tiny bruises. Seeing them cranks my unhealthy tension up another notch.

Asshole. Nope, I’m not going to give Ash the satisfaction of seeing me crack, just because he’s put me with Miss 99.99% and max dose. Time to up my poker game.

I march Isla straight past them to the food dispenser, order two basic breakfast selections, and, with both trays in one hand, march her back to the table. I take the seat opposite Ash with Isla next to me, facing Noah.

All my good intentions go out the fucking window when Ash bestows a lazy smirk upon me.

“When?” I demand.

Ash’s eyes slide to Isla, who is staring fixedly at the food I just put in front of her. She couldn’t stand to see him with another woman yesterday. The fact that the same one is now naked on his lap is going to be pushing a lot of buttons. Isla has got it bad for him, that was clear even before we dosed her up. Maybe she really hated her asshole boyfriend and appreciated Ash fucking him up?

Maybe violence does it for her?

The thought that she might get off on violence has adrenaline flooding my system.

What can I say? I’ve always enjoyed the fight.

“Not yet.” He strokes his hand over the blonde’s hair. She looks a mess, like he has been at her all night. I know he doped her up, too, but something tells me she’s not going to reveal, at least not yet.

I swipe a hand through my hair. My food tray is just sitting there on the table, and I don’t think I can eat a thing. Meanwhile, Noah has finished downing his first wrap and is halfway through a second. I look at him steadily before I look back at Ash. “I think Noah needs a turn.”

Noah pauses, the food halfway to his mouth. “Fuck off—I’m not having a turn.” He side-eyes Ash and shakes his head firmly. “Fucking no.”

“I agree. No,” Ash says.

Noah releases a breath, grins at me, and shoves the rest of the wrap into his mouth.

Noah is easygoing, even after the change. Ex-military, tough as nails, and annoyingly perky at the same time. Sometimes I want to strangle the bastard for no reason other than that. But now that grin tips me over, and I’m ready to pummel him just as soon as I get him alone. His amusement fades, and he gives me a wary look that tells me I’m projecting.

Ash smirks. He’s a sick bastard, and he likes to play us off each other. I shouldn’t give him ammunition. All of a sudden, though, he narrows his eyes and looks between Isla and me in a way that sets me on edge. “Something has happened between you two.”

I glance at Isla. Although her eyes are still on that tray, her face is flushed and she’s looking guilty as fuck. I don’t feel guilty—fuck him. “I needed to take the edge off.”

Ash’s smile turns enigmatic but with a dark, edgy undertone. I’m confident he’s thinking about rearranging my teeth. He slides the girl off his lap, slaps her ass, and says, “Go back to our room.” And I know that I’ve pushed him over the edge.

I brace myself just in time as he launches himself across the table at me.
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Isla

I scream. Buzz Cut, now known as Noah, plucks me out of my chair just before it’s sent skittering across the floor into another table. A great cheer goes up as Ash tackles Seb to the floor, sending a passing man bowling into a row of occupied seats, his breakfast tray flying.

The adrenaline hit is instantaneous as my body and mind pitch into flight mode.

I slap my hands against Noah to try to shove him away so I can make a bolt for it. “Don’t mind it,” Noah says, taking a tighter hold of me. His voice is low, but with an upbeat quality that’s all out of whack with the carnage taking place on the floor as Ash and Seb kick, scuffle, and trade meaty blows. “They just need to work off a little excess energy.”

Whistles and catcalls accompany the stamp of boots on the floor and the thump of many fists against tables as the room roars its approval.

Before yesterday, I’d never witnessed an act of violence in person. It’s too much, the other memories are too fresh, and I can’t be here. “They’re trying to kill one another!”

“That’s surprisingly accurate,” Noah says, still sounding unruffled as he assesses the brawling pair. “But they’re evenly matched, and the likelihood of one of them dying is relatively small.”

Is he joking? Am I the only sane person trapped inside a giant asylum?

“Worth a punt, though, Seb,” Noah had said back in the shuttle. “Just to mess with him, if nothing else.” Maybe Seb would have walked past us if Noah hadn’t said that.

Maybe I wouldn’t be here.

“This is all your fault.” I beat and strain against Noah in an ineffective way, my fists uncoordinated. I want out. Away. Not to hear the terrible grunts of pain that reach me above the noise of the raucous crowd. My whole body is buzzing. Something about how he holds me with such ease twists everything up inside. I can’t stop fighting even though I know it’s not going to do any good.

“My fault? How? Hey, you’re going to hurt yourself,” he says softly. Changing tack, he plasters my body against his, trapping my arms against my sides.

This all feels so inevitable. That somehow or someway I was always going to end up here. The constant discordant note at the back of my mind tells me this is bigger than I can possibly imagine.

Except I’m not ready for another layer to be peeled back.

On the floor, Ash has Seb in a headlock, and as they roll, he wraps his legs around him. “Time fucking out, asshole,” he grunts.

I feel fragile and volatile all at once.

Does Ash have an endgame, or does he just like the game?

The walls are closing in. I can’t breathe.

I know nothing about Ash or his motivations, or even Seb, although I think I know him better.

“When?” Seb had said. He was asking Ash when he could fuck me. And then he said Noah needed a turn. Only I don’t want to be handed off to Noah, any more than I want Seb to fuck me.

On the floor, the fight goes out of Seb, and Ash slowly releases him.

I turn my head away from them, into Noah’s chest.

I’m lying to myself on every count, especially when I try to convince myself I’m not interested in Ash. A week ago, I’d have said there wasn’t a violent bone in my body. A few short minutes ago, I wanted to score my nails down a woman’s face, one who was guilty only of sitting on his lap.

She is nothing to me.

Look what he has done to her. Do I really want that?

The two men have risen, and the occupants of the room go back to their food.

It’s not until their eyes land on me that I become aware of how I’m plastered against Noah, with my nose half buried in his chest. His touch feels protective; this feels intimate.

Like Seb, Noah smells nice, and with each breath I take of his scent, a little thread of arousal pulls all the way down to my core.

Maybe Seb has broken me, after what he did in the shower this morning. Or maybe, as I suspect, it’s the drug in the second vial turning me into this rampant sex-starved animal.

“I’m honest. Mostly,” Seb said.

Between the drug and his frequent pep talks, it’s little wonder I’m mentally all over the place.

Seb’s jaw is locked rigid as he stares at Noah’s hands on me. His nose is leaking blood, and there is a bruise forming along his right cheekbone. Not that Ash looks any better.

Seb nods at Noah. Noah sighs, sweeps me up and lifts me back over the table and into Seb’s arms.

My chair is collected. I sit. Seb pushes the food tray in front of me and tells me, “Eat.”

I was hungry when we arrived last night. I’m starving now, so I eat, even though Seb and Ash were just going at one another with murder in their eyes.

Yet I also feel unwell, feverish. Not like a cold, anymore, but worse, like the flu or some other virus. I can’t stop shaking, and every inch of my skin is sensitized to the touch. On top of that, my nipples are permanently hard—just the material brushing across them as I fork the scrambled eggs into my mouth drives me to the point of distraction—while between my thighs it’s slick and achy.

“You should test her,” Ash says, nodding at me and stirring me from my ruminations.

“Already?” Noah shoots a look from Ash to Seb. “Wouldn’t that be a bad sign?”

“Maybe.” Ash rubs his fingers absently over his jaw. “She’s really flushed.”

My heart skips a beat. Perhaps it wasn’t a weird aphrodisiac in that vial, after all. Perhaps they have different diseases here, ones that people from the dome are susceptible to. I’m not exactly enjoying my current life experiences, but I’m also not ready to die. “I don’t feel very well,” I admit.

Seb turns to me, brows knitting together as he brushes his knuckle over my cheek.

I’m supremely conscious that the other two are sitting watching him do this.

“You do look a little flushed.” His lips tug up. “But it might just be from watching the fight.”

I turn back to my plate. The weird moments of normality in between the madness screw with me. My hunger has vanished, and I push the tray aside.

“I’ll get her tested,” Seb says.
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I’m taken back to that medical room.

“Hop on up.” He pats the examination bed.

I sit, my eyes going everywhere as I try not to freak out. If he reaches for another vial without giving me a straight answer on what it is, I’m going to make a bolt for the door, whatever the cost.

He doesn’t. Instead, he takes a small device out of a drawer, not dissimilar to the one they used on the shuttle. He holds out his other hand containing a tiny black cube. “This goes against the tip of your finger. You will feel a small prick. It will take some blood, which the scanner will read. It only takes a few seconds, and we can make sure nothing untoward is going on.”

I hold out my finger. He is explaining what he’s doing, and I appreciate it. I feel the pinch before he slots it into the scanner.

“Headache?”

I nod.

“Do you want something for it?”

I shake my head vigorously.

He smiles. “Well, I was going to offer you some ibuprofen, but if you don’t want any, that’s⁠—”

“You have ibuprofen?” I sound doubtful.

“Sure we do.” He reaches into a drawer, pulls out a thin strip of tablets, and hands them to me. “Keep them. Take a couple as you need them.”

There are only four tablets. I couldn’t do much damage even if I took them all at once. The word IBUPROFEN is written diagonally over the back, partially chopped off by the way manufacturing cut the strip, along with the dose. They look legitimate. He’s not forcing me to take them. He’s not threatening to strap me down. I tuck them in my pocket as he looks at the little readout. And then back at me.

“You’re clear,” he says. “No sign of anything. How do you feel besides the headache?”

I look away—I might as well announce that I’m about to lie. “Mostly the headache. I think it’s just shock.”

“You want something stronger?” He points toward my pocket where I tucked the ibuprofen.

No; hell, no; definitely not. “No, thank you.”

He grins like he can see right through me. “And nothing else is happening. No other symptoms?”

“No, it’s mostly a headache. I can’t stop shaking. I feel unsettled,” —the unsettled part piques his interest— “but I think that’s normal, isn’t it? I mean, given what’s happening…” I trail off. There is something deeply wrong about discussing the mental and physical effects of captivity with your captor.

“I guess so.”

He doesn’t sound convinced.

Why doesn’t he sound convinced?

I swallow. I’m waiting for him to tell me he’s not going to fuck me today because Ash hasn’t given him permission to, and what Ash says goes.

He doesn’t. He helps me down from the table.

“We’ve got a long day of riding ahead of us.” The abrupt version of Seb is back.

“Where are we going?”

“You’re suddenly curious now?”

I nod, my belly turning over. I’ve omitted a lot of symptoms. Was that reckless of me? I remind myself: he is still my captor, and I’m still the prisoner, the one he will eventually fuck, when the time is right, and Ash says so. So, I’ll have to be at death’s door before I admit my nipples feel hard all the time, and I desperately want to come. “You seem to know a lot about our world and our people, and we know nothing about yours. How is that possible?”

“You haven’t figured it out yet?”

I shake my head. I haven’t figured a damn thing out.

“We’re just one big world. Not even an ‘us and them’… More, the next stage.”

That doesn’t make any sense, but it does turn my thoughts back to what Derek said: something about them being superior.

“I used to play ice hockey.”

I frown. “You did? When?”

“A few years ago now. A pro. I was good at it, too, about to hit my peak. It feels like a different world now, and I guess, in a lot of ways, it is. You think we’re a different country and different people, but the truth is we’re not. Balance. It’s all about balance, isn’t it? And control. We’re all somebody’s minion, no matter what side of the fence we’re on. You said you never read about us and didn’t know what to expect. But, even if you had, all you’d have found was the propaganda the government wants you to know.”

“You lived in a dome,” I say slowly. I thought they only took women. “Did you read the propaganda?”

“Yeah, I did. Before.”

“Before what?”

“Before everything changed.”

I’m still reeling from this conversation as he takes me outside where horses are waiting and people are readying to move out.


Chapter Ten



Seb

I’m in a bad fucking mood all day as we ride through the forest. It doesn’t help that we got an alert to say there had been a breach, so we’re all tense and on high alert. My fight with Ash didn’t help my mood when it served to remind me why he’s at the top. To be brutally honest, there is not one among us who doesn’t have a chip on his shoulder and rails against the prospect of anybody beating us down.

But we can’t all be at the top. And we form a hierarchy out of necessity because it’s the only thing keeping us from spinning out of control. Units. Someone to have your back and who you bond with.

Isla is quiet in front of me. She eats when I give her a ration pack, and drinks when I pass the canteen. It’s a lot, I get that. I’m not pushing her today. I’ve already done more than was advisable, but here we are. I can’t take it back. Coming over her, the fight, making her sit at the table where the other girl was with Ash.

A part of me is disappointed that she hasn’t revealed, even though it’s for the best, because revealing soon would be bad where Isla is concerned.

I need to wait. We all need to wait.

Only, waiting is fucking hard.

99.99%.

I have never seen a score that high. Mitchel was bragging on the last run when one showed 92%. So this is unprecedented, and I’m glad that Ash is taking point on the operation.

I’m still fucking impatient.

It has been five years since that innocuous health check came through the team and informed seven players that there was something in our blood work that would require further monitoring. I didn’t think anything about it at the time. They were constantly checking our health and taking our blood for one thing or another.

The doctor who spoke to us afterward said they’d found a genetic marker that indicated some positive health benefits. They were in the early stages of research and would tell us more as they learned.

I forgot about it. We were coming to the end of the season, and things were getting hectic.

A month later, after we missed the playoffs by an inch, the team administrator called me and said the research center wanted to do a full day of testing.

I went along, imagining that I’d be hooked up to monitors and put through my paces on a treadmill. Afterward, I’d been poked, prodded, and liberated of samples of every kind, including blood.

Another check-up, right? Only it wasn’t just another check-up.
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Five years earlier…

The foyer of the research center is plush with soft neutral tones and an expanse of windows overlooking landscaped grounds.

Whatever their research is yielding is lucrative.

A woman in a smart business suit and killer heels arrives to greet me within minutes of me sitting down. “I’m Juliet,” she says, smiling. “I’ll be your consultant today.”

She’s hot. Like off the charts fucking hot. Red hair in long bouncy waves and tits that fill out her sensible business blouse. Showing just a hint of cleavage—enough to tempt without full-on distracting. She smells really good, and her eyes are a kind of brilliant blue that has a mesmerizing effect.

Classy and intelligent.

I like to punch above my weight, so to speak, and I’m not shy about making the first move if I’m attracted to someone, yet her polished grace and air of sophistication feel way out of the league of poor kid-turned-pro ice hockey star.

As she shows me into the consulting room with more windows overlooking the grounds, I’m still thinking about fucking her, about lifting that neat skirt and bending her over her minimalist desk.

I zone out as she tells me about the prestigious research program, the company’s hopes, and aspirations. Like I give a fuck.

“… next stage of human evolution…”

I blink a few times, getting my head back in the game. “That’s pretty wild,” I offer. I sound fucking lame, but, still, she did just drop human evolution into the conversation. As much as I’d like to delude myself I’m something special, I know I’m just a guy with natural athleticism. Someone who trained fucking hard because training hard meant sponsorship, and that led to a decent home and lifestyle for my folks guilty of nothing more than a rough health run with my little sister that raked up a lot of fucking debts, even after they’d sold our home and moved into a cheap rental.

“It is.” She smiles.

I’m playing catch-up with the stuff I zoned out on. “And the procedure will trigger this super gene?”

“Exactly. It locks onto attributes already present in your DNA—strength, stamina, heightened concentration. These are the areas we expect to see change.”

“And other changes?” Who doesn’t want to be a better version of themselves? It sounds almost too good to be true. And I suspect there is more to this: she is not telling me everything.

“Classified until you sign the disclaimer. But you have nothing to fear.” Her smile is warm. “No one has complained. Far from it.”

She is so fucking gorgeous, and whatever perfume she is wearing is messing with my focus. “And the risks?” There has to be a catch, right?

“Our testing is extremely accurate when identifying candidates—a one hundred percent success rate. Your last blood work was within the right threshold. The equipment here offers greater accuracy, so we can confirm the markers are good. Rest assured, we hold the highest standards of patient safety and have been approved by the government and the medical board. At this stage, there is no sense in taking risks. Unless you’re a perfect fit, we won’t go any further today. With your permission, I’ll go ahead and perform the final check. So long as that’s positive, we can move forward.”

There are a lot of words there that go over my head, but I get the gist, and I really want to be a good fit, the right candidate, and all that. No risks and health benefits—sign me up. “Great. I’m in.”

“Wonderful. Let’s get that final test done.” She opens a drawer and extracts a small black box, which she places on the surface. There is a tiny glass plate on my side, and on the side facing her, I catch a glimpse of a readout panel. “Please place your thumb on the plate.”

“No needles and blood?” I put my thumb on the plate.

“Not necessary at this stage. This innocent little box contains groundbreaking technology that can sample DNA.” A green light appears on the top. “You can remove your thumb now.”

“The green is good, I’m guessing.”

“Outstanding, actually.” She beams. “Ninety-five percent in the classification we’re seeking. Anything over eighty is guaranteed. Sixty to eighty is also highly likely, but we are not progressing with them at this stage.”

“But you will get to them?” I ask, feeling elated that my reading was so high. Outstanding, she said.

“For certain. But there is a process to be followed.”

Her choice of words gives me a weird feeling that they’ve been doing this for a while, which makes me uneasy for reasons I can’t put my finger on.

She reaches for the data tablet on the desk, tapping away before turning it to face me. “Take your time to read through the disclaimer. I’ll go and prepare the room for you. If you have any questions, we can go through them when I return.”

She slips through a door off to the side that I only notice now, leaving me alone.

Is this something they have tested in other domes? It’s not like we move around much. Still, if they have been following this process in other domes, that means our dome is behind, and I don’t want to be behind.

I read the first few points and then quickly skim the rest. All standard stuff about not suing them if I trip and break my neck in an unrelated event. Refreshingly brief and free from jargon. I scribble my digital signature in the box just as she returns to the room.

“All done? Any questions?”

“No, I’m good.”

“Excellent. Please come through.”

I’m not sure what I expected to be waiting for me on the other side, but the sturdy metallic chair that’s built into the floor catches me by surprise. The side and back are solid and flush with the floor. The back is high and shaped for a headrest. The straps at the ankles and wrists are what has me freezing in my tracks.

She turns and smiles at me. The part of me that wants to back up and get the fuck out of there goes meek as she slips her hand into mine and guides me to the chair.

Is that inappropriate? I remember a nurse with steel-gray hair patting my hand soothingly the last time I ended up in the hospital, but this feels different.

“The top will need to come off.”

Taking my clothes off in front of medical people of all kinds doesn’t trouble me, and I work my way down the buttons. As it slides over my shoulders, her eyes track its movement.

She takes the button-down from me and drops it over a hook in the wall beside the door. The room is largely empty save for the desk sporting a single console and a large industrial cooler on the opposite wall.

I sit down.

She hasn’t strapped me in yet, but I can’t take my fucking eyes off those black Velcro straps.

“What’s with the chair?”

“Just a precaution,” she says, returning to my side. “Today, I will administer the first dose. Sometimes, candidates need more. Given your score, you will likely notice the effects immediately. The more dramatic the response, the greater the changes. So, even if you feel… uncomfortable, it won’t last long. In fact, it’s a good sign.”

This isn’t another test, nor is it pre-work. She intends to do the procedure right now. I don’t like the way she skipped a beat over uncomfortable. Warning bells are going off, but I also don’t want to look like a fucking pussy. I take a hammering on the ice every game and get up and do it again. I can handle whatever this is. Soon, everyone is going to be getting this. In the later stages, she said. Who doesn’t want to get ahead of the curve? It has been approved by the government and the medical board. I’d be an idiot to walk out now.

She indicates the right wrist strap. “I’ll take them off as soon as the reaction passes. A few minutes at the most.”

I move my arm into place. She is efficient, securing the Velcro and moving on to my left hand before she bends to secure my right ankle and then left. My cock jerks. Her head is level with my crotch, and my mind strays in directions it shouldn’t.

“There.” As she rises, her blouse parts and I get a nice view of her cleavage. Her hand rests over mine against the armrest, lingering, stroking the skin lightly before she walks over to the medical cooler, her heels clicking against the tile floor.

Why is there a tile floor?

I blink a few times, trying to clear my head and get focus off my dick and back on what is about to go down.

She returns to my side with a prepared syringe in her hand. Quick and efficient, she administers the dose before I can voice my clamoring concerns.

What about those other effects? The ones she said she would share after I signed the disclaimer?

My arm feels unexpectedly warm as she extracts the needle and puts a tiny plaster over the site.

“Anything?” she asks.

“I feel warm,” I admit.

“That’s a good sign.” Heels click again as she returns to the fridge and drops the used syringe into a yellow plastic tub.

As she returns to my side, sweat pops out across my brow. “I’m really hot.”

She leans right over me, her tits up in my damn face as she reaches behind my head. “Open.”

I don’t know what she means until I see the thick plastic mouthguard. I open my mouth. As soon as it’s in, my head is snapped back to the headrest as she tightens two more of those straps, this time they connect the mouthguard to the back of the chair.

A sense of vulnerability swamps me.

Then my eyes roll back, and spasms tear through my body.

An animalistic grunt is muffled by the mouthguard as I convulse. I’m boiling from the inside out, my skin in flames, and my pulse skyrocketing. I’ve busted my nose more than once, broken numerous fingers, cracked ribs, and been lacerated by skates, so I’m no stranger to pain, but the agony that pummels me now is on a different scale.

My fingers clench into fists, and I strain against the straps. My vision turns so blurred I can’t see a fucking thing.

Am I dying? What the fuck has she just pumped into me?

A second wave of heat rolls through me, and sweat pops from every pore of my skin.

Then the convulsing subsides as swiftly as it came, and I slump in the chair, air whistling in and out of my nose.

I glare at the bitch.

She smiles. “An impressive reaction.”

Impressive is not the first word that comes to my mind.

I’m not ready when the second wave hits me. I feel like my eyeballs rattle inside my skull, and I strain against the bindings so violently I wonder if the straps will hold.

They hold.

My chest is heaving. I can’t fucking see at all, just a red haze.

Fire.

I’m on fucking fire.

And then I’m freezing, shivering, teeth chattering against the guard.

I blink the tears from my eyes, the white room with the tile floor returning to focus.

She waits… Probably checking for another reaction.

Long minutes pass. The pain peters out, and my ragged breathing evens.

I’m so fucking destroyed that I don’t even check out her tits when she leans in to release the straps holding the mouthguard in place.

“Am I dying?” I croak.

“No,” she says. “You’ve just taken to the virus incredibly well.”

Virus? No one mentioned a virus.

Her eyes look… bright. Not just her eyes; her hair is extra glossy, and so many shades of red.

A fresh wave of heat passes through me, but this one is different, edgy. It reaches straight down to my balls and draws them up tight. My cock jerks as blood surges into it. Her scent slams into me.

It smells like the promise of hot sex, and it’s crawling under my skin.

I shake my head, trying to pull myself out of the stupor I’m in. I’m still trying to process what is happening as she steps closer.

She’s staring at my crotch, like, really staring at it. And then her hand is there, pressing against it. My dick flexes again. “What the fuck are you doing?” Why the fuck am I questioning this?

Her eyes lift to mine.

“This is a natural reaction,” she says. “May I?”

Fuck! Is she? What the fuck is she going to do?

I nod.

She sighs happily. An honest-to-God sigh of contentment as she undoes my belt and eases down my zipper.

I’m still strapped in, and I can’t lift my ass very far, but I do the best I can. Too fucking impatient to even ask about the straps.

She drags my pants and underpants down. My cock springs free, and she opens up her mouth and swallows me to the root.

Fuck, fuck, fuck!

My hips jerk up. I’m seeing stars. God, that feels so good. Her scent washes over me. Her hot, wet mouth is working my length just right, and her hands are moving against my skin in light caresses that leave a trail of arousal in their wake.

“Jesus! That’s so fucking good.”

It’s so amazing, it’s like I’ve never been blown before.

She hums around my cock, taking me into her throat, and I know I can’t hold off.

I come hard, hips jerking erratically and thoughts blanked out by the rush of ejecting cum.

“God! Fuck!”

My breathing is labored, and I can’t think for shit until I finally touch down. Her lips pop off my spent cock. “I think I’m broken.”

She rises, wiping her thumb across her lips before sucking it into her mouth and managing to look elegant while doing it.

“Jesus, woman. Are you trying to kill me?”

My dick jerks again.

She smiles and bends down, giving me another shot of her cleavage—I don’t even try to resist looking as her sensible white blouse parts a little. She unstraps one ankle, then the other, before rising and releasing my wrists.

I don’t move; I just let it play out. My dick’s so fucking hard, and it’s just jerking there between us, pulsing pre-cum over my belly, making a wet, sticky patch.

Her eyes are on mine. They’re definitely glazed. Aroused. My gaze lowers to her breasts. I can see her nipples poking through her blouse. She shifts subtly, rubbing her thighs together.

She’s getting off on this as much as I am. She said it was a normal reaction.

I get up faster than I would have thought possible, and have her face down over the desk, her skirt up, and her panties down by her ankles.

There, I pause. She hasn’t said no, but my lips still curl up as I mutter, “May I?”, repeating her question back to her.

“Yes, please.”

I hear the desperation in her voice—I like it.

My dick is in my hand, I line up, and I’m buried deep.

We both groan. I can feel her hot, tight walls pulsing around my length as I slam roughly in and out, making the table bang about.

She pushes back. “Yes. Harder.”

I take her like I’ve never taken a woman before. I’m a big man. I’m strong, and I’ve always been mindful of that. But she said harder, and damn if I’m not a gentleman about giving a lady what she needs. I unleash, holding her hips in a bruising grip as I pound into her.

She comes. I’d never known a woman come that fast. I’ve barely touched her.

I don’t stop. I’m possessed by the devil himself, and my cock is the instrument of her demise.
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Present day…

The horse plods on. We are closing in on the next base.

I haven’t thought about the research center and the woman I met there in a long time.

Later, when I came down from the high, I realized there was so much more to what had happened than being given a recently approved enhancement drug.

I realized I was never going back home, never going to see my friends or family again, never going to play another game of ice hockey.

I revealed as an alpha.

The woman they sent to initiate me was an omega.

Our planet and everyone on it was being assimilated into a new era of humanity, thanks to a virus—the Copper virus.

One day, in the not-so-distant future, I’ll get to see my friends and family, but it’ll be on the other side of their viral awakening.

It can take many years to fully assimilate a planet. I didn’t even know that other inhabited worlds existed when I walked into the room, nor much about the other domes on my own planet.

I learned a lot over the coming weeks and months.

About how the virus was leaked onto the first world and subsequently unleashed on the next few in a rush as opposing factions quickly formed.

Those first planets suffered terrible atrocities, sinking into anarchy until stability was found. We are a later wave, an established process of assimilation where they scorch the earth, segregate the population, and suppress information, decades before they arrive and release the virus in stages. A part of me felt cold and sad for the ignorance I left behind that day.

I was now part of a war.

One side sought to spread the virus as far and wide as possible.

The other side sought to eliminate the virus and everyone it had touched.


Chapter Eleven



Isla

It’s only my second day in Andromeda, yet it feels much longer. It hardly seems possible that only yesterday I was standing with Derek on the platform waiting to board the shuttle, questioning my life choices and my decision to pack everything up, wrestling with that inner instinct that told me getting on the shuttle was a bad idea before overcoming those fears and boarding.

And wasn’t that the biggest mistake of my life? Looking back, I can see many crossroads where I might have made different choices and never have ended up here.

Seb is short with me as we ride through the forest. I don’t know why.

Well, fuck him. Fuck all of them. I don’t want to be here. I want to go home.

But when I ask myself where home is, nowhere distinctive comes to mind. My parents moved around a lot, and no particular house stands out.

But what I wouldn’t give to have that stupid lump of rock my grandpa gave to me, to look at it, feel it, and run my fingers over it.

Obsidian.

Why do I want it? What are possessions even about? Possessions seem so pointless compared to our fragile human lives.

He is still married. I know he is. I know that Seb wasn’t lying about Derek, although he has been conservative with the rest of the truth… until he wasn’t. But even his revelations in the medical room this morning pose more questions than they answer.

Recent events awaken me to many lies. “Why don’t you have a dome?”

When Seb grunts behind me, I realize I’ve said that out loud.

I frown. “There are no meteor strikes here, are there?”

“Nope.”

“And outside my dome?”

“Not your dome anymore, princess. But in answer to your question, also no.”

My stomach clenches. And there it is. “We’re just one big world,” he’d said this morning while I sat on the examination bed. “Not even an ‘us and them’… More the next stage.”

The next stage of what?

I keep that question to myself and drink more metallic-tasting water from the canteen. For super-advanced people, you’d think they’d find their way to developing a better container.

And horses. Really, what is that about? I’d be happy if I never rode one again.

But those lies. The lies that have dictated my version of reality.

“Why do they have domes?”

“Protection,” he says.

“But from what? You said there weren’t even meteor strikes.”

“There aren’t. The domes are stage one.”

There he goes with stages again. “How many stages are there?”

“Six.”

“And what stage are we at now?”

“Five.”

Why does that make me uneasy?

“Stages of what?”

“Assimilation.”

I need to stop asking questions.

I can’t believe he used to be a professional hockey player. I mean, also, I kind of can. His nose has a bump near the top that tells me it has been broken, and I get the impression hockey is a physical game. But it’s just so weirdly ordinary when, now, he… I don’t know what he is now, other than he looks like—carries himself like—a futuristic soldier… “What did Ash used to be?”

He chuckles. “That’s your next burning question?”

It’s the first sign I’ve seen of the nice version of Seb in a while, and I’ve missed it, which makes me worry about my mental wellbeing.

I don’t care about Ash or what he used to be. He’s an asshole.

He’s also the reason Seb hasn’t fucked me yet.

“He was the CEO of his own tech company…. Very successful from what I understand.”

A professional athlete and a successful CEO are not exactly ordinary, now that I think about it.

Neither is Derek.

“And Noah?”

He huffs out a breath, like me asking him this is a step too far. “Military. Came in real handy.”

The unease is creeping again.

“Why are we being assimilated? To what end? What does assimilation even mean?”

He says nothing.

“How much longer are we going to be in the forest?”

“To be determined.”

“How can you not know?”

He chuckles again. It has a low, husky sound. I’ve known him for just over twenty-four hours, yet I still like that sound. I don’t like him, though, do I? I don’t know what I think of him. I don’t want to think of anything.

It’s on the tip of my tongue to ask him if he’s going to fuck me tonight. Only, I know that’s not his decision. It’s Ash’s. I’ve gone from not wanting to know anything to wanting to know everything. Just get all the shocks over with. “Will they assimilate the whole dome? Will everybody have to do this? My parents?”

“Yes.”

I take a sharp intake of breath. “Will I see them again? Afterward?”

“That depends. Possibly.”

“Have you seen yours?”

“No.”

I don’t like these answers. They’re answers, but they’re also not. “But you said you’d been here for five years.”

“Like I said yesterday, my best advice is to worry about what’s happening to you right now, and look no further than that.”

So much easier said than done. The questions and his answers, such as they are, serve as a distraction from what’s happening to me. I still don’t feel right, despite Seb checking me. It’s like I’m sitting off at a tangent to everything, askew from reality; like I don’t know what real is anymore. My nipples are hard and pebbled. I’ve reached an almost painful stage of arousal between my legs. I’m soaking there. Whenever we stop for a break, I do my best to wipe the evidence away, but there is something very wrong with me.

I don’t believe it was an aphrodisiac he gave me; not anymore. It wouldn’t last this long, would it? No, that’s not possible. I’ve still got a headache, but I haven’t taken the ibuprofen in my pocket, out of sheer stubbornness.

Whatever this is, whether I’ve picked up some weird bug, or something else, I want to face it with a clear head.

I’m in denial, I realize, despite everything I saw yesterday and this morning. Deluding myself that I’m something special because he hasn’t taken me yet, that he won’t, that Derek and his government connections will send a SWAT team in here to save me, and soon I’ll be home and getting counseling and the good kind of drugs that make you forget.

It’s only when we arrive at another boxy concrete base surrounded by forest that I realize that tension has permeated the whole group throughout the day. The way the stops had been brief, their alertness as they watched the forest, and the way no one touched any of the women. And I only notice it now because the moment we are enclosed in the walls, one tension lifts, and a different kind takes its place.


Chapter Twelve



Seb

The mood that accompanied the successful raid yesterday has waned throughout the day. I’ve been lost in introspection for much of that time. Journeying back to the day I revealed.

It’s her, I realize: Isla. I knew she wouldn’t reveal yet—I’d have been disappointed if she had.

But I also want it over, and for us to arrive at the endgame.

She smells fucking amazing. My dick has been hard all day, and by the time the base comes into view, I’m ready to climb the fucking walls. It’s a relief for all of us to finally have the opportunity to let our guard down.

The layout is different at this base. The rooms are bigger and designed for a unit, so there are three bedrooms, a communal bathroom, a central room with places to sit, and our own food-service replicator.

But this base also has a large permanent presence, and feels crowded as I hustle her into our designated quarters.

Wrestling with her imminent awakening and the prevailing sense of danger, she’s got a lot of questions today. More than is healthy. I can’t give her the answers. And even if I could, they wouldn’t make any sense.

Ash hands the blonde—I still don’t know her fucking name, and I don’t care—over to Noah and heads off to get an update.

Noah takes her straight into one of the bedrooms. The grunts, moans, and slaps of fucking ensue.

At least he took her into the bedroom. I’m so wired, I’m not sure what I might have done if he’d gone at her in front of me.

“Go to the bedroom,” I say, gesturing toward the room on the right.

Isla is gone before I finish the sentence. At least she doesn’t attempt to close the door.

I should get her some food.

I should eat something myself.

Instead, I pace the room like a caged beast while Noah fucks the unnamed blonde.

When Ash returns, with another woman—and I’ve no idea what her name is either—I step in front of him, blocking his path. We stare at one another while I try to decide how far I want to push this, and he waits to see if I will. My eyes slide to the woman at his side and back to Ash.

“There has been another breach,” he says.

I tense.

“Both are still planetside as far as we know.”

“Are we moving out tomorrow?”

“Yes. They want them safe.”

The bases are isolated and not ideal, but moving on feels like an unnecessary risk. He is not telling me something.

The woman fidgets at his side. She’s giving off the same sweet, musky scent that Isla is, and it crawls under my skin.

“I need to move things on…”

“Not yet.”

“If you’re trying to fucking break me, I’m already there.”

His face twists, and his sigh is heavy. “You saw her numbers as well as I did. That’s a guaranteed singularity, and they want her back untouched. She’s the reason they don’t want us to wait here, even though it would make sense. So, get her some food, get her cleaned up, and, if you need to take care of things, make sure you don’t get your cum on her anywhere, or I’ll be liberating you of your dick and shoving it up your ass.”

“Too late,” I grunt, raking a hand through my hair.

His eyes widen, and he scoffs. “Jesus. Why do you think I gave her to you? You’re the one with all the control. Find it. Don’t come on her again.”

“You lied,” I say.

He raises a brow.

“You said not yet. What you meant was not ever.” Everyone always gets a turn if they want it. Why does not getting one with her fuck me up?

Ash smirks. “I always knew I wasn’t going to get my hands on her. Think yourself lucky you lived with the delusion for a while.” He pushes past me, heading for the same bedroom where Noah is banging his girl.

I stare after them, feeling like I’m spinning.

I’ve already come on her. What the fuck does that mean?

Guaranteed singularity. Rare. They don’t want to risk us touching her until they know how it will manifest. At least, that’s what I understood, reading between the lines. She could be a psychic, but she might also have benefits, enhancements and more, in her saliva, on her skin, and in her blood. But this is my fifth run, and I’ve never had to wait. I just need to scratch this fucking itch before I lose it.

I huff out a breath. Telling me I’m the one with control is a double-edged compliment when I’m stuck on babysitting duty, and I’ll never get to have a taste. Which is why Ash is our leader. He always sees twenty paces in front of me on any given matter. When I saw her numbers, it didn’t cross my mind that it held significance beyond her guarantee to reveal as a high-value omega.

But singularities are tricky, and the omegas with them can have unpredictable effects on the alphas they come into contact with. It could take months, even years, before they know how her singularity will manifest.

If it’s really impressive, they will want to use her, breed her, or both.

I swallow. My eyes go to the bedroom where she went. I should check on her.

I don’t.

I throw myself down on the couch and will myself somewhere else.

It doesn’t help. All I can hear is the guys going at it as I stare up at the functional white ceiling, my dick trying to drill a hole through my pants.

A lull in the fucking brings a different sound to my ears, one that makes my gut clench. I rise, padding through to the bedroom, where I find her curled up on her side in the fetal position, sobbing quietly and her body trembling.

Well, fuck.

I try to find the hardness that tells me coddling her won’t do her any favors. But the part of me that’s still human, who once had a family and people I gave a fuck about, beyond Ash and Noah, can’t say the words.

Her vulnerability is like a tsunami sweeping over me and obliterating my good intentions.

I kick off my boots and slide in behind her on the bed.

The moment she feels me, she flails and kicks at me.

I slide my arm around her waist, catch and pin her wrists to the bed in front of her, then lean my weight onto her, rocking my hip forward and sliding my legs between hers until she is half-buried under me.

I purr.

She’s still trembling, but she stops fighting with me. Her sobs peter out, and her sniffles subside.

Omega. As if I had any doubt… as if I even needed the test. They love to feel trapped by an alpha’s weight. It triggers an instinct inside them, a primitive calling that says a worthy male has overpowered them, and they need to let go and submit.

My dick is nestled against her ass. If it weren’t for that reading on the first scan, I’d be naked, balls deep, and she’d be making her cute little contented sounds as she spasmed around my knot… eventually. Even an omega needs to build up to that.

I bury my nose into her hair and breathe in her sweet scent; even though it’s fucking torture, I can’t resist.

Her breathing evens out.

Asleep.

My dick throbs and beats for release.

I ignore it as best I can.

I follow her into sleep, where dark dreams taunt me, and I wake up to find the lights dimmed and the sounds of fucking.

Again.

Really.

I push up, rousing Isla.

Fisting her arm, I haul her from the bed.

“Seb! What?”

I’m going to fuck someone up.

A man on a mission, I drag Isla through the main room into the dimly lit bedroom. Here, I find Noah balls deep in the nameless blonde, and Ash lounging in an easy chair watching, with the other girl naked on his lap.

I feel Isla stiffen.

Not the best thought-out plan I’ve ever had, but sue me, I’m on fucking edge.

Only now, as I’m swimming in pheromones and the smell of sex, with the memory of Isla warm and soft in my arms, it is fucking and not fucking someone up that calls for me.

“I need some relief.”


Chapter Thirteen



Isla

Today has been just one big roller-coaster of misery, but after being ripped from my home, my world, and everything I’ve ever known, that’s not surprising, is it?

And then we arrived at a different base, with different rooms and layouts. If I hadn’t already suspected there was a bond between Ash, Noah, and Seb, it’s confirmed when they all go into the same quarters together, where Noah takes the blonde girl to a bedroom—the one that Ash picked, over me, and which still fucking stings—and all I can hear is them fucking.

I’m already on edge, my body throbbing with a strange sexual awareness, but those sounds seal my mental doom.

Seb radiates a pissed vibe. He orders me to bed and then leaves me there until I’m nothing but a ball of tears and snot. When he returns, he wraps me up in his arms and makes that deep, rumbly sound, almost like a purr, that breaks me and all my resistance.

But the relief I find in sleep is short-lived as he drags me from the bed and the false comfort and safety he represents and marches me into the other bedroom, the one Noah took the girl into what feels like many hours ago.

Noah is braced over the blonde girl on the bed. The scene hits me like an electric shock burrowing deep into my core. She is on her back with her legs spread wide to accommodate his bulk, her beautiful hair against the sheet. There are no pillows or other bedding left on the bed. Instead, it lays in haphazard piles across the floor.

“I need some relief,” Seb growls.

My jaw pops as Noah stops mid-stroke and glances over his shoulder.

If any man could be a work of art, it would be Noah. The thick muscles across his back bear an intricate and horrifying black, blue, and red tattoo that spreads to his left shoulder and hip. The death scene, with skulls, clawing hands, and other monstrous forms I can’t make out in the subdued lighting, appears to continue over onto his chest.

Noah’s eyes slide from Seb to me. I tear my gaze away, only for my eyes to slam into Ash lounging in a chair with another naked girl on his lap. He is wearing only pants, leaving his feet and chest bare. The girl, curled up on his lap, lifts her head and blinks at us like we’ve just roused her from sleep.

My fingers curl into fists at my side as an ugly rage takes root in the center of my chest.

Ash sighs, strokes his fingers through her hair, and then leans down to press a kiss against her temple.

I stiffen at the intimacy of the gesture.

This place is like an infection. Or maybe it’s the people and their ways.

Seb’s barked demand hangs heavy in the air. I should be terrified that Ash will agree, only I’m not. I ache inside, and there is only one way to alleviate it.

But I also feel exposed and vulnerable.

I want to throw myself at Seb, beg him to take me back to the room, to wrap me up in his arms, to make those sweet, rumbly sounds that will lull me into sleep, away from this environment of dark debauchery.

Ash directs the girl off his lap. She whimpers and looks like she’s going to protest, but his palm lands against her ass with a loud crack. “Go and find Mitchell,” he says. “Tell him I sent you to him.” When she hesitates, he cuts her a glare that makes me nervous on her behalf, even though I want her to go.

She pouts and struts past me.

It comes as a shock to both of us when I go to lunge at her. Seb yanks me away just in time.

Noah’s low, husky chuckle redirects my glare. The woman lying beneath him kisses up the side of his throat like she’s trying to encourage him to fuck her again. I envy her. I shouldn’t, but I do. She wanted this. Now look at her. What was it that Seb said? That’s right, “they find it liberating…”

“Noah, take a break,” Ash says, although his eyes are locked with Seb’s.

Noah grunts. He goes to heave off. The girl whines and clings. He peels her fingers from his hair and rises from the bed.

The death scene tattoo continues over the front of his chest—his nipples are pierced. My eyes sink straight to his cock as he stalks toward us on his way to the door, and I draw in an involuntary breath. It’s thick and long with the same twin glands, slightly raised, near the base. Only, it’s not the strange form that makes me gasp, but the twin rows of metal studs along the base and the heavy-looking loop through the head.

My pussy clenches. My eyes snap up to his. He winks and bestows a lazy smirk upon me as he strides past.

Seb’s fingers shake where they still hold my arm.

Ash gestures toward the bed. “All yours.”

Seb growls.

The woman on the bed rises to her elbows and offers Seb a predatory up-down look.

He’s not going to… He can’t… He won’t?

“Seb?” I try to peel his fingers off my arm as the two men stare at one another, but he has locked them tightly. “No!” I slap my hand against his chest. “No! Let me go.”

He doesn’t let me go. He marches me over to Ash and thrusts me unceremoniously onto his lap before he strides for the bed, undoing his buckle as he goes.

The woman’s light laughter as he fists her calf and drags her into the center of the bed makes me want to hurl.

I’m breaking inside, crumbling, being ground down into dust. The world is moving in disjointed rushes. I try to slap Ash, kicking and straining to get off, to get out, to get away, or, worse, push the girl aside and take her place.

Ash doesn’t miss a beat, wrapping his arms around mine, pinning them even as he pushes my legs down and traps them between his two thighs.

I can’t move. I’ve got tunnel vision, and the edge of hysteria is beating down on me.

On the bed, Seb shucks his pants down to reveal a firm muscular ass, spreading the girl open, before his hips flex, and he thrusts into her.

He groans.

She moans.

I feel like someone just thrust a knife into my belly, and a terrible, hoarse cry erupts from my chest.

“Hush,” Ash says. “He needs this.” He brushes his nose against my hair before I feel his lips.

I barely notice. I’m staring at Seb fucking the girl. The girl I wish was me.

Her cries, visceral with her arousal, crawl under my skin. Her arms entwine around his neck. She tries to kiss him, but he turns his head away and shifts his hand under her ass. And all I can hear is the sticky, wet sounds of sex and the slaps of flesh meeting flesh. And all I can see is her legs around him, his hips moving, knowing he is inside her, his cock filling her.

In this savage moment, I understand what it is to die while your body still lives, your heart still beats, and air passes in and out of your lungs.

I don’t want to want Seb.

Yet, I must admit that I do.

I begin to shake. The shivers soon wrack my body.

“It’s all right.” Ash draws my cheek against his chest. His fingers are gentle as they stroke through my hair. “A few months from now, you won’t remember half of this, and what you do will eventually fade. Awakening is messy, cruel, and emotionally charged. But there is no avoiding it.”

The touch ought to soothe me—I wanted his hands on me once—only nothing really can.

Tears begin to spill down my cheeks.

Awakening? Is that what this is?


Chapter Fourteen



Isla

The sounds of heavy breathing are deafening in the aftermath. The fight has gone out of me. I’m like a wounded animal seeking a dark corner into which I can retreat and hide.

Eyes closed, I count in my head. The numbers keep getting jumbled, and I have to start again, but it gives me a focus amid the frantic churning in my gut.

The bed creaks. I shudder. If they start again, I swear I will lose my mind.

A low moan.

An angry growl, the rustle of clothing, and footsteps coming closer.

“Give her to me.”

I hated Ash a moment ago, but I cling to him, terrified he might agree to Seb’s barked demand.

Seb growls, like my apparent reluctance pisses him off. Well, fuck him. He should have thought about that before he fucked someone else.

“I think she’s happy where she is,” Ash replies. Calm. Perhaps with a hint of provocation.

“Don’t fucking go there,” Seb snarls.

Ash shifts, and his fingers enclose my wrists before pulling them from around his neck.

“No!”

“He is safer than me,” Ash says as if that makes any sense.

A viper den would be safer than anywhere near either of these men, only I’m not given any choice, and as soon as Ash frees my clawing fingers, Seb’s arm closes around my waist, and he plucks me from Ash’s lap.

I rail at him, thrash, kick, and pound him with my fists as he carries me, dangling over one arm, past Noah, who is sprawled out on the couch, back into our room.

Here he strips me, strips himself, and shoves me onto the bed, where he presses right up close, caging me against the wall. His cock is hard and a little sticky where he was inside her, and it only ramps up my savage need to fight.

“For fuck’s sake,” he growls.

I’m not ready when he flips me onto my back, drops his weight on me, and pins my hands above my head. Her scent lingers on him—I want to scour him with bleach.

“I thought you didn’t want me,” he taunts, blue eyes bright in the dim light. “I thought you wanted Ash?”

“Fuck you!”

His laugh is dark, and I don’t recognize the look on his face, but it makes me strain harder to buck him off.

He shifts, forcing first one knee and then the other between my thighs in a deliberate, controlled move until the head of his thick cock nestles at my entrance. And, really, it is almost comical how easily he does this, what little effect my struggles have, and how helpless I am.

I’m so conflicted I can’t even use my counting-in-my-head-distraction trick.

He is baiting me, playing a sick game because we both know he can’t—and won’t—do this without Ash’s permission.

My thighs quiver with the strain of trying to close under him as I delude myself I have some control here. I should relax—the moment I do, he will laugh and roll away, and this will be over.

Except I can’t relax. And he stares down at me through the gloom, his cock flexing at my entrance, making all the little nerves there flutter, even as my soul crawls for that dark corner where I can hide.

“You want me,” he says. But there is nothing mocking in his words this time: it’s more a statement of fact.

His cock head keeps sliding against my pussy, and I can feel how wet I am. My legs are shaking hard now. I can’t process what’s happening to me or why I’m responding like this, but when we’re together, it’s like the two of us are strapped to a powder keg with a very short fuse attached already burning down—an explosion is inevitable.

Then he drops more weight, holding my eyes, and I’m so fucking wet he just sinks into me—with the cock he has just had inside her.

“I hate you.” My lips tremble, and tears prick my eyes before they spill out down the side of my face and into my hair.

“I know, princess. Go ahead and hate me.” He is still pushing into me, and I squirm, a sob bursting from my chest as a sense of hopelessness sweeps over me like a slow rising tide.

And he’s still sinking deeper, stretching me, turning my sobs to choppy breaths as I realize that he is not going to stop—that this is really happening—and how impossibly thick he feels.

I burn and ache inside, but I’m so wet that nothing I do can prevent his determined penetration.

Pressure, so much pressure. I feel consumed by him. Violated. But at the same time, I’ve been so empty, and in a terrible, twisted way, he’s easing me, filling the emptiness up.

His face lowers into the curve where my shoulder and throat meet, and he runs the tip of his nose all the way to my ear. Our hips are not flush together, but he remains still. Inside, I can feel him flexing as my pussy flutters and pulses with unwholesome arousal.

He’s going to stop soon, pull out, and this lesson, whatever it is, will be over.

“Fuck, you feel good.” His low, growled words beside my ear are like fuel on my fire.

Then he leans up onto his elbows, snaps his hips forward, and penetrates me fully in a single savage stroke.

My lips pop open in a silent scream, and my hips arch up in a way that only helps him drive deeper still.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck!” His coarse, muttered words, steeped in desperation, unravel me. Spreading his knees wide, he rises further and, releasing my wrists, clamps his big hands at my waist…

And pounds into me.

Short, sharp strokes that open me up over and over again while I’m tossed about the bed like a ragdoll.

My nails are on his hands, raking at them, trying to tear them from me.

He shifts, bracing over me again, and fucks me hard and fast. I slap, punch, and rake my nails down his throat as I arch up and tell myself I’m doing this to push him away, my thighs straining as I have a chance to block his savage penetration.

Nothing I do matters. He is a monster. His power over me is absolute.

And the whole time, I’m so fucking wet: fluttering, rushing, responding. And I’m so disgusted with myself.

He slows his strokes, and, somehow, that’s even worse. I’m surrounded, small, helpless, before this far more dominant male. I can feel the slide of his cock in and out, feel all those nerves he just forced to life quaking and quivering with need.

“Can you hear that, princess? Hear the sound of your cunt creaming for my cock? I can feel you caressing me, feel you fighting your nature and needs. A part of me wants to make you come, so you can’t lie to yourself. But, you know what? I don’t give a fuck if you come or not. I’m enjoying this just fine. So go ahead and fight.”

His total apathy toward my pleasure finds some twisted switch inside me, and my body launches me higher and higher so hot and fast I lose all my fight.

I’m so fucking close… and then he rips his cock from me, fists it, and pinning my hands above my head, comes over my throbbing pussy and belly.

I hiss and try to twist away. He only laughs, holding me down easily as he ejects his thick, ropy cum all over me.

I fucking hate him, and his arrogant face, and the moment he releases my wrists, I slap him so hard his head snaps to the side.

My palm stings and pain shoots the length of my arm.

He chuckles again, all relaxed and sated, swipes his thumb through the blood on his lip, and sucks it into his mouth.

I try to get my knees up to kick him away, but he overpowers me. Collapsing beside me, he swings a leg over mine and drags my back flush to his front. Like yesterday, I’m overpowered, overwhelmed, and half buried under his weight.

I sob.

He makes that strange purring sound.

I’m exhausted. My body feels battered inside and out. His cum is sticky, cold, and drying over my belly.

I don’t want to be next to him, cannot stand his touch, and yet were someone to try and separate us now, they would see the feral side of me.

And that purr compels me, cutting through the anxiety, making my eyes heavy, and sluggishness invade my limbs.

As I drift into sleep, I wonder why Ash didn’t come and stop him.

I wonder what this means.


Chapter Fifteen



Isla

Iwake up to a slow blooming awareness of being emotionally raw and physically destroyed, like I’ve gone ten rounds against a Mack truck and lost.

But as I become more awake, I determine that something is not quite right. While there’s an arm resting over me and a faint rumbly purr behind me, the weight feels wrong, as is the timbre of the purr.

The scent is a giveaway, even without the other things. My heart rate escalates as my body rises to panic in an instant.

“Woah!”

I don’t even get a chance to struggle before my wrists are pinned to the bed above me as I’m rolled onto my back, and a heavy leg is thrown over mine.

I blink. “Noah?” I croak. It’s not so much a question as an expression of confusion when I see who it is.

He smiles, and his expression has an easygoing, almost innocent, quality.

I’m naked, and he is fully dressed, and while I’m glad that he is, I also feel at a disadvantage.

I’m also thinking about all those tattoos and the piercings…

I wriggle.

He’s a lot more efficient about handling me than Seb is… or maybe Seb likes to let me wear myself out. Whatever the case, Noah has me pinned and incapacitated in an instant, his touch is surprisingly light.

My eyes shift to the open door. “Where’s Seb?”

“Missing him already?” Noah drawls, his smile widening.

If only there was a simple yes or no answer to that question. Am I missing him? I don’t know. But I’m freaked out that he’s not here, and Noah is. I can’t answer.

“He had to step out for a minute.”

“Why?”

Noah chuckles. “You always wake up with this many questions?”

“Where is he?”

“Well, Ash came back, and now the two of them are working through their difference of opinions.”

I want to roll my eyes at his ridiculousness. He means they’re fighting. Again.

Although, I can’t hear any noises, which either means one of them is unconscious or they’ve gone somewhere else to try to kill each other.

“You’re probably wondering why Ash didn’t come in last night while you two were” —his eyes lower to my naked breasts— “getting intimately acquainted.”

“I am. I thought what Ash said goes.”

I want answers, but I’m also getting a familiar flutter in my belly from how Noah looks at me, and my words are more about seeking to distract him than anything else.

His answer is a heavy sigh, and I watch as his head lowers, purposeful and slow. My belly takes a tumble as I anticipate the rush, and then it sweeps over me as he takes my nipple into his mouth and sucks.

I’m a mess of conflict. I shouldn’t want this, but it feels so good. He swirls his tongue around, and, when he lifts his head, he blows lightly. The wash of cold air makes my nipple pucker before he lowers his head once more and encloses the stiff peak in his hot wet mouth, and sucks again.

The sweet rhythmic sensation pulls a cord straight down to my clit, and the arousal that, lately, never fades flares to life.

His lips pop off, and his eyes shift to mine.

“Ash was called away not long after Seb brought you here. You’re probably wondering why I didn’t stop him: I’m at the bottom, if you haven’t figured it out. Wading in with Seb is well above my pay grade and disposition. Dragging a man off a woman when he’s in the middle of fucking her is never a great idea. Seb can fuck me up on a good day, and they’d be picking up my pieces if I’d interrupted that. If Ash wants to go at it, that’s his choice.”

The strange softening inside tells me I’m worried about what’s happening to Seb, when I really shouldn’t. If Ash had been here, he would have stopped him, and none of what followed after Seb fucked the blonde girl would have happened.

Noah must take my lack of conversation as an indication that he should continue, and his head lowers again. He sucks my nipple into his mouth. My emotions are all at sea, and it takes a few beats for my body to catch up. When it does, it’s like I’m drowning in need again. He swirls his tongue around and sucks again, his hand rising from my waist to cup my other breast, before he pinches the nipple between his fingers and thumb, rolling it roughly in time with the rhythmic pulling of his mouth.

His lips pop off, and he draws in a deep breath, continuing to torment my nipple with his fingers while watching my reaction.

I try not to squirm. But I do. My breathing gets all uneven. I’m confident he knows that I’m aroused.

“I thought you’d be more mellow after,” he says, releasing my wrists and propping his head on one fist. “But you’re definitely not. Still, if super-controlled Seb can’t keep his shit together around you, Ash and I have less than no chance. I’m amazed the two of them have left me with you this long. They must be really going at it.” His hand slides down again, coming to a stop where my skin is slightly crusty where Seb’s cum has dried. He frowns. “He has marked you. Did he come inside you?”

I shake my head, lowering my hands to a more natural position.

“No? Well, that’s interesting.”

Interesting isn’t the word that comes to mind.

“He’s marking you,” Noah elaborates. “That’s what alphas do.”

He says the word alpha like it holds significance beyond the usual understanding of the term. “Alpha?”

Noah grins. “We’re all alphas. That’s what we became after we were given the virus.”

I swallow. “That’s what was in the vial… He said… Am I going to become an alpha?”

Noah chuckles. “No. Not at all.”

“Then what am I going to become? Why did Seb inject me?” My heart rate takes a sharp hike as the panic sinks in. “Is this why you have... glands on your… on your…”

His grin turns predatory like he knows I’m not only thinking about the glands on his cock, but the studs lining the underside. Not studs, bars, I correct myself. I don’t claim to have great familiarity with cock piercings, but whatever he’s had done there is extreme. “Yes. It’s why Seb wants to come on you and not in you.” His tone has a soft, easy-on-the-ear quality to it. He doesn’t strike me as someone who ever shouts. “He will want to come in you as well. But there’s more of a significance to him marking his territory, so to speak. Warding off other alphas. Getting his scent all over you is instinctive. Except, Seb can’t mate you.”

I hear his words they don’t make much sense. He makes it all sound so animalistic. They’ve given me something. Something that changed them and will likewise change me. Only I have a terrible feeling there is so much more to this than the glands on their cocks. And how does that even work? How does a virus do something to you physically?

I suppose viruses do things physically to people all the time. Usually, they cause damage and even kill the host.

My heart rate takes off at a gallop. “Am I going to die?”

“Hey? No, definitely not.”

I calm some. “But I’m going to change.”

“Yeah, you’re going to change.”

Tears prick my eyes and leak out the sides. He brushes them away with his thumb, first one side, then the other. “We’ve all been changed or we’re going to. Everyone. In stages. There is no getting around it or denying it. No one is coming to save us. It’s too late now, even if they did. For Ash, Seb, and me, and even for you, now that you’ve been given the virus.”

“Make it stop.”

“I can’t make it stop,” he says. “You’ve already been given a dose. Sometimes it takes more than one. But in your case, I think not. Never heard of anyone getting a score that high before. 99.99%. Best I’ve ever seen is in the low nineties.”

“The black box on the shuttle?”

He nods. “That’s how we pick. They think it’s only women, but, occasionally, it’s men, too. Still, that’s far more unusual, and I’ve never met one myself. But, yeah, the machine tells us how compatible you are… I mean, most people are compatible in one way or another, but we’re looking for certain characteristics at this stage.” He smiles, and I realize that he really is deceptively pretty up close. His buzz cut actually emphasizes the classically handsome lines of his face. “I probably shouldn’t be telling you all this, but you’ll learn soon enough.”

“Noah?” I say, when his eyes lower to my breasts again. I worry he’s going to get distracted.

He lifts his head.

“What am I going to become?”

“An omega,” he says, without hesitation. “A special one. Possibly the biggest prize in the universe. And every alpha is going to want a piece...”

I’m given no chance to assimilate that when Noah stands. “Come on, it’s time to get you cleaned up. They’ve already been gone a long time, and it will only set Ash off again if he returns and finds you covered in Seb’s dried cum.” He hauls me from the comfort of the bed, directing me through the communal room and into the bathroom. “I’ll get you some clothes,” he says, then leaves me to shower.

I’m feeling numb in one way and anxious in another. But I’m glad for this brief respite from their overwhelming presence, and when I step out, a towel and clean clothes are waiting for me.

I dress efficiently, needing the armor of clothing. As I’m tightening my laces, I hear voices.

Footsteps draw near, and Ash steps into the open doorway of the bathroom.

He has a thick lip and a black eye. If Ash is the winner, I don’t want to see Seb.

We stare at one another for moments that seem to stretch out. Those dark, obsidian eyes feel like they reach into my soul, seeing far more than I’m comfortable with.

“Come on.” He gestures with his hand.

In the communal room, Seb and Noah sit at the four-seater table, which is now covered with plates loaded with breakfast food, as well as mugs and glasses of juice.

Both of them lift their heads as Ash escorts me to the table. Seb has taken a beating. His nose is puffy, and the hollows under both eyes are turning black. The knuckles on his hand wrapped around the mug are red and split.

I look away as my mind is flooded with memories of last night.

I sit down heavily into the seat, feeling my cheeks heating. I don’t care where we are or about the new rules. I don’t even care if this is part of their sick process or even if their being alphas gives them rights: I don’t deserve the way he treated me last night.

Ash pushes the nearest plate loaded with scrambled eggs and crispy-looking bacon toward me.

At least the blonde girl isn’t here. I might lose it if I see her again.

“She looks pissed at you,” Noah says cheerfully to Seb. “You must have done it wrong.”

“She didn’t come,” Seb says, shoveling a strip of bacon into his mouth and chewing determinedly.

He is just going to go there, then. That’s not even the part I’m pissed about. “I’ll never come for you,” I hiss, glaring at him now. I hope he has the mother of all headaches and Ash won’t let him have access to painkillers.

“Fine by me. Not going to knock myself out trying.”

“Wow,” Noah says, giving a low whistle, “and after you marked her. You know they expect more from⁠—”

“You marked her again?” Ash cuts in.

Seb had his dick inside me. I’m still struggling to work out how him coming over me could possibly be worse.

Ash’s nostrils flare like he’s thinking of launching himself over the table at Seb again, and I tense, bracing for the fallout.

Seb stabs his fork into the pile of scrambled eggs on his plate before shoving it in his mouth.

“Next thing we know, you’ll be sinking⁠—”

“Noah!” Ash barks, and it carries the whip of a thunderclap. There is a sharp, insistent quality to it, and it shuts Noah right up.

My breathing turns erratic, and my heart rate surges again.

“Look what you’ve done now, asshole,” Ash says. He rests his hand on the back of my neck, rubbing it soothingly. When I remain stiff and tense, he scrapes his chair back, plucks me from my seat, and drops me onto his lap.

He purrs, a deep rumbly sound that I’m now realizing is part of being an alpha, perhaps similar to the way they’ve changed their cocks. His hands are soothing as they move over me absentmindedly. “We’ve got enough shit going on without your baiting.” He drags my plate across, gets a fork full of scrambled egg, and holds it to my lips. “Open.”

I shake my head vigorously.

“I’m not going to put the fork down until you take it. I’m sure Seb has already had the conversation about the easy and the hard way of doing things. So open your mouth like a good girl.”

I open my mouth. Partly out of shock. He puts the fork in, and I close. And when he slowly draws it out, the food is still in my mouth.

I chew slowly. He leans in to kiss my lips right over my mouth while I’m eating.

“Perfect,” he murmurs. I don’t know if he’s praising my ability to eat a forkful of eggs or something else. He fills another forkful and proceeds to feed me.

I take the food because the atmosphere around the table has taken on edgy undercurrents, and I don’t want to witness another explosion.

Ash presses his nose to the curve of my neck and sniffs. “She smells good.”

“How is this going to play out?” Noah asks.

“I don’t know,” Ash says. “But there has been another breach.”

“What is a breach?” I ask before he can put the next forkful in.

“Open,” he says, with his eyes on mine. Although he says it softly, I understand it’s an order.

I open.

“What did you tell her?” His gaze shifts to Noah, and he puts the fork down on the plate.

“I said we gave her a virus,” Noah says, looking cagy now. “She asked about the knot.”

“Asshole,” Seb mutters.

Knot? Is he talking about the glands?

I swallow the eggs that now taste like ash in my mouth. “What’s going to happen to me?”

“You’re going to change,” Ash says, shooting a glare at Noah. “Physiologically and physically. I’d say it has already begun. First, it will be nerves. Pain receptors change to pleasure receptors. Not everywhere, but concentrated in certain locations. Not enough to stop your body from responding to injury as it should, but you will become more sensitive. You’ve seen our knot, the glands on our cocks, and omegas get a gland too.” He smirks. “Only one, though, and in a different location. Yours will produce slick.”

Slick. The word has a salacious feel, and I immediately think about the unnatural amount of lubrication my body seems intent upon making.

His smile grows like he can read the direction of my thoughts. “It helps. Both the entrance and where the gland presses up against the front wall of your pussy, are highly sensitive. If you get the angle right, the results are spectacular.”

I swallow. I don’t tell him it’s already happening. The look on his face says he already knows.


Chapter Sixteen



Isla

After breakfast, we head to what can only be described as a futuristic armory, where they load up with weapons. Knives and high-tech automatic armaments that look like something out of a space movie. More weapons than I have been up close and personal with in my whole life.

We leave the armory but haven’t made it far down the corridor before amber lights start to flash in the ceiling.

“There has been a third breach, and they’re still moving us out?” Noah asks. He is walking beside Ash ahead of Seb and me.

The corridor suddenly grows congested as people rush every which way, and my personal woes take a backseat in the face of this new all-pervasive tension. Yet my cup of worries is full, and the excess stress spills over into a numbness that can’t process any of what is happening.

“A small team,” Ash says. “Moving fast.”

“Alone?” Noah asks.

Ash shakes his head. “No, a couple of others. Mostly as a decoy.”

“Jesus,” Noah mutters roughly. “Aircover?”

“No. That will draw attention.”

“Well, shit,” Noah says.

Their conversation confuses me even as it strikes a note of unease. Ahead, the big double doors loom, and weak daylight spills in. It’s so strange inside the base; you feel almost cocooned from the real world.

Outside, I find that the sky is dull and gray, and the heavy feeling of moisture in the air suggests imminent rain. I realize now that the dark sky isn’t only due to cloud cover but also because it’s still early. I’m tired, which could be from the changes in my body, the stress, or a simple lack of sleep.

In the center of the clearing there’s a small group of people waiting with horses. Heavily armed soldiers surround them, watching the trees.

Danger looms in the air and the body language of the soldiers.

Ash separates from us and heads for a horse where the blonde is waiting; just seeing him close to her lights a fire in my belly. Seb directs me to our horse in a way that says he’ll take no-nonsense from me. Noah mounts beside us, alone where yesterday there was a woman with him.

It’s only now I notice how few women there are—no more than six when there were closer to thirty yesterday. The ratio of men to women is also much higher. Yesterday, there were twice the number of men as women. Today, that’s closer to four times, and all are heavily armed.
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We ride all through the day. The pace is fast, and the stops are infrequent. I’m exhausted by the time the light begins to fade, and we arrive at our destination. Yet another base.

Of sorts.

Whereas the first two were modern and pristine, this one looks like it scraped through an apocalypse. There are cracks in the walls and half the lights are out of order. There are no fancy food replicators, just a very basic canteen with battered chairs and half-pillaged boxes of rations and water bottles.

Ash dumps the blonde girl with Noah and strides off, muttering about an update. Seb tries to sit me down next to them.

“Over my dead body,” I hiss.

The blonde girl laughs, and that only charges my temper.

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” Seb says, like he’s confused by my reaction.

Is he fucking stupid?

He hauls me toward the other side of the room and manhandles me into a seat, putting me with my back to them.

I’m starving so I eat. The meal replacement bar sticks to my teeth, and it takes copious amounts of water to wash it down.

“I know it doesn’t taste great,” Seb says, “but it’s got all the nutrients you need. We’ll do another test when you’re done.”

“I don’t want another test,” I say bluntly. “We both know I’m already changing.”

I feel his eyes on me, but I refuse to acknowledge them. One might think my exhaustion would make some headway to counter the arousal—but it doesn’t. I feel like I’m about to tear a hole through the nearest wall.

“Yeah, I know.” There’s a long pause.

Despite telling myself not to, I lift my head, and his eyes meet mine. I’m pretty sure Ash busted his nose when they worked through their ‘difference of opinion’, as Noah called it. The bruising that was only in the corner of his eyes has spread underneath them, and his nose is a little puffy.

We stare at one another.

I feel like this would be a good time for him to tell me he’s sorry for being an asshole. He doesn’t. He just stares back at me, a tic thumping in his jaw, as 99.99% floats between us.

“Seb can’t mate you,” Noah had said this morning, implying that Seb coming all over me like that—marking me—meant that he wanted this. Only Seb doesn’t want a mate, whatever the hell that means. He only jerked his cum all over me because he’s a bastard, and knowing I was close, didn’t want me to come, too.

I try to tell myself that I didn’t want to come because if I had, that would have made everything infinitely worse.

“Never heard of anyone getting a score that high before,” Noah had continued, telling me I was going to become an omega; not just that, but some special kind that every alpha would instinctively want to claim.

Then there is Ash, who gave me to Seb because he said Seb was the one with the control and would be able to resist.

Now, though, I begin to question whether Seb’s actions are all due to him being an asshole, although there is definitely a heavy asshole influence in his psyche.

I don’t want to be a prize that’s fought over. I don’t want any of this. I want to return home, get the box from the loft, and find the black obsidian rock my grandpa gave me.

But what I want and what I can have are widely disparate things. They’re assimilating our planet. The bits of information I’ve gathered together tell me as much. Not just me, but they’ll be coming for my family, too. And I don’t know if I’ll ever see them again, even when all this is done.

They’ve already infected me.

I’m changing.

That incessant arousal is still pulsing through my core. It wouldn’t take much on his part for my body to respond, whether I want it to or not. I can feel the pull between us and I’ve been fighting it with everything I’ve got. His scent is so enticing. Being next to him all day, most of last night… and the day before, has made it familiar, and now it’s all wrapped up with the arousal coursing through me.

This is all very primal: the way I feel, the glands… his scent.

Awareness blooms within me.

“Has my scent changed?” The question sounds almost stupid, but I guess there are no stupid questions here when so much has happened that defies logic.

There is a long pause. My body softens, and I know the answer even before he speaks.

“Yeah.” He swipes his big hand down his face and leans back in the seat, making the plastic creak. “You smell like temptation, like I’m about to die if I don’t get a taste. It drives a compulsion so strong that I wonder how I’m still on this side of the table when all I can think about is burying myself balls deep and staying there forever.”

Well, fuck. I did ask.

Why do I suddenly feel so sad?

I swallow.

Seb is never going to be for me.

I haven’t thought about Derek much—I’ve tried to erase him from my mind, really—but his harsh words taunt me when I recall him sneering at the women who are taken, calling them ‘whores and breeders’. I have no desire to be either of those things, but I can feel something inside me growing, spreading, the virus changing my anatomy. I want to tear the skin from my flesh and get the virus out of me.

Only, it’s not possible, is it?

And I’m still staring at Seb, and he’s still staring at me, and neither one of us is eating.

“I don’t want this,” I say.

“I didn’t want it either, princess. And yet, here we are.”

“Would you take it back? If you could?”

“At first, I would’ve, yeah. At first, I just wanted my old life back, you know? It was good. I was living the fucking dream. And now I’m just, well, I’m pretty average here, to be blunt. Yet, here I also have a purpose that transcends anything I’ve known before. Now, I’m fighting for something.”

“Against the people who want the virus to stop?”

“Noah’s got a big fucking mouth.”

“Ash said there’d been another breach. Please tell me what that means.”

“Ash is going to fuck me up even worse than he already did if I tell you more. In case it’s not obvious, we’re not in a good position right now. There is danger. You’re not stupid, Isla. I already know that by your score. The virus doesn’t just work on a blank slate. It’s not just some random lottery in the way it manifests. It takes what’s already there and extrapolates it out. You’re destined to be extraordinary. You’re not for the likes of us.”

I feel my lower lip quivering.

Today, I miss the lighthearted version of Seb. Today, he is all cold, hard truths.

He’s being harsh because he can’t keep me, and I can’t keep him. And all this, this strange unraveling inside me, the pull, can never be anything more.

I think I understand his motivations as I recognize that he’s failed in control and pulled me near, only to push me away again.

He has done this before, many times; at least the way he talks about it implies as much.

Is this what it’s like for him every time? Feeling this burgeoning connection and then being torn apart.

This is only my first time.

Will there be more times for me too? More alphas I will feel a pull toward only to be forced away?

I don’t want to understand him. I want to stay hating him.

“I can’t control the feelings that are ripping through me. And I hate that.”

“I know, princess.” His smile is wry. “Tell me about it, I know.”

I eat the remainder of my ration pack in silence. Every mouthful is a challenge, and, afterward, it sits like a lump of lead in my stomach. Something has changed in me, and not just from the virus. I don’t have it in me to fight him or what will come anymore. All the anger and frustration just leaves me.

Maybe tonight he will fuck the blonde girl Ash brought here, again.

Maybe I will have to watch, or perhaps I will be left in my bed alone, hearing it all, and that will be worse.

Maybe I only imagine the pull is mutual.

Maybe doing this many times has scoured away whatever emotions he once had.

Maybe all those words he said after taking me from the shuttle, only two days ago, are true, and he doesn’t care about me beyond the fact that he would care and protect us all.

I don’t want to be special.

Yet I also want to be special to him.

I want to go back to my life.

Only, what exactly was my life? Levi, who couldn’t keep his dick in his pants. Derek, who treated me like a child and lied to me. My friends and family. God, it’s only now I realize how much I miss them. I wish I’d spent more time popping over to see my folks. I wish I hadn’t been so busy. All those times when I’d just sat and watched the television, I wish I’d done something more meaningful instead, with the people I cared about, gathering one more memory.

Because I might not get any more.

I feel the tears trickle down my cheeks. I don’t bother to wipe them away. What’s the point? My world has been ripped apart, and now I’m being assimilated like the rest of my world will soon be.

“How many other worlds are there? How many people? How many times has this been done?”

“A lot—this is the fifty-seventh world.”

“Jesus.” I stare down at the empty wrapper in my hand, drop it on the table, pick up the water bottle, and take a deep drink while his words sink in.

“Some people don’t agree with it, do they? Some people don’t want it to happen.”

When I look up, he nods once.

“The breach?”

He nods again.

“I’m not ready for this.”

“None of us are ready, princess. But it has already happened. The virus has begun changing you. We all had to pick a side. Or, rather, one was picked for us. Now, it’s about survival. Now, it’s them or us.”


Chapter Seventeen



Seb

Ifeel like I’m sliding out of control as I rise from my seat. She has finished eating—we’ve both finished eating, not that I feel satisfied after a ration bar, but it gets the job done.

There are ants under my skin.

If I don’t get the fuck away from her, and her eyes that are begging me to fuck her how she needs, I’m going to lose it.

“Noah!”

His head lifts at my call, and he frowns.

“Get rid of her. I need you to take Isla for a test and then back to our room.”

He raises both brows. Isla stiffens. Ash really fucked up bringing the blonde along, and even though I know she’s nothing more than a decoy if necessary, it still pisses me off.

Noah slides his chair back, scraping against the rough concrete floor—this base really is the pits. He nods to the man beside him to handle the woman and strides over to us.

I lean in, my words for his ears only. “Touch her, and I’m going to break your fingers one by one.”

He grins and pats my shoulder. “What if she touches me?”

I grunt.

His shit-eating grin presses all my buttons, then he takes Isla’s hand—because he’s a dick—and helps her from the seat.

The look she sends my way says she’s hurting, but also wants me dead.

Go figure. The virus is taking her hard and fast… pun intended, and how I envy it.

As they disappear from my sight, I question my decision to let her be alone with him, but I need answers from Ash, and I can’t talk openly in front of her.

I leave, seeking out the operations room where Ash is most likely to be. This base is old and mostly used as a backup… or in situations like now when they’re trying to keep us off the main grid.

Half the fucking lights don’t work, or are blinking on and off, about to die. That, combined with the sound of dripping water really adds to the ambiance. I used to have a nice apartment, high-performance cars, and every fancy gadget for the home you could buy. In college, I had more women than I knew what to do with, and by the time I reached pro, I thought I was a fucking king. I loved ice hockey and all it gave me, but that old life feels empty now. Now, the struggle is real—we’re fighting to survive.

Because that’s what this is.

I didn’t lie to her about that. If you’d asked me before the change, I’d have chosen the simple life and ice hockey, but, back then, I didn’t know there was something else.

Now I know better.

Now I know the only people who have cause to be scared of the virus are those it passes by, because everyone else is going to experience a level of enlightenment that blows their fucking mind.

Of course, it helps that I’m an alpha and at the top of the virally enhanced food chain. I was always arrogant, so nothing had really changed in that regard.

But I’m also not an elite—yet, and perhaps I will never be. I’m a convert. I wasn’t born into this dynamic caste, and I’m always going to be behind those who have the virus locked in their genes, those who show the signs when they hit puberty.

I was twenty-two when they called me into the research center, twenty-seven now, and, while I’m still young, I lost a lot of time. And I don’t know if I will ever make it up.

Yesterday, that didn’t bother me so much.

As I slip into the back of the operations room, I see Ash closing out a communication with HQ.

Hearing me enter the room, he turns and looks at me, his gaze immediately sliding past me as if checking for Isla.

“With Noah. We need to talk.”

The fact is they don’t give omegas to just any alpha. No, only the very top dogs, the ones with the off-the-chart aggression. If any of us is destined to become an elite, a Controller, it would be Ash.

Things click into place that probably should have done so before. “You’re already a Controller,” I say, slowly.

He nods.

“And you’re testing me with possibly the most dangerous omega in the known universe.”

He grins and shrugs.

I exhale through my teeth.

“You’ve passed. At least, I’m going to recommend you make the Controller rank. Problem is, this operation has already gone off course by a mile. That woman is pure, undiluted aphrodisiac. Whatever she manifests as, it’s going to be impressive, and that means she’ll need a powerful Controller, possibly more than one.”

My throat works. Ash was always ahead of me at any given point, always strategizing on a greater scale than I could comprehend.

“Her details were leaked. Given her reading, they will try to take her or, if that doesn’t work, take her out. Command has found the source of the leak, but that doesn’t help us with the fallout. They will have sent their top teams in for this. To be blunt, we’re going to need to up our game. If Command sends support, it will draw their attention, and we don’t know exactly where they are.”

They. He’s talking about the Uncorrupted. A faction that broke away from the Empire right at the start. The purists. The ones who think the virus is an abomination.

The ones who think anyone infected with it is also an abomination that needs to be terminated… or experimented on if they feel it might facilitate them bringing us down.

We’re in survival mode, and from what I can gather, neither side is playing fair.

“Jesus Christ,” I mutter. The thought of them getting their hands on her, experimenting on her, hurting her in any way, makes me want to hurl.

None of what I told her when she first arrived was bullshit.

But there are exceptions.

Empath omegas are gifted to those in positions of power as breeders. The healer omegas get sent to war. Then there are the psychics and others whose gifts are unique and who may or may not be deployed in the war.

Either way, only the top dogs are going to get a piece of that.

They’ll probably make us fight for the right to claim her.

That’s okay. I never shied away from a fight in my past life, and I sure as fuck don’t now.

I’ve not even fucked her properly, but I know what this is.

Imprinting: the early stages of mating.

If they try to separate her from me, they’re going to have a different kind of war on their hands; one that will make the Uncorrupted look like a tea party.
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Isla

Noah’s hand is warm, comforting, and oddly familiar as he escorts me down the corridors of the base that’s only a step above derelict with its flickering lights and rusty stains on the walls. Cables and pipes run along the walls and ceiling, hanging down in places where whatever secured them has broken. I never considered myself claustrophobic before, but I’m not wholly convinced this place won’t collapse.

The thrumming in my body contrasts with the chaos in my mind. Each revelation lands with the force of a physical blow. A week ago, I was living my happy, if mundane, life, stressing about getting everything in the shipping boxes ready for transportation, worrying about which clothes to recycle, and buying new ones to fill the gaps, saying goodbye to friends, and barely sleeping because I was so excited about the move.

I went to see my family: mom and dad, and my grandma, who still lives with them. I’d never lived in the house at Green Street, because they moved there after I’d moved out, but it was full of familiar knickknacks and still felt like home.

Leaving had felt momentous. I’d known I wouldn’t be able to see them in person, not for some time, but I could always speak to them over the internet, and there was a sense of there being plenty of time left.

Time. It feels like there is no time anywhere for anything, like it’s been snatched from my grasp.

My boots splash through a puddle that has formed from a leaking pipe, adding to the ambiance of disaster.

“Are you sure this place is safe?”

Noah glances down at me, his fingers squeezing lightly over mine and he smiles.

It’s strange how each one of them has a different smile. Ash’s never reaches his eyes. Seb fluctuates between the disarming and the sardonic. But Noah’s is just so nice. Which is odd given he seemed so hard and cold back on the shuttle.

How is that even possible?

“It’s fine, Isla. Just a little unloved.” His voice has a soft, low quality. I can’t imagine the angry version of Noah. “We’ll get the test done, and, afterward, you can shower.” He winks. “I promise I won’t do a Seb all over you. I’ll even step outside the stall.”

I roll my eyes.

He smirks and rubs his thumb soothingly over the back of my hand.

“Here we are.”

Behind the sealed door, the medical facility is clean and appears to be the only room in the base that doesn’t look rat infested. Although the two padded examination tables are worn and old, there is not a speck of dust.

He pats the nearest examination table. “Hop up here.”

“I don’t know why you’re bothering,” I say. My libido climbs and falls at any given moment, but I find myself arching a little so that my pussy presses against the table and my thighs part of their own accord. I subtly rock my hips to get a little friction. “We both know I’m changing.”

“Yeah,” he says, opening a drawer to the right of the table and taking out a familiar black box. “But it’s more about what stage you’re at.”

Stage. There’s that word again. We seem to be going through a lot of stages and in a lot of different ways. “And how many stages are there?”

“Before, transitioning, and the after. Although it’s the degree of transition that we’re interested in here. Omegas can get spacy.” He grins and shrugs. “Horny. You know… maybe a little mentally unstable?”

“Just great,” I mutter. “Horny and mentally unstable. I’m really hitting the jackpot.”

He smiles, all boy-next-door sweet as he grazes his knuckles against my chin in a playful move that I don’t know how to react to. “Someone’s feeling more at ease.”

Am I?

His smile drops, and the heat between us rises as his gaze slides down my body to settle at the apex of my parted thighs, now spread wide to facilitate my not very subtle attempts to rub against the table.

I’m slick and wet there. I’m both deeply uncomfortable and ferociously aroused.

“I’d say you’re deep into the transition stage.” His hand settles on my knee, and although the touch is light, I still arch up.

I’m shaking. I don’t tell him to stop. He probably wouldn’t, either way, but I like to believe my acceptance makes me a willing participant not a victim.

Or so I tell myself.

His face takes on a ruddy cast as his hand slides up my thigh until he reaches the apex and his thumb brushes the length of the seam right over my throbbing core.

“God.” The word is forced through my clenched teeth. Just that light touch has my body ready to detonate. A wave of heat washes over me and burns into my cheeks.

His throat works as he swallows, and he takes his hand away. “That was a bad idea. We better do the test.”

On my terms. That is how I want it. Because it really wasn’t with Seb, and I need something, anything, to take that bad taste out of my mouth.

He slides the black box across the table closer to me.

I question why I’m fighting the urge riding me to take his hand and put it back where I want.

“Put your thumb on the plate, Isla.”

His words cut through my haze of rampant arousal, and I slap my thumb against the machine.

The black box has a screen on the side facing away from me. It’s not like the one Seb used when he checked if I was ill; it’s more like the one they used on the shuttle and that Seb told me could sample my DNA.

My pussy throbs worse now, wanting more of his touch.

I don’t know Seb well, but I feel like I know him more than I know Noah. His mentally unstable comment feels way too close for my liking when I consider my behavior.

Yet how long do you need to know someone before you feel the pull?

I met Levi at a friend’s party and slept with him the same night—we couldn’t keep our hands off one another.

That feels like a long time ago now.

A familiar green light pops up on top of the black box.

“You can take your thumb away now.”

His brows knit together as text begins to fill the tiny screen.

The door opens behind him, and he turns as another soldier enters.

“Noah…”

I zone out as they start talking about medications that mean nothing to me. My eyes are on the little black box and whatever is written on the screen. Surreptitiously, I slide the box around a little so that I can see the words. It crackles under my fingers. My heart lodges in my throat as I quickly push it back into place just as Noah’s head turns back.

“What the fuck?” He frowns and taps his forefinger against the screen.

I really am the kiss of death for electronics. It used to happen all the time when I was a kid. Like, they would never let me touch the channel clicker. Why the fuck did I touch this box?

Noah sighs and pushes it away. “Hey, pass me a DNA sampler, this one is fried. This base really is fucked.”

The other soldier reaches into the drawer beside him and passes a new box over. I eye it cautiously. Nothing happens besides the green light activating when I put my thumb to the plate, and text begins to fill the tiny screen.

“What does it say?” I ask.

He spins it around so I can see… after all that. It’s just a series of numbers and unfamiliar words. “This number here means you’ve begun transitioning. A number between two-six-five and two-nine-five is the omega band. This number here is a rough estimate of your transition progress. Fifty percent is fast. In another two days it’ll probably be complete.”

My stomach takes a slow dip. I knew it was happening, but I’m also a little freaked out to be presented with the evidence that confirms I’m infected and changing.

He doesn’t elaborate further. I get the impression he’s worried about the speed of my transition, but he’s already helping me down from the table, and I don’t get a chance to ask.

“Come on. I’ll take you to the showers. You’ll need rest. Tomorrow will be another hard day of riding.”

He takes my hand again. It feels nicer than how Seb moves me around; he’s always fisting my arm.

The showers turn out to be clean but with a side serving of grim and gloomy. There is only one light working, but it’s enough to reveal the rusty stains on the tiled walls.

“Go ahead,” he says. He just stands there, arms folded, waiting for me to take my clothes off.

Should I be worried that I do so without hesitation? Should I care that I want to preen before him in the hope that he might alleviate this ache?

My life tumbles further out of control as I strip, piling my clothes up on the narrow bench beneath the hooks. When I glance back, he’s staring at my ass.

He nods his head at the stall.

I get into the shower and hit the lever without thinking to check the temperature.

I yelp. It’s absolutely freezing. I hear his low, husky chuckle beyond the stall followed by the sound of his footsteps moving away.

The shower transitions to warm. I clean myself. The travel coupled with the slick between my thighs leaves me feeling dirty.

I’m also needy. My nipples are stiff and hard. Just running the soap over them is enough to drive me crazy. Between my legs I throb.

The hot water pelts me, soothing me, cocooning me in a world of steam.

It’s too much. I’m too weak. I have to… I slap one palm against the wall and slide my fingers over my pussy, strumming my clit frantically, my breath soon turning choppy. If I can just...

“What the fuck are you doing?”

I’m yanked unceremoniously out of the shower. I was so close to coming and I’m livid.

“You could see what I was doing, asshole!” I land an ineffective blow against his chest and am going for another when he shackles both my wrists and yanks me onto my tiptoes.

It takes the fight out of me. I’m dripping. It’s freezing outside the shower.

“Christ!” he says, hauling me over to the bench. My clothing has disappeared, and in their place there’s a neat pile of towels. He picks the top one up and wraps it around me. He takes another, drops it over my head, and rubs vigorously.

It joggles me around. I feel strangely coddled as he dries my hair and then me, movements brisk and impersonal.

“You’re freezing.” He sweeps me up into his arms, still wrapped in a towel, and carries me through the corridors with the rusty stains and the leaking pipes and into a room that’s not much above a prison cell. There are no windows, just a single bare bed pushed up against one wall. An old metal chair beside it has a large plastic-wrapped bundle on top.

He sets me on my feet, rips open the plastic bundle, and spreads out a giant sleeping bag over the mattress.

“Come on. Get in, you’re freezing.”

I try to take the towel with me.

“Not happening.” He catches hold of the corner and liberates me from it as I slide between the flaps of the thick quilted sleeping bag. “I’m going to take a shower. If I find you touching yourself again, I’ll tell Seb. And trust me, you won’t like what happens after.”

I nod, taking him at his word that whatever Seb does will indeed be unpleasant, and draw the quilt right up to my chin. I’m shivering now. My hair is still damp.

Seeming satisfied, he strides out of the room, and his footsteps fade away.

A thick metal door lays open against the wall. He hasn’t shut it. Nobody seems to shut doors here. It’s quiet. I can hear water dripping somewhere. My shivers slowly subside, and, as they do, my arousal rises to the fore.

I like it, I realize—the way they handle me. The ease with which they command my compliance and mold me to whatever they desire. When this all started, I swore I wanted Ash, even though I was in denial. Then Seb snatched all my focus taking me on a rollercoaster of caring and cold. And now Noah is there too.

I shouldn’t be hard on myself, though. Each one of them is easy on the eye, leaving aside any damning circumstances. They’re hot. I’d have to be blind not to notice them. Layer the virus, and whatever it’s doing to me, on top of that… And it’s like all my inhibitions have been scoured away, with common sense replaced by animal desire.

I roll onto my back and surreptitiously slide my hand down my body, parting my legs as I do. I watch the door and listen for footsteps. He’s taking a shower, and that will take a while. If he comes, I’ll take my hand away. The covers are right up to my chin. How would he even know?

It won’t take much. I was so fucking close in the shower. If I can just relieve this, I might be able to think straight again.

My fingers move slowly this time, circling around my clit. I’m so sensitive there I can barely stand the touch. My eyes fall closed. I’m lost in the moment, closing in on a destination I need more than my next breath.

A squeal escapes my lips as the sleeping bag is ripped open.

“Jesus Christ,” Noah says roughly. He takes my wrist and snatches my fingers from my pussy.

My sob of frustration shifts to a weak moan as he sucks them into his mouth. My eyes close as he lavishes them with his tongue. I just lie there panting, a little dazed, and trying to work out what went wrong that I didn’t hear him approach.

“You really need to get off, don’t you?”

I nod slowly. Is he going to let me? Tell Seb?

I don’t care at this point. I don’t care how it happens; I just need it to happen.

He releases my wrist and yanks the covers wider, leaving me naked, my legs still spread.

Then he picks up the metal chair, drops it at the foot of the bed, and takes a seat. “Go ahead.”

I swallow and shake my head. He raises both brows.

“Seriously?” He smirks. “Of course, you can. If you want it bad enough.”

I want it badly. But I’ve got something akin to stage fright, now that he’s sitting with his eyes locked on my pussy like he is waiting for the show.

That’s me. I’m the show.

He sighs heavily and reaches for the buckle of his pants. With a faint clank and jangle, it comes loose. He pulls his zipper down slowly and then pops the button before shucking his pants down far enough for his cock to spring out.

It’s hard. Ready.

My hand moves of its own accord between my thighs into the slick folds of my pussy until I brush over my clit. I circle the sensitive bundle of nerves slowly as my other hand moves to my breast, and I pinch my nipple between my fingers and thumb.

God, his cock. I’m a little obsessed with it: the bars that line the underside and the thick ring embedded in the top glint in the dull light. It must have hurt having that done, and yet all I’m thinking about is how it might feel inside me.

It sticks straight upright, flexing against his belly, his firm belly. He pulls his t-shirt up, giving me a nice view of his tattoo swirling against his abs. He spits into his palm, wraps his fist around his cock, and begins to jack up and down.

I groan.

“Good girl,” he says. “Tease me with what I can’t have. And best you don’t take all day about it. Seb’s going to be here soon, and he’s going to be pissed. You don’t want him to stop you from getting off, do you? No, I can see that you don’t.”

My fingertips work faster around and around before they slide right over my clit, and it’s so sensitive I just go off. My back arches, and a deep, needy moan escapes my lips.

“Oh god, oh god, oh god.” The pleasure is intense—perfect, and I thrust my fingers deep inside, chasing more. My jaw hangs slack as I watch him work his fingers up and down his cock.

He grunts, and a heavy jet of cum shoots out to land against his belly. He keeps working his cock, and more and more pulses out.

He slows his movements, squeezing his cock between his fingers and thumb all the way from the root to the tip, sliding over the metal bars until his thumb circles the heavy metal ring piercing the tip. His chest heaves under his ragged breaths.

I want to come again. I want to come again so bad.

A sob tears from my lips. “I’ve made it worse.”

He bestows me a lazy smirk, watching me pump furiously. “Yeah, I should have mentioned that part.”

My fingers slow and then stop.

He heaves up off the seat, rips his t-shirt over his head, and uses it to wipe off his belly before tossing it to the floor.

Then he fastens his pants and climbs into the tiny bed, rolling me onto my side and, with seeming ease, wrapping both my arms so that my fingers are nowhere near my throbbing pussy.

“Go to sleep, Isla. Seb is going to be back soon, so just take a moment.”

As I lay cocooned in his warmth, in a shitty base in the middle of a forest, exhaustion calling me to sleep, I realize looks can be deceiving. Noah is neither sweet nor kind and has a mile-wide deviant side.


Chapter Eighteen



Isla

Asharp gasp escapes my lips as an explosion of raw pleasure rouses me from sleep.

My pussy clenches around hard male flesh, muscles quaking and nerves zinging. The stretch is darkly erotic, and I welcome the achy feeling of pleasure on the cusp of pain. I’m curled up on my side, a warm body bracing mine, a fist clamped around my upper thigh, holding me open.

I suck another sharp breath in, trying to remember where I am as he slowly strokes into me from behind. My body climbs hot and fast, playing catch up with the sensations.

Only the low chuckle is off, and my sleepy brain is still trying to determine what is wrong with this scenario.

The room is dark, the door open, and light spills in from the corridor beyond.

The base…

Noah climbing into bed with me…

Only this is not Noah.

“Seb?” It’s not a question when his scent already tells me. And his cock. I might lose my mind if he doesn’t let me come this time.

“Yeah, princess.”

His voice sounds rough, and his exhale takes on a rumble that vibrates against my back. God, my nipples are so hard and achy with arousal, like someone has been toying with them…

Has he?

He slows his strokes almost to a stop. All the little nerves the length of my channel spark and throb, praying for him to take me hard and fast.

He stops completely and lowers my leg, leaving his cock nestled inside me, filling me.

If he pulls out and comes over me, I’m going to turn feral.

He doesn’t; he just settles behind me, and the faint rattle of his breathing sounds off.

“Did you fight again?”

“Yes.”

“Are you okay?” I twist to glance back, but weak light coming from the corridor reveals no more than a dark shape.

“Nope. He really fucked me up. But he let me come back to you, so I’m good.”

My pussy clenches savagely.

He nips at the side of my throat, making me shiver. “You really do get off on violence... Do you want to come?”

“Yes.” No hesitation.

“Do you want me to knot you?”

“Yes.” Pure desperation.

He pushes the covers aside, leaving me naked and exposed to the chill air, curls a hand under my thigh again, lifting it, and fucks into me slow and easy. I’m already primed. The glide of his cock, the desperate fear that this is a trick and he might stop or, worse, come on me, acts like an accelerator. My climax hits me from out of left field, and my inner walls lock over his length in sweet, rhythmic waves.

The sense of relief is profound, and I moan out my pleasure

“There we go,” he says. “Are you sure you want my knot?” His words are a growl beside my ear, making me shiver. He’s still pumping into me, and I’m a little oversensitive, but in a good kind of way. “Do you think you can take it?”

“Yes.”

“You don’t know what you’re asking for, but who am I to question an omega’s command?”

I want to scoff. Like I’ve had any say in any of this.

An omega. That’s what I’m becoming. And he is right; I don’t know what I’m asking for, only that I need more.

“Don’t stop.”

He shifts, and his grip on my thigh turns bruising as he begins to pound into me.

My body is in freefall, and I pitch straight into another climax, harder and sharper than the first. And, still, he pistons into me, changing the angle slightly with each thrust until… “Oh god!”

I see stars. I’m nothing but a quivering mess of white-hot bliss as the head of his cock slides over the front wall of my pussy. It’s too much. I can’t bear it.

I can’t stop coming.

And I can feel him stretching me, feel the passage of his knot as it begins to swell.

It does hurt. But it hurts so good.

His strokes slow. His arm braces under my thigh, contorting my body and pinning me still. Panic crawls out of the sensual spell. The pressure at my entrance is dark and edgy. He’s pushing hard against my resistance, and something has to give.

It’s me.

Then the glands slip all the way inside me and lock, settling a pressure against my inner walls just right. He growls, and his hot cum floods deep inside me, filling me, and I follow right after him into spasmodic bliss.

A loud pop. Absolute darkness.

Did the light just blow?

The sound of our ragged breathing is loud in the quietness of the room. The door is open. I wonder if other people are near, listening to us like we listened to them that first night.

I feel consumed, possessed. But also a little sleepy, in a nice way. And so content. The knot feels sublime where it nestles inside me.

I wonder how long it will hold us together.

“This base is fucked.” His low, husky chuckle falls like a caress. He eases his hold on my thigh, and, as my leg lowers, it also crushes my pussy tighter around him.

I whimper.

“You asked for it, princess. Now shut up and take it like a good girl.”

My pussy spasms. He plants his palm against my belly and gently rocks his hips.

“Oh god!” I come again, fisting him in white-hot waves. He groans, and another hot jet fills me. I can feel him pulsing, the sticky cum leaking out and trickling over my upper thighs.

I’m a mess of conflict. Sated, but also emotionally volatile. A tear trickles out, and another, until they merge with the pillow.

I understand myself in that moment. Not the old me, but the new me. And him. This fucked-up place where we’re all just helpless passengers headed for a destination that has nothing to do with the horses we ride every day or what comes at the end.

Perhaps there is no end. Perhaps these desolate bunkers and this nomadic life are forever.

Do I care? The only real thing is the throbbing flesh lodged inside me and the connection it represents. I’ve been empty all my life. Today, I feel whole.

“You lied,” I say.

He huffs a breath. “Yeah? How?”

“You said I would be thinking about him.”

I hear his breath hitch, and then his lips lower to the juncture of my shoulder and throat, and he nips.

I shiver.

He begins to rock his hips again.

“Oh god.”

“Were you thinking about me?”

The teasing note in his voice instills a different kind of warmth deep in my belly, and I’m climbing again straight for the summit. “Only you.”

My pussy locks over him, and I grunt and push my ass back, claiming every drop of pleasure as my own.

His lips trail up the side of my throat. The hand on my belly slides down, and thick fingertips brush lightly against my clit.

I jolt. My pussy locks around him so hard it hurts.

“Too much?”

“Yes.” My hand clamps over his wrist, trying to pull him off.

Not a hope. He moves his fingers slowly, circling, almost like he’s more determined now that I’ve asked him to stop.

I jerk again.

He rolls, taking me under him and pinning me to the bed face down, stuffed full of his hot cock.

I’m trapped. He is too heavy. I can’t breathe properly, and more so when he clamps a big hand over my throat. My ribs are in danger of being crushed, but his fingertips are still against me intimately, and as he slides them back and forth, it’s so insanely intense. His helpless prisoner, I can only endure, and, all too easily, he compels another climax from me, and I fist over his length again. My body spasms and my lungs burn as fiery heat bathes the surface of my skin.

He shifts, taking some weight off me, easing his hold on my throat, and allowing me to suck air into my lungs.

His hand slides away, spreading a wet trail over my belly as I lay panting, half smothered, with no idea what is up or down.

He palms my breast, then pinches my nipple, and the pain pulses a thread of confused pleasure straight to my core.

My body tries to bow, but I’m thoroughly pinned.

“Come again. Right now.” It’s a growl, a command, and I’m already heading there as pleasure radiates from my cruelly pinched nipple all the way to my clit before morphing into womb-deep contractions that feel like they’re tearing out my soul and leaving behind a husk that is nothing but writhing pleasure and instinct.

We both breathe heavily into the aftermath.

The sense of disconnect is profound.

“I don’t feel human anymore,” I whisper.

“There we go,” he says. “Welcome home, princess.”


Chapter Nineteen



Seb

I’ve never been a man to live with regrets. I agreed to let Ash go at me before I sought out Isla last night, hoping it would take the edge off.

It didn’t.

And then I came back to the room and found Noah all curled up around her, the room smelling of cum and slick, and any hope I had of abstaining went fuck out of the window.

I owe him a beating. But I guess that will have to wait.

She’s still curled up in the bed asleep. I’m standing outside the room, the door shut for once. I’m butt naked. Ash just wrapped his fist around my throat and dragged me out for our chat.

“You’ve fucked her again,” he says.

“Knotted,” I admit. “It’s not supposed to happen⁠—”

“Shut the fuck up and let me think,” Ash mutters, releasing me and pinching the bridge of his nose. His knuckles are all busted up from beating on me last night.

“There are going to be consequences,” Noah says, ignoring Ash’s instruction to shut up.

Ash’s lips tighten as he lowers his hand. “I’ll deal with it.”

“How?” Noah presses.

Ash gives him the glare that says he’s going to rearrange his face if he questions him again.

Noah holds up both hands. “Hey. Want me to take her to get cleaned up?”

“No,” Ash and I say in unison.

“The fuck! I’m not the one who fucked her.”

“And you won’t be,” Ash says bluntly. “Seb, get her up and ready. We’ll be moving out as soon as we get the green light from HQ.”
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Isla

The door is shut. It’s the first time I’ve seen a closed door since I was taken from the shuttle, and it leaves me feeling unnerved. This place isn’t exactly welcoming, and the thought of being trapped in this room is starting to freak me out.

The door opens before I can rouse my panic fully, and a naked Seb strides in.

God, the man is a work of art, from the masculine beauty of his bruised face to the thick slabs of muscle on his built body. I’m not even taking into account his cock. There is a strip of white tape across his nose—that is new.

I’ve found out I’ve been lied to all my life, that I’ve been kept behind a dome for safety from imaginary meteor attacks. A dome that’s apparently there to keep us safe, only from something or someone else—probably this war I’m now in the middle of. But all I can think about is sex.

I’ve got it bad. Stockholm Syndrome has me in a tight grip, and it’s not letting go.

“Come on,” he says, dropping a clean pack of clothes on the bed next to me. “Up and dressed. We’re moving out soon.”

He drops a second pack next to mine and begins to dress efficiently.

I follow his lead, pushing the covers aside and throwing the clothing on. The way they treat women here, you’d think they’d keep us naked. But, no, the kit we wear for traveling is thick, durable, and covers every inch.

Like I can figure any of this out.

I’m sore and needy despite the ache emanating from my pussy. I think I might actually cry if he tried to put his dick in me. But if he wasn’t acting so brusque, I’d still probably ask him to.

The opportunity is taken from me. I’m led back along the dripping corridors with their persistent mood of doom, and to the battered canteen.

To say I’m not in a rational frame of mind is a bit of an understatement. So when the first person I see is the bitch blonde standing beside Ash as he talks to Noah, I can’t help the curl of my lip.

Seb fists my arm and walks me straight past them to the box of rations, pulling out one of the delicious teeth-breaking meal replacement bars and a bottle of water. He sits me down in the nearest seat. “Behave. Don’t have time for any of your bullshit today.”

“Nice. Guess we have the asshole Seb in residence today,” I mutter, tearing open the dismal ration bar.

I catch his fleeting grin. He likes my sass, and I don’t want to try to analyze why that makes me feel all fuzzy and warm.

Then he pisses me right off when he walks over to speak to Ash and Noah, who are standing next to her.

She glares at me. I glare right back.

Then I do what I should have done from the start: ignore her and focus on my food.

I glance up—I tell myself it’s to check on Seb and not her—but she has broken away from the three men in deep discussion and is homing in on me.

My brows knit together. What the fuck does she want?

I’m not prepared when she lunges at me.

“Stay away from Ash,” she hisses as she grabs at me. Her fist closes over my hair, dragging me from the seat. I stumble, and we both go down, her on top.

I’m not a fighter, never have been, but the rage that fills me at her audacity to come at me when she had him first, when she still has him, as far as I know, brings out a red haze. She’s heavy and sprawled out over me, hampering my ability to move. I catch a blow to the chin and swing my fist for her face while trying to peel her fingers from my hair.

“Woah!”

Her weight disappears as we’re unceremoniously yanked apart. She still has a death grip on my hair, and a chunk of it is ripped away with her.

I’m shaking up a storm, chest heaving. My fingers are tentative as I touch my throbbing lip, and they come away coated in blood.

Seb has me. Ash has her. Noah is standing in the middle with his arms spread wide, ready to wade in if it starts again.

“The fuck was that about?” Ash demands, looking between us.

“Don’t touch her,” I hiss. I’m so damn feral that I can’t bring it down. I hate the bitch, but I hate his hands on her more. I rail against Seb. He clamps an arm around my waist in a no-nonsense way.

I’ve no idea what I’m going to do if I get free, but I have this crazy notion of pushing her away from Ash.

Ash, who is standing still as stone while she plasters herself against him, her hands all over his chest as she tries to get his attention.

Except, it’s me he’s staring at, even as a thousand and one ugly emotions churn through me.

Like a man in a daze, he calls someone’s name. A man steps up and, without looking down at the blonde, Ash passes her off.

My satisfaction is sharp and all-consuming.

“You don’t want her.”

A slow smile spreads across his face. For the first time since I met him, it reaches his eyes. He steps forward, right up to me, until he’s so close I can feel his body heat before me and the wall of Seb’s built body behind. He traces a single rough finger down my cheek. “You’re right, Isla. I don’t.”


Chapter Twenty



Isla

When we step outside, dawn has barely broken. A group of a dozen heavily armed men wearing substantial backpacks are standing outside the door.

There are no women.

There are also no horses.

“Why are there no horses?”

“Because we’re going the rest of the way on foot,” Seb says, taking a backpack handed to him and slipping it over his shoulders before clipping it at the front.

Noah and Ash similarly load up.

“We’re going to walk?”

“Yep.” He is all brusque, no-nonsense.

“How far?”

“Until the end of the day.”

I huff out a breath at his purposely obtuse answers.

“And then we’re going to be at another base?” I sound doubtful. He doesn’t answer.

Horses move fast and can cover a lot of distance. Unless the next base is close, I can’t see how we can reach it. Not that I know anything about Andromeda. The endless forests could be teeming with bases for all I know. “Why are we walking?”

“You’ve got a lot of questions today, Isla.” He steps in front of me, brushes my short hair back behind my ear, and cups my chin between his finger and thumb, tipping it until our eyes meet.

I stare up at him, trying to read something there. Anything. But all I see is the troubled expression in his eyes.

“We’re walking on foot because it makes a smaller heat signature.”

I swallow.

He releases me, but neither of us looks away.

“The war?”

He nods once.

Someone is chasing us. “Why don’t we stay here?”

“Because we can’t,” he says.

“What about the other people?”

“The other people are not you.”

“99.99%?” I ask.

He nods again. “Yep, that’ll do it.”

He has been inside me. He knotted me. I’m changing. He has already changed.

“Will we arrive at our destination tonight?” I ask quietly.

He shakes his head. “No, Isla, we won’t.”

“I don’t feel safe.”

He pulls me close, wrapping one arm around my waist. The move surprises me. I want to cry, only I’m too numb for that. A sweet purring sound emanates from his chest, but I still feel the malevolence closing in.

“Move out,” Ash calls.

We break apart, form up in the middle of the party, and head along a narrow forest path that leads north from the base.

North will take me further away from my former home in Sarendon and deeper into Andromeda, and it’s like my soul is in one place and my body in another, stretching the connection out until, eventually, it will either snap or spring together.

The pace is fast. The land undulates, and keeping up through the inclines and dips keeps me warm. I focus on putting one foot in front of the other, taking a drink when it’s passed to me, and eating when I’m told. But my mind skitters toward the unknown that’s ahead, and the unknown that’s chasing me down from behind.

They want me, whoever they are. Somehow, my score makes me important, but, in this case, important is bad, isn’t it? At least, it feels like it is.

Ash told Seb not to fuck me, and then he did. But Noah said Seb couldn’t keep me. And I don’t know what any of this means except that I still want him. I’m still aching with need. I’m still slick. My nipples are still hard and sensitive, and arousal eats at me.

But I’m also scared, and that keeps the needs in check.

I wonder what Andromeda is like. It can’t all be forest, can it? What is after the forest? A city under a dome, like Sarendon, or something else? There are no meteor strikes. Then why is the earth scorched around my old dome? The veil has been lifted from my eyes, yet I still can’t see any better.

The air holds moisture like it might rain and grows warmer as the day progresses.

I try not to let my mind stretch too far because it hurts and frightens me when I do.

A great rumble stirs birds to flight and shakes the ground beneath my feet.

As one, faces turn to look back.

I stop. “What was that?”

“Keep moving, Isla.” Seb catches hold of my arm and propels me along. I stumble but catch myself, my heart rate spiking.

Noah, who is walking in front of me, glances over my head at Seb—he doesn’t break his stride.

“The other base,” Seb says. “Probably.”

“What happened to it?”

“I don’t know,” Seb replies. “We’re off-grid and off comms. We have been from the moment we left.”

I don’t like the sound of that one bit. “Why?”

“If nobody knows where we are, nobody can tell them.”

I feel like I’m falling, even though my feet are still beating a path along the trail.

There are people in the base. I hate that blonde bitch, but I don’t want whoever these monsters are to have her and question her. I don’t want her to be dead. “What about the people there?”

“They cleared the base out after we left. More likely, they just popped the door to get in.”

“They?”

He sighs heavily. “They’re called the Uncorrupted. The people who want to wipe the virus out and everything associated with it.”

“Seb.” Noah’s voice carries reproach.

“What?” Seb demands. “Like secrets matter anymore?”

Noah doesn’t reply. The pace picks up. I’m breathing harder, and heat takes up residence in my thighs. I’m not unfit, but I’ve also not slept properly for a single night since I was taken and I exist in a state of permanent exhaustion. Maybe it’s also due to the virus: the headache, the fuzzy mind, the feeling like I’m coming down with the flu.

And all the while, there is the sensation of being chased.

The pace is punishing me.

Seb suddenly tackles me to the ground. A cry goes up as a spray of bark rains down over us.

My heart rate surges as whistles and pops penetrate the white noise.

“Fuck!”

The buzz of automatic weapon fire follows.

“Stay down,” Seb growls in my ear, pressing my face against the loamy forest path to emphasize his point.

I’m terrified.

I’ve been terrified many times since I entered this godforsaken place, but the fear that rips through me now is on another level again.

Everything is moving fast… and slow. I want to lift my head to see what’s happening, but I’m frozen and don’t think I could move if I tried.

Seb’s weight shifts off me as he moves to a crouch, draws his gun, and releases a barrage of rounds. “Stay with her,” he says.

Another hand rests on the back of my neck, holding me in place as Seb disappears through the trees. The buzz of automatic weapons ramps up, whistling past in a constant barrage. I smell smoke.

Pinpricks dance across my skin, my breathing becomes faster, shallower as the tumult surrounding me ramps up.

“Move!”

I’m dragged from the ground, but my legs are not ready, and I stumble. It’s Noah who has his fist clamped around my arm, pulling me over the uneven ground.

“Fuck,” he mutters.

A high-pitched scream rends the air.

To my right, two sides meet, slamming together in a giant melee. Ash is right at the front, against Them.

The Uncorrupted. Gray shell-like armor, helmets that look like ant heads. They are not entirely human, with a weird robotic framework integral to the armor that makes a faint whirring noise as they move.

We don’t stand a chance.

I’m shoved against the cover of a giant tree trunk just as a hail of gunfire tears up the forest floor where we were.

“Are they cyborgs?”

The pinpricks have ramped up, and my field of vision has turned to sparkling dots—I feel like I’m about to black out from sheer terror.

“No, human,” Noah replies, distracted by what’s happening on the other side of the tree. He holds me pinned against its trunk, like I might be capable of movement. “Exoskeleton armor gives them super strength. It’s not easy to take the fuckers out. But it’s not easy to take an alpha out, either.”

I want to believe him. He must be six and a half feet. Seb is taller still, and Ash is about the same, as are all the men in his team. Alphas. And surprisingly graceful for such big men. The enemy appears smaller, like regular men, certainly nothing exceptional in size. But I also understand how exoskeletons work at the most basic level, how they were completely entombed in armor.

“Fuck,” Noah mutters, and, distracted again, he releases me and fires off a volley of shots.

I know I shouldn’t, but I turn to look just in time to see Ash charge one of the enemy, unloading shot after shot until he reaches him, where he takes the smaller man by the throat and slams him onto the forest floor using his momentum.

I’m going to die. We’re all going to die.

But Ash is going to die first.

“What the fuck are you doing?!” Noah barks, shoving me back against the tree.

I can’t be here. Run. Fight. Anything. The image of Ash grappling with one of them—and I don’t even know where Seb went.

The pops and whistles taper off. I hear a bloodcurdling scream.

One of ours? Or the enemy?

When did I align myself with these men who ripped me from my life? When did their enemy become mine? Maybe the Uncorrupted are better. Maybe they’re trying to save me.

No, it’s too late now. I’ve been infected. They want to eradicate the virus and me.

At least, that’s what Seb told me.

My instincts tell me to trust Seb, but can I?

I clamp my hands over my ears when the sounds of pain and dying ramp up.

He’s been inside me. If anything happens to him… No. I don’t care how or why these feelings are here… If he’s hurt… my mind spirals ever higher. I wanted out, at least I thought I did, but not at the cost of Seb; even if I could somehow erase all that had happened and return me to my home. Not the one with Derek. I never want to see Derek again. But my mom, dad, and grandma. The box in the attic that holds the obsidian stone.

All I can hear is my breathing and the pound of blood through my veins.

It’s quiet. When did it become quiet?

Noah releases me, and I slowly lower my hands from my ears.

“Clear,” I hear Ash call.

The relief that washes through me cuts the last vestige of sense from me. I slide a little way down the tree before I lock my knees and pitch forward, darting under Noah’s arm and charging for the sound.

“Jesus! Get a fucking hold of her!” Ash roars.

I’m charging straight for him when Seb emerges from the periphery of my vision and snags me around the waist.

“Woah,” he says. “You don’t need to look at this.” He tries to shield me, but I’ve already seen the bodies on the floor, crumpled, twisted, and grotesque in the manner of death.

I bury my face in his chest and cling, trying to climb up him. He seems to get what I need, and he lifts my ass up. I fling my arms and legs around him and bury my nose against his throat. My whole body trembles violently, and a strange rattle emanates from my chest.

“Fuck,” Seb says gruffly. “It’s over. It’s okay. I’ve got you.”

I can’t stop shaking. I can’t stop this strange purring noise. I hiccup. The purr resumes.

“Ah, princess. It’s going to be all right.”

“I d-don’t b-believe you.”

His chuckle is wry. “Yeah, I wouldn’t believe me either.”

“Y-you’re not s-supposed to say that. Y-you’re s-supposed to l-lie.” Isn’t there an unwritten rule that says you lie to the terrified civilian?

“I know,” he says, his fingers gentle against my hair.

He smells of him, that scent that drives me wild, but also the metallic tang of blood. He feels whole. He doesn’t feel like a man who is injured.

Only he’s shaking, too, his arms trembling where they wrap me up.

I’m broken. There is no other explanation for the rampant arousal that slams into me. My hips rock against him. Like he can read my mind, he drops to one knee.

“Don’t have fucking time,” Ash growls from right beside us.

Seb freezes and slowly rises again. “Have you called it?”

“No point in pretenses now,” Ash replies. “I’ve called it in. We need to get to the rendezvous.”

Rendezvous? That sounds hopeful, like there might be something other than an endless forest. My thoughts blank out when my teeth find the side of Seb’s throat, and I bite until I taste blood.

His hand cups the back of my neck, holding me closer. He growls. At me or Ash? I don’t care. His blood is the sweetest thing I’ve ever had on my lips.

“Go ahead and mark me,” he says gruffly.

Is that what I’m doing? Marking him? Claiming him? Everything is mixed up in my head. I’m confused. I’ve spent a lot of time confused.

“We need to move out.” Ash’s voice carries a warning. “It’s going to be tight.”

Seb growls again.

“You need to put her down.”

“Fuck off, Ash. I’ll carry her.”

A sigh follows. I think it’s Ash.

“Let him carry her,” Noah says.

“Fine. Have at it.”

“They know where we are?” I ask Seb, my nose still against his throat as he begins to walk.

“Yeah, princess. They do.”


Chapter Twenty-One



Isla

The tension within the group is like a life force all of its own. It seems to permeate the air, every breath taken, every pound of booted feet against the forest floor. I’m waiting, I realize. Waiting for the next attack.

Seb carries me until, at my insistence, he puts me down. I don’t want to let go of him, but I worry I’m too much, and although we’re moving at a fast jog, fear carries me through for a time. When I start to falter, Seb calls a stop. He removes his backpack, hands it to Noah, and then picks me up again.

I’m so exhausted by this point that I don’t even care.

He’s not a regular human. He has been changed by a virus. He’s an alpha, and my weight doesn’t trouble him the way it ought. Nor does it matter to Noah, who is now carrying two backpacks.

I want to find a target for my irrational anger. To blame Noah for insisting Seb test me back on the shuttle. To blame Ash for pressing my finger to the plate. To blame Seb, who pushed a needle, full of the virus, into my arm… To blame Derek for not telling me what I was signing.

To blame myself for being naive.

Only, according to Seb, this was coming for all of us, so none of it makes any difference now, does it?

I’m roused from my ruminations when Seb slows his pace. Every muscle in my body is stiff and locked up tight, and just lifting my head requires effort.

It’s another building, but tiny compared to the previous bases, one-story, squat, gray, and utilitarian in appearance, with a single cold metal door on one side. No windows. These things never have windows. It’s a base, but small and vulnerable.

I’m at my limit. They must be tired, too, yet nowhere feels safe, certainly not here. I question whether it’s better to be inside or exposed in the forest where at least we could run.

Yeah, run away from men wearing exoskeletons.

I wriggle, and Seb lowers me to my feet, retaining his hold on my arm like he thinks I might collapse. I don’t. Sheer force of will keeps my legs locked.

The door to the tiny base slides open for Ash, who’s at the front of the group, and we enter straight into a single large room with two doors leading off and a trap door on the floor.

I stare at the trap door. That’s something new.

It’s dusty and smells stale and dank. A few battered metal chairs are stacked against one wall. It feels old; somewhere that you only use in an emergency.

Which this is, I guess.

A single strip light comes on as the metal door slides closed. A second inner door is drawn across, and a thick bolt is driven into the ground and ceiling.

I feel trapped and a little claustrophobic. Is this the rendezvous? Will someone come for us?

Seb takes his pack from Noah and drops it to the ground, where he opens it and begins rummaging.

He hands me a bottle of water and a ration pack. There are no supplies here, it would seem.

“It’s not safe,” I say.

Seb snaps open the lid on another water bottle and takes a long drink before lowering it. His eyes find mine. The ugly bruise spreading across the right side of his jaw wasn’t there this morning, although the two black eyes are all down to Ash.

I want to cry.

“I know,” he says, sounding as tired as I feel. “But at least we will get a warning.”
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Seb

I’m fucked up. Like seriously, every inch of my body feels like it’s going through trauma. The fight with Ash wasn’t a great start, and it achieved fuck-all, if I’m brutally honest about it. But yeah, it doesn’t really match up to being smacked in the jaw by an exoskeleton-enhanced fucker who has your death in mind. At least I turned my head at the last moment and the blow only glanced my jaw.

I dislocated his arm, exoskeleton, and all. And then I stuck my gun against the neck of his suit and shot the fucker through.

My armor only goes so far in terms of protection, and I’ve taken a few shots. Although nothing is broken, I’m confident the blasts have cracked a couple of ribs.

It won’t kill me. It just feels like it might,

They’ve taken out the other base and anybody stupid enough to stay there. Ash told them to clear out. I hope that they did.

HQ knows we’re incoming. Ash called it in. And they are scraping together a team. Finally. Go figure. The assholes need to get their damn priorities right. They also know the three teams—well, two now—of Uncorrupted are going to do everything in their power to box us in.

Maybe we’d be better off turning around and heading in the other direction. Throw them off our scent until our people clear them out.

That’s the thing about Andromeda: it’s basically a forest stretching over the planet’s largest landmass and mostly uninhabited, except for the bunkers and the bases. It’s not easy to protect a planet in the process of assimilation, especially one so far from the Empire’s power base. Resources are stretched thin, and the Uncorrupted are always looking for ways to break the chain.

It’s a race we are winning. In the still of the night, I sometimes think about that—how it’s a race. If the Uncorrupted had gotten here first, I’d have been fighting for the other side and wouldn’t have a clue about any of this.

I didn’t lie to her. It’s true that I never wanted this, but now I’ve tasted it, I’d die to protect it.

And her.

My eyes are on her, Isla, the woman who has just escalated the power struggle playing out here on the fringe of the Empire.

None of us have a clue what she’s going to become.

We can’t risk losing such a valuable resource.

The Uncorrupted can’t risk letting us keep her.

I’ve fucked her, knotted her, and marked her. The knotting isn’t supposed to happen outside an omega heat… or a mating, and I’m just a dumb former hockey player turned super soldier, so what the fuck do I know about what that means? Or what any of this means.

The Uncorrupted have been down here before, mostly for reconnaissance, and to disrupt our assimilation process. They’re generally not quite as determined as this—usually there’s just a minor skirmish before they fade away. A couple of bigger hits on supplies.

This feels different. This time, everybody has got their eye on the prize.

Tight resources or not, HQ should have sent a fucking shuttle for her once they got the report on her score.

Now we’re trapped.

They’re sending a team in to get us, but they can’t land in the forest.

The Uncorrupted will know that, too.

So we need to get to the rendezvous point somehow.

Our choices are overland or underground.

I’m thinking Ash is going under.


Chapter Twenty-Two



Isla

If you’d asked me yesterday, I would have said that nothing could take the rabid sexual hunger away from me. Yet genuine fear for your life, and watching violence up close and personal, will do that to you.

As I look around the room, I feel like something is off—more than the fact that every man has sustained an injury of one kind or another. Like, we might be fewer in number. I feel like I’ve been put through a wringer, squeezed out parchment-thin and brittle, like I might shatter if somebody touches me too hard… like my body can’t sustain this level of stress.

Yet, somehow miraculously, it does. People eat and drink, sitting down on the metal chairs. I’m cross-legged on the floor, watching as Ash, Noah, and Seb, along with two other men from the group, disappear into a side room.

As they leave my sight, my stress cranks up.

A week ago, I didn’t know them; or anything about Andromeda, really. Now, I feel like I’ve been trapped forever in this godforsaken place.

As my eyes shift over the group of men around me, I realize that no one is settling for the night. No packs are being unloaded besides the rations. There is a readiness about them.

We’re going to be moving again, soon.

Stepping inside this tiny bunker felt like I was stepping into a trap. Now I don’t want to step outside where it’s dark and we’re exposed.

Only, I can’t have it both ways. I wish I knew what the endgame was. Where are we going to? Is anywhere safe?

Derek said that the people of Andromeda had a smaller, scattered population; but how much does Derek even know? Who supplies all the bases? Where does the electricity come from? The weapons, the medicines, the virus? Somebody is putting all that in place.

My sphere of understanding has grown. This is the fifty-seventh planet they have assimilated.

Space travel is something that never crossed my mind when I was living under the dome, and just another inhabitant of Sarendon.

I wish I’d never gotten on that shuttle. Only, I’m here now, and I can’t turn back.

As Ash, Noah, Seb, and the other two men emerge from the room, the others reach for backpacks.

We’re moving. My legs don’t answer my command to function. How am I going to stand up, never mind walk?

Seb comes over to me. “Come on, princess.”

I kind of liked that term at first. Somehow intimate. Now I wonder how many other omegas he has called it. “My name is Isla.”

The look he gives me is indecipherable. He holds out his hand. Defiantly, I take another drink of my water. And then, because I can see everybody is preparing to move out and I don’t want to stay here on my own, I do the sensible thing and put my hand in his.

“Where are we going?”

He doesn’t answer because Seb the asshole is in residence today.

But then he doesn’t need to as a strange screeching noise from the center of the room accompanies the lifting of the trap door.

Dusty stone steps lead down.

“What’s down there?”

“A way out that doesn’t get us picked off in the forest.”

The first two bases made me feel claustrophobic at times: last night’s more so. I don’t enjoy being in this windowless room, and I definitely don’t want to go underground.

He purrs.

Damn that sound. “You can’t purr the entire way.” Hysteria begins to bubble up.

“I can if I need to.”

“They’re coming for us?”

He nods.

And there is the push I need to get my legs moving, despite my fears of being stuck underground.

Two of the soldiers disappear from sight down the steps. Two more follow behind them.

“We’re up next.” Seb picks up the backpack from the floor, shucks it on, and snaps the clips in place across his chest and waist. “You want to walk?”

“Yeah.”

The steps lead down to a tunnel that slopes gently downward. It is dusty, dank and stale, like the room above. Lights flicker on, illuminating only a few sections at a time, leaving the rest eerily dark.

I’m freaking out. Seb is still purring at my side, not that it really helps.

The trapdoor creaks as it falls into place, sealing us in. Same as with the front door, thick metal bars slot into place.

“Move out,” Ash says.
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Seb

Nobody likes the tunnels. It’s fucking claustrophobic down here. Isla is looking skittish, and I can’t say that I blame her. You don’t assimilate a planet overnight, and the underground tunnel complex was established a long time ago, even before the domes.

The program is accelerating. Foundation work is happening at an accelerated rate as we race to bring worlds under the Empire, and the Uncorrupted race to claim them for themselves.

There are no prisoners in this war, only collateral damage in the next stage of human evolution.

It’s brutal. There is no question about it, but I also want to survive. And I already know I’d fucking kill or maim for Isla. She’s close to her limit. My alpha instincts are in riot, wanting to protect her, hating that I have to push her when she’s exhausted—those two needs sit in conflict when we are nowhere near safe.

The passage levels out after a while, but it’s weird when you can’t see more than a few sections in either direction. My wrist piece has the tunnel layout, so we all know where we are and where we are going since Ash pushed the route to everyone’s device.

She stumbles.

“Want me to carry you?”

Her glare makes me want to smile… and pick her up.

I keep my eyes on her. If she looks like she’s going to fall, she’s going over my shoulder.

I’m tired, too. We’re all fucking tired. But I won’t rest until we get another drop door between us and them.

[image: ]


Isla

I feel the boom as much as I hear it. It vibrates through the soles of my feet and shakes my body. It instills a sense of foreboding so pervasive it sparks a shiver that ripples across the surface of my skin, almost as if I’ve been shocked with an electric current.

“Run!”

The order doesn’t fully make it into my brain. Seb takes my arm and hustles me into a run, and then, somehow, while he’s still running, he snatches me off my feet and tosses me up over his shoulder.

The pressure of his thick shoulder against my belly and the joggling as he picks up his pace to a full-tilt sprint rattles my skull. I cling to consciousness with the same tenacity I cling to his backpack, all the while fighting the urge to puke.

Something is coming. Them. The Uncorrupted and their exoskeletons. They are inside and chasing us down.

I hang on to Seb’s backpack for dear life as his pounding pace tosses me around.

We pass under another thick metal doorway.

Seb slows and stops.

“Clear!”

And another great boom sounds as the heavy plate slides down.

But my mind is reeling from the image of dark shapes running toward us, the lights blinking on and off in rapid fire under their unnatural speed.

Exoskeletons. The Uncorrupted. The people who want to take me or take me out.

Seb slides me down so that I’m on my feet, and I pitch straight to my knees, witless with fear. We’re in a cavernous room full of gray containers of varying shapes and sizes. Is this where they keep the supplies? There is a pulley system embedded in the ceiling and a shaft leading up. I can’t see far enough to know if it reaches the surface. It’s cold here. Then again, it was cold the moment we hit the steps.

“We need to make a stand,” Ash says. “It won’t take much to pop through the door.”

As if on cue, a great thud comes from the other side of the door. I didn’t see exactly how thick the metal is, but there is a distinct dent in the surface. What the hell can do that kind of damage?

Another dull thud. Another dent.


Chapter Twenty-Three



Isla

Agreat metallic tearing sound echoes around the cavern.

“Fuck! They’re coming through,” Ash growls, just as a narrow band opens up at the bottom of the thick metal door. “Take cover!”

I’m snagged around the waist as the team collectively dives for the cover of the containers on either side of the room. We drop down behind a shoulder-height rectangular one with strange alien-looking writing on the side. It’s thick and sturdy, but it doesn’t feel anywhere near enough. Ash is beside us.

“Noah?”

“He’s on the other side, Isla. Keep your fucking head down.”

I’m yanked from where I’m trying to peer around the side. But not before another deafening boom accompanies the door blasting inward. The thick metal plate flies across the room and smashes into a container at the back of the cavern. Stone and dust rain down—the blast has taken out half the door frame with it.

A hail of weapons-fire opens up, pinging into the containers.

“They’ve got a fucking death walker down here,” Seb snarls, his back to the container to my right as the whirrs and pops of automatic fire unleash into our container.

I feel the impact of every shot. Death walker? What the hell is a death walker? I’m hyperventilating. I can’t seem to bring myself down. My vision is flickering in and out.

The firing ceases abruptly.

“We want the omega,” a voice calls. “We know you have her. You’re out of options. We both know your backup won’t get here in time. You can hand her over, or we will kill you all. Those are our orders. We’ve played this game enough for you to take us at our word. If you don’t want her to die, make the right choice.”

I’ve never been a great judge of character. That I picked Derek is testament to that, but the voice strikes dread into my heart. I fist the front of Ash’s body armor. “Don’t.” I shake my head, seeing the conflict in his face. Maybe he has orders to kill me rather than let them take me? Maybe I don’t know Ash, either. “Seb, tell him no. I won’t go with them. I’d rather die.”

A barely audible ping is accompanied by a shout of pain.

“They’re picking us off,” Seb growls. “Noah’s been hit.”

Ash swings to peer around the container and unloads his weapon with a series of staccato bursts. More cries, and then another tsunami of weapons-fire follows in both directions.

Noah.

I feel like I’m building up with static electricity. I feel like I’m about to shatter. Am I dying? My heart is beating so wildly in my chest that I think I might go into cardiac arrest.

I try to speak, but the words won’t form.

They have got Noah and hurt him. Noah with his easy smile. Noah, who I can’t imagine being angry with anybody, even though he’s a soldier in whatever this war is.

“Fuck!” Seb roars. He reaches for me; his mouth is moving like he is still speaking, but I can’t hear anything over the sudden ringing in my ears.

Then the shaking begins.

I push Seb away, and he flies back several feet to hit another container.

Did I do that?

His jaw hangs open in shock.

Like a sleepwalker, I rise, intent only on getting to Noah, giving myself up so that he might survive.

Ash makes a dive for me, but he just bounces off, his hands seeming to slide right past me. Distantly, I realize something is very wrong, but I’m intent only on saving Noah as I stagger around the side of the container—and stop.

Noah is bleeding on the floor; an Uncorrupted soldier standing over him, weapon trained on his head. But my focus shifts to the monstrous robot in the center of the room. A killing machine standing head and shoulders above the men, with two high railguns and two lower cannons… all trained on me.

I see figures move, running for me. Both friend and foe. A flash of yellow fires straight toward the center of my chest.

A great pulse of light goes up as the blast is sucked into a glowing barrier that pops up around me.

Then silence.

The ringing has stopped. Not even my breathing or the frantic pounding of my heart penetrate the void.

My hand lifts and a blast of blue energy flies from my palm. It slams into the death walker and dances across the floor before connecting with the Uncorrupted soldiers one by one.

The death walker’s lights fade out, and its cannons swing toward the floor.

The Uncorrupted collapse or freeze. It feels like time stops.

The blue barrier surrounding me implodes, and a cacophony rushes back in around me.

Screams, cries, and the terrible sounds of death come for me in a rush as I collapse to my knees.

“Noah?” I croak.

Someone is kneeling over him, one of ours, as the rest of our team surges forward to kill the enemy.

“We’ve got him.” Seb drags me into his arms, his purr is manic and discordant to my ears.

I’m trying to process what I just did. How I blocked a shot aimed for my heart, the shield, the blast… the way it sucked the energy out of the enemy exoskeletons and weapons.

I’m shaking so hard my teeth chatter. Only now do I realize Ash and his team are using knives and their hands: not their weapons.

“What have I just done?” My words come out slurred. My ears begin ringing again before my eyes roll back and blackness calls.
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I wake up to a faint, droning sound and a purr underneath my cheek.

And scent; rich, compelling scent that curls heat in the pit of my belly.

Then everything comes rushing back: the gunfire, the screams, the strange blue energy. I thrash my way out of the dark, suffocating panic, and my eyes snap open to see Seb staring down at me. There are specks of blood across his face. His jaw on the right is turning black, while the bruises under his eyes are the yellowy purple of healing.

I’m sitting across his lap.

“Noah?” I demand.

“Right here, Isla,” a familiar voice says from behind me, and I twist to see Noah sitting on the seat behind Seb’s. “They got a healer to me.”

Healer? The term is unfamiliar—I presume they mean doctor or medic.

“But I thought they shot you. I saw blood.”

He stretches out his left shoulder. “Good as new. They only had one healer on the team, so they prioritized the critically injured. The rest will wait until we hit the base.”

This is all so advanced. The bases. Their weapons. The death walker. The exoskeleton suits. Both sides have technology far beyond my understanding. It stands to reason that their medical skills are similarly advanced.

He looks whole. I blink, trying to equate this version of him with the one who lay bleeding over the cold stone floor. Even after seeing this healer, I would expect bandages… or something along those lines.

I want to reach back and touch him, yet to do so seems too forward. Our eyes lock. I wonder if he’s remembering what we did together… and that Ash and Seb know nothing about.

His lips kick up the faintest amount, and his eyes lower to my mouth.

My belly tightens in response. Feeling emotionally exposed, I turn back around, my nose twitching again as Seb’s scent fills my nose and lungs. I glance around, taking in where I am and the strange ‘at sea’ feeling in my belly. The configuration reminds me of the shuttle I took from Sarendon to Chancely. Ash is sitting directly beside Seb; beyond him is an aisle, and beyond that, another two seats with soldiers I recognize from our party, more rows of seats ahead and behind.

Only the angles feel all wrong, like we’re heading up a steep incline.

Beyond Ash and the other two soldiers is a window—all I can see is blue sky… and a distant dome.

Panic claws at me even as I try to crawl up Seb. Strange plastic mittens cover my hands, hampering my attempts to become one with his body.

“What are these? Where are we going?”

We’re in the sky, high. I’ve never even been on a pleasure flight inside the dome. Now I’m outside of it, and climbing fast.

“They need to stay on,” Ash says, his voice snapping me out of my mounting panic, “until they can get you tested.” He smiles. “Can’t risk you shutting down the system while we’re riding in a shuttle.”

Is that what I did? Memories rush at me again: the giant assault robot seeming to cut loose, and then all the Uncorrupted’s exoskeletons freezing.

“What did I do?” I whisper, trying to piece together the sequence of events, and not get distracted by the arousal pooling fast and urgent between my legs.

“I’m no expert,” Seb says. “But it was a form of EMP.” His smile is broad and shows a lot of teeth. “We knew you were going to be special.”

“Oh god,” I mutter. All those times when devices broke under my touch… Has this always been inside me? Panic clamors again as I stare down at my hands. I’m on a shuttle in the sky. “What if it can get out of me in some other way?”

Seb palms my throat, and his face fills my view, his eyes on mine. I like his hand there; just the feel of his warm, roughened palm against my skin is doing riotous things to my libido. “Breathe, Isla. You’re going to be okay. You’re not the first person to manifest this gift, apparently. Although, from what I hear, the way yours manifested was more extreme than most. That’s why you’ve got the gloves on. You’re not going to hurt anybody or anything here.”

Calm is slow to arrive. My body still thrums, and it’s really distracting. My gaze shifts from Seb to the window. The shuttle dips to the right, and my stomach takes a tumble as I see a vast stretch of forest and, beyond it, dome after dome.

“I never realized there were so many,” I say, quietly.

“Hundreds,” Seb confirms.

I frown. My belly takes another dip that’s nothing to do with the banking shuttle, and my pussy performs a slow clench. What is wrong with me?

My nose twitches again. The rich scent feels like it slides down my throat and into my belly, where it generates increasing heat.

The mittens don’t make for easy movement, but I try to tug at the collar of my suit.

“I’m very hot.”

Ash stills in a noticeable way. Only, he’s not looking at me, but at Seb.

I fidget, distracted by the throb that kicks off deep in my pussy. “Why am I so hot?” I try to push away, needing air that’s not saturated with them… needing space.

Seb’s arm tightens. It feels like I’m suffocating on their scent. My clit tingles, my nipples peak. My breasts ache. A strange fluttery sensation kicks off in the pit of my stomach that soon morphs into a terrible fisting cramp. “Oh god!” I double over. I press my hand into my stomach. The panic is back, except this time it relates to what’s happening inside me, not what I could do to everyone else. “Oh god. What is happening to me? Am I… dying?”

My breathing turns choppy as I ball my mitten-covered fists against my cramping belly.

“Fuck,” Ash mutters. “Kayce, get your ass over here!”

A young man crouches in front of me and Seb. I bite my lip to hold a whimper of pain inside as he puts his hand against my cheek. His build is slight, and his face has an ethereal beauty, with bright blue eyes and dark, ebony skin that is so lustrous it shines.

“I can’t help with this,” he says, a genuine sadness entering his eyes. “She’s going into heat.”

“Jesus Christ,” Seb mutters. “Better call it through.”

The beautiful man rises and beckons to someone at the front of the shuttle.

Tears leak from the corners of my eyes. I feel like I’m spinning, and my vision splinters into colors before solidifying back into the shapes of people. I cling to Seb. There’s a lot of movement going on around me. People are calling instructions I can’t make sense of.

Beyond the window, a dome is approaching.

“Breathe, Isla.”

Seb’s hand is against my throat again. But, this time, it doesn’t offer either comfort or distraction.

We are high in the sky, outside the domes, and I’m looking down at the giant swirling barrier as it grows larger and larger. The shuttle banks in a different direction, and I see another dome, closer still.

“We’re coming into land,” Ash says.

We bank again, and all I see is the sky.

A whooshing noise fills my ears. The bottom drops out of my stomach. Outside, I can see skyscrapers… then, a big metal tunnel swallows the shuttle up.

Someone presses a cylindrical metal device against my arm, and I hiss at the sharp sting.

“God, not more of the virus.” My words grow slurred. “Please, no.”

“It’s just pain medication.”

Everything becomes hazy, and a giggle bubbles up. “Where are we?” I mumble. My tongue feels heavy in my mouth.

“Welcome to Chancely,” Ash says dryly.


Chapter Twenty-Four



Ash

Arrival is like being welcomed into hell. Heavily armed soldiers line the dock—I guess they called in reinforcements from somewhere, finally. Barely have we stepped down from the shuttle than they move to peel Isla away from Seb.

“What the fuck?” I find a wall of soldiers between me and them. Seb’s fist swings. He cops an immobilizer rod in the back.

Isla screams as Seb crashes to his knees. He surges up again, kicking the feet out from one of the soldiers and smashing his fist into another, as Isla is dragged from his side.

We’re upsetting her. It pulls me back from the brink of full-blown mutiny. I shove the nearest soldier out of my way and get right up into Seb’s face. “Enough!” He’s being held back by two thick-necked alpha elites and in the time it took me to reach him he’s taken another two hits with an immobilizer rod. “You’re not helping her, Seb. Find control. I’ll handle this.”

“How?” His voice is an inhuman growl.

“Let her go. You’re upsetting her, and she has enough to deal with. We’re not going to take out fifty alphas, asshole.”

The fight goes out of him.

I nod at the one holding Isla, and they hustle her away.

My gut twists. Letting her out of my sight is fucking me up. I can’t imagine what it’s doing to Seb.

“Bellingham, in my office now. Colton to the brig. St. James, give my men any trouble, and you’ll be right there with him,” General Rylan barks at us.

The use of surnames reminds me that we’re back in the Empire’s fold. It makes me feel like a kid at school when asshole generals start yelling ‘Bellingham’ at me.

Noah holds up both hands and smiles. He’s got bloody teeth, so it makes a grisly sight.

I roll my fucking eyes at him before I look to where General Rylan is stalking from the flight deck toward the administration suites.

“Stay out of trouble, Noah,” I say. “And Seb. Fucking trust me to sort this out.”

Seb is hauled one way. Noah, wiping blood off his face, leaves in the other direction.

I stride after the general, ready to face the music.

The moment the office door closes he unleashes on me. I take it. He outranks me—for now—so there is nothing I can do. But it burns all the same.

When he’s finished, I let him seethe for a few minutes before I drag up my least combative tone and ask him what he would have done differently.

That throws him. He’s an asshole and a bully and he doesn’t like being put on the spot.

“No bonding. Was that not clear to you?”

“She’s a singular. 99.99%. A walking EMP, as we’ve just discovered. I reported her numbers at the start. But there wasn’t enough manpower to send a shuttle down. I did the best I could.”

“Don’t give me fucking attitude.”

His comment stings, as I’m sure he intends. I’m thirty-eight, and I used to run a business empire that covered every dome on the planet. I knew they were coming long before they made their presence known. I was one of the first to be assimilated.

They thought I’d become a theta that they would whisk away to their home world, where I would join the many other thetas plotting how to kick the Uncorrupted’s ass. I guess you can’t always predict the way the virus takes, so here I am, an alpha, with all the body modifications that go with that caste, but with an intellect closer to that of a theta.

My mere existence pisses the general off.

I really lucked out. There is an unofficial caste war going on between the alphas and thetas, in that they hate each other’s guts. Thetas are hyper-intelligent and more often driven toward accumulating wealth, prestige, or both. They think they should be at the top. They’re not—alphas are—and the push and pull between us makes for some robust conversations.

So, I got the best of both worlds, so to speak. If the general thinks I’ll continue to play at soldier longer than the mandatory conscription, he’s going to be sorely disappointed. Seven years is more than enough time to get to know the power plays, and I’ve already been making some of my own.

“Let him go to her. He’s going to tear up the brig if you don’t. She’s going into heat. Whether you like it or not, she’s also bonded with him. She went through the change with alarming speed, probably driven on by fear and everything that happened. If we make a mistake here, there’s a chance we’ll lose them both.”

“Don’t tell me how to do my job.”

“With all due respect, sir,” —the sarcasm is front and center of my tone— “your job is to keep them alive.” Yeah, I went there. I have a lot of issues with authority, and common sense is not my specialty, as Noah will attest.

“You let them bond. He’s not even a Controller!”

“And she is a singular. I called it in on the very first day. Did you do anything? No. You sat on it and nearly got all of us killed. No shuttles or resources? You should have figured something out. Two alphas from my team didn’t make it, and that’s down to you.” And going in my report.

“You really think you’re something, don’t you, Bellingham, just because you’re the governor’s little pet.”

I grin. Kathryn Lange is a ball breaker who could chew up and spit out General Rylan for fun. “She recognizes my value.” My smile drops. “Give the singular to Colton. Shit has happened. We all need to move on.”

“I’m surprised you’re not hedging for a piece of that. Or are you worried you’re nothing, without the governor?”

General Rylan never made Controller rank and has never claimed an omega. An idiot could figure out he’s bitter about it.

“My aim is a hell of a lot higher than a hot cunt, singular or otherwise.” I know I’m burning bridges, but fuck it if this man doesn’t make my blood boil. “But thanks for looking out for me. Make your decision, General. But make the wrong one, and you may as well lock me in the brig next to Seb. Then you can explain to Kathryn why I’m there when I don’t answer her call.”

He grinds his teeth.

Yes, I just dropped the first name of a member of the Empire’s ruling council. I have no planned call with Ms. Lange. She would be pissed if she thought I was throwing her name around to get what I wanted. But I promised Seb I would sort it out, and it’s easier to beg forgiveness than to ask permission, it would seem.

Rylan grinds his teeth some more.

I wait him out.

He cracks first and nods his head at the door. “I’ll give my approval if her report allows for it. Dismissed.”


Chapter Twenty-Five



Isla

Asoldier I don’t recognize takes me from Seb. He’s wearing a blacked-out helmet with a breathing pipe attached, and everything about him freaks me out. A fight breaks out, a scuffle, raised voices, and low growls.

Ash tells Seb to let them take me. I hate Ash.

I hate Seb more when he stops fighting and agrees.

A sharp sense of abandonment swamps me, and I cry pitifully as I’m carried from the dock where the shuttle landed. I can’t stand the alpha’s scent under my nose. It disgusts me.

“Put me down!”

He refuses.

I’m carried along corridors and into a white medical room, where he and his companion strap me down on an examination table. I go wild, arching up, hissing, and railing against them with all I have until the straps tighten and deny the fight in me.

Once I’m secured, they take up positions flanking the door on either side.

My pussy is throbbing with arousal, my pants are saturated with the evidence, and my world is distorted through the tears leaking from my eyes as I tug against the straps.

“I want Seb,” I say, lifting my head off the table and glaring at them. “Take me to Seb.”

They remain impassive, staring straight ahead and ignoring me.

As my anxiety reaches a fever pitch, a woman enters the room.

I blink the tears from my eyes. She’s not familiar to me, either. I don’t know who she is or what she’s here for. The ache tearing through my body leaves me feeling unhinged. I’m nothing but a writhing mass of volatile emotions. “I want Seb.”

The woman smiles. She’s wearing a smart business suit. But the cut is unusual and strangely simplistic. Not our clothing… She’s not from my world, I realize. We’re in a dome, yet everything feels off. I don’t know what this place is. Some kind of secret base?

No. Ash called it Chancely. Ash, who told Seb to stand down and let the soldiers take me, and who I still hate for that. It feels strangely anti-climactic to be in Chancely after all our crazy travels through the forest.

“I’m Juliet,” she says, approaching me. “I’m going to look after you today.”

I want to scoff at her looking after me when I’m strapped down on a table. Only, she doesn’t feel like a threat. Rather, her presence is comforting. She appeared beautiful from a distance, when she first came in. Up close, she is at a spellbinding level of perfection. Her skin is flawless, and her long red hair has the kind of bouncy waves that I couldn’t emulate even were my hair longer than my shoulders. Her scent is sweet and soothing. It takes the edge off the rampant arousal ripping through me.

“I’m just going to run some tests,” she says.

I jerk against the straps when she opens a drawer and takes out a familiar black box.

“Nothing that will hurt, I promise. You’re going into heat and will need some help with that.”

The young man on the shuttle, Kayce, mentioned heat. My body feels like it’s on fire. Is that what heat is? Some kind of illness? “I don’t know what that means.”

“Let me run the test, Isla. That’s your name, isn’t it?”

My wary eyes shoot to the door. I’m waiting for Seb to charge in and take me from this bed. “I want Seb.”

Her face softens, but her smile is wry. “Don’t we all, darling? But we can’t always have what we want.”

I was indifferent toward her a moment ago. Now I want to rip her glossy locks from her head. Seb is mine. At least, I want him to be.

“The test will help me understand what’s happening to you,” she continues. “They gave you some pain medication on the shuttle. But the heat and arousal you’re feeling won’t leave quickly. If I can perform some tests, then there are medications I can give you that will alleviate the symptoms.”

“I want Seb,” I repeat, quietly.

“We’ll see.” A hint of frost enters her eyes. “I can’t help you with anything, Isla, until you let me do this test.” She’s shown she can be firm when she wants to, and she places the black device on the examination table beside my hand. “You’ve experienced this before, haven’t you?”

I look from the black device to the rubber mittens covering my hands. “I can’t take the gloves off.”

“You don’t need to worry about that,” she says confidently. “You’re not the first omega to have this gift, although it is an unusual one. The base is insulated, not that you present a threat while you’re in heat—your body is far too focused on other needs. The mittens were necessary on the shuttle, but not anymore. There will be training later to help you channel your gift. Even though you’re upset, your life is not in any danger. Even so, without training or unless you’re faced with a strong threat, you pose minimal risk to equipment.”

I’m not capable of analytical thought. Sweat bathes my body, and I linger in a state of arousal so fierce I just want something, anything, to ease this ache. She seems to know what she’s talking about, and, although I’m strapped down, she appears to be seeking my permission. Seb isn’t here to guide me, nor Ash, nor Noah. It’s just me and this strange, beautiful woman with the extra-blue eyes who talks about Seb like she knows him.

“They bound you for your safety,” she says as if reading the direction of my thoughts. “Omegas can hurt themselves when they go into heat like this, unprepared. Once the tests are done, I can give you some medication and privacy, and there will be no more need for restraints.”

“Please, just make this feeling go away.”

“I will do my very best, Isla. I promise. After the test.”

She is very persistent. And firm. I don’t have any options but to trust her, so I nod, and she slides the mitten from my hand and presses my thumb to the plate.

She takes the device to a console, where she taps away and leaves me to fret.

“I’ll need to send a report to the general, but, in summary, your awakening is complete. This is a stress-triggered heat, but it will nevertheless need to work through your system. I can offer you some suppressants, but you should brace for it to get worse before it gets better.”

That doesn’t sound encouraging. I can taste blood where I have chewed on the inside of my cheek. “Yes, anything. Please just make it stop.”

She opens a drawer and takes out a needle and vial. I swore I’d never let one of these crazies pump anything into me again. But at least she asked me, and I’m too far gone to care.

“You’re going to feel a little sleepy,” she says as she rolls my sleeve up and administers the dose. “It will wear off soon enough, but we can take you to a private room now, where you can tend to matters for yourself.”

Her words are all jumbled up in my mind. I want Seb. I have already worked out I’m not going to have him, so I’ll take anything over being strapped down, feeling like I’m ready to tear the skin from my flesh.

Her hand rubs soothingly against my shoulder.

“Are we really in Chancely?” I slur.

She smiles. “Yes. We have been headquartered here since the very start. It was one of the first domes to go through the transition. We always remove omegas en route. You probably think we stop the shuttles on occasion. The truth is we stop every one heading for an assimilated dome. It’s safer that way.” Her expression turns rueful. “Well, usually. I hear you’ve had quite an adventure.”

My horror at this news slides from my mental gasp as my eyes and limbs grow heavy.

“You’re so pretty,” I say, struggling to keep my eyes open.

“So I’ve been told.” She smiles again and releases the strap at my left wrist, then the right, and then my ankles and waist. I’m floating and don’t even try to move. “The guards will carry you to a safe place now, Isla. I know you don’t want them to touch you, but it will be over soon, I promise. And we can supply you with something appropriate to help with your symptoms.”

“Ful…. Muss… Zeb…. Too hot…” I mumble. The floaty feeling stays with me as the men in the breathing masks approach and carry me into a strange, padded room. Juliet comes with me, holding my hand the whole way. She orders them from the room.

The floor I lie on feels soft, like a mattress. The colors are green and the lights blue.

“Itchy…. Hot.” I tug at my clothes, my fingers not coordinated to take them off.

“Do you want help undressing?”

I mumble, yes.

She helps me to strip, gathers my clothes, and presses something thick and long into my hand.

As the door clicks shut, and I find myself alone, the lethargy begins to fade.

Heat and burning need rise to take its place.

I stare down in horror at the fat dildo in my hand. It’s soft to the touch, also firm, but with some flex.

I fling it away in disgust.

It’s not long before I crawl to the corner of the padded room where I threw it and put it where the boiling fury inside me demands.


Chapter Twenty-Six


Seb

They let me out of the brig, and I return to our quarters, which are basic, at best, with three beds, a communal bathroom, and a central lounge area. They placed me under Ash from the start, Noah completed our triad shortly later, and we’ve been based here for most of that time.

On this base, doors are closed. Well, the door leading to the corridor is closed, everything else is open plan except for the bathroom.

Noah lounges in the chair, slugging back beer. It’s fair to say he has got a bit of a buzz going by now. At least one of us has. I haven’t touched a drop.

I can’t.

I know my constant pacing is setting Noah on edge—and it takes a lot to set Noah on edge—but I can’t fucking stop. I’ve no idea where Ash is. He sent a message to say he was checking in on Isla’s tests several hours ago.

Tests. I never thought much about them before, how they pertain to alphas, omegas, or anyone else. Today, the word makes my skin crawl.

She is here somewhere, locked up, and in heat without me.

The thought of somebody else touching her, fucking… just, no. Not that her being medicated makes me feel a whole lot better, although the selfish prick in me prefers that over the alternative. If they’ve dared to let someone touch her, the fucker is going to die, along with whoever the fuck was responsible.

The door glides open, and Ash steps in.

He looks like trash. The battle with the Uncorrupted, on top of the one before that, with me… I bring my pacing to an abrupt stop. “What’s the deal?”

He nods toward the door. “You can go to her. Nesting room 2H. You’re approved for entry.”

I’m already moving to the door when he puts his hand on my shoulder and stops me. “They’ve medicated her. From what I understand, she’s pretty out of it.”

My gut clenches. “Are they monitoring it?”

He shrugs. “Probably. They’re always fucking monitoring it.”

“I need you to lock that down.”

“Yeah, no problem. I figured you’d ask.”

A thunk sounds on the other side of the room as Noah puts his beer down. “I’m up for knocking heads together if that needs to be done.”

He’s annoyingly perky since he was treated by a healer.

“Fine. Go to her,” Ash says to me. “We’ll sort the monitoring out.”

I take a deep breath and let it out slowly, one tension easing and a different kind taking its place. I’ve got permission to go to her. I don’t know what strings Ash just pulled to make that happen, but I’m grateful, so fucking grateful. “Thanks.”

“You don’t have to thank me,” he says. “We have each other’s back. That’s what we do, what we always do. Go. Tend to your mate. We’ll take care of the rest.”

A week ago, I lived a voracious life, feeling very little beyond the loyalty of the bond that had grown between Noah, Ash, and me in increments over the last five years. I wasn’t a man bogged by emotion before the virus, save for my family. There were certainly no thoughts to settle down, and after, even less.

Mate. I feel a strange sting at the back of my eyes, but I bring the shutter down before I turn away and stalk out of the room.

The way there passes in a blur and then I’m at the nesting quarters. I’m waved past the checkpoint to enter the long corridor with doors leading off on either side. The lighting is subdued, and I feel a trickle of sweat run down my spine. I’ve only been here a few times, but they were intense experiences.

This one is all that, times a thousand.

I stop at 2H. She’s in there. Alone. Other than some bastards monitoring it. But I trust Ash to sort that out.

I press my palm to the plate, and the door swishes open to reveal a small entryway. To the left is a shower room and a kitchen area with water, food if you want it, and basic medical supplies that an omega might need, post-heat. On the right is a place to stow clothing, and, directly ahead of me is the door that opens into the nest.

I don’t trust myself to be totally naked around Isla—not until I know how she is—so I strip everything off except my pants and push through the door.

Small, square—just enough height and room to play. This one is pale green, and the soft lighting is blue. The thick, soft mattress fills the room, and there are nooks built into the walls full of nesting material. But her bed is empty of any comfort. She’s lying in the middle, working a massive dildo into her cunt.

Rage and sorrow rip through me. The air is saturated with the sickly scent of medication mixed up with her slick. She doesn’t even notice me. Her eyes are completely glazed as she writhes on the bed, pumping that thick dildo in and out.

My poor baby.

I’m shaking. I’m fucking furious. I’m also aroused and broken as I stare at what she does.

As I purr and wade into the cold nest, she pauses her manic pumping, and the dildo pops out, dripping slick onto the bed.

“Seb?” She blinks, seeming to stare right through me.

“Yeah, princess, I’m here.” As I sink to my knees, she throws her arms around me and, with surprising aggression, pushes me onto my back. She makes a grab for my dick, hissing when she discovers it’s behind my zipper.

“Not a chance, Isla.” I pull her fingers off.

She screeches and rakes my chest with her nails.

If this is her with drugs, I can’t imagine what she would be like with none.

“You’re high as a kite on the shit they gave you. No way I’m fucking you while you’re on that. Use your toy. Get yourself off if you need to.”

She sinks her teeth into my throat and, fuck, if that doesn’t make me want to plow her hard, how she needs.

I’m conflicted. I want to rut her through her heat more than I want to take my next breath. But she’s medicated. I don’t know why the fuck that matters to me. It’s not like I’ve ever asked her permission for anything. I’ve used her, that’s for sure. And yet, in this, I just can’t. She is mine now, my mate. I pick up the slick phallus and slide the tip against her hot core. “Take the toy, Isla. Use it how you need. You’re not getting my dick, so let’s just take that off the table.”

Her instincts take over, and she pushes it deep with a moan. Her back arches. Her cry is visceral as she pumps furiously, trembling with need.

I hold her, even though it fucking breaks me not to give her more.

My eyes shift up to the camera. Monitoring. It’s not supposed to be manned. But you’ve only got to be around these places for a certain amount of time to know some sick asshole is always watching, unless you know somebody who can get it covered for you. A lot of alphas do. I’m not the first person to ask a friend to handle that problem, just in case.

I know Ash and Noah are up there. Watching. Maybe that ought to piss me off.

It doesn’t. Not at all. I like that they’re watching and that they’ve got my back. It makes me feel safe.
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I don’t know when I fell asleep, but when I wake up, I know something has changed.

The scent. The smell of drugs has gone from her system. She looks peaceful. Leaning up on one elbow for a better view, I slide my hand down her body until I reach the disgusting blue phallus still half buried into her cunt and, easing her legs apart, grasp the slick handle and gently pull.

She whimpers, her hips moving a little until it pops out and I can toss it to the edges of the nest.

Not that I can call this bare mattress a nest. The bare sheet is smothered in her slick. The whole room smells of it. Of her. But my dick is still trying to bust a hole through my zipper and doesn’t care for the specifics.

I wonder if Ash and Noah are still up there, watching.

Ash said he’d take care of it, and I believe him. He wouldn’t leave until I’m done. The hairs on the back of my neck prickle. I think about him up there, watching, perhaps becoming aroused himself as he sees what I do.

As I spread her legs wider, she whimpers but doesn’t wake. And then, carefully ensuring my body is not blocking the view, I spread the lips of her cunt open.

She’s all pink and beaten up where she’s been fucking herself into a frenzy with that toy. I kept myself in check while the drugs were inside her. They are gone now, and her scent is clean.

Mate.

Ash acknowledged her as my mate, and I know what she needs.

She doesn’t even wake up as I draw down my zipper, shuck out of my pants, and position myself between her spread thighs. I smear the leaking pre-cum down the shaft and begin to jack over her.

I need to get my cum inside her. I need to stake my claim. I don’t know what the fuck is going to happen next. But I need to make sure that this bonding locks in. Her. Me. I don’t want to take any chances.

As I stroke my dick, it feels so fucking good. I’m close; it’s not going to take long, just staring at her—all spread out beneath me, sleeping peacefully—is getting me there.

“Such a pretty omega,” I croon softly. “I’m going to give you what you need now, baby.”

My hips jerk with every jack of my fist. The leaking pre-cum drips and splatters against her vulnerable pussy, and that takes me to the edge. I plant my fist next to her face, lean right over, with my eyes on her cunt, and release.

I growl, my head tipped back, as splashes of my cum paint her pussy—an image that wakes up the primitive in me, as more and more ropey cum covers her. My knot aches. I want to get inside her. I will get to that, but, first, I need to scent her thoroughly.

I’m breathing heavy as I squeeze the last drops out, running my fingers from root to tip. The last, long sticky thread connects with her pussy and then finally snaps.

I lift my eyes to find she’s still sleeping, although her chest rises and falls unsteadily like her subconscious is telling her what I’ve just done. I scoop up a generous portion in my fingers and lift it to her lips, spreading it over them. Her tongue darts out, her lips part, and I push my fingers into her mouth.

She sucks dutifully.

“Such a good girl,” I say. “We’ll both feel better now.” I feed her some more. She’s still sleeping. “Such a sweet omega, and all mine.”

My fingers swirl through the mess I’ve created before I push my two fingers right up inside her cunt, forcing my cum as deep as I can. Her spent pussy flutters around me, her legs spreading a little wider in a subconscious tell.

“I know, baby, I know. You’ll feel better when I get this all up inside.” Only, I’m not satisfied even with this because there is somewhere else it needs to be. I need to fill her thoroughly with my cum. Slathering two fingers in a generous amount of my spend I slide them around the tight entrance of her ass and then force them in deep.

She comes to with a jolt. I close my fingers around her throat and kiss up her cries as I pump my fingers into her ass. Her cries are both confusion and pleasure and have my cock jerking again.

“There we go, princess,” I say. “That feels better, doesn’t it?”

Her moan is deep. I can feel her ass fluttering, all slick with our combined cum as my fingers slide in and out easily, despite how tight she is.

“Come if you need to.”

It’s like my words of permission push her over. Her hips jerk, and I feel her ass clenching over my fingers.

The vision she presents is deeply compelling, with frothy cum all over her cunt.

My cock is stone hard. I want to fuck her.

The realization that I can, that she is mine, and that no one can stop me, finally settles in.


Chapter Twenty-Seven



Isla

My ass burns and flutters as I blink up at Seb in confusion, trying to steady my pounding heart and work out where I am.

The tiny room is green, the lighting pale blue. It smells of him—and me.

How did I get here?

Everything before a moment ago is hazy, like a dream. I’m relieved, though, that Seb is here; at least until he rises and strides across the mattress-like floor for the open doorway.

“Seb?”

A pitiful whimpering sound escapes me as I try to rise. I’m destroyed. No part of my body doesn’t throb or ache in one way or another. My arms shake as I push up to my knees, looking after him. I hear water running. I sway, dizzy and disorientated. “Seb?”

I think about getting up, following him. The sharpness of separation is acute and almost painful. I shuffle forward on my knees, only to collapse, catching myself as my palms hit the mattress.

“Seb!”

“I’m right here,” he says, emerging with a damp white cloth in his hand. “Stay there, Isla. Let me clean you up.”

I huff a breath—it’s not like I can move anyway.

My eyes follow him as he circles behind me and kneels. Now that he’s close again, all the anxiety recedes.

A hot, wet cloth skims up the inside of my thigh and carefully wipes over my pussy and all the way to my ass.

I sigh. God, that feels so good, easing some of the soreness. He is so gentle it makes me want to cry.

His touch doesn’t only offer comfort, though. I’m still aroused by him.

How can I still be aroused?

“Poor baby,” he says.

My mind is floating, trying to catch up with what has happened and what is happening now. Everything is all jumbled like I’ve been chased by something and never quite gotten away.

The cloth is tossed to the side of the strange room. It drops against the wall. I shudder when I see the thick blue phallus that it lands beside.

I’ve been using that. It’s the reason I’m so sore inside.

I shake my head slowly as memories start to flood back.

His lips are gentle as they kiss my hip, distracting me from my internal angst. They create a feather-soft trail that goes all the way up to the back of my neck.

I shudder again; but, this time, it’s with pleasure.

His broad palms follow his lips, skimming over my hips and waist before he cups my breasts from behind. He pulls me back until we are both kneeling with my back flush to his chest. His nose slides up the side of my throat as he grinds his hard cock against my ass. I reach my arms back, entwining my fingers in his hair.

He has just come on me, I’m sure of it.

Was I asleep?

They don’t seem to know boundaries nor appear to be troubled by ideas of consent. They take what they want—all of them.

“Where are they?” I mumble as Seb’s hands caress me, setting goosebumps in their wake.

He nips gently against my throat, and my pussy performs a slow, achy clench of interest, even though I feel hot and sore there.

“Close,” he says, nipping harder against my throat. “Watching.”

I pull in a sharp breath, and my eyes flutter open.

There is nobody else here. It’s an empty room.

“They can monitor the room,” he says, and I can hear the smirk in his voice. “For their eyes only. You don’t mind that, though, do you, Isla? You can be my good little omega slut for them, and only them.”

His words are crass. They should disgust me. But my answer is in the fierce, womb-deep contraction that pulses through me, and the way my fingers tighten on his hair, pulling him closer.

Why do I want him to bite me?

He squeezes my breasts roughly and pinches the nipples, tugging them.

It feels so good. I can never get enough of this. The fight in me has gone.

His right hand lowers over my belly, parting the slick lips of my pussy before he thrusts three thick fingers into my core.

I arch up, tears stinging my eyes. “Seb,” I gasp, my arms dropping as I grasp his wrist and try to pull him away.

“I know, princess,” he says. “You’re all sore inside. But you’ll take it for me, won’t you?”

I can’t form the words to answer him as he saws his fingers in and out, making sticky wet sounds that make a mockery of my resistance.

He plucks my hands away, pins them to my belly, and continues his torment.

“I need to fuck you,” he growls next to my ear. “I need to get my cock inside you. I need to knot you. You’ve taken it before, haven’t you, Isla? That little toy doesn’t scratch the itch the way you need, does it?”

“No,” I say helplessly.

“You’re mine now. Mine to fuck. Mine to take whenever I want.”

Why do his words feel like something has changed? I was his: before, always, even when I didn’t realize it.

Only, something is different.

His fingers slide out, smearing my sticky slick all over the top of my thighs before he pushes forward slightly, and his cock slips under me from behind, to nestle between my thighs.

When I look down, I can see the thick head, all flushed red and angry-looking as he slowly rocks his hips.

“Such a greedy little omega,” he says.

With my wrists pinned, I can’t move. His other hand spreads the lips of my pussy open so that the head of his cock slides back and forth against my swollen clit.

It’s too sensitive. I can’t bear it, and yet I think I’d go feral if he tried to take his cock away.

Then he rolls his hips and pushes his fingers down, and when he thrusts forward, he nocks my pussy entrance and slides deep inside.

“Oh god!”

My pussy clamps down.

I’m so sore inside. It’s unbearable.

“Good girl.”

“Seb…”

Nonsense pours from my lips. I try to jerk away, but he is holding me fast.

He begins to move his hips, his cock sliding out only to surge in, forcing spent muscles to give in the face of his deep, rough thrusts that make our flesh slap together.

“That’s my good girl,” he says. “Look at you taking me. That feels better than the little toy, doesn’t it? That’s what you needed all along, isn’t it, Isla? A fat alpha dick ruining your cunt.”

He knows I’m gone for him as my stuttered sobs of protest turn to cries of pleasure.

“I need to fuck you rough,” he purrs beside my ear. Bending me over, he pushes my face into the mattress, takes hold of my hips, and begins to piston into me from behind. Hot, fast, pounding strokes that are like an explosion of pleasure streaking through my body. I’m a doll in his hands; one that he uses for his pleasure.

He reaches to paw my breast and pinches the nipple cruelly even as he keeps on fucking me from behind. His other arm circles my waist, pinning me still as he pounds into me.

The climax comes from out of left field. It slams into me. I tip my head back and squeal, and, still, he doesn’t stop fucking me, setting over-sensitized nerves quaking and fluttering.

I can’t come down.

I can’t stop coming.

“I’m going to knot you,” he growls. “I’m going to knot your cunt, and it’s going to feel so good, isn’t it?”

I feel his swelling straining with every slap in and out, and it becomes harder. He slows and grips me tighter with hefty, deliberate thrusts. I feel like he is breaking me on his cock, breaking me and remaking me into something just for him.

“You’re mine, Isla. Until death do us part. Do you understand that? Do you understand that there is no going back? No escaping me? No leaving me? I won’t allow it.”

A distant part of me wants to recoil at those words. Another newly awakened part doesn’t care about the binding that I feel tightening over me—it rejoices.

“Beg me,” he growls, as his movements slow still further. He is filling me. My pussy is clenched hard around his length, and the fat knot is nestled at my entrance, promising terrible pleasure. Ecstasy. Mine for the taking. Except I don’t think I can take it. I don’t think I can take what I’ve already got, what he’s already giving me.

I answer, anyway.

“Please, knot me. I need it, Seb.”

His answer is a growl. His hold turns bruising, and his swollen gland slips past my body’s resistance, to nestle perfectly inside. His teeth sink into my throat. The pain is excruciating, and it triggers a climax so fierce that dots sparkle before my eyes. He growls, his teeth worrying at my throat; I smell blood. Inside me, his cock flexes, pulses, and spews out hot cum.

His fingers find my clit, sliding back and forth over that sensitive bundle of nerves and coaxing me to monstrous pleasure.

My body convulses. Pleasure and pain. A kaleidoscope of colors.

Mine.

The word rattles around my head. I feel a different kind of pleasure. Possessive, dark, and supremely dominant. I’m drowning under the weight, feeling a heartbeat that’s not mine, strong, full of power, so much power. Behind it comes adoration, a spellbinding kind of love that brings tears to my eyes.

I sob.

His teeth ease from my throat. A gentle kiss is pressed against the column.

“I’ve got you, Isla. Always.”

“What have you done to me?” Tears stream down my cheeks even as my pussy quakes and flutters through pleasure. I feel like I’m spinning.

There is something inside me beyond his thick, pulsing length. Something proprietorial, an alien, invading my core. “Get out.”

“I can’t.” Words are growled against my ear. “Not now, not ever.”

Possession is for insentient things like clothes, data tablets… and black obsidian stones. Today, I understand myself to be a possession in a different, animal way.

He is inside me, inside my mind; he has stolen my soul.

Satisfaction smothers the rising panic.

Is it his satisfaction, or is it mine?

I can’t separate us when his thoughts are pummeling at me.

“Breathe, Isla,” he says, one hand cupping my throat. “Just breathe.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight



Seb

Her heat is over. Yet the pull toward her is undeniable. She has been through a lot. She needs time to recover, but it’s like a monster has invaded me and hijacked my brain.

My poor omega doesn’t even know what she’s supposed to do. Hasn’t been allowed the time to accept what she is. She spent hours in the heat, medicated through it, forcing that disgusting blue dildo in and out of her cunt while she lay in her empty nest. And now, as the drugs leave her system, I fuck her until my dick is raw and she’s begging me for a reprieve, and then I fuck her some more.

Distantly, I acknowledge that no monster has hijacked me; it is simply who I am.

Yet how can I resist?

“Seb?”

She is on her knees, her face mashed up against the bare bedding, limp, open, and slick around my over-sensitized cock.

“I know, baby.” I can feel her presence fluttering inside my chest. A web grows between us with every thrust, binding us ever closer together. I want it tight, unbreakable, to claim her fucking soul.

I pull out, roll her onto her back, and, gritting my teeth, seek to plow her with my knot. It’s swollen to the point of erotic pain. It hasn’t gone down the last couple of times, and forcing it inside her to get her off, makes her squirm.

“Seb!”

Her pleasure-pain bombards me, mixing up inside me with my own. 

I shove a hand under her ass to hold still, and the knot pops inside, bringing a full-body shudder as my balls start to rise.

“Come for me, Isla. Come now.”

She does, squealing on her pleasure, her inner muscles caress me. I empty into her again, dumping cum into her overflowing pussy until it drips onto the bed.

Somehow, I find the presence of mind to roll onto my back, taking her over me where she collapses against my chest, even as she’s still clamping the hell out of my dick.

I swear she is still coming as her breathing evens out and she sinks into sleep.

I lie awake until my dick finally begins to soften, holding her, purring, and wondering if Ash and Noah are still watching on the monitor.

Fighting the urge to fuck her one more time.

She shifts in her sleep, sinking her teeth into the crook of my shoulder and throat.

My belly rumbles. I’m thirsty. She has got to be thirsty too. So, although she’s clinging to me, her small teeth worrying at my throat, I gently pry her off. Then, taking a soft blanket from one of the nooks, I tuck it around her, before heading to the kitchen area and grabbing water for her and some pain meds.

I have to coax her to lift her head, and she complains bitterly at me for interrupting her sleep. “Drink some water, Isla, or you’ll get dehydrated.”

She bats at me. I capture her wrists and put the bottle to her lips. I spill half of it over her. Then instincts take over, and she gulps fiercely until the bottle is drained.

She sighs. “No more, Seb.”

I reach for the second one. “Got some ibuprofen. Take some. It will ease the soreness.”

She holds out a shaking hand, and I pop a couple into her palm. It’s a testament to her destroyed state that she doesn’t argue with me and washes them back with a drink from the second bottle.

I drink what’s left. Letting her doze while they kick in, I quickly shower before collecting my mate.

Mate.

“Let’s get you cleaned up.”

“Sleep. Please don’t move me.”

“You’ll feel better afterward.” I pull the blanket away and hoist her into my arms. I take her through into the small shower cubicle. Keeping her body pinned to mine, I turn the shower on. She is quiet and docile as I wash her, soaping up her knotty hair and every part of her body.

She hisses when I wash between her legs.

“I know, princess. I’m going to give you something for the soreness there just as soon as I’m done.”

She huffs out of breath. “If you think of putting anything there, I will end you.”

My chuckle is dark. I dry her off and take her back to the nest. Here, I spread out a clean blanket and lay her on top.

Her body is covered in bruises and bites. I turned into a fucking savage. I can’t take it back. It’s done now. She is mine. The one at her throat is angry-looking. I swallow. Even after it heals, just kissing her there, sucking lightly against it, will arouse her.

I purr, and she doesn’t fight me when I spread her legs and work the cream into the soreness. Her pussy is all pink and beaten up. She whimpers when I carefully push two slathered fingers in, making sure I get the cream nice and deep.

“Hush. Let me do this. It’ll feel better afterward, I promise.”

I’m a man in a trance as my head lowers, and I gently swirl my tongue around her swollen clit.

“Seb.” Her fingers grasp my hair, twisting it up. She tugs on me but in an ineffective way, and her legs part as if seeking more.

I swirl my tongue round and round. I need to get her off just one more time.

Her breathing turns choppy. Her fingers are tearing into my hair, and her hips rock against my mouth before her body turns rigid. She emits a deep guttural groan, and a flood gushes around my fingers.

My cock is hard and wants in.

But she’s going to tear me to pieces with her blunt nails if I try and put my dick in her. So I don’t. I grab one of the blankets, cover up the temptation, pull her into my arms, and hold her as I purr. “We’ll need to leave soon.”

“Leave for where?”

“My quarters.” I pause because my quarters also belong to Ash and Noah, and I don’t know how I feel about that yet. “You’ll need to begin your training once you’ve recovered.”

“Did I really stop the machines?” Her voice is soft and a little lost.

“Yeah,” I say. “You did.”

“What has happened to me, to us?”

“You’re an omega, Isla. You’ve gone all the way through the change. And I’m an alpha who’s made a claim. Whatever happens next, we’ll work it out together.”
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Glossary



Alpha: Dominant and territorial. They experience a rut and can knot when in the presence of an omega in heat. Many, but not all, retain a permanent knot after bonding.

Beta: Most common dynamic. Minor general improvements to the individual.

Controller: Elite alpha soldiers who are given the privilege to train and control omegas deployed in the war.

Copper virus: DNA altering virus. The virus may enhance characteristics already present in an infected individual.

Dynamic: If the Copper virus hosts, it changes the individual into a dynamic. There are twelve viral-induced dynamics, alpha through to mu, and omega. Each dynamic offers different physiological benefits: intelligence, strength, memory, natural leaders or followers, or heightened skills such as mathematics or art.

Empire: Governing Council of the United Planetary System.

Healer: The most common omega type who can heal physical and mental trauma, more often through contact.

Non-dynamic: If the Copper virus does not host, the individual remains unaltered, also known as a non-dynamic.

Singular: Rare omegas with unique traits known as singularities. Predominantly psychic, although other physiological changes may occur.

Theta: Hyper-intelligent dynamics who are often driven toward the accumulation of wealth, prestige, or both.

Uncorrupted: A faction formed by those who fled the Empire during the first mass viral awakening. Many non-dynamics leave the Empire to join them.
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