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      A chal­lenge so sweet he can’t re­sist…


      Al­pha Gen­eral Thorec is shocked to find a fiery fe­male tres­pass­ing in his ter­ri­tory! Un­fazed by his size and over­bear­ing de­mands, she re­fuses to leave, and glares at him with a beau­ti­ful mal­ice he en­joys too much to ig­nore…


      The Al­pha throws her over his shoul­der, in­tent on find­ing out who she is! But Ria proves more of a chal­lenge than he an­tic­i­pated…


      The stormy har­mony be­tween them burns brighter than ei­ther of them are pre­pared for. And though Ria may try to es­cape it, Thorec will not al­low their pro­found con­nec­tion to be de­nied!
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        A chal­lenge so sweet he can’t re­sist.

      

        

      
        Al­pha Gen­eral Thorec is shocked to find a fiery fe­male tres­pass­ing in his ter­ri­tory.

      

        

      
        Un­fazed by his size and over­bear­ing de­mands, she re­fuses to leave, and glares at him with a beau­ti­ful mal­ice he en­joys too much to ig­nore.

      

        

      
        The Al­pha throws her over his shoul­der, in­tent on find­ing out who she is.

      

        

      
        But Ria proves more of a chal­lenge than he an­tic­i­pated.

      

        

      
        The stormy har­mony be­tween them burns brighter than ei­ther of them are pre­pared for.

      

        

      
        And though Ria may try to es­cape it, Thorec will not al­low their pro­found con­nec­tion to be de­nied.

      

        

      
        CAN­DES­CENT is a novella-length, fan­tasy Omega­verse ro­mance that delves into the depths of dark, con­sum­ing love. This story is set in Zoey El­lis’ Myth of Omega world but is a stand­alone story with a HEA. For fans of pos­ses­sive Al­pha anti-he­roes, feisty Omega hero­ines, and fiery ro­mances. This story in­cludes ro­mance of a dark na­ture.
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Chap­ter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        In a mag­i­cal world of Al­pha, Beta, and Omegas, Omegas have been miss­ing for over a cen­tury. As they slowly re­turn to the land, Al­phas dis­cover the unique beauty Omegas bring to their ex­is­tence, with dark, riv­et­ing, but al­ways sat­is­fy­ing re­sults.

        This is Thorec and Ria’s story.

      

      

      

      
        
        THOREC

      

      

      

      “This bet­ter be good,” Gen­eral Thorec growled. “I was in the mid­dle of a train­ing bout.”

      “I apol­o­gize, gen­eral,” the guard mur­mured as he bowed his head. “But there is a dis­rup­tion in the moun­tains. Since I can­not en­ter—”

      “I know, I know,” Thorec snapped, his voice gruff. He was the only out­sider per­mit­ted to en­ter Ariyon Moun­tains, so if there was a prob­lem be­tween the moun­tain peo­ple and the Lox, he was sum­moned. “What kind of dis­rup­tion?”

      The guard shook his head. “I don’t know. The moun­tain con­tact came to tell me we have bro­ken the treaty with them. She was shout­ing, and I couldn’t un­der­stand most of what she said. She stormed away be­fore I could find out what the prob­lem was.”

      Thorec frowned. Al­though the moun­tain con­tact tol­er­ated the pres­ence of the Lox, it was un­usual for her to be out­right an­gry. “Has any­one en­tered?”

      The guard shook his head again. “No one has passed through this way, Gen­eral.”

      Thorec held in the string of curses he wanted to bel­low. All across the Lox Em­pire, other gen­er­als were deal­ing with more rea­son­able prob­lems; swin­dling mer­chants, stub­born farm­ers, and fa­natic cit­i­zens want­ing a glimpse of the Omega Em­press. And yet he was forced to deal with the un­rea­son­able moun­tain peo­ple of Ariyon. He nod­ded at the guard. “As you were.”

      As the guard re­turned to his post, Thorec made his way into the val­ley that wound through the heart of the moun­tains. He had only just vis­ited the moun­tain peo­ple a few days ago, and usu­ally there wasn’t any rea­son for him to re­turn so soon, which suited him greatly.

      His com­man­der had as­sured him that care­ful thought had gone into the de­ci­sion about which ter­ri­tory each gen­eral would man­age. Still, Thorec could not un­der­stand how it was de­cided that he would be suit­able for Ariyon. He had trained hard to join the Lox, and spent decades de­vel­op­ing the skills needed to rise to the level of gen­eral in the only Al­pha army that ex­isted across the en­tire known Lands. But, since they had con­quered the East­ern Lands, now known as the Lox Em­pire, he had be­come more of a ne­go­tia­tor than a war­rior. Yes, he still trained war­riors and took part in strat­egy brief­ings, but he also had the ex­tra re­spon­si­bil­ity of man­ag­ing a dif­fi­cult set of peo­ple—that no other gen­eral had the mis­for­tune of deal­ing with. It was al­most of­fen­sive to him that his ex­ten­sive ex­pe­ri­ence was be­ing wasted in this way. He couldn’t deny it had made him bit­ter.

      To add fur­ther in­sult, the rare fe­male Omegas who had been re­cently dis­cov­ered by the em­peror and promised to Lox war­riors, were only ac­ces­si­ble through strange “pair­ing” events, in which Al­phas were matched with Omegas to see if they were a fit. Thorec had heard some of his men prais­ing the pair­ings, glad to be on their way to find­ing their Omegas, but he found it some­what… odd. Maybe he was of an old-mind­set, but an Al­pha shouldn’t have to go through nu­mer­ous mon­i­tored matches to find his Omega. He should be able to pick her out of a crowd and know that she was the one that be­longed to him, even if it meant pound­ing in the face of an­other Al­pha to prove it. It felt un­nat­u­ral to do it any other way. In the twenty years that he’d spent as a war­rior for the Lox, he had looked for­ward to a life with an Omega mate and their chil­dren. But he de­tested the idea of be­ing “matched,” and he came to the re­al­iza­tion he may end up with­out that life af­ter all. It added to his dis­sat­is­fac­tion with his cir­cum­stances, and gen­er­ally made him a very dif­fi­cult man for his sub­or­di­nates to please. He knew he was surly, but he just didn’t care.

      As he rounded the cor­ner that led to the heart of the largest moun­tain town, he was sur­prised to see sev­eral moun­tain cit­i­zens stand­ing out­side their huts, long­sticks in their fists, and growls on their faces. Crack­ling hos­til­ity charged the morn­ing air, and ag­i­ta­tion tensed their joints. He’d never seen them so riled up be­fore. But when he saw the tar­get of their frus­tra­tion, he stopped in his tracks.

      A small fe­male stood in the cen­ter of the val­ley. Dressed in a dark red tu­nic, her black hair fell to her shoul­ders, and sturdy boots cush­ioned her feet; it was clear she was not from Ariyon. In fact, no one in the Ariyon main­land would have been fool­ish enough to en­ter the moun­tains with­out Lox ap­proval.

      “Who are you?” Thorec de­manded as he eyed her un­usual state of dress. Her tanned bare arms and legs were an un­com­mon sight in the chill­ier cli­mate of the moun­tains, and she was curvier than most of Ariyon’s peo­ple. A warm blend of ex­cite­ment and cu­rios­ity rushed through Thorec’s chest. “What are you do­ing here?”

      She glanced at him but fo­cused her at­ten­tion on the man she was ar­gu­ing with. “I just want to find out where they used to live. I know they were from this moun­tain range, and I just want to speak to some­one. Is there any­one that speaks the Com­mon Tongue avail­able—”

      “I told you that you are not wel­come!” the man said sharply. He was an older Beta male who some­times joined dis­cus­sions Thorec had with the moun­tain con­tact. “You should not have even en­tered this far into our moun­tains with­out per­mis­sion.” He turned to Thorec, his thin mouth twisted in a snarl. “Is this what you call abid­ing by our treaty? Al­low­ing ran­dom peo­ple to storm in here, dis­rupt our herds, and de­mand things of us?”

      Thorec ig­nored him. “How did you get here?” he asked the woman. “This area is not open to vis­i­tors or ex­plor­ers.”

      The fe­male turned to him, her dark-brown eyes bright with de­ter­mi­na­tion, and for a mo­ment, he was stunned. She was very, very pretty. Who would al­low their fe­male, par­tic­u­larly one who looked like this, to en­ter the moun­tains unat­tended?

      “I am within my rights to travel any­where in the East­ern Lands that I choose,” she said sternly.

      “No, you are not,” he replied, his voice rough. “The Lox Em­pire has de­clared—”

      “I have no con­cern for the Lox Em­pire.” Her eyes flashed as her voice rose, and a twinge twisted through his groin. “I am in the East­ern Lands. That is what these Lands have been called for cen­turies.”

      Thorec found him­self both of­fended and strangely thrilled by her at­ti­tude. “Your opin­ion is of no con­se­quence. You are now in the Lox Em­pire, and these moun­tains are re­stricted, as they’ve al­ways been.”

      The fe­male’s eyes hard­ened. “There has never been any re­stric­tion to visit these moun­tains.” She turned to the man she had been in ar­gu­ment with, her brow raised. “Isn’t that true?”

      The older man’s face dark­ened as he stared at her, but he did not re­spond.

      In­ter­est­ing. That was some­thing the moun­tain peo­ple had failed to men­tion in their prior ne­go­ti­a­tions with him about the treaty, but now wasn’t the time to de­bate it. Thorec strode to­ward the lit­tle woman.

      “I’m not leav­ing un­til I get what I came here for,” she warned. “And you can­not—”

      “Quiet!” Thorec barked, as he ap­proached.

      The fiery ex­pres­sion that jumped into her face made her brown eyes molten bronze, and coarse plea­sure threaded through Thorec at the sight.

      Gor­geous.

      “Don’t come near me,” the fe­male snarled, hold­ing up her palm as she inched back­ward. But he didn’t slow down.

      Swoop­ing her up off the ground, Thorec threw her over his shoul­der, her round bot­tom high in the air. Her soft body pressed into him, and he couldn’t help but be highly aware of her breasts on his back as he se­cured his thick arm around her thighs.

      A sud­den gust of scented air made him halt. It was dif­fer­ent from the fresh, bit­ing breeze of the moun­tains—this was heavy and rich, with a de­li­cious sweet edge to it that made his mouth wa­ter and his cock jolt. It curled into his nos­trils, al­low­ing him to draw a deep breath of it, mak­ing his mind spin and stir­ring a raw, prim­i­tive urge deep within him. Be­fore he could even ac­knowl­edge what was hap­pen­ing, the scent sud­denly dis­ap­peared.

      The moun­tain con­tact, a stern-faced woman, ap­proached and be­gan speak­ing as Thorec turned his head, dis­ori­ented, try­ing to pick up the scent again. It was im­pos­si­ble to de­ter­mine its ori­gin from just a gust, but an urge to ex­pe­ri­ence it again, to se­cure it for him­self and revel in it, took hold of him so strongly, he could fo­cus on noth­ing else. By the time the urge cleared, the fe­male over his shoul­der was pound­ing her fists into his back, and the con­tact woman was glar­ing at him. “Did you hear any­thing I said?”

      He nar­rowed his gaze at her. “This will not hap­pen again.”

      “Good.” She lifted her chin, her ex­pres­sion solemn. “Rest as­sured that we will no longer up­hold any treaty with the Lox if it does.”
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        * * *

      

      The fe­male in­truder didn’t stop fight­ing him as he made his way back down the val­ley. There was no point in try­ing to ques­tion her while she was shout­ing and strug­gling to be re­leased, but he would most cer­tainly be in­ter­ro­gat­ing her. Not only was he cu­ri­ous to know where she came from, but he also couldn’t have cit­i­zens turn­ing up in the moun­tains when­ever they wanted.

      Even though the Lox now ruled the East­ern Lands, the em­peror wanted to main­tain all its beauty, in­clud­ing the un­usual Ariyon moun­tains. There was in­deed a mys­tery about them that made them spe­cial. The en­tire moun­tain range ra­di­ated in a mul­ti­tude of col­ors all year round and was one of the most pop­u­lar nat­u­ral phe­nomenons and beau­ties of the Lands, at­tract­ing peo­ple to them from far and wide. Some said they had heal­ing qual­i­ties, oth­ers said they in­spired great­ness, but for most, it was sim­ply a sight to be en­joyed while see­ing, and en­thused about af­ter re­turn­ing home. As such, tours were ar­ranged for peo­ple to visit the moun­tains.

      Thorec couldn’t see why they were so spe­cial. Stand­ing around look­ing at big rocky hills wasn’t how he pre­ferred to spend his time. A chal­leng­ing bat­tle, a mys­tery to solve or a fuck was al­ways prefer­able, yet main­tain­ing the moun­tains was his pri­mary con­cern be­cause it mat­tered to the em­peror. Thorec joined the Lox for Em­peror Drocco, and he would not be the gen­eral that would let the em­peror down in any way. Un­for­tu­nately, the moun­tains were in­hab­ited by a com­mu­nity who were in­te­gral to its nat­u­ral bal­ance. They were also ex­tremely pri­vate.

      Fi­nally, the fe­male slumped against him, ob­vi­ously tired from her ef­forts. “I’m go­ing to go back in there as soon as I can,” she said, some­what breath­less, from be­hind him.

      Thorec’s growl was low in the back of his throat. “And you think I will al­low that?”

      “I don’t need your per­mis­sion!”

      “If you want to en­ter the moun­tains, you do need my per­mis­sion. The Lox has con­trolled these Lands for over two years now. You can­not be so un­aware that things have changed.”

      The cute girl-growl that came over his shoul­der roused an un­bid­den smile to his lips. “The Lox don’t have the right to dis­card cen­turies of cul­ture and tra­di­tion!”

      Thorec frowned. She spoke as if she hadn’t been in the East­ern Lands for the last two years. Be­fore he could an­swer, the beau­ti­ful, rich scent bloomed around him again, burst­ing into ex­is­tence like moon­flow­ers at dusk. He halted abruptly, ev­ery inch of him climb­ing to high alert as it swamped his in­hale, ac­com­pa­nied by that strange fog­gi­ness in his mind that pressed in on all sides. Turn­ing his head, Thorec was shocked to dis­cover that it was com­ing from the fe­male over his shoul­der.

      A sav­age need tore through him. He crushed his nose onto her smooth leg and ran his hand up the back of her thigh and un­der her tu­nic. Ig­nor­ing her whim­pers, he grabbed her ass cheek and squeezed, sat­is­fac­tion gleam­ing at the way it filled his hand. His hard­ened cock jerked, and raw, wild crav­ings thun­dered through him, urg­ing him to claim what was within his reach.

      He pushed his fin­gers be­tween her legs, forc­ing them to widen as he ex­plored along the heated, moist­en­ing crotch of her panties. Slip­ping his fin­gers in, he groaned at the slip­pery feel of her warm and smooth slit. Her slick aided him as he played along her folds, swirling his digit around her clit, and the soft moan that came from her worked through his body straight to the ooz­ing tip of his cock.

      Thorec was yank­ing her panties down her legs when the scent sud­denly faded again, and as the fog lifted from his mind, he forced him­self to still.

      Al­though the urge to free her of her cloth­ing and bury his face be­tween her legs still pulsed ea­gerly, he couldn’t ig­nore the strange­ness of the sit­u­a­tion—it went against all his train­ing as a Lox war­rior and a gen­eral. As his com­man­der fre­quently said, skilled and for­mi­da­ble war­riors do not will­ingly ig­nore even the sub­tlest sign that could sig­nify some­thing fa­tal.

      Thorec doubted any­thing about this sit­u­a­tion was fa­tal, but this fiercely en­tic­ing scent that had sud­denly ap­peared and dis­ap­peared twice while in the pres­ence of this woman, could only mean one thing, and yet Thorec strug­gled to be­lieve it.

      He eased the fe­male off his shoul­der, slid­ing her down his body. Her breasts pressed against his chest, and he couldn’t help but let out a gruff ex­hale as her hard nip­ples grazed him. The feel of her al­most had him dis­card­ing all ef­forts of con­trol, but he had to know. He held her firmly around the waist with one arm and grabbed her thick black hair, gath­er­ing it into his fist so she couldn’t turn away from him. As her face came into view, he searched her eyes. “What are you?” He kept his voice low, but it still rum­bled from his chest, vi­brat­ing be­tween them.

      She didn’t re­spond, but her brown eyes were now re­served.

      “Tell me what you are,” he de­manded.

      Her throat un­du­lated as she swal­lowed, hold­ing his gaze. “You al­ready know.”

      A mul­ti­tude of thoughts and emo­tions clashed within Thorec. His sus­pi­cions were right; this was an Omega. He gripped her harder, bat­tling with the im­pulse to drop to the ground and fuck her with the fierce in­ten­sity of the urges she’d roused. But some­thing told him there was more to dis­cover about this fe­male. Be­sides, the moun­tain val­ley was not the place to take her. Shunt­ing all urges aside, he care­fully hoisted her back over his shoul­der, un­tan­gled her panties from her an­kles and se­cured it into his pocket, then con­tin­ued down the val­ley. Thank­fully, the fe­male was quiet the rest of the way.

      It was well-known that Omegas had kept them­selves hid­den for al­most a cen­tury be­fore the em­peror was able to get them to re­turn. Maybe this Omega had never ex­pe­ri­enced life in the East­ern Lands since the Lox ar­rived. Per­haps that was what ac­counted for her strange as­sump­tions. In any case, her pres­ence in the moun­tains was even more mys­ti­fy­ing.

      As he reached the base of the moun­tains, the guard’s eyes widened as he saw what Thorec held.

      “You did not see her en­ter?” Thorec growled at him.

      “No,” the man said, be­wil­dered. “I’ve never seen her be­fore.”

      Thorec lifted the Omega di­rectly onto his horse and climbed up be­hind her. “The next tour isn’t for a few days,” he called to the guard. “Hope­fully the peo­ple will set­tle in that time, but sum­mon me if there are any prob­lems.”

      As the guard saluted, Thorec urged his steed for­ward, wrap­ping one arm around the lit­tle woman in front of him and press­ing her against his body to keep her se­cure. He would not put it past her to jump off the mov­ing horse to get away from him, but he would not al­low her to es­cape. She wasn’t only a tres­passer; she was also a rare find and an in­trigu­ing mys­tery—one he wanted to solve.

      As his horse picked up a com­fort­able speed, he glanced down to see her star­ing straight ahead, her jaw tight, and her body rigid. “What is your name?”

      She didn’t an­swer, and an­noy­ance flared in his chest. Grab­bing her chin, he turned her face up to­ward him. “Your name?”

      “I owe you noth­ing,” she said, yank­ing away from his grip.

      Re­leas­ing a growl, Thorec dropped the reins and lifted her up, turn­ing her to face him. She yelped, grip­ping onto his arms to steady her bal­ance as he sat her down and ar­ranged her legs around his hips. “You will give me an an­swer!”

      The fe­male pressed her lips to­gether as she glared at him. “I de­mand you re­lease me.”

      He al­most chuck­led at her au­dac­ity as he grabbed the reins again. “There is no chance of that hap­pen­ing, lit­tle Omega.”

      “So I’m your pris­oner now?”

      “Yes.”

      A scowl re­turned her lips. “You Al­phas think you have the right to dom­i­nate and con­trol ev­ery­thing that you put your hands on—”

      “You are lucky my hand is all you got,” he shot back, his voice gritty. “Do you think most Al­phas would have ig­nored that pretty slit of yours? So soft, and fra­grant, and wet?”

      The Omega in­haled sharply, and her hands flew to cup be­tween her legs as if that could do any­thing to erase the feel of her, the scent of her from his mind. “You took my panties,” she mum­bled, ac­cus­ingly.

      “Yes. They were in the way.”

      “I would like them back.”

      The cor­ner of Thorec’s mouth quirked up. “They are ev­i­dence.”

      When she didn’t re­ply, he glanced down at her, and she stared at him with such mal­ice, his cock jerked. “Un­til you give me the an­swers I want, you will not be re­leased.”

      She scowled, low­er­ing her head as she fumed. They con­tin­ued on for a few more mo­ments be­fore she spoke again, her voice softer. “Ria. My name is Ria.”

      Thorec made a noise at the back of his throat. Pretty. It suited her. “How did you get into the moun­tains?”

      She glanced up at him guard­edly. “I found a way in.”

      “Past that guard? I find that doubt­ful. I trained him my­self.”

      Her grip on his arms loos­ened a lit­tle as she ad­justed to the gait of the horse un­der­neath them, and his eyes were drawn to the sway of her breasts un­der her tu­nic. “There are other ways into the moun­tains,” she re­sponded. “You can­not guard them all.”

      She could only be talk­ing about the wilder en­try points into the moun­tain range, but in her flimsy lit­tle tu­nic, it was un­likely that she had used those routes. It ap­peared as though she’d trav­eled from a warmer cli­mate, then some­thing sud­denly oc­curred to him. He re­leased one hand from the reins to grab her jaw, lift­ing her face up un­til her eyes were back on him. “Are you a Tal­ent-crafter?” News that Omegas used magic to con­ceal their hor­monal Omega traits to hide their scents had spread across the en­tire em­pire when the Omega Em­press was in­au­gu­rated. The whole idea of hid­ing one’s dy­namic was atro­cious as far as Thorec was con­cerned. Al­phas could only be Al­phas if Omegas were their true selves—they shouldn’t hide what they were. But if Omegas could use magic to cre­ate por­tals and weapons, it would make sense that this Omega had used a por­tal to en­ter the moun­tains.

      Wari­ness bled into her gaze at his words, and her mouth tight­ened slightly.

      “Magic doesn’t al­ways work near the Ariyon moun­tains,” he said, an­swer­ing the ques­tion in her gaze. “Their nat­u­ral en­ergy makes it un­re­li­able. What were you do­ing there?”

      “Noth­ing that con­cerns you, Al­pha.”

      “You may call me Gen­eral Thorec.”

      “I will not be in your com­pany long enough to call you any­thing.” She wrin­kled her nose, al­most of­fended at the idea.

      “You will be un­able to use magic to es­cape from me if that is what you are plan­ning,” he said sternly. “The moun­tains dis­rupt magic over this whole area, and my base is pro­tected to pre­vent the use of magic.”

      Her eyes flick­ered away from him as she di­gested what he said. “And what do you hope to do with me?” she asked, her voice low.

      Thorec re­mained silent as he con­tin­ued to guide the horse. His cock still throbbed, re­mind­ing him of his in­ten­tions to get be­tween her legs; how­ever, this was no longer the world be­fore the Omegas had been found. The em­peror him­self had made agree­ments about Omegas, and Thorec should re­port he has one. Some­thing in him re­jected that idea, but if she was a Tal­ent-crafter, how could he not? When the Lox had claimed the East­ern Lands, magic had been out­lawed. It was only re­cently that the em­peror re­laxed those laws for Omegas, but only for those rec­og­nized to the em­pire. He glanced down at her again and re­leased his hold on her jaw. “Have you come from the palace?”

      The Omega held his gaze but didn’t an­swer.

      “Where have you come from?” Thorec asked, though his tone made it more of a de­mand.

      She set her mouth in a thin line. “I’ve told you all you need to know.”

      “What I know is that you are a tres­passer and po­ten­tially an il­le­gal Tal­ent-crafter. You haven’t told me why you were in the moun­tains in the first place. Surely you would have heard that they don’t take too kindly to in­trud­ers?”

      “They’ve never been so sen­si­tive be­fore,” she said. “Only since the Lox have turned up, claim­ing ev­ery­thing in sight as their own, have the moun­tain peo­ple be­come wary and sus­pi­cious of ev­ery­one who en­ters.”

      “How could you know that?” Thorec asked. “That was the first time you’ve been there, whether you’ve used magic or not.”

      Her head shot up. “How do you know that?”

      Thorec re­called what he had wit­nessed when he ar­rived. “You asked to speak to some­one who spoke the Com­mon Tongue.”

      She stared at him blankly. “So?”

      “So they were speak­ing the Com­mon Tongue.”

      The Omega blinked her pretty eyes. “They were?”

      Thorec nod­ded. “They speak a dif­fer­ent di­alect—I think be­cause they are so seg­re­gated from the rest of the em­pire. But you have to lis­ten care­fully to un­der­stand. You of­fended them.”

      The Omega was quiet for a long mo­ment. “I didn’t re­al­ize that,” she mur­mured, al­most to her­self. “My in­for­ma­tion about them was… in­com­plete.”

      Thorec frowned as he looked down at her. This fe­male be­came more in­ter­est­ing by the mo­ment. “Where did you get this in­for­ma­tion from?”

      As sus­pected, she didn’t an­swer, but Thorec’s mind was try­ing to pull to­gether all he knew about Omegas. He didn’t know where or how they’d been dis­cov­ered, only that they resided in the Lox Palace in Ashens un­der the se­cu­rity of the em­press. They were in­tro­duced to the em­pire grad­u­ally, and usu­ally took part in… those fuck­ing pair­ing rit­u­als to find a mate among the war­riors of the Lox army. Thorec’s stom­ach tight­ened. “An­swer me. Do you have an Al­pha?”

      The fe­male’s gaze hard­ened. “That is not your con­cern.”

      A surge of vi­o­lent an­noy­ance crashed against Thorec’s hard-fought-for con­trol. “It is of great con­cern,” he bel­lowed.

      She flinched at his vol­ume but didn’t break eye con­tact.

      “If you have an Al­pha, he is fuck­ing ir­re­spon­si­ble,” Thorec ground out, his an­noy­ance con­tin­u­ing to rise. “You shouldn’t be roam­ing the Lands unat­tended.”

      “Unat­tended?” Her mouth dropped open in dis­be­lief. “I can­not be unat­tended be­cause I’m an Omega?”

      Thorec leaned for­ward, his blended an­noy­ance and pos­ses­sive de­sire bound­ing wildly in his chest. “Yes. Be­cause that en­tic­ing scent of yours will make ev­ery Al­pha who smells you want to fuck you raw. This can­not be news to you, lit­tle Ria. Surely you have some in­tel­li­gence be­neath all that beauty?”

      To his sur­prise, a fetch­ing pink glow spread over her honey-col­ored skin, and even as her eyes nar­rowed at him, he didn’t miss the swal­low in her throat.

      Grab­bing her jaw again, he checked her neck for a claim­ing bite, and a blus­ter of re­lief rose af­ter dis­cov­er­ing there was noth­ing sig­ni­fy­ing she had been mated. “You will tell me now if you are be­trothed,” he or­dered, pulling her eyes back to his. “I want to know if you took part in any of the pair­ing events at the palace.”

      “No,” she mut­tered. “I am not be­trothed.”

      The ag­i­ta­tion in him calmed im­me­di­ately. Good.

      “And I will not be held by an au­thor­ity I don’t rec­og­nize,” she con­tin­ued, her eyes shone brightly. “So if you in­tend to hold me, I in­tend to es­cape.”

      Thorec rel­ished the thrill that shot through his body. This woman was tiny in com­par­i­son to him, and yet she had the nerve to chal­lenge him. She had to be one of the most ex­cit­ing finds the moun­tains had ever pro­duced. Squeez­ing her jaw slightly, he leaned in, his voice a deep rum­ble. “Fuck­ing try it.”

      Their gazes locked, and the un­said bat­tle in their glares sparked a po­tent, un­bri­dled de­sire in Thorec. His hand moved of its own ac­cord. Re­leas­ing her jaw, he low­ered his hand to be­tween her legs, push­ing away her hands to reach for her del­i­cate folds once again—thank­ful her tu­nic was pushed up as she sat perched on his steed. He was acutely aware that there was no scent or mind-fog this time—no un­con­trol­lable in­stincts to spur him on. He sim­ply needed to touch her.

      The Omega grabbed his thick fore­arm in alarm, at­tempt­ing to push his hand away, but as soon as his fin­gers brushed her clit, she bloomed into the most beau­ti­ful sight Thorec had ever seen. Her face soft­ened into an ex­pres­sion of bliss, a long moan re­ver­ber­ated in her throat, and a shud­der twisted through her lit­tle body.

      Thorec growled and pressed firmer against her, play­ing with her clit as he watched the plea­sure trans­form her face. Her breath­ing deep­ened as she writhed and twitched, jut­ting her hips for­ward for more of his touch. Fuck. The scent of her slick called to him, beck­on­ing him to lick and suck her un­til she came in his mouth. He with­drew his slick­ened fin­gers and watched her lean against his arm, his bi­cep cradling her head, as he put his fin­gers in his mouth.

      The taste of her was like a re­joic­ing through­out his en­tire body. Ev­ery nerve in his body burst alive with de­sire, in­nate recog­ni­tion, and such a fierce need to claim that could only be at­trib­uted to one truth; this Omega was his.
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      Ria al­ready hated the gen­eral and his an­noy­ing, brazen ar­ro­gance. But even more she hated the preen­ing sat­is­fac­tion that blos­somed in her at the sight of pure plea­sure on his face when he pushed his slick-drenched fin­gers into his mouth.

      She didn’t know what he had done, but a prim­i­tive part of her had awo­ken when he’d touched her in the val­ley—a part of her she didn’t rec­og­nize. That part of her had rev­eled in the heady scent waft­ing from him; it en­joyed the de­mand­ing and au­thor­i­ta­tive na­ture of his voice, and longed for him to spread her wide and fuck her any way he pleased. She was ashamed of how over­whelm­ing the de­sire for him had been—how pow­er­fully it had pushed all rea­son­able thought out of her mind. It had only been a sliver of dig­nity she’d man­aged to hold onto that she hadn’t growled at him to move faster when he’d dragged off her panties.

      Even with her scent muted again, that prim­i­tive part of her seemed to have lin­gered, be­cause she couldn’t ig­nore the way he con­tin­ued to af­fect her. Both he and his horse were enor­mous enough to make her feel se­cure, and he caged her in as he held the reins. His stim­u­lat­ing scent still kept her highly aware of him, and his grey eyes locked on to her fiercely, award­ing her at­ten­tion she didn’t even re­al­ize she wanted… It felt right, even though it couldn’t be. He was a Lox Al­pha, one of the gen­er­als, and ul­ti­mately, her ad­ver­sary. He’d be­haved ex­actly as an ad­ver­sary would—throw­ing her over his shoul­der like a sack of pota­toes, as though he had ev­ery right to, and hold­ing her as his pris­oner, just like Al­phas have al­ways done with Omegas. He was get­ting in the way of what she needed to do, and she should not be suc­cumb­ing to any sort of sat­is­fac­tion in his arms.

      “You taste de­li­cious, my brave chal­lenger.” The husk in his voice made a shiver tickle up her spine. When she glanced up, the Al­pha was lean­ing over her, plea­sure still etched on his face, though there was some­thing dif­fer­ent about his eyes now. “I shall in­deed en­joy you.”

      “I am not a del­i­cacy,” she said sharply. “You fre­quently touch me with­out per­mis­sion, Al­pha. Do you even see any­thing wrong with that? Do you think it is your right to touch an Omega how­ever you want, even with the Omega em­press in place?”

      The Al­pha’s ex­pres­sion shifted, al­though she couldn’t tell what had changed. “I don’t re­call you fight­ing me when I was tak­ing off your panties.”

      She clenched her fist, ready to punch the smirk off of his face, but she doubted he would even feel any­thing. She couldn’t fight or es­cape him while her ac­cess to magic was dis­rupted. At the mo­ment, the loss of her magic scared her more than the Al­pha—it was her se­cu­rity, her com­fort, and the only way she could pro­tect her­self.

      Ria closed her eyes against the sight of the Al­pha as she rested her head on his thick arm, ig­nor­ing the vi­o­lent protest that stormed within her that he’d stopped touch­ing her. It was a dan­ger­ous trap—one her own body was cre­at­ing, but it wasn’t as though she wasn’t aware of it.

      She’d known that she would even­tu­ally come across some of the Lox’s Al­phas, but this one was dan­ger­ous. He had all the typ­i­cal traits of an Al­pha; enor­mous, bulky, and ar­ro­gant. He also hap­pened to be good-look­ing in a rough and rugged way, and there was some­thing about the way he moved, his growly voice, and the wari­ness in his grey eyes that was… well, in­cred­i­bly sexy. The stern way he be­haved with the moun­tain peo­ple re­vealed he was hard­ened in a way she hadn’t seen of­ten. It wasn’t sur­pris­ing with older Al­phas for them to be even more bone-headed, rude, and stub­born than their younger, rasher coun­ter­parts, but with this gen­eral, there was some­thing else…

      Ria firmly pushed the thoughts away. She didn’t know this Al­pha, and she wasn’t go­ing to try to un­der­stand him. It didn’t make any dif­fer­ence to achiev­ing her goal.

      The moun­tain peo­ple of Ariyon had proved more sen­si­tive than she’d an­tic­i­pated. She ad­mired their right and de­sire to be com­pletely se­cluded from the rest of Ariyon and the East­ern Lands, but they’d per­ceived her as a threat, not un­der­stand­ing that she held no ill will to­ward them. It was the Lox who had made them so ag­i­tated, so sus­pi­cious and un­will­ing to lis­ten. She couldn’t blame them—the Lox had a way of en­rag­ing peo­ple. She had to go back and apol­o­gize, then find a way to get the an­swers she needed.

      At the sound of bay­ing an­i­mals, she inched her eyes open to see that they were pass­ing sev­eral farms and fields. She knew that Ariyon had some farm­ing land, as well as some vil­lages. Based on her mem­ory of the map, she had an idea where she was. All she needed to do was es­cape be­fore the gen­eral took her into his mag­i­cally blocked base. As long as she didn’t end up in there, she would be fine.

      Clos­ing her eyes again, she reached out and felt for magic. Thank­fully it was present, though it blinked in and out of ex­is­tence in some ar­eas be­yond her reach. She slowly ex­haled a breath of re­lief. Al­though its un­usual be­hav­ior was wor­ry­ing, the main thing was that she was able to draw on it and use it in what­ever way she could to es­cape. She has to be ready for the right time, and she could tell it was ap­proach­ing.

      As they slowed, Ria kept her mind alert and pre­pared to draw upon magic, even though she was in an in­cred­i­bly awk­ward po­si­tion on the horse.

      Fi­nally, the horse came to a stop, and as the Al­pha called out to some­one nearby, Ria took ad­van­tage of his dis­trac­tion.

      Call­ing strands of magic, she weaved a por­tal, di­rect­ing it low to the ground next to the horse, and be­fore any­one could draw the gen­eral’s at­ten­tion to it, she slipped un­der­neath his arm and pushed her­self off the horse.

      The Al­pha bel­lowed, and his fin­ger­nails scraped her an­kle, but he was un­able to grab hold of her. Fall­ing awk­wardly, she braced for im­pact just in case the por­tal dis­ap­peared sud­denly, but the cold rush all over her body told her it had worked.

      The hard, dusty ground hit her on the other side, but she jumped to her feet as quickly as she could. Be­cause of the in­con­sis­tent magic in the area, she’d only man­aged to cre­ate a por­tal that would take her a few feet away. Look­ing around, she saw the Al­pha was al­ready slid­ing off his horse, his grey eyes stormy as he landed on the ground, and he was glar­ing di­rectly at her.

      Ria turned and ran as hard as she could away from him, but she knew he was al­ready run­ning af­ter her—she heard his heavy boots eat­ing up the dis­tance be­tween them. Call­ing on magic again, she fo­cused her mind as she ran and weaved an­other por­tal di­rectly in front of her. When she jumped through it, it took her an­other few feet away, length­en­ing the dis­tance again be­tween her and the Al­pha.

      The gen­eral roared as she landed and con­tin­ued run­ning; his voice was like a war cry. He was ex­cited by this chase, and as much as she was con­fused by the emo­tion, his ex­cite­ment was in­fec­tious. An­noy­ingly, her slick gath­ered as she ran, and she fought hard to ig­nore the hard­en­ing of her nip­ples. What the fuck was hap­pen­ing to her body? She didn’t have time to think about it, but she knew the flut­ter­ing in her stom­ach wasn’t caused by fear alone.

      She an­gled to­ward the near­est field, head­ing to the farm­house on one side of the land. Hope­fully, the pres­ence of green­ery and an­i­mals sta­bi­lized the magic there, and she could cre­ate a por­tal that could main­tain a longer dis­tance.

      Glanc­ing over her shoul­der, she re­al­ized she couldn’t hear the Al­pha. She held her breath as she con­tin­ued to run, lis­ten­ing care­fully for any sound of him, the gruff ex­hales of his ex­er­tion, or the heavy clomp­ing of his foot­steps. But there was noth­ing.

      She turned to look and was sur­prised to find that he was to no where to be seen. That couldn’t be right. Glanc­ing around her as she con­tin­ued run­ning, she knew he wouldn’t have given up. If he’d stopped chas­ing her, then he prob­a­bly headed some­where to cap­ture her—al­though from the lit­tle she knew of him, that didn’t seem like his style. Be­sides, she could feel him watch­ing her.

      Slow­ing to a stop, she eyed the farm­house. Maybe head­ing there was a trap. What if he’d some­how ar­rived ahead of her? Qui­eten­ing her mind, Ria felt for magic. To her dis­may, the en­tire area was patchy.

      “Shit!” If she couldn’t find a way out of there im­me­di­ately, there was no doubt the gen­eral would catch her. An­noyed, she reached out as far as pos­si­ble and found a large mass of magic sev­eral yards away be­hind a run­down build­ing near the farm­house. She could def­i­nitely cre­ate a por­tal to get out of Ariyon en­tirely from there.

      Ria glanced around again, look­ing for any sign of the gen­eral, be­fore call­ing on magic. Magic re­sponded quickly and freely, al­low­ing her to weave a smooth, lay­ered pat­tern, in­fused with a lo­ca­tion in Ashens. As she weaved, she started run­ning again, push­ing as much en­ergy into her legs as the por­tal came to­gether be­hind the build­ing.

      She grinned as the por­tal glis­tened ahead, then pushed her­self harder to get there.

      As she neared the build­ing, a flash of grey in the cor­ner of her eye made her mouth go dry.

      Be­fore she had time to reg­is­ter it, a heavy weight bar­reled into her, knock­ing the breath from her lungs. She spun in the air be­fore it crushed her to the ground, rolling over with her a few times.

      Ria gasped, try­ing to catch her breath, but the weight that rolled on top of her was sub­stan­tial.

      “That was fun, lit­tle chal­lenger.” The gen­eral’s voice was close to her ear, ladened with ex­cite­ment and gritty with de­sire. He ripped open her tu­nic, tear­ing away the fab­ric as he pinned her to the ground.

      “Re­lease me!” she de­manded, lift­ing her head to glare at him, but even as she said it, she knew she didn’t mean it.

      His beau­ti­fully po­tent scent as­saulted her as vig­or­ously as his body. Weighty and thick, it pressed in on her, smoth­er­ing her senses and set­ting off a chain re­ac­tion of ur­gency and need through­out her body. No! Ig­nor­ing her senses, Ria fought him as hard as she could, dig­ging her nails into his skin, lift­ing her knees to dig into his stom­ach, but it only served to ex­cite him more.

      Thick fin­gers threaded into her hair and scratched her scalp hard, push­ing her head down to the ground as his warm, wet mouth closed over her sen­si­tive nip­ple. Ria strug­gled to main­tain her fight as the jux­ta­po­si­tion of the pain and plea­sure made her gasp and keen for more. His hard suck­ling sent shock­waves of prickly plea­sure all over her body, con­cen­trated at her clit. She arched into his mouth for more. His sat­is­fied groan around her nip­ple made that stupid part of her jit­tery and tingly with de­light.

      His mouth low­ered to lap ev­ery bead of sweat un­der her breasts and con­tin­ued to her stom­ach, where he sucked, nib­bled, and dragged his teeth along her skin. He stopped to mur­mur some­thing at the area be­low her belly but­ton, be­fore con­tin­u­ing down be­tween her legs. She grabbed at him, try­ing to yank him away, but it was as though her body didn’t con­nect with her mind, be­cause her fin­gers threaded into his curly, sil­ver-dusted, brown hair, and stroked his scalp. And when his tongue grazed her clit, she thrust her hips up into his face.

      The Al­pha didn’t hes­i­tate. He sucked, nib­bled, and licked, groan­ing in plea­sure as he feasted on her, and she could do noth­ing but spread her legs and take it. She had never felt any­thing like it; his tongue and mouth built a cas­cade of in­tense plea­sure through her body she had never known was pos­si­ble. His tongue stroked her so ex­pertly that it al­most be­came too much. She squeezed her thighs against his head, but he pried them open.

      “You will let me in, Omega,” he mur­mured, be­fore push­ing his tongue into her.

      Ria bucked, moan­ing as he wrig­gled his tongue in­side her, but be­fore she could even reg­is­ter that, he was suck­ing again at her clit. His hand brushed up her body, back to her breasts, and as he pinched her nip­ples, palm­ing her breast in his large hands, her body ex­ploded in a vi­o­lent shud­der­ing sen­sa­tion of ec­stasy.

      Be­fore she could re­cover, some­thing thick and blunt was push­ing into her, open­ing her wider than she was pre­pared for.

      She gasped, grab­bing the Al­pha’s cloth­ing as she tried to push him away, shak­ing her head as she tried to find her voice, but he didn’t stop.

      Sharp, bit­ing pain shot up into her as his cock stretched her wide. She fought and yelled as he con­tin­ued, the length of him seem­ingly never-end­ing.

      Fi­nally, he stilled, and Ria breathed rapidly, try­ing to deal with the feel of him in­side her. He was so deep. She had to be break­ing in two from the in­tru­sion.

      She gripped his thick grey tu­nic, her eyes wide. “Please,” she panted. “I can’t—”

      The Al­pha dropped on top of her, smoth­er­ing her mouth with his, push­ing his tongue in as he be­gan to move his hips.

      Ria squealed as he moved, the ex­cru­ci­at­ing pain wors­en­ing for an in­stant, but as he slammed heav­ily back in, some­thing changed. He pulled out again, and the pain wasn’t as sharp this time, but when he slammed in, some­thing glo­ri­ous hap­pened. A wild, coarse rush spi­raled deep in her core, shoot­ing through her stom­ach and spread­ing to her ex­trem­i­ties. She couldn’t call it plea­sure—it was much more than that. It buried into ev­ery fiber of her be­ing and ex­ulted in the most volatile, and sav­age, and eu­phoric way… she needed more.

      Ria moaned around the gen­eral’s tongue as he set a steady pace, drag­ging his cock to the en­trance of her pussy, be­fore slam­ming roughly in again, shunt­ing her along the ground.

      “Your pussy is bet­ter than I even imag­ined,” the Al­pha mur­mured into her mouth. She in­stinc­tively clenched, and he groaned again, in­creas­ing his speed as he fucked her rougher.

      Ria spread her legs wide, suck­ing ea­gerly on his tongue and grab­bing onto his cloth­ing. This ex­pe­ri­ence was be­yond any­thing she had ever known, and as the hunger for more took over, ev­ery last re­main­ing sen­si­ble thought was pushed aside.

      She hummed in de­light as his strokes in­creased, tilt­ing her hips to take him as deeply as she could, the squelch of her slick loud in her ears as he slammed in. Her sur­round­ings faded away as she rev­eled in the feel and scent of the Al­pha feed­ing her body ex­actly what it needed. But soon, his pen­e­tra­tion was too slow. She humped her hips up to meet his thrusts, ea­ger for more. She wasn’t sure ex­actly what she wanted from him, but she knew that some­thing wasn’t quite right yet. There was more the Al­pha could give her, should be giv­ing her, and she didn’t un­der­stand why he was with­hold­ing it.

      The Al­pha pulled back, the hint of a smile on his lips, his eyes dark as he stared down at her, but it was all a waste of time to Ria.

      Grab­bing his head with both hands, she dug her fin­gers into his scalp, scratch­ing along it in her ur­gency to ex­plain to him what she needed. But his smirk only grew wider.

      An­noyed, she slapped his face and snarled at him, but his head barely moved.

      “Yes, fight me, lit­tle chal­lenger,” he growled, his tone al­most tor­tur­ous as his gaze deep­ened. “Make me earn it.”

      She barely heard his words. She slapped him again, this time dig­ging her nails into the side of his face and scor­ing along his jaw. Why was he talk­ing? Why wasn’t he fuck­ing her the way his cap­ture of her promised he would?

      Dis­gusted, she turned, claw­ing the floor and el­bow­ing him in his chest as she crawled out from un­der him.

      She hadn’t reached even a foot away when he grabbed her leg.

      “Where do you think you’re go­ing?” he snorted. Ria snarled back at him, snatched her leg from his grasp, and aimed a sharp kick to his face. He dodged her, bark­ing out a yell of sur­prise, then pinned her hips and climbed over her.

      “You want it?” he bel­lowed. “Do you know what you’re ask­ing for, lit­tle Ria?”

      Ria didn’t have to an­swer. Pin­ning both wrists be­hind her back with one hand, he yanked up her hips and slammed in­side, forc­ing his way in un­til she was stretched bliss­fully wide again.

      She howled as he plun­dered her, fuck­ing her hard and reach­ing depths of her she never knew ex­isted. He was re­lent­less, his flesh smack­ing hers as she jerked on the stone ground, rough grit cut­ting into her cheek as she cooed and moaned at the bliss­ful dev­as­ta­tion that fi­nally dom­i­nated her. Yes, this was it. This was what he had been hold­ing back.

      The raw, sin­ful stench of them height­ened ev­ery­thing; her de­sire, her sen­si­tiv­ity, her aware­ness of him. Her nip­ples stung as they hard­ened fur­ther, and the suc­cu­lent sounds of her slick eas­ing his way turned soppy as it splat­tered on them both.

      Widen­ing her legs to ac­com­mo­date him, he tilted her hips and when he slammed in again, his cock grazed a bun­dle of sen­si­tiv­ity deep in­side her. She saw stars. A bru­tal erup­tion seized her limbs, par­a­lyz­ing her while she screamed into the dirty ground.

      When her senses crept back to her, an­other breath­tak­ing erup­tion was al­ready close, and the Al­pha’s grunts and groans were the per­fect tit­il­la­tions as he worked in and out of her, squeez­ing her hips so hard she knew it would bruise.

      Ria lost track of all but the Al­pha. She didn’t know how long she was on the floor, only that he fucked her like a man pos­sessed in the most con­sum­ing and hun­gry way. The com­plete ex­plo­sion of plea­sure over her body hap­pened twice more be­fore he fi­nally jerked er­rat­i­cally, and let out a gruff ex­hale as he slammed in­side her one last time. Ria screamed as some­thing broad and firm scraped her, burn­ing as it wedged in and locked them to­gether. His knot.

      Re­gard­less of the pain, Ria clenched around him, need­ing what was spilling in­side her, but not quite reg­is­ter­ing why. She was too ex­hausted to even think prop­erly.

      The gen­eral dropped on top of her, pant­ing heav­ily, and Ria inched her head up to press her nose into his sweaty neck, seek­ing re­as­sur­ance. The Al­pha chuck­led, his chest rum­bling. “You did well, lit­tle chal­lenger.” His fin­gers found her hair and stroked through the now sweaty, messy, dirty strands. “But you will learn; you will never win against me.”
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      When Ria came to, ev­ery­thing was pain.

      She was be­ing moved, jolted, in a strange way, forc­ing her to hiss at the bursts of agony fir­ing through­out her body. When she inched her eyes open, the Al­pha loomed above her, and she stiff­ened. Glanc­ing around, she re­al­ized he was car­ry­ing her. Her tu­nic was ripped to shreds, she was prac­ti­cally naked, and her skin was marked with bites, bruises, smears of grime, and white fluid. Her limbs screeched and her head pounded, but noth­ing could com­pare to the pain be­tween her legs. It felt like she had been ripped apart, torn, and mu­ti­lated.

      Glar­ing up the Al­pha, she watched him as he strode with her in his arms, her jaw so hard she was sure she would break a tooth. He had done pre­cisely what she had ex­pected him to—mate with her, force­fully. But much of her anger was re­served for her­self. She couldn’t ex­pect any­thing less from an Al­pha, but she should have made sure she never found her­self in such a po­si­tion.

      What sur­prised her the most was how much she had en­joyed it in the mo­ment. She knew that her in­stincts would work against her, wasn’t that what she’d had al­ways been told—if caught with­out mag­i­cal blocks, an Omega could turn into a needy breeder for an Al­pha. It wasn’t as if she didn’t know. But the level of sat­is­fac­tion and plea­sure she had ex­pe­ri­enced was alarm­ing. She hadn’t even en­tered her Haze—it would’ve been more un­der­stand­able if she’d lost her mind in her breed­ing state.

      Ria shook her head, firm­ing her thoughts. She had to get away from him at all costs.

      The gen­eral glanced down at her, but she couldn’t read his ex­pres­sion. “There is no need to give me that look,” he said as he lifted his eyes again. “You may pre­tend you didn’t want it or en­joy it, if you pre­fer. I hear many Omegas do that.”

      Ria didn’t say any­thing. She wouldn’t say any­thing more. He seemed to en­joy her re­sponses, goad­ing her, com­mand­ing and de­mand­ing an­swers from her. But that was over with now. She needed to fo­cus on her task, her own per­sonal mis­sion that she had promised her­self she would com­plete. She had spent her en­tire life com­plet­ing mis­sions to sup­port Omegas, but even with the Omega em­press in power, it didn’t stop things like this from hap­pen­ing. Granted, she was caught un­aware from the dis­rup­tion of magic in the moun­tains, but this gen­eral had no right to fuck her like he owned her. And she didn’t know who else he would en­cour­age to use her—there were sto­ries that it was com­mon in the past for Omegas to be used and passed around.

      Ria closed her eyes as the gen­eral con­tin­ued to walk, try­ing to ig­nore the pain that as­saulted her body. She would bide her time, and then she would es­cape.

      Af­ter a long while, the Al­pha slowed to a stop and bent over slightly. Crack­ing an eye open, she saw he was climb­ing into a car­riage. She let him fold her into his lap as the car­riage lurched for­ward, but in­stead of al­low­ing her­self to be lulled by his scent, that was still en­tic­ing her, or the feel of his fin­gers stroking the side of her face, she de­cided to fo­cus on the croak of the wheels as they trav­eled, and the clop­ping of the horses hooves nearby.

      When the car­riage came to a stop, he lifted her back into his arms as he climbed out, and the sud­den dis­ap­pear­ance of the cold breeze told her they had en­tered a build­ing.

      She kept her eyes closed as he laid her down on some­thing soft and pulled the re­main­ing shreds of her tu­nic from her body. When he lifted her again, his lips brushed against her fore­head and down her neck, and she couldn’t ig­nore the shiv­er­ing an­tic­i­pa­tion that his touch in­spired, but she forced her­self not to re­spond to it.

      When warm wa­ter lapped against her ass, she gasped, her eyes shoot­ing open.

      The Al­pha was low­er­ing her into a deep bath, filled with soapy, warm wa­ter. She jerked in sur­prise, but as the wa­ter en­veloped her, sooth­ing her pains, she sighed heav­ily with re­lief. A rum­ble came from the Al­pha’s chest, as though he felt the re­lief that she did, but she chose not to meet his gaze.

      As he lath­ered her up with a spice-scented soap, she tried not to wince from the pain in her mus­cles, but sur­pris­ingly the ex­pe­ri­ence was a pleas­ant one. The Al­pha was thor­ough and gen­tle, wash­ing her hair and scrub­bing ev­ery part of her un­til she was clean.

      Af­ter he dried and mois­tur­ized her, he lay her down on an enor­mous bed and left the room. Once she re­al­ized he had gone, Ria sat up and took in her sur­round­ings. The room was sparsely dec­o­rated, with only a bed, a ta­ble and chair, and a mir­ror on the two-toned blue wall. It did, how­ever, have a broad set of win­dows that looked out onto a field. It was a strange room for a gen­eral’s base. Even though she knew the build­ing was pro­tected from magic, her heart still dropped when she reached out for it and felt its ab­sence.

      Mov­ing gin­gerly, Ria climbed out of bed to ex­am­ine the win­dows. Al­though they were locked, it wasn’t im­pos­si­ble to pick them. The only prob­lem was, it was clear she was on the sec­ond or third floor of the build­ing, and she would most cer­tainly hurt her­self if she sim­ply jumped from this height with­out magic. Fur­ther, there were no trees to hide among if she did man­age to get down there. She needed a plan.

      She sur­veyed the room, but there was noth­ing that in­ter­est­ing. Her boots had been left by the ta­ble, and a large closet was in one of the cor­ners. Af­ter find­ing noth­ing use­ful, she re­turned to the bed.

      She didn’t have to wait long for gen­eral to re­turn, and when he did, she was shocked to see that he only wore a towel around his waist. He must have bathed too, be­cause the tips of his hair were wet. Even with­out his clothes and his ar­mor, the gen­eral was mas­sive. In fact, he seemed more daunt­ing now that she could see the bulging mus­cle of his arms, shoul­ders, and chest. Ria looked over him care­fully, try­ing to pin­point his age. Ini­tially, she had thought he was a much older al­pha, but there was noth­ing to sug­gest that from just look­ing at him. Maybe it was the con­trolled way he moved or his man­ner, but there were no ob­vi­ous signs of age on his face or body. The only thing that told her that he may be older was the sparse strands of sil­ver that streaked through his dark brown hair.

      Sud­denly she re­al­ized he had stopped in the cen­ter of the room and was smirk­ing at her as she stared at him. She dragged her eyes away, de­ter­mined not to give him the sat­is­fac­tion of her eyes on him.

      “Where are you from, lit­tle Ria?”

      She ig­nored him, though his deep voice caused a trem­ble in her stom­ach. Her stupid body was re­ally start­ing to an­noy her.

      “I want to know ev­ery­thing about you. Tell me where in the Lands you were born.”

      She kept her head fac­ing away, star­ing straight ahead, not al­low­ing him to en­gage her again, even in sim­ple con­ver­sa­tion.

      The Al­pha chuck­led. As he moved around the room, Ria found her­self cu­ri­ous about what he was do­ing, but she kept her eyes away.

      Fi­nally, he moved to the side of the bed, and she closed her eyes, wait­ing for him to climb in, but he didn’t. She made her mind up to not even ac­knowl­edge him no mat­ter what he did, but when he growled, low and lux­u­ri­ous, there was noth­ing that could stop her from turn­ing to him.

      What she saw sent a shock of car­nal hunger through her core. The gen­eral stood fully naked, his hard length in hand, rub­bing and stroking it as he stared at her. His ex­pres­sion was so fierce, it drew a whim­per from her lips. In­stantly that fa­mil­iar des­per­ate need surged through ev­ery inch of her. But it wasn’t just the sight of the bulging, weep­ing head of his cock that caused it, or the flex­ing of his thighs as he jerked his hips for­ward to his hand. The gen­eral had her panties pressed up to his nose. Ria’s pussy, as sore as it was, clenched as her slick be­gan to gather again.

      “Do you still want these back?” His ques­tion came out as a harsh growl as he worked his cock faster.

      Ria tried to drag her eyes away, but couldn’t, and in her rap­ture, she for­got she wasn’t sup­posed to be talk­ing to him. “I thought they were ev­i­dence.”

      The in­ten­sity of his eyes height­ened. “They are. Ev­i­dence that your pussy smells gor­geous.”

      The heat that rushed to her face flus­tered her, and al­though she opened her mouth, noth­ing came out. She squeezed her legs again, winc­ing at the pain be­tween them while his scent drifted into her nose. That needy part of her was flour­ish­ing, raw, con­sum­ing de­sire threat­en­ing to take over again, but she couldn’t let it win.

      Forc­ing her­self to look away, she at­tempted to ig­nore him, but the firm, wet strokes of his cock, aided by his flu­ids, drew her eyes back.

      His length was mas­sive. How had that fit in­side her? Go­ing by how sore she was, it barely did, but she couldn’t deny how in­cred­i­ble it felt. The more he stroked, twist­ing his wrist ev­ery time he reached the tip, the deeper the crav­ing within her burned, mak­ing her mouth wa­ter. When she licked her lips, the gen­eral snarled, mov­ing closer as he sped up, and soon he was drag­ging the bed­sheets off her, rum­bling in sat­is­fac­tion at the sight her body.

      Ria told her­self to get up, to move away from him, but those thoughts dis­in­te­grated when he grabbed her throat. She im­me­di­ately went limp, and a beam of calm sat­is­fac­tion and plea­sure soothed away all con­fu­sion. This didn’t need to be that dif­fi­cult. It was clear what the Al­pha wanted, and she wanted it too, didn’t she? She blinked. No.

      As the Al­pha climbed over her, trap­ping her be­tween his thick thighs, she served him with the best glare she could man­age. He growled and moved his hand from her neck to spray her with his seed. Streams of the warm fluid coated her neck, chin, and chest, and as he con­tin­ued to stroke, he saved the last spurt for her mouth.

      Ria couldn’t help but lick the pun­gent fluid from her lips, sa­vor­ing the taste of him. Some­thing about his seed cov­er­ing and mark­ing her set­tled her just as much as his hand around her neck. When he low­ered down and pushed his drip­ping cock be­tween her lips, she au­to­mat­i­cally sucked the tip ea­gerly, drain­ing him of ev­ery last drop, be­fore re­al­iz­ing what she was do­ing.

      “I won’t bathe my scent off you again,” he said, al­most to him­self.

      With those words, Ria fi­nally came to her senses. “I will,” she said sharply, pulling her head away from him. “I am not walk­ing around stink­ing of you, Al­pha.”

      A strange look jumped into his eyes, but he said noth­ing. Climb­ing off her, he walked to the ta­ble and dragged the chair over to the bed.

      “Tell me who you are,” he said, low­er­ing to the chair.

      Ria said noth­ing. Pulling the bed­sheets over her to cover her naked­ness, she leaned back in the bed and fixed her eyes on the ceil­ing.

      “What is your fam­ily name?”

      Si­lence.

      “I told you, I can keep you here as long as it takes, lit­tle Ria.” Why did he al­ways sound like he was goad­ing her? And why did he al­ways sound so sexy while he was do­ing it?

      She pursed her lips. “Where is here?”

      “My home.”

      At that, her eyes snapped to his, and she frowned. “This is your home? I thought you were tak­ing me to your base?”

      His eyes flicked over her face. “You earned the right to my bed.”

      Ria swal­lowed. Had the dark grey of his eyes al­ways been so pretty? Ig­nor­ing the flut­ter in her stom­ach, she re­turned her gaze to the ceil­ing.

      “It’s clear you went to the moun­tains for some­thing.” He hes­i­tated. “What was it?”

      “Noth­ing you can give me.”

      “I am the gen­eral who runs this ter­ri­tory. I trade with all the other ter­ri­to­ries and have di­rect com­mu­ni­ca­tion with Lox Palace. If you want some­thing, I will get it.”

      Ria slowly leaned up on an el­bow. “What I need is for you to let me go. You have no right to de­tain me.”

      “I have the right to do what­ever I want with tres­passers.”

      “Like fuck them on the floor of old sta­bles?” she shot at him.

      He shot off the chair to­ward her, anger flash­ing in his eyes as he leaned over her. “Yes,” he ground out. “Like fuck them un­til they are wet, and beg­ging, and filthy with my sweat and come.” His eyes roamed her face. “You are the first tres­passer to have had that honor.”

      The strength of his voice re­bounded through her, as though the vi­bra­tion was seek­ing out some­thing that could only be found deep within her core. “I wasn’t tres­pass­ing.”

      “You were not in­vited to the Ariyon moun­tains,” the gen­eral pointed out. “The treaty for­bids it.”

      Ria kept her mouth shut. He didn’t need to know why she went there or that she wasn’t go­ing to stop re­turn­ing there un­til she got the in­for­ma­tion she wanted.

      “You’re go­ing to tell me even­tu­ally,” the gen­eral said, his voice low as he leaned far­ther to­ward her. “Whether it be while you are calm and clear­headed, or when you are clench­ing around me and out of your mind for my come, it will hap­pen, lit­tle chal­lenger. It’s just a mat­ter of time.”

      Roil­ing anger burst into Ria’s stom­ach. “You Lox Al­phas are so ar­ro­gant! You think that you are owed ev­ery­thing you can touch, when all you have done is take take take from ev­ery­one else. You will not get any­thing from me!”

      The gen­eral frowned as he straight­ened. “Why are you so against the Lox? Things have been bet­ter for the East­ern Lands since we have claimed it.”

      Ria’s mouth dropped open, and then she laughed. “You truly be­lieve that? Are you new to this job?”

      The gen­eral growled, his eyes flash­ing.

      Ria’s body re­acted, the sound caus­ing a plea­sur­able wave that lin­gered be­tween her legs.

      “I have been a gen­eral for years,” he growled. “And I have seen pos­i­tive changes in this Land since the Lox has taken over. It is much more pleas­ant now than how it was with all dif­fer­ent ter­ri­to­ries ar­gu­ing and fight­ing. Things are uni­fied now that Em­peror Drocco is in charge.”

      “That is not what I wit­nessed,” Ria mut­tered.

      “What do you mean?”

      She looked up at him. “I wit­nessed peo­ple fear­ful and afraid. I wit­nessed re­bel­lions and protests. And I wit­nessed the em­peror deal­ing with all of that in a vi­o­lent and un­for­giv­ing way. In Va­more, ba­bies were tram­pled as crowds ran from Lox war­riors; in Ray­del­more, mer­chants were killed for not ac­knowl­edg­ing Lox taxes, and in Grence fur­ni­ture mer­chants killed them­selves rather than give a fam­ily mem­ber’s life to show their loy­alty.”

      “That was be­fore!” The gen­eral stared at her in dis­be­lief. “That was when he first took over. All peo­ple need time to ad­just to change. There has been none of that in re­cent months.”

      “Only be­cause of the em­press,” Ria ar­gued. “The em­press has calmed things, not the em­peror.”

      The gen­eral’s eyes nar­rowed. “What is your point?”

      “My point is that you give him more credit than he is due. He has not been the one to unite lands.”

      “They are as one, the em­peror and em­press. One can­not be with­out the other.” He eyed her. “So you agree then that the Lands have been united?”

      Ria started, her body jerk­ing as she frowned up at him. “No.”

      “How do you know what went on in these dif­fer­ent cities any­way,” the gen­eral said, sus­pi­cion in his tone. “You trav­eled to all of these places?”

      Ria didn’t an­swer.

      “How is it that you have trav­eled across the em­pire so ex­ten­sively? I haven’t known any­one to do that un­less they were some kind of diplo­mat or trav­el­ing mer­chant.” He moved around the bed, sus­pi­cion in his gaze. “Is that what you do?”

      Ria’s gaze didn’t wa­ver. She de­bated whether to lie, but she fell back on her train­ing, even though she didn’t want to. “If you want in­for­ma­tion from me, you must be pre­pared to give it.”

      That hard look of wari­ness she’d first no­ticed about the gen­eral, reen­tered his eyes. She hadn’t even no­ticed when it had dis­ap­peared. He low­ered to the chair again, ob­serv­ing her care­fully. “What in­for­ma­tion do you want?”

      Ria held his gaze. “What are the de­tails of the treaty you have with the moun­tain peo­ple?” If she could find out more about this treaty, then maybe she would have bet­ter suc­cess talk­ing to them when she re­turned.

      The gen­eral watched her for a long mo­ment be­fore mak­ing his de­ci­sion. “Of all the peo­ple in the em­pire, the moun­tain peo­ple of Ariyon have been most dif­fi­cult to align to Lox prin­ci­ples.”

      “I thought the Lox would just storm in and kill them,” Ria re­marked, dryly. “Isn’t that what you nor­mally do?”

      The gen­eral growled. “The moun­tains are strate­gi­cally prob­lem­atic to over­come in bat­tle. It wasn’t im­pos­si­ble to do, but my com­man­der wanted to main­tain the beauty of the moun­tains, not de­stroy it. If we had stormed it, there was no guar­an­tee it would be the same af­ter­ward. It is a much-loved phe­nom­e­non that can, at some times of the year, be seen across the en­tire East area of the Lands. Its des­e­cra­tion would be a con­stant neg­a­tive re­minder of the Lox.”

      Ria tilted her head. “Clever. I did not ex­pect strate­gic think­ing from the Lox.”

      Thorec clenched his jaw at her words, but con­tin­ued. “The de­ci­sion was to try to cre­ate some kind of agree­ment with the moun­tain peo­ple. I dis­cov­ered they don’t ac­tu­ally have a prob­lem with the Lox it­self, they just want to be left alone. When the Lox took siege of the East­ern Lands, many peo­ple tried to find an es­cape in their moun­tains and took ad­van­tage of them. That dis­rup­tion was detri­men­tal to their liveli­hood. They wanted us to re­move peo­ple who didn’t be­long there so they could con­tinue liv­ing their lives as nor­mal. That be­came the ba­sis of the treaty. We would help them to main­tain their pri­vacy as long as they did not in­ten­tion­ally do any­thing to de­stroy the phe­nom­e­non of the moun­tains.”

      Ria snorted. “And you be­lieve that the moun­tain peo­ple have the power to in­ter­fere with the beauty of the moun­tains?”

      The gen­eral shrugged. “They have proved that they can dim its color-chang­ing ef­fects. I don’t know how they do it, but they do have some power over how brightly the moun­tains shine. It would be fool­ish of us to not take them se­ri­ously, es­pe­cially when we have no ob­jec­tion to what they want or the life they want to live.”

      Ria nod­ded slowly. That made sense, al­though it seemed far too rea­son­able for the Lox.

      “Now tell me where you are from?” the gen­eral said, evenly.

      “I’m not from any­where.”

      The gen­eral’s eyes nar­rowed. “Do not try to take me for a fool, lit­tle chal­lenger. Where are you from?”

      “I don’t have a home,” Ria in­sisted.

      The gen­eral frowned and leaned for­ward on his knees. “How can that be? Ev­ery­one has some­where that they grew up, some­where they iden­tify with.”

      “I do not have such a place. I travel, I wan­der, I ob­serve.” She shrugged. “And I live. I have an­other ques­tion for you.”

      “You haven’t given me an an­swer yet,” he growled.

      “I have. Just be­cause it’s not the an­swer you want, doesn’t mean it’s not an an­swer, Al­pha.”

      Thorec shot for­ward again, but this time he climbed over her again and grabbed her jaw, just like he’d done on horse­back. “Thorec. Gen­eral Thorec,” he snarled slowly. “That is my name. Say it.”

      “Gen­eral Thorec,” she said, through grit­ted teeth. “It doesn’t change that you are an Al­pha.”

      That strange look ap­peared in his eyes again. “I am your Al­pha. You will call me by my name.”

      Ria blinked. Her Al­pha? She watched him as he re­moved his hand from her jaw. Did he think just be­cause he took her on the floor of some dirty barn that he owned her now? She ex­haled slowly, re­fo­cus­ing her mind. Ul­ti­mately, it didn’t mat­ter. She would take what she needed from him, just like he did from her. “One more ques­tion, Gen­eral Thorec,” she said.

      He dipped his head in a nod, but this time he lay on his side next to her. For some rea­son, it un­nerved her that he was so close but not touch­ing her. “Go ahead,” he said.

      “Not all Al­phas are mem­bers of the Lox,” she be­gan.

      “True.” His eyes were soft and ran over her body in slow, smooth strokes.

      She tried to ig­nore the way he was look­ing at her. “Why would an Al­pha want to join?”

      “Why wouldn’t an Al­pha want to join?” the gen­eral coun­tered. “The Lox up­holds many of the stan­dards that are im­por­tant to Al­phas and keeps us fo­cused, struc­tured and or­dered. It is like a broth­er­hood.”

      Ria tilted her head up to him, cu­ri­ous. “So it stops you from be­ing so wild?”

      “For some Al­phas, yes. Be­ing part of an army helps you to learn dis­ci­pline, to have an out­let for our wild na­ture as well as able to bet­ter our­selves in ways that we didn’t al­ways have the op­por­tu­nity to be­fore the Lox ex­isted.”

      That was in­ter­est­ing. “Is that why you joined?”

      A hint of a smile graced the gen­eral’s lips, and sud­denly Ria won­dered what a full smile would look like on his lips. “I was a wild Al­pha when I was younger, yes. But mostly it was pent-up en­ergy and frus­tra­tion. Once I learned to di­rect that into my train­ing, things changed.”

      Ria ran her eyes over his face, notic­ing the scratches on his jaw she’d in­flicted. “How old are you?”

      “Forty-seven,” he re­sponded.

      Ria nod­ded. That seemed right. “Don’t you want to know how old I am?”

      The Al­pha rum­bled out a chuckle. “You’re old enough.” Tuck­ing a thick arm around her torso, he scooped her into his body and set­tled her against him. “It doesn’t make a dif­fer­ence.”

      Ria tried not to get too com­fort­able in his arms, but his skin against hers was a com­fort she hadn’t ex­pected to en­joy, es­pe­cially with pains still so strong. “You bruised me.”

      “And you marked me,” he re­sponded, forc­ing her eyes back to the scratches on his face. “We have bat­tled. It is ex­pected.”

      “Bat­tled? Is that what you call it?”

      He tilted his head. “Yes. What would you call it?”

      Ria squinted at him, rais­ing a brow. “You forc­ing me to—”

      “No,” he said sternly. “You at­tacked me so I would fuck you how you needed. You set your ex­pec­ta­tion and de­manded it with brute force when I didn’t com­ply, lit­tle Ria.”

      Heat crept up her neck, and Ria averted her gaze. She couldn’t deny that.

      “You bat­tle for what you want…” His voice was quiet. Her eyes drifted back to him, and he was look­ing at her strangely again. “It is one of the things that makes you so ap­peal­ing.”

      She didn’t know how to take that. Self-con­scious and con­fused, she re­mained quiet for a while, en­joy­ing his heat again her, un­til she re­al­ized she was sup­posed to be get­ting in­for­ma­tion from him. “Do you think most Al­phas would join the Lox if they had no fam­ily?”

      “Yes. Al­most all Al­phas who didn’t have a fam­ily and nowhere to call home would have tried to join. And I think Em­peror Drocco would take the ones who are promis­ing.”

      “What would make him refuse an Al­pha from join­ing?”

      “Most are in­vited to go through the ini­tial train­ing,” the Al­pha said, the rum­ble of his voice sooth­ing her. “But most do not sur­vive it. It is bru­tal.”

      “So they die?” Ria sti­fled a yawn and blinked rapidly so sleepi­ness did not over­come her. She did not want to fall asleep in the Al­pha’s arms.

      “Po­ten­tially. It tests their phys­i­cal and men­tal abil­i­ties, test their lim­its, and stretches them fur­ther than any­thing they might ex­pe­ri­ence at the hands of an en­emy. But the fi­nal test is loy­alty, and if they fail that they do not get to keep their lives.”

      Ria made a noise of dis­ap­proval in the back of her throat. “It seems like it would be hard to get in.”

      The gen­eral nuz­zled the side of her face. “You would be per­fect for the Lox, my chal­lenger.”

      As much as she wanted to find the idea of­fen­sive, she knew the gen­eral was com­pli­ment­ing her, and she couldn’t help feel­ing both em­bar­rassed and pleased. “I would never join.”

      “You might find hav­ing a home more plea­sur­able than just liv­ing,” he mur­mured, his lips against the side of her face. He lifted his hand to turn her chin to face him. “I have an­swered many ques­tions for you. It is time you an­swer more of mine.”

      Ria’s stom­ach tensed for some strange rea­son, but she nod­ded.

      “You say you’ve never had a home, how can that be?”

      Ria half-shrugged. “When I grew up, my life was in­tended to serve one pur­pose, to do one spe­cific thing, and it was not meant to be a com­fort­able life.”

      The Al­pha growled. “You mean, you were be­ing primed as an Omega breeder?”

      Ria shot him a look but was pleased he found the idea of­fen­sive. “No. But my dy­namic as an Omega was im­por­tant. I never con­sid­ered whether that place was home or not, I just knew it was some­where that I could learn to be the best in what I was told I needed to be the best in.”

      The gen­eral rum­bled his dis­sat­is­fac­tion but didn’t say any­thing.

      “Then I found out that the world wasn’t what I thought it was. My place in it be­came un­cer­tain. I re­vis­ited the places that I had been, to see the peo­ple that my ef­forts had touched, to see if I had done good or ill.”

      “And what did you find?”

      “I found that I saw peo­ple dif­fer­ently. They had hob­bies and in­ter­ests, home and fam­ily, con­cepts I knew noth­ing of, and had never seen be­fore. And I didn’t re­ally know who I was. Ev­ery­thing that I had learned wasn’t re­ally me. So I de­cided to find out who I am.”

      “How did you do that?”

      Ria smiled at him. “I have an­swered as many ques­tions for you now. I think it is my turn to ask again.”

      The Al­pha lifted onto his el­bow and leaned over her, his eyes locked to her smile. “I am not in need of any more ques­tions right now, lit­tle Ria,” he mur­mured as he low­ered his mouth to hers. “I am in need of you.”

      His mouth crushed hers, dom­i­nat­ing her as pow­er­fully as be­fore, and Ria melted un­der the des­per­a­tion of his kiss, his need to claim and own her mouth. She sim­ply loved it.

      When she whim­pered, he growled at the sound, shift­ing her un­der­neath him, their skin pressed to­gether.

      “I haven’t had the plea­sure of hav­ing your slick drench­ing ev­ery inch of my body,” the Al­pha said as he slipped his hand un­der her thigh and spread her open.

      Be­fore Ria could even for­mu­late an an­swer, he was suck­ing on her, stroking his tongue into her folds and groan­ing like a man starved. She tried to protest, but there was no point. Within mo­ments, the de­sire had risen in her so sharply, she had to suc­cumb to it. She didn’t know how he was able to do this to her so quickly, and so com­pletely. Is this what Al­phas could re­ally do to Omegas? Was this their power over her kind? If so, it was dan­ger­ous, and so de­struc­tive. As he stroked her clit, work­ing a thick fin­ger into her as he fon­dled her breast and flicked the nip­ple, the dev­as­ta­tion be­gan to build, and Ria knew she had to get away. She was en­joy­ing it too much. She started this jour­ney seek­ing the one thing that could make her whole, and it was not this Al­pha. It didn’t mat­ter how good he made her feel or how arous­ing she found him.

      Her hips jerked, and ev­ery­thing tensed as the vi­o­lent rush took over her body, thrust­ing her hips up to ride his face as he stroked her through it. When he lifted from be­tween her legs, the lower half of his face was soaked with her slick.

      Mor­ti­fied, she turned her head, but he dropped over her, lean­ing on one el­bow and turned her face to him. “Tell me it isn’t sat­is­fac­tory to see me like this, lit­tle chal­lenger. To see your­self on me.”

      Ria breathed hard, her or­gasm fad­ing as she took him in. She couldn’t deny it. Her scent on his face was highly ap­peal­ing, and not only that but the plea­sure that he ob­vi­ously gained from it made her nip­ples hard.

      She let her eyes wan­der away from him, as he chuck­led at her lack of re­sponse.

      “Don’t worry,” he said as he nudged his knee be­tween her legs, climb­ing on top of her. “There is still the rest of my body to go. You can de­cide later.”

      The Al­pha gen­eral “bat­tled” with her for hours. He twisted her body in so many ways to fuck her, she lost count. Ria just kept urg­ing him on, al­ways need­ing more.

      Their cou­pling turned feral when he teased her with slow strokes, ca­ressed her nip­ple lightly with his tongue, and mocked her in­abil­ity to es­cape him. Ria kicked a well-aimed heel into his shoul­der and used the mo­men­tum of his own weight to roll on top of him. The Al­pha’s roar thun­dered through her body, mak­ing her hair stand on end, and his beau­ti­ful eyes flashed with fu­ri­ous de­sire. Ria didn’t hes­i­tate. She sunk down on him and rode him hard un­til her eyes rolled back in bliss, and then all sense of time and place was swal­lowed in pure, sub­lime tur­moil as the Al­pha grabbed her neck and took over. He wrecked her with mag­nif­i­cent, mer­ci­less or­gasms, and in his low, gritty, growl­ing tone, told her she was beau­ti­ful, and strong, and made so per­fectly for him.
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        * * *

      

      When Ria woke again, the Al­pha was heavy on top of her. It had been a few days now of re­lent­less at­ten­tion from him, and she re­mained sat­u­rated in his sweat, seed, and saliva, no mat­ter how many times she bathed. He made it his pri­or­ity to coat her in him again, as soon as she was fed. But as much as she com­plained, deep down she en­joyed it.

      She sighed, rel­ish­ing the feel of him, tak­ing com­fort in the way his weight set­tled her. She’d never felt so com­fort­able or more trea­sured than when he held her tightly and nuz­zled his nose into her skin—or trailed his fin­gers over her hips, her thighs and her shoul­der in won­der. But the best mo­ment with the gen­eral was when he pressed her to his chest and purred for her. The rum­bling vi­bra­tion rip­pled into her so deeply, she had never known such peace. She’d fallen asleep im­me­di­ately, with­out any fear or thought of es­cape.

      The ex­pe­ri­ence un­set­tled her. She could see her­self get­ting lost in this Al­pha—spend­ing days and nights un­der him un­til she was a shell of her­self. She turned her head and saw bed­sheets and pil­lows built up in a pile next to them, and her heart sank. She’d be­gun to ar­range a nest, and she didn’t even know when she’d done it.

      Fear rose so sharply, it al­most choked her. She couldn’t let this Al­pha turn her into a breeder. This was a chance to get out, and she would not waste it.

      Very slowly, she shifted her­self from un­der­neath him, mov­ing inch by inch so she didn’t dis­turb him. Un­for­tu­nately, that didn’t work. Rum­bling, the gen­eral pulled her back into his arms and lay on his side, co­coon­ing her with his whole body. Ria stilled for a long time, wait­ing to make sure he was sleep.

      Star­ing at him, she won­dered what it would be like to truly be with Al­pha—with­out be­ing a pris­oner, with­out be­ing ma­nip­u­lated or used. What it would be like to have a real re­la­tion­ship? Did such a thing even ex­ist any more? She had hoped the em­peror and em­press set an ex­am­ple, but when she thought about it, she didn’t know how real their re­la­tion­ship was. Was the em­press truly happy with her mate? Ria didn’t know. If Em­peror Drocco had found her in­stead of the em­press, would she have been happy with him? She stared at the rugged fea­tures of the older Al­pha who held her in his arms. Maybe if Em­peror Drocco looked, sounded, and smelled like Thorec she would…

      Alarmed, Ria pushed the thought away. Shit. What was she think­ing? Be­ing with this Al­pha was twist­ing her thoughts, and he was to blame. Yes, she en­joyed the things he did to her, but of all the con­trol Gen­eral Thorec claimed the Lox gave him, he’d been un­able to con­trol him­self when he’d found an Omega. If she in­deed was his pris­oner for tres­pass­ing, she shouldn’t be in his bed with her legs con­stantly spread and her throat full of his come. Leav­ing now was the best op­tion she had. Once she was out of his grasp, he would move on to the next thing that caught his eye, and she would re­gain some sem­blance of the life she was sup­posed to have—the life that was taken from her.

      As soon as the Al­pha’s steady breath­ing sug­gested he was in a deep sleep, Ria inched her­self out of his hold.

      It felt like it took hours. She was sur­prised he didn’t wake up, but when she fi­nally shifted en­tirely away from his touch, he stirred. She stilled for a long while un­til he set­tled again, be­fore she  slid off the bed.

      Search­ing the closet, she found grey uni­formed tu­nics that were clearly the gen­er­als and much too large for her, but that was the only thing avail­able. She dressed qui­etly and picked up her boots. Af­ter star­ing for a long mo­ment at the Al­pha on the bed, she slipped out of the room.

      The house was quiet, but it was un­likely the gen­eral didn’t have some kind of se­cu­rity in his home. Ria headed down the flight of stairs, lis­ten­ing for any sound un­til she reached the ground floor. Tip­toe­ing through the liv­ing room, she peered out the win­dow and saw a guard stand­ing by the front door. She care­fully moved around the whole ground floor, check­ing through the win­dows where the guards were sit­u­ated, but there was only one win­dow that was clear. Thank­fully, it faced to­ward the field. Us­ing a pin that she kept in the heel of her boot, she started to pick the lock on a win­dow.

      It took longer than she would’ve liked, hav­ing to be quiet while learn­ing the lock­ing mech­a­nism, and Ria was alarmed to see sun­light stretch­ing into the sky as she fi­nally man­aged un­lock the win­dow. She would have much less time to get as far away as pos­si­ble be­fore the gen­eral woke up.

      Open­ing the win­dow, she grabbed her books, climbed out, and jumped.

      Land­ing on her feet, she crouched low and lis­tened for any sound, but all was silent. She pulled on her boots and ran to­ward the mid­dle of the field. She didn’t bother to be quiet. Any­one glanc­ing in her di­rec­tion would see her run­ning; sun­rise was im­mi­nent.

      The fur­ther she trav­eled from the house, the more she kept feel­ing for magic, but it didn’t ap­pear un­til she was pant­ing from ex­er­tion, and the sun was graz­ing the hori­zon. Pulling on it, she wove to­gether a por­tal, bril­liant and gleam­ing in the mid­dle of the field.

      Ria was so re­lieved, the tears prick­led at her eyes. She turned to look at the house in the dis­tance and won­dered if the gen­eral had wo­ken yet. Deep in­side, the in­stinc­tual, needy, and in­nate part of her mourned greatly at the idea that she was leav­ing such a pow­er­ful, sexy, Al­pha, but she couldn’t let her Omega in­stincts con­trol her. That part of her would en­slave her, and make her life a liv­ing hell. Si­lenc­ing it, she turned to­ward the por­tal and stepped through.
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      Thorec al­most killed one of the guards that was sup­posed to be pro­tect­ing his house.

      He’d taken his tem­per out on nearly all of them by the time he re­al­ized he was wast­ing pre­cious time he could be us­ing to catch up with Ria. Af­ter calm­ing down, as he pre­pared to leave, his anger turned on him­self. Af­ter all, his guards were trained to keep peo­ple out, not se­cur­ing a woman who was es­cap­ing his bed.

      How could he have been so pro­foundly com­fort­able, so con­tent that he was un­able to tell when the Omega slipped away from his arms? He had wo­ken to find her scent so strong on both him and the sheets, but the beau­ti­ful lit­tle Omega was nowhere to be seen. They’d had such a per­fect night to­gether, and she’d even be­gun to nest, sig­ni­fy­ing she was pre­par­ing to breed with him. He never thought he could be more sat­is­fied and hap­pier and… deeply taken with a woman. For a short mo­ment, his life had looked like it was be­com­ing what he’d al­ways hoped for.

      Thorec ex­am­ined his room for clues and iden­ti­fied the win­dow she used to es­cape on the lower floor. The only thing he didn’t know was how long ago she’d left. He needed to find her im­me­di­ately.

      Bark­ing out or­ders to his guards, he climbed into his car­riage and headed back to base to col­lect his horse, his rage seething in his chest. Ria didn’t seem to un­der­stand when he said that she was his. She didn’t ar­gue about it, which prob­a­bly meant she had dis­carded the very idea. Thorec wished he had drummed it into her more. She didn’t un­der­stand that he had been wait­ing for his Omega since join­ing the Lox. And she was it. Gor­geous, smart, beau­ti­fully fierce with per­fect sub­mis­sive Omega traits; there was no other who ex­isted for him but her.

      As soon as he reached his horse, he checked him over for travel, then spoke to his men be­fore head­ing back to­wards the moun­tains. That was the only place Ria could pos­si­bly be headed.

      The ride was long and hard, but Thorec pushed him­self and his horse hard. He hadn’t found out why Ria had gone to the moun­tains in the first place, so he didn’t know where she might go af­ter­ward. He may be able to in­ter­cept her since she couldn’t use magic. He’d told the war­riors at the base to lock down all ports and bor­ders. There were lim­ited ways Ria could leave Ariyon, and he was go­ing to make sure he caught up with her be­fore she did. If he had to cuff her to his body, that was what he was go­ing to fuck­ing do.

      The blaz­ing rage in him height­ened as he thought of his in­cred­i­ble Omega, and he roared as the wind rushed past him, whip­ping past his ears as he thun­dered to­ward the moun­tains. He wasn’t just an­gry that she had slipped through his fin­gers, he was con­cerned for her. She was putting her­self at risk by en­ter­ing the moun­tain range when un­able to block that she was an Omega. There must be Al­phas among the moun­tain peo­ple who would pin her down and fuck her im­me­di­ately if they were to smell that rous­ing sent, and the idea of that fanned the flames of his fury and dread.

      He may have cap­tured her as a tres­passer, but she was his Omega. There was a dif­fer­ence. And he would never be let­ting her out of his grasp again.

      Fi­nally, the moun­tain range came into view; it’s lu­mi­nous glow shone brightly in the gloomy morn­ing sky, a peachy pink this morn­ing, but Thorec was not in the mood to stop and ob­serve. He pushed his horse harder, know­ing that his steed had a few more miles in him, un­til they fi­nally reached the en­trance to the moun­tains.

      The guard who had sum­moned him sev­eral days be­fore stood up and greeted him, con­fu­sion on his face. “Back so soon, gen­eral?”

      “Yes,” Thorec said to grit­ted teeth. “Any prob­lems? Any dis­rup­tions?”

      “No. It has been quiet since you left.”

      Thorec dipped his head sharply. “Good. Tend to my steed, I drove him hard. I shouldn’t be long.”

      The guard nod­ded as Thorec made his way into the val­ley.

      Thorec headed straight to where he’d first seen Ria, stay­ing alert. Ev­ery­thing felt too quiet, too nor­mal, for Ria to have come back, and for a mo­ment, he won­dered whether he had made a mis­take. What if she had gone else­where?

      He stood in the cen­ter of the town, watch­ing and lis­ten­ing for any sign that some­thing was dif­fer­ent. The peo­ple of the moun­tains went about their reg­u­lar daily rou­tine, barely look­ing at him. Most of them had got­ten used to his pres­ence in the val­ley, al­though some re­mained on edge be­cause he was an out­sider.

      “I will get the moun­tain con­tact for you,” said a woman passerby.

      Thorec sim­ply nod­ded. He didn’t know if Ria would have spo­ken to any­one in par­tic­u­lar, but an out­sider would typ­i­cally be re­ported to the moun­tain con­tact. If Ria had been here, she might know.

      “Gen­eral,” the moun­tain con­tact greeted. She didn’t smile, but then she never did. “You are back very soon.”

      “Did the in­truder I took from here re­turn?”

      The woman frowned. “Did you not de­tain her?”

      “I did,” Thorec said, ir­ri­ta­bly. “I want to know if she re­turned.”

      “I haven’t heard of any out­sider be­ing in the moun­tains.”

      “It would have been early this morn­ing. I want to know if any­one has seen her,” Thorec in­sisted. “She would have come for in­for­ma­tion.”

      The moun­tain con­tact frowned. “Wait here.”

      She headed to a nearby hut and spoke to the man he had seen Ria ar­gu­ing with. Af­ter a few mo­ments, she re­turned with the man in tow. “It seems that she was back,” the moun­tain con­tact said dis­ap­prov­ingly. “And Hal­vard said he is the one who spoke to her, sur­pris­ingly.”

      “She was dif­fer­ent when she came back,” the old man in­sisted. “She was much more re­spect­ful.”

      “What did she want?” Thorec asked.

      “She wanted to know about some­one who lived here years ago,” the man said, lean­ing on his long stick. “She wanted to know what hap­pened to him.”

      Thorec stiff­ened. Him? He hadn’t been ex­pect­ing that. Un­ease twisted in his stom­ach. “Who was he?”

      “A man who lived here, an Al­pha.”

      “What did she want to know about him?” Thorec al­most barked.

      “She wanted con­fir­ma­tion that he did in­deed live here and where he was now. She needed to find him.”

      The un­ease in Thorec’s stom­ach soured. “And what did you tell her?”

      “She al­ready knew much about the man,” the man shrugged. “I think she had been with him be­fore. But I told her that he was sta­tioned in Ashens last I heard.”

      Thorec frowned. Sta­tioned in Ashen? “He is a mem­ber of the Lox?”

      When the man nod­ded, Thorec growled long and hard. Ria was look­ing for a Lox war­rior? That was why she was ask­ing all those ques­tions about the army—it wasn’t be­cause she had an in­ter­est in Thorec, but some other Al­pha. That put him on edge slightly. He needed to know what kind of war­rior this man was. “Do you know why she was look­ing for him?”

      “She said she be­longed with him.”

      For a mo­ment, Thorec couldn’t see or hear any­thing. Po­tent, pri­mal rage clawed in him vi­o­lently, urg­ing him to find and claim what was his, and make sure she never made the mis­take of deny­ing that claim.

      When his sur­round­ings fi­nally re­turned, both the man, Hal­vard, and the moun­tain con­tact had re­treated back a few steps, star­ing at him as though he was dan­ger­ous. But he didn’t have time to deal with them right now. “I as­sume she is head­ing to Ashens next?”

      The older man nod­ded, fear soft­en­ing his fea­tures.

      “How is she trav­el­ing there? I didn’t see her on the way here.”

      At that, Hal­vard glanced at the moun­tain con­tact, guilt streak­ing across his face. “Well, we got talk­ing, and it seems that she knew quite a lot about our older cus­toms, not so much the new ones since the Lox came.” He rose an eye­brow at Thorec. “Sur­pris­ingly, she is not a fan of the Lox.”

      “I know,” Thorec growled. “I want to know where she is.”

      “She needed to go to Lox Palace,” the man said hes­i­tantly. “And since magic is not per­mit­ted, I took her to where she could get there.”

      The moun­tain con­tact’s face be­came stern as the man spoke. “Hal, you didn’t! You know that is not per­mit­ted to out­siders!”

      “She al­ready knew of it, Kolina,” he in­sisted.

      “How?” the con­tact ex­claimed. “No out­sider knows that—no one!”

      “I don’t know.” The man shook his head, con­fu­sion fil­ter­ing into his ex­pres­sion. “She knew many of our cus­toms.”

      “What are you talk­ing about?” Thorec de­manded. “Where is she?”

      When they both didn’t an­swer, Thorec drew his sword. He was tired of tip­toe­ing around these peo­ple. They knew some­thing about Ria, and they would ei­ther tell him or die.

      The moun­tain con­tact, Kolina, stiff­ened at the sight of Thorec’s sword. “We have a por­tal here.”

      Thorec didn’t think he would be sur­prised by any­thing the moun­tain peo­ple did or said, but this was in­deed a shock. “You re­al­ize magic is il­le­gal un­less per­mit­ted by the em­peror him­self?” he said harshly. “You did not dis­close this as part of our treaty.”

      “I know,” Kolina mur­mured, shoot­ing a harsh look at Hal­vard. “But it is deep in the moun­tain range and very dif­fi­cult to get to. It is main­tained by the en­ergy of the moun­tains, we do not con­trol it. Well, most of the time…”

      “Take me to it,” Thorec thun­dered. “You have bro­ken the treaty, and I will deal with that an­other time. Right now, I need to find this woman.”

      “I can show you,” Kolina said mis­er­able, though she looked at Hal­vard like she was go­ing to rip him apart. “It is not that far, but it is a tricky route.”

      Thorec nod­ded. “Lead the way.”

      As he trudged be­hind the moun­tain con­tact, his mind re­volved with all he’d been told, but could only reach one con­clu­sion. Ria had lied to him. She told him she didn’t have an Al­pha when clearly she felt she be­longed to the Al­pha she was seek­ing. It didn’t seem to fit with any­thing she’d told him about her past, but if she’d lied about that, what else had she lied about?

      In a way, it didn’t mat­ter. There was no one else for Thorec but Ria, and she would come to that con­clu­sion too. The lies, she would have to pay for, but she would still be his. And as long as the other Al­pha didn’t try to fight him for her, he would live.

      The way to the por­tal was in­deed dif­fi­cult, full of steep climbs and rocky paths. Thorec looked care­fully to en­sure that Ria hadn’t fallen some­where and in­jured her­self. When they fi­nally reached within sight of the por­tal, Ria was nowhere to be seen.

      “She must have gone through it al­ready,” the moun­tain con­tact said war­ily.

      Thorec growled, and the moun­tain con­tact stepped back from him ner­vously. “How do I use it?”

      “The por­tal?” she said in sur­prise. “You just step through. You pic­ture where you want to go when you step through.”

      Ria would have been smart enough to know it wasn’t pos­si­ble to en­ter Lox Palace via magic. “If she went to Ashens, but couldn’t go to the palace di­rectly, where would she end up?”

      The moun­tain con­tact shrugged. “De­pends on her ex­pe­ri­ence of the palace and if she had been there be­fore. If she had, she would most likely go some­where nearby, but if she hasn’t been there be­fore, she could end up any­where.”

      Thorec nod­ded. Ria hadn’t been to the palace be­fore, but she had prob­a­bly trav­eled to Ashens. The whole thing made him ex­tremely ag­i­tated. Not only was Ria head­ing to the heart of the Lox Em­pire to find an Al­pha, but she was also go­ing to be sur­rounded by Al­phas con­stantly. And no magic could be used in­side the palace; she would be com­pletely vul­ner­a­ble.

      “Tell the guard at the en­trance that I will not be re­turn­ing for my steed,” he said to the moun­tain con­tact. “Some­one needs to col­lect him and re­turn him to the base.”

      The moun­tain con­tact nod­ded, but Thorec had al­ready turned away.

      Pic­tur­ing the en­trance to the palace, he stepped through the por­tal af­ter his Omega.
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      “So the Omega is some­where in Ashens or some­where around Lox Palace, in­tend­ing to cause may­hem.” Com­man­der Torin stared at Thorec with his steel-grey eyes. His eyes were lighter than Thorec’s, but no less stern. “Is that the gist of it?”

      Thorec growled. “No, Com­man­der. I am re­spon­si­ble for her. I in­tend to bring her back to Ariyon. I just need the sup­port of my fel­low war­riors to stay out of my way as I search for her, and not harm, frighten, or fuck her if they find her.” He spoke in a con­trolled and tight tone, but frus­tra­tion roared up in­side him, threat­en­ing to burst at the idea that any of those things could po­ten­tially hap­pen to his Omega.

      “This is not some­thing that you should have left your post for, Gen­eral,” Com­man­der Torin said. “The way­ward Omega can be dealt with by me. You should have re­ported it.”

      “She is my Omega,” Thorec said.

      Com­man­der Torin’s eyes nar­rowed. “How can she be your Omega? You met her a cou­ple of days ago.”

      “I just know she is mine.”

      Torin’s ex­pres­sion was hard. “You were with her?”

      “Yes.”

      “So you took this Omega within a day of meet­ing her,” his com­man­der said sternly. He shook his head. “If you had been at­tend­ing any of the many pair­ing events I in­vited you to, you would have the train­ing to con­trol your­self.”

      “Train­ing would have made no dif­fer­ence, Com­man­der,” Thorec growled. “I still would have known she is mine. It’s in her scent and in her beauty. It’s in the way she looks at me, and the mo­ments be­tween us when we are to­gether.”

      Torin stepped for­ward, his face dark­ened, un­til he was inches away from Thorec. “You al­ready know the em­peror has made as­sur­ances, Thorec. Not only to his em­press, but to the Omegas and to the peo­ple. The pair­ing events ex­ist for a rea­son. You can­not just take an Omega when­ever you hap­pen to come across one.”

      Anger gripped Thorec. “She is not just any Omega,” he thun­dered. “She is mine. Just be­cause I didn’t meet her in a fuck­ing match­ing event does not mean she be­longs to me any less!”

      Torin’s eyes flicked to his neck. “I don’t see any claim­ing bite on your throat, Thorec,” he said bit­terly. “If this Omega were asked if she’s yours, would she say yes?”

      Thorec’s fin­gers twitched, and Torin be­came un­nat­u­rally still.

      “It doesn’t mat­ter whether she agrees or not,” Thorec said evenly. “In­stincts can­not be de­nied.”

      Torin watched him care­fully for a long mo­ment be­fore he spoke again. “The Lox will re­tain her,” he said fi­nally. “You will not get in­volved. If you in­sist on in­ter­fer­ing, you will be de­tained. Is that un­der­stood?”

      Thorec roared, ex­plod­ing with the anger that had been build­ing up. “You have no right! I found her. She is mine. What­ever Al­phas she is here to seek will be de­stroyed by my hand. If you in­sist on in­ter­fer­ing, you will be de­stroyed as well!”

      Dis­ap­point­ment and anger jumped into Torin’s face. “You would give up your po­si­tion as gen­eral?” he asked harshly, his voice low. “You would risk ev­ery­thing you have gained, all the re­spect you have earned by re­fus­ing me on this?”

      “Re­spect?” Thorec al­most spat him. “What re­spect? I’m a babysit­ter for ob­sti­nate recluses, tucked away in the ru­ral farm­yards of Ariyon, where no­body else wants to be un­less it’s to stare at magic rocks.” His anger thrashed as he snarled. “This is my life now! The life of the war­rior who was one of the first to give Drocco his sup­port, who was once cru­cial to your strat­egy meet­ings, plan­ning how to siege cities and towns and vil­lages. My abil­ity to fight, and train, and strate­gize was once es­sen­tial to you and the em­peror, and now I am lit­tle more than a fuck­ing tour guide! Tell me ex­actly what I’m giv­ing up?”

      Toric frowned. He re­mained quiet for a long time and then turned away, scratch­ing his stub­bled chin as he paced across the room. Stop­ping by the win­dow, he clasped his hands be­hind his back as he looked out, speak­ing but not look­ing at Thorec. “You are not a babysit­ter, Thorec. You are the most ex­pe­ri­enced gen­eral we have in the Lox. You are one of the few who un­der­stand the true pur­pose of the Lox and why we must unite the East­ern Lands un­der the em­pire.” He turned to look at Thorec. “Not ev­ery gen­eral has the in­sight you do. Not ev­ery gen­eral would be able to see the big pic­ture and un­der­stand why the Ariyon moun­tains and its peo­ple are im­por­tant to the rest of the lands.” Torin’s eyes soft­ened slightly. “Many who joined the Lox joined to fight, but it is a dif­fer­ent time now, Thorec. We are no longer at war. We are try­ing to build a new life for ev­ery­one who lives in the East­ern Lands, a life that fol­lows the prin­ci­ples that we all agreed to when we join the Lox. None of us are do­ing what we used to do when the Lox was young and ex­cit­ing, when we were over­com­ing bat­tle ob­sta­cles and sce­nar­ios that we never thought we would over­come. It is dif­fi­cult to ad­just to that idea, but ad­just you must.”

      “I have ad­justed the best I can,” Thorec snapped. “I have not com­plained since you told me I had to man­age Ariyon, nor have I ever asked to be re­al­lo­cated. And I will con­tinue to man­age it for the rest of my days if that’s what you want. But not with­out my Omega.”

      Com­man­der Torin said noth­ing for a few long mo­ments, but Thorec held his eyes, glar­ing at him fiercely.

      “Wait here,” Torin said, be­fore ex­it­ing the room.

      Thorec let out a harsh ex­hale, clench­ing his fists to­gether. His life was full of frus­tra­tions, and the only time they had ceased re­cently was when he en­coun­tered Ria. His raw anger about her dis­ap­pear­ance had trans­muted into a harsh smol­der­ing burn in the mid­dle of his chest. He still couldn’t be­lieve that she had been seek­ing an Al­pha the whole time—that she po­ten­tially be­longed to some­body else when he’d claimed her! The thought was abom­inable. If any other Al­pha felt strongly about her as Thorec did, he would gladly duel him to the death. There was cer­tainly no point in liv­ing his dis­ap­point­ing and frus­trat­ing life if he could not have the Omega who be­longed to him. Dy­ing at an­other Al­pha’s hand to win her was the only way it made sense. By the end of this whole or­deal, he would ei­ther have Ria back in his arms, in his bed, and on his cock, or he would be dead.

      When the door opened again, Torin re-en­tered, fol­lowed by the em­peror and em­press.

      Thorec straight­ened, as­sum­ing the po­si­tion of at­ten­tion in the pres­ence of the Leader of the Lox, but he was wary about what he was go­ing to say.

      “At ease,” Em­peror Drocco growled.

      Thorec re­laxed but kept his eye on him. The em­peror was clearly al­ready ag­i­tated. With a larger war­rior’s build than most Al­pha’s, the em­peror was a force to be reck­oned with, even be­fore he be­came em­peror. The em­press was much smaller, with curly hair and wor­ried ex­pres­sion.

      “Thorec,” Em­peror Drocco greeted, gravely. “I hear you are putting us in a dif­fi­cult po­si­tion.”

      “That is not my in­ten­tion, em­peror,” Thorec replied. “I sim­ply want my Omega.”

      “She has not claimed you,” the em­press said. “What you are ask­ing us to do is to be­tray an Omega. Once we be­tray one, the oth­ers will be­come con­cerned about the prom­ises we made that they would be safe here.”

      “She has yet to rec­og­nize me as her true mate,” Thorec con­ceded. “But we have spent lit­tle time to­gether. She hasn’t had the chance to make that choice.”

      “Hunt­ing her down will not earn her fa­vor,” the em­press shot back.

      “She will not be hurt. She will sim­ply be re­tained and brought back to Ariyon.”

      “And what if she doesn’t want to go?”

      Thorec’s jaw hard­ened at the idea. “She needs time with me. It’s pos­si­ble she doesn’t un­der­stand what I’m of­fer­ing her be­cause of how… in­stinc­tual things were be­tween us. She must come with me to de­cide, even if forced.”

      The em­press shook her head in an­noy­ance, and the em­peror, who had been still and lis­ten­ing qui­etly stepped to­ward him.

      “And what of the Al­pha she is look­ing for?” he asked, ob­serv­ing Thorec. “What would you have done with him?”

      “If he has touched her, then he needs to die!” Thorec’s eyes flashed. “There is no rea­son he would not smell me on her.”

      The em­peror growled and shook his head. “I can un­der­stand what you are say­ing, Thorec, but you are be­ing un­rea­son­able. If this Al­pha she is look­ing for is a Lox war­rior, that is a lot of Al­phas to go through. She could be here for days, and she will most likely wash you off her. An­other Al­pha can­not be blamed for her in­ter­est in him.”

      Thorec’s anger surged, but Torin stepped for­ward. “How do you in­tend to cap­ture her?”

      “I don’t know how she ex­pects to find the Al­pha she’s look­ing for,” Thorec growled. “I need time to ob­serve, to an­a­lyze, to see where she’s been. And then maybe I can find her.”

      “Why are you do­ing it this way?” Torin asked. “The Lox can find her eas­ier.”

      Thorec shook his head. “It has to be me, Com­man­der. I can’t ex­plain it. I need to be the one to cap­ture her.”

      “I will au­tho­rize this on one con­di­tion,” the em­peror said.

      Ev­ery­one in the room turned to­ward him, watch­ing ex­pec­tantly for what he was go­ing to say.

      “You may cap­ture her how­ever you need to,” he said.

      “Drocco,” the em­press said, ir­ri­tated.

      The em­peror held up his hand. “But you will not take her from this palace un­less she agrees to it. You will need to prove it to her. Prove to her you are her mate, prove to her why she should claim you. If you can­not do it, if there is noth­ing be­tween you but this en­joy­ment of each other’s in­nate ex­pe­ri­ence, then she should be free to mate an­other, and find a home wher­ever she pleases.”

      Thorec growled, clench­ing his fists and tak­ing a step for­ward. It was the most ag­gres­sive move he’d ever made in the pres­ence of the em­peror, but he didn’t care. “I was with you, Em­peror Drocco.”

      The em­peror frowned. “When?”

      “I was with you when you trav­eled across land and sea for your Omega. When you were pre­pared to kill any­one who would stop you from bring­ing her home. I fought at your side in honor of the phi­los­o­phy that we are Al­phas who need our Omegas. Al­phas who some­times need time to con­vince their Omegas that they are trea­sures to us and not what his­tory has led them to be­lieve.” He held Drocco’s gaze. “So I will be tak­ing my Omega home when I find her. If you wish to stop me, kill me now.”

      It was as though the en­tire at­mos­phere had sucked sound from the room, or as though ev­ery­one had stopped breath­ing. Em­peror Drocco and Thorec held the gaze be­tween them and like time never ex­isted, but in Drocco’s eyes, Thorec saw the ruler’s un­der­stand­ing.

      “Pick one Al­pha to as­sist you,” the em­peror said fi­nally.

      “Drocco,” the em­press gasped.

      But the em­peror’s eyes never left Thorec. “One Al­pha to help you and who will be hon­est with you if you are on the wrong track with this Omega. An Al­pha you will lis­ten to.”

      Thorec clenched his teeth, but he couldn’t deny that it was a rea­son­able re­quest. “Ro­clan.”

      The em­peror nod­ded. “Good luck, Gen­eral. I wish you well.”

      He turned to his em­press, who stared at him in dis­be­lief, and lifted her into his arms. She im­me­di­ately slipped her arms around his neck as though it was an au­to­matic po­si­tion that he held her in fre­quently. She pressed her fore­head to his, but her ex­pres­sion was still one of shock.

      “I trust him, Cai­lyn,” Drocco mur­mured to her as he walked to the door and left.
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        RIA

      

      

      The city of Ashens was busy, beau­ti­ful chaos.

      Ria had only been there twice be­fore—once be­fore the Lox had taken over and the other af­ter­ward, while the city was still re­build­ing from bat­tle. It had been re­designed to look stur­dier and more pow­er­ful than the pre­vi­ous de­sign but was no less im­pres­sive. The peo­ple were bold and bright, just like their clothes, and the en­vi­ron­ment was pos­i­tive and hap­pier than ei­ther time she had been there be­fore. The mar­ket hadn’t changed, though. It hummed and bus­tled so vi­brantly that Ria felt in­vis­i­ble among the crowd. Ex­actly like she wanted.

      She nav­i­gated to the stall she’d vis­ited yes­ter­day and waited.

      “I have it,” the mer­chant said as soon as he saw her. He picked up a folded pile of fab­rics and handed it at her.

      Ria ex­am­ined them. “The same uni­forms they wear in the palace?”

      “Iden­ti­cal in ev­ery way,” the mer­chant said proudly. “Ev­ery ser­vant uni­form in the size you asked for. We are the best at cus­tom or­ders, Miss, you won’t find any fault. Rec­om­mend me to your friends.”

      Ria shot him a dry smile as she tucked the fab­rics into her bag and paid him.

      She kept her head down as she hur­ried out of the mar­ket square and to­ward the tav­ern to meet her next con­tact. She had no rea­son to be­lieve that Gen­eral Thorec knew she was in Ashens, but he def­i­nitely would know by now that she had left Ariyon. The thought of his re­ac­tion twisted her nerves in an un­set­tling way.

      She shook the feel­ing off as she en­tered the tav­ern. The gen­eral didn’t own her, and the short time she spent with him didn’t mean any­thing. An­noy­ingly, her body seemed to think it did. The two nights she’d spent in Ashens so far had been filled with thoughts of him—his rough chuckle, his look of plea­sure, his mouth… She wasn’t sure how he’d man­aged to con­tam­i­nate both her body and her mind, but the way he touched her and the things he said to her were burned into her mem­ory from the mo­ment she lay down to sleep. They re­volved in her thoughts un­til she was slick be­tween the legs and trem­bling with de­sire.

      In the morn­ings, she man­aged to force them away by think­ing of what she came to do. She was back on task now. The moun­tain peo­ple had been ex­tremely use­ful and help­ful once she un­der­stood what was im­por­tant to them, es­pe­cially when she ex­plained that she had no al­le­giance to the Lox and did not want to up­set the treaty. All she had to do was keep go­ing, and her ex­pe­ri­ence with Gen­eral Thorec would even­tu­ally fade from her mind. She hoped.

      She slipped into the tav­ern and headed to the back. A Beta woman with short black hair sat at a ta­ble in the cor­ner, eat­ing heartily from three large plates. She barely looked up when Ria sat down, but she said, “Pay­ment?”

      Ria looked over the tav­ern for any­one watch­ing them, then set two hand­fuls of coins on the ta­ble.

      The woman took a few mo­ments suck­ing meat off a bone be­fore she even glanced at the coins. “Back­room. Top left shelf.”

      Ria frowned. “What? Why can’t you give it to me here?”

      The woman went back to her plate. “It’s too risky to carry around that amount of parch­ment with that kind of sen­si­tive in­for­ma­tion on it. You have to col­lect it from the back room.”

      Ria’s mouth tight­ened. “This was not what we agreed.”

      “If you don’t want it, take your money back.”

      Ria glared at the woman, but she didn’t even pay her any at­ten­tion as she delved into her stew with her bare fin­gers. Stand­ing abruptly, Ria headed to the back­room, keep­ing her eyes open and stay­ing alert. She tried to avoid back rooms in tav­erns at all costs. They usu­ally only had one way in and out, and it was a dan­ger­ous place to end up alone, es­pe­cially for fe­males. The only rea­son why she didn’t protest too much was be­cause this tav­ern’s back­room had a win­dow, and at least magic was fully func­tional in Ashens. It wasn’t a com­pletely dis­as­trous idea to risk her safety for the in­for­ma­tion she was af­ter.

      She slipped into the back room quickly and qui­etly, then searched for the shelf. Fi­nally find­ing a large packet with the sheets of parch­ment she needed, she tucked the parch­ment into her bag, when a glint by the door caught her eye. She back away in shock as strands of magic gath­ered, weav­ing and merg­ing to­gether un­til a rip­pling por­tal beamed in the tiny back­room block­ing her from the door. Ria called on magic, pre­par­ing to fight if any­thing dan­ger­ous came through. Panic jumped into her throat re­al­iz­ing she was trapped and inched back­ward to­ward the win­dow. Feel­ing along the win­dowsill, she tried to see how easy it would be to open, but as her hand reached the lock, a fig­ure stepped through the por­tal.

      The woman was dressed in a so­phis­ti­cated silk tu­nic that was cut to ac­cen­tu­ate her curves. Her curly bronze hair had been twisted up ex­pertly, and she wore beau­ti­ful jew­elry en­crusted with col­or­ful gems. As she stepped for­ward, an­other woman stepped out of the por­tal be­hind her. This one was dressed like a Lox war­rior, ex­cept her en­tire out­fit was in red.

      Ria read­ied her­self for an at­tack. “What do you want?”

      “I am Em­press Cai­lyn,” the small woman said, “the Omega em­press. Apolo­gies for trap­ping you in here, I wanted to speak to you pri­vately.”

      Ria did not change her stance. “How can I help you, Em­press?”

      “I came to warn you. Your Al­pha came to see us at the palace. He in­tends to re­cap­ture you.”

      Ria’s eyes widened. Re­lief, fear, and ir­ri­ta­tion bat­tled for dom­i­nance within her. “Gen­eral Thorec is in Ashens? Al­ready?”

      “Yes. He knows you’re here to find an­other Al­pha, and he is not happy about it.”

      “He doesn’t have any say over me or what I do.” Ria scowled.

      “You are here to search for an­other Al­pha when you al­ready have one, my friend,” the em­press said, a lit­tle amused. “That would an­noy all Al­phas. And prob­a­bly all Beta males as well.”

      “He is not my Al­pha nor my mate.”

      “Oh.” The em­press seemed sur­prised. “But when I said your Al­pha was here, you knew who I was talk­ing about.”

      Ria flushed. “Y-yes, but… It wasn’t—” Damn it. She closed her mouth and started again. “He kept telling me I was. So I knew who you were talk­ing about.”

      “I see.” The em­press nod­ded thought­fully. “You don’t want him, then?”

      Ria tried to snap out a strong and re­sound­ing, “No,” but it didn’t come.

      A know­ing look en­tered the em­press’ eyes. “If you don’t know yet, that is fine,” she said lightly. “I wanted to make sure that you were aware and pre­pared, but it seems I didn’t need to worry.”

      “I am cu­ri­ous why you did worry, em­press,” Ria said, in­clin­ing her head re­spect­fully. “I am not an Omega based at the palace.”

      “I’m con­cerned about all Omegas,” the em­press said. “You were found by an Al­pha in one of our ter­ri­to­ries, and now he’s claim­ing you are his. It is a con­cern for me that you are will­ing, ob­vi­ously.”

      “I wasn’t,” Ria said sharply. “He claimed I was his pris­oner, and then he—” Ria strug­gled to find words to de­scribe the ex­pe­ri­ence. She had been bruised and marked and thor­oughly claimed by him in the most com­plete way an Al­pha could claim an Omega, and yet she had fought him to do it right. It was con­fus­ing her as to whether he could be wholly blamed for it.

      The em­press said noth­ing and sim­ply ob­served Ria.

      Ria eyed her, her con­fu­sion turn­ing into an­noy­ance. “If you were wor­ried I might not be will­ing, why didn’t you ar­rest him in­stead of com­ing here to warn me that he is plan­ning to re­cap­ture me.”

      “It was dif­fi­cult to have him ar­rested,” the em­press said. “He claims you are his true mate.”

      Ria’s mouth dropped open. The part of her she had si­lenced and ig­nored hummed with plea­sure, but her mind was more cyn­i­cal. “And you be­lieved him? Just like that?”

      The em­press took a breath as she thought. “Some­times we Omegas fight what is nat­u­ral be­cause we don’t rec­og­nize it. It’s dif­fer­ent for each Omega, but we are prone to ig­nore an im­por­tant part of who we are be­cause we’re not used to ex­pe­ri­enc­ing our­selves in that state. I’ve known Omegas who will never let their true mate see them when they think they are most weak. They don’t un­der­stand that it isn’t seen as weak­ness by their mates—it is when they are most at­trac­tive.”

      “So you think I should just give in to him?” Ria asked, in­cred­u­lously. “You think that an Al­pha who finds an Omega in the Lands should be able to do what he wants with her? Did he even re­port to you that he’d found me, Em­press?”

      Sur­pris­ingly, the em­press smiled. “Above all, we value when an Al­pha or Omega find their true mate, Ria. Gen­eral Thorec is se­verely adamant he has found his and that she is you. He wishes to prove to you that he is your Al­pha. Why shouldn’t I give him that chance? And if you are even part will­ing, why shouldn’t you?”

      “Be­cause!” Ria in­sisted. “Be­cause… he doesn’t lis­ten. And he is… an­noy­ing and…” Hand­some and com­fort­ing and sexy. She scram­bled to find more ap­pro­pri­ate words to ex­plain. “We… fight. It’s… chaos. We are al­ways com­bat­ive. That can’t be right.”

      “The Al­pha/Omega con­nec­tion is slightly dif­fer­ent for each cou­ple, Ria,” the em­press said. “The ques­tion is, do you like it when you fight? And if you do, why is it wrong?”
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      For the rest of the day, Ria couldn’t get the con­ver­sa­tion with the em­press out of her mind. Above all, she was as­tounded Thorec de­scribed her as his true mate, that he had gone to the palace and had spo­ken to the rul­ing cou­ple. She didn’t know what to make of it. She tried to think of ev­ery sce­nario that would bring him here for her un­der dif­fer­ent rea­sons, but she could think of none that would in­volve him ly­ing to his Lox em­peror.

      Fur­ther, when she searched her­self for an an­swer to the em­press’ per­fectly rea­son­able ques­tions, she couldn’t find one, ex­cept that she al­ready had a goal to com­plete—a mis­sion she couldn’t aban­don. She had thor­oughly en­joyed mo­ments with Thorec, even felt that she pos­si­bly be­longed in his arms, but it was too fleet­ing to take se­ri­ously. She had promised to her­self that she would find the Al­pha she had been look­ing for, and she wouldn’t drop ev­ery­thing be­cause of one over­bear­ing Al­pha. Also, she didn’t want to sim­ply be­come his Omega and his prop­erty. She wanted her own life—to build some­thing that was Ria, with­out the in­flu­ence of oth­ers, who tried to mold and shape her into what they wanted. She shook her head, her mind firm. No, she couldn’t give Thorec a chance right now. Maybe once she found the Al­pha and set­tled into her life, she could think about Thorec again, if he even still wanted her. But not now.

      One of the things the em­press’ visit did high­light was that she had some­how alerted some­one of her pres­ence. The Beta woman had sent her to the back­room for the em­press, which meant she was too easy to find. Thorec was not stupid. He would be us­ing this as a chal­lenge to find her, and un­less she was alert and ob­ser­vant, he would suc­ceed.

      She’d moved to a new inn for the night, one she was fa­mil­iar with, and spent the evening pour­ing over the stack of parch­ment she’d col­lected. She knew there were a lot of Lox war­riors, but the list was enor­mous. It in­cluded their oc­cu­pa­tions and where they were based, across the East­ern Lands. Once she found who she was look­ing for, she would know how easy the next step would be.

      She found the name on page eight-seven. Jaythen. She frowned as she peered at the in­for­ma­tion by his name. Oc­cu­pa­tion: Lox War­rior—dis­charged, Lo­ca­tion: Lox Palace, Ashens.

      So he’d been dis­charged even though he was still at the palace? She stared again at the page. Lox Palace. She’d sus­pected it, but now she knew for sure she had to go there. Ex­hal­ing slowly with an odd blend of re­lief and frus­tra­tion, Ria set the stack of parch­ment down. At least she knew where to find him.

      She dressed sim­ply in a plain blue out­fit, some­thing that would blend in among the Ashens crowds, and en­sured she had ev­ery­thing she needed in her pock­ets, but as she moved around the room, some­thing caught her at­ten­tion. It was too quiet.

      The inn she’d cho­sen was a noisy place; the walls were thin, and the peo­ple who stayed there were rowdy mer­chants, who were al­ways jest­ing and shout­ing to each other at all hours. But at some point, while she’d been read­ing the parch­ment, ev­ery­thing had be­come silent.

      She tip­toed to the door and cracked it open. The cor­ri­dor was empty, and all the doors were shut. More un­usual be­hav­ior. Ria’s heart­beat pounded loudly in her chest. It had to be the gen­eral; he was here.

      Ria closed the door qui­etly and looked around the room. The win­dow faced an al­ley that she could es­cape down, so she knew the win­dow could be an exit. But Gen­eral Thorec was not stupid. She had used a win­dow to es­cape be­fore, so he would most likely have thought of that. Still, he couldn’t be in two places at once.

      She went to the win­dow and peeked out. Gen­eral Thorec stood a few feet away, hefty, hulk­ing, and still, star­ing right at her win­dow.

      Ria gasped, and backed away, her heart throb­bing in her throat. Shit! She spun in the room, look­ing around for any­thing she could use to fight or to help her es­cape, but there was noth­ing. He was a trained Lox gen­eral, and if he let her see him, he’d al­ready fig­ured out all the ways she could get out. There was only one way he couldn’t con­trol.

      Call­ing on magic, she be­gan to weave a por­tal that would take her as close to the palace as pos­si­ble. It was likely that the em­peror had found some way to iden­tify unau­tho­rized us­age of magic, so she wanted to avoid us­ing it un­less she re­ally had to. But it was the only way she was go­ing to get out of there. Now that she knew where Jaythen was, she just needed to get to him. She never had to come back to this room.

      Af­ter quickly en­sur­ing the room was left with­out any sign of where she could be go­ing, Ria stepped through the por­tal.
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      Thorec watched the gleam of magic fade from Ria’s win­dow. He ex­ited the al­ley and walked around to the en­trance of the inn, where all the staff and guests waited out­side, watch­ing him ner­vously.

      “Here’s the key you asked for, Gen­eral,” the owner said, shuf­fling for­ward.

      Thorec took the key and made his way in­side. As he climbed up­stairs, his an­noy­ance scratched at his thread­bare pa­tience. This was the worst place Ria could have cho­sen to stay. Al­though it was touted as a mer­chant inn, many crim­i­nal ac­tiv­i­ties took place here, in­clud­ing whor­ing. That Ria was in the vicin­ity of some­thing like this en­raged him to the de­gree that he was pre­pared to rip out ev­ery­one’s throats for al­low­ing it. Still, that wouldn’t help him find her any quicker.

      Al­though he’d known where she’d been stay­ing for the last few days, he needed her to find the Al­pha she was seek­ing. He wanted to iden­tify the man and find out di­rectly from him what his hold on Ria was. Oth­er­wise, his ex­is­tence would loom over them, and Ria would never know that Thorec was will­ing to best any con­tender try­ing to lay to claim her.

      He opened the door to her room and looked around care­fully. It looked as if no one had been stay­ing there, but he knew she had only moved there ear­lier that day. There was no in­di­ca­tion that she’d eaten, and if she had any clothes, she had taken them with her. She’s even cleaned the floor to re­move signs of where she may have tread; this inn was not known for its clean floors. Smart, lit­tle chal­lenger. The one thing she left was a stack of parch­ment on the desk.

      He sifted through it, sur­prised at its con­tents. Ria had some­how man­aged to ob­tain in­for­ma­tion about ev­ery sin­gle Al­pha in the Lox. Some sheets turned over, as though she had been look­ing through them. The page that she had left in view listed all of the Lox gen­er­als, and when Thorec looked down the page, he let out a loud, gruff chuckle.

      Ria had scratched out his en­try and put in­stead: Gen­eral “Im­pris­oner” Thorec, Oc­cu­pa­tion: im­pris­on­ing, chas­ing, and fight-fuck­ing in­no­cent Omegas, Lo­ca­tion: never in the same place as Ria.

      Thorec’s ir­ri­ta­tion at the en­tire sit­u­a­tion melted a lit­tle. She was goad­ing him the way he had her, and for some rea­son, it felt right. Strangely, his mood light­ened.

      Ex­am­in­ing the stack of parch­ment, he re­al­ized that she had mixed up all the pages so that they were out of or­der. It was a smart thing to do, but only if she hadn’t wanted him to no­tice some­thing.

      So he set about putting the stack in or­der, look­ing through each page to see what Ria had seen. It took longer than he thought, but even­tu­ally, he re­al­ized there was a page miss­ing. When he looked at the pages be­fore and af­ter, eighty-six and eighty-eight, he re­al­ized she’d taken a page that listed Lox war­riors at the palace.

      Thorec grit­ted his teeth. So the Al­pha was a palace war­rior. That cer­tainly didn’t make any­thing eas­ier.

      Neat­en­ing the sheets of parch­ment into a pile, he took it with him when he left the room. Ria was head­ing to the palace. He didn’t know how she in­tended to nav­i­gate the palace—it was the most se­cure build­ing in the Lox Em­pire, but he knew that wouldn’t stop his Ria. The prob­lem was, if he was go­ing to chase her to the palace, he had to be more care­ful. As much as the em­peror had given his bless­ing, he wouldn’t want Thorec’s hunt to dis­rupt the gen­eral ac­tiv­i­ties at the palace.

      He re­joined Ro­clan, the Al­pha work­ing with him, to dis­cuss their op­tions. At least he knew he would re­cap­ture his Omega to­day.
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        * * *

      

      “There are twenty-eight Lox war­riors who came from Ariyon, Gen­eral,” Ro­clan said, peer­ing at a sheet of parch­ment on the ta­ble.

      “Twenty-eight?” Thorec scowled. “Is there any way to re­duce it?”

      Ro­clan flicked the page over. “I’ll see how many of them are palace war­riors.”

      Thorec nod­ded and re­placed the books he had been look­ing at. The records keep in cen­tral Ashens had the most de­tailed in­for­ma­tion about the Lox and its war­riors in the en­tire known Lands, but to use it to try to find one spe­cific Al­pha was like try­ing to find a par­tic­u­lar drop of wa­ter in the White Ocean. Those doc­u­ments had so much in­for­ma­tion, it was dif­fi­cult to know where to start. It had taken them far too long to find out how many had come from Ariyon. Thorec cursed that he hadn’t re­mem­bered to ask Hal­vard in the Ariyon moun­tains the name of the Al­pha.Ria must have known his name or had a way to iden­tify him, be­cause how else would he have known who she was re­fer­ring to?

      “Only three are palace war­riors,” Ro­clan fi­nally said.

      “Good. That’s a bet­ter num­ber to deal with.”

      “How do you want to do this?” Ro­clan said, glanc­ing up at Thorec. Ro­clan was one of the first Al­pha’s Thorec had trained when he’d be­come gen­eral. “Do you want to visit all three, or should we split them up?”

      Thorec paced across the room. He couldn’t af­ford for Ro­clan to be the one to find Ria, but he couldn’t visit all three Al­phas at the same time, and time was of the essence. Then he had a thought. “Is there any in­for­ma­tion about where in Ariyon these three Al­phas came from?”

      Ro­clan flicked over a few sheets of parch­ment be­fore he an­swered. “Yes.”

      “Of any of them from the moun­tains?”

      Ro­clan peered at the sheets. “Yes. Jaythen.”

      “I will go to him. You go to the oth­ers. The palace ad­min­is­tra­tors can give us their cur­rent lo­ca­tions.”

      Ro­clan nod­ded and rose to his feet. “If you’re right on this, you know your Omega quite well.”

      Thorec made a noise in the back of his throat as they ex­ited the room. “She is smart and fierce.” He couldn’t help but re­call her fe­roc­ity in bed, and both his heart and his cock ached. “But she is pre­dictable.”

      Ro­clan nod­ded. “And this other Al­pha she is try­ing to find… Jaythen?”

      “Let me deal with him,” Thorec said, his voice gritty.

      “You know he may not be at all aware of who she is or what she wants,” Ro­clan pointed out. “Omegas can be… dif­fi­cult to un­der­stand.”

      The way his voice low­ered, Thorec glanced at him as they headed out of the records keep build­ing, and to a wait­ing car­riage. “It sounds like you have ex­pe­ri­ence with that.”

      Ro­clan’s face hard­ened, but he said noth­ing more. As they set­tled in the car­riage, he said, “I am grate­ful to be help­ing you, Gen­eral Thorec. I miss our train­ing bouts—I learned a lot from you, though I have to ask. Why did you pick me for this?”

      Thorec was silent for a mo­ment. “You were one of the first war­riors I trained and were one of the fiercest. You are bold in ev­ery­thing you do, and you’re hon­est.

      Ro­clan’s jaw hard­ened, and he looked out of the win­dow.

      “I also heard you had been very keen on the pair­ing events they do here at the palace. I thought you may un­der­stand why I am so ea­ger to find my Omega.”

      Ro­clan stared at him, clearly sur­prised, but then shook his head. “Then I am not the right Al­pha to help you, Gen­eral. I stopped at­tend­ing the pair­ing events.”

      “Why?”

      Ro­clan’s ex­pres­sion be­came closed.

      “I heard you chal­lenged Com­man­der Torin for an Omega,” Thorec said, ob­serv­ing him. “That is im­pres­sive. Many would not dare.”

      “I did not win,” Ro­clan scowled, his whole body tensed. “He beat me and won the Omega.”

      “Was she yours?”

      Ro­clan leaned back on the seat, his scowl fad­ing to a tight ex­pres­sion as he looked upon Thorec. “I would have said yes be­fore the bout.”

      “And now?”

      Ro­clan shrugged. “She is pretty. But when our Lox broth­ers, who have found their true mates, talk about their Omegas… I never felt like that about her. The bout made me re­al­ize it.”

      Thorec in­clined his head. “Then you have yet to find her. Why did you stop go­ing to the pair­ing events?”

      Ro­clan’s tone was solemn. “There is no Omega for me.”

      Thorec frowned. “You don’t know that.”

      “I have par­tic­i­pated in many pair­ing events, Gen­eral,” Ro­clan growled. “She has not been among them.” He clenched his jaw, low­er­ing his gaze. “I think some of us will never find our true mates. There are not enough Omegas for us all.” His eyes flicked up to Thorec’s. “You are lucky.”

      Thorec thought of Ria—his per­fect mate, his great­est chal­lenge—and said noth­ing. He couldn’t deny that.
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        * * *

      

      “Yes, Gen­eral,” the ad­min­is­tra­tor said brightly. “Jaythen’s pri­vate quar­ters are next to the train­ing grounds, if you ask any of the war­riors there, they will tell you.”

      Thorec thanked her and headed down the cor­ri­dor to train­ing grounds. The two that Ro­clan was in­ves­ti­gat­ing were in a dif­fer­ent part of the palace.

      It was late in the night, but some war­riors were just fin­ish­ing their train­ing. Thorec care­fully made his way to where Jaythen’s pri­vate rooms were, and stood out­side the closed door, pre­par­ing him­self. This was the Al­pha Ria had come to find, he could feel it. He had no idea what the Al­pha would do to when he re­al­ized Thorec had al­ready de­clared a claim on Ria. Some Al­phas could be un­rea­son­able, even Lox war­riors.

      Pulling out his dag­gers, he gripped them firmly, then kicked in the door.

      What he saw height­ened his rage un­til it ex­ploded out of his con­trol. Ria was in the arms of the Al­pha. He hugged her close, en­clos­ing her with his body, his eyes closed as his head rested on hers, though they jumped apart when the door banged open. Ria screamed, jerk­ing away from the Al­pha, but he held onto her, his eyes on Thorec. He straight­ened slowly, pulling Ria around his body, so she was be­hind him.

      “Re­lease her,” Thorec bel­lowed.

      The Al­pha’s eyes flicked over Thorec’s uni­form. “Is there a prob­lem, Gen­eral?”

      “Yes,” Thorec bit out. “Move away from her.”

      The Al­pha frowned. “This doesn’t seem like Lox busi­ness.”

      “That’s be­cause it isn’t. Move!”

      “What do you want with her?” The Al­pha’s voice hard­ened. “She has come to visit me, and I in­tend to pro­tect her.”

      “That is my job!” Thorec bel­lowed. “This is your last chance to move, war­rior. Pick up your weapon.”

      The man hes­i­tated, then lurched for­ward and grabbed a thick sword that leaned by his bed.

      Thorec tight­ened his grip on the han­dle of his dag­gers. He was more than will­ing to bat­tle for Ria if that’s what was re­quired. In fact, he wel­comed it.

      “Stop!” Ria called from be­hind Al­pha. “Please don’t fight.”

      “Quiet, Ri­ora,” the Al­pha said, keep­ing his eyes locked on to Thorec. “The gen­eral is ob­vi­ously ill. And he is look­ing dan­ger­ous.”

      Thorec frowned. Ri­ora?

      “Gen­eral, please stop this,” Ria said, inch­ing away around the Al­pha un­til her eyes locked on to his. “You don’t un­der­stand.” She placed a hand on the Al­pha’s arm. “I need to stay here with him—”

      “You do not,” Thorec thun­dered, rage whip­ping through him. “You are ig­nor­ing ev­ery­thing that in­di­cates we are true mates, Ria. If I al­low that, you will be mis­er­able, and so will I.”

      The Al­pha, Jaythen, low­ered his sword an inch. “You are true mates with the gen­eral?” he asked, sur­prised.

      Ria hes­i­tated and then shook her head. “We can’t be. You don’t know any­thing about me, Gen­eral Thorec.”

      “Don’t I?” He couldn’t help but smirk. “I know what you taste like when you’re about to come, Ria. I know the sound you make when you lick my—”

      “You don’t know any­thing that mat­ters!” she shouted. She glared at him, fu­ri­ous, but her skin red­dened the way it did when­ever he com­pli­mented her.

      Jaythen made a face of dis­gust. “I don’t want to hear that.”

      “Then fuck­ing leave!” Thorec or­dered. “This is be­tween me and my Omega.”

      Jaythen stilled for a mo­ment, then sheathed his sword.

      “No, don’t go!” she gasped, grip­ping his arm. “What are you do­ing?”

      Jaythen turned to face her and grasped her by the shoul­ders. “Are you true mates with the gen­eral, Ri­ora?”

      Thorec growled as she be­gan to shake her head, but then she stopped.

      “I don’t know,” she whis­pered. “I don’t think so.”

      “Don’t you want to find out?”

      Thorec stilled. He wasn’t ex­pect­ing him to say that. What was go­ing on here?

      Tears formed in Ria’s beau­ti­ful brown eyes as she looked up at the Al­pha, and Thorec could hardly bear the sight of them. “You’re the only one who can help me fig­ure out who I am, Jaythen,” she said. “You just need to make a de­ci­sion to help.”

      “I can tell you as much as I know, but I don’t think it will help you, Ri­ora,” the Al­pha said, his voice soft. “I was only twelve; there’s noth­ing I can tell you that will be use­ful now.”

      “What are you talk­ing about?” Thorec de­manded, inch­ing far­ther into the room.

      “You don’t know that!” Ria cried, her eyes wide on Jaythen. “We just need a bit of time, and you might re­mem­ber things that would be use­ful to me.”

      “To what end?” The Al­pha re­leased her drop­ping his hands. “Are you even a ser­vant in the palace, or did you use your skills to find a way in?” His gaze turned wary. “If you want to know more about your­self, you should look at that be­hav­ior first.”

      Ria’s face dropped and she stepped back in sur­prise. “I did what I had to do to find you, Jaythen. We are sup­posed to stick to­gether; that’s what fam­ily does.”

      “We can try—I def­i­nitely want to try.” The Al­pha lifted his shoul­ders. “I am a Lox War­rior, Ri­ora. I live un­der a strict struc­ture of train­ing, rules, and pro­to­col. If you stay in Ashens we can keep in touch, if you want that, but I can’t drop ev­ery­thing. I can’t leave the Lox.”

      “But you’ve been dis­charged,” Ria said. “There’s noth­ing keep­ing you here.”

      “That is not what it seems,” the Al­pha replied sharply. “And if I leave now I’ll never be able to ad­dress it.”

      At his words, Ria’s shoul­der’s sagged, and she shook her head as she turned away from him, clearly dis­ap­pointed.

      Thorec dropped his dag­gers, his eyes flick­ing be­tween them as he ob­served them both. They were fam­ily? They did in­deed have the same dark hair and tanned skin.

      Jaythen glanced at him. “Your best chance right now is with the gen­eral,” he said to Ria. “You shouldn’t balk at the idea of your true mate. It is a bless­ing—”

      “I know, I know.” Ria tried to snap at him, but a sob es­caped her. “I should just give up ev­ery­thing I’ve tried to do for the last cou­ple of years and be with a man who says I’m his at first taste.”

      Thorec growled. He sheathed his dag­gers and ap­proached them, ad­dress­ing the Al­pha first. “You do not lay claim to this fe­male.” It was sup­posed to be a ques­tion, but it came out as an or­der.

      “Fe­male?” Ria’s tear-filled eyes hard­ened, and it was a beau­ti­ful sight. “That is not my name.”

      “I have no idea what your name is,” Thorec shot at her. “You seem to have more than one.” He turned to the Al­pha, still wait­ing for an an­swer.

      “No,” Jaythen said firmly. “She is my sis­ter.”

      A gust of re­lief re­laxed Thorec… some­what.

      “If I was, you wouldn’t aban­don me for the Lox,” Ria said bit­terly. “You would come with me and help me fig­ure out who I am.”

      “Come with you to wan­der the Lands?” Jaythen shook his head in dis­be­lief. “That’s not the way to build a home, Ria.”

      Re­al­iza­tion hit Thorec. Ria said she’d been trained for a pur­pose, a cause. Her brother sug­gested she’d used her “skills” to find him… as though she’d had spe­cial­ized train­ing to in­fil­trate a build­ing. Sud­denly sev­eral things slid into place. Ria had been taken from her fam­ily when she was young, and she’d trav­eled all over the Lands but didn’t feel like she had a home. She was try­ing to learn who she’d been be­fore she was taken, but who could pos­si­bly re­vert back to who they were when they were so young?

      Be­fore he could put any­thing into words, Ria shot past him with a burst of en­ergy that seemed to come from nowhere. She grabbed the door frame and used it as an an­chor to pro­pel her­self into the cor­ri­dor.

      Thorec bel­lowed out a curse. “Stay here,” he or­dered Jaythen, as he ran out of the room af­ter her.

      He chased her through the quiet, dark­ened cor­ri­dors of the palace, and while he gained on her the longer they ran, Thorec made no real ef­fort to catch up with her im­me­di­ately. He took plea­sure watch­ing her run in front of him, her body at ex­er­tion as she tried to es­cape him; it made him hard. And any­way, there was no magic she could use in the palace to es­cape that eas­ily. So he took his time gain­ing on her, en­joy­ing her at­tempt to flee, and an­tic­i­pat­ing the mo­ment he would have her back in his arms.

      But as he fol­lowed her around a cor­ner that led them into a fairly busy hall­way, all amuse­ment fled.

      Ria ran straight to where sev­eral Al­phas were gath­ered, and jumped on to one of them, wrap­ping her arms and legs around his torso. The Al­pha stepped back, bark­ing out in sur­prise, au­to­mat­i­cally bring­ing his hands to her back.

      Thorec couldn’t help the growl that es­caped him, pulling a dag­ger from its sheath as he ap­proached. To his ut­ter hor­ror, Ria pep­pered the Al­pha’s face with small kisses, cov­er­ing him with hard pecks as she clung to him tightly.

      “Ria!” he roared, un­able to be­lieve what he was see­ing.

      The Al­pha she clung to dropped his hand from her back when he saw Thorec ap­proach­ing, hold­ing his palms up in sur­ren­der, but as Thorec ar­rived, he could see Ria whis­per­ing into the Al­pha’s ear.

      A blind­ing, hot ug­li­ness hur­tled through Thorec. He lunged for­ward and ripped Ria from the Al­pha’s body, wrap­ping his arm around her waist and drag­ging her off him, roar­ing as anger pounded through his veins. Sheath­ing his dag­ger, he turned her in his arms, forc­ing her head up so she was forced to look up to him. “How dare you kiss an­other Al­pha,” Thorec bel­lowed.

      “What does it mat­ter?” Ria spat at him. “If he had found me first, you wouldn’t even be here claim­ing to be my mate. All you Al­phas are in­ter­change­able. You all say the same thing re­gard­less of if it’s true or not. As soon as I get the chance I am leav­ing. You will never find me!”

      Thorec gripped her hard, in­censed at her at­ti­tude. She had chal­lenged ev­ery inch of his worth to her, and he couldn’t al­low it to stand. The in­stinct to claim her, to prove that he was the only one wor­thy of her swept through him in a jagged on­slaught of arousal. He tore through her tu­nic, rip­ping down the length of it un­til it fell from her.

      Ria gasped as he pushed her onto the floor. “What are you do­ing?”

      “You haven’t yet learned,” Thorec said, his voice dan­ger­ously low. Pin­ning her to the ground, he tore her panties away and un­buck­led him­self.

      “Learned what?” She fought to move his hands from her but he was too strong. “Ev­ery­one is watch­ing us, Gen­eral!”

      “Good!” he thun­dered. Shift­ing her into po­si­tion un­der­neath him, he pressed into her tight heat.

      As he sus­pected, she was al­ready soak­ing wet. She had been ex­cited by the chase as much as he, and it in­fu­ri­ated him fur­ther that she’d had her legs wrap around an­other.

      He drove in to the hilt as she wrig­gled and fought, but he didn’t miss the groan that came from her throat when he was seated all the way in. Pulling back, he ex­haled gruffly as her chan­nel gripped him, cling­ing on and mas­sag­ing him so well. But this wasn’t the time for plea­sure. She had to learn.

      Thorec fucked Ria in long, hard jolts. He didn’t touch her breasts, or her stom­ach, or even ca­ress her hips. Nor did he kiss her or lay his weight on her. He sim­ply fucked her, hold­ing her down on the ground so she couldn’t move.

      Her dis­sat­is­fac­tion rose im­me­di­ately. She wrig­gled and whined and whim­pered, seek­ing com­fort but find­ing none, and even­tu­ally she spread her knees wider and humped up to meet his thrusts. It still wasn’t enough.

      She hissed and fought him for what she wanted, like he knew she would, kick­ing out her legs and at­tempt­ing to lift from the ground.

      “What?” Thorec barked. “What do you need?”

      Ria’s gaze was deadly. “You al­ready know.”

      “Do I? I thought we Al­phas were all in­ter­change­able. I’m giv­ing you ex­actly what you would have got­ten from that Al­pha.”

      Ria snarled, clench­ing down on him, and the burst of plea­sure was so in­tense, he couldn’t breathe for a mo­ment. “If you can’t fuck me like I want, you’re no good to me, Al­pha.”

      Thorec grabbed her hair, a surge of an­noy­ance bound­ing in his chest. “How do you want to fucked, Omega?”

      Ria pressed her lips to­gether, the lin­ger­ing tears in her eyes build­ing. He knew she wouldn’t say it—she couldn’t. Be­cause she didn’t know. Ev­ery­thing be­tween them was so in­nate, so in­stinc­tual, it was im­pos­si­ble to ver­bal­ize all the things he knew to do for her.

      As their eyes re­mained locked, his hand trailed up her stom­ach, then pinched her nip­ple, the wet slam of his thrusts a rhyth­mic melody of his con­trol over her. She keened, try­ing to arch her back, but couldn’t.

      “Please,” she whis­pered, her hips pump­ing up, beg­ging. “Please, do it.”

      Thorec watched her strug­gle, try­ing to de­ter­mine what he needed to do to dom­i­nate her heart. He knew he had her body, but he wanted ev­ery­thing; her heart, her mind, her soul—that was the only way to keep her with him, to stop her wan­der­ing away. Ul­ti­mately he wanted her to bite him—to choose to mate with him and claim him as her Al­pha—but she was lost. And he needed to an­chor her.

      Thorec let out a gruff ex­hale and leaned in to­ward her. “I told you the first time I caught you that you will never win against me, Ria,” he growled as she panted, her eyes wide on him. “I want you in my home as my mate, and that will never change. No mat­ter how many times you try to run from me, I will al­ways win. Ac­cept it.”

      Ria pressed her lips to­gether, nar­row­ing her eyes at him.

      “Ac­cept it!” he bel­lowed, with a hard thrust.

      “Fine,” she snapped, her eyes flash­ing. “I ac­cept it. I will come with you and be a shell of a per­son for you to fuck and breed and waste away into noth­ing.” Her eyes were still filled with tears, and her lip trem­bled, but it was the de­fi­ance in her gaze that Thorec thrived on. Ria would never waste away into noth­ing. She was too strong-willed, too de­ter­mined to be any­one’s meek breeder. And he loved that.

      So he re­warded her well. He kissed her deeply, speed­ing up his thrusts in­side her un­til he was ram­ming her the way she liked, the force of it shunt­ing her across the floor. He grabbed her ass and yanked her even harder up onto his length as she moaned and sighed. Grab­bing her breasts, he laved her hard, lit­tle nip­ples roughly, suck­ing and twist­ing his mouth around them un­til she was cry­ing out, her back arched.

      When she fi­nally came, her whole body seized and shud­dered, and Thorec held her through it, grat­i­fied to watch his Omega in such a beau­ti­ful state, be­fore flip­ping her over, and driv­ing in again.

      By the time they were both spent, sweat and fluid sat­u­rated their cloth­ing and cov­ered ev­ery inch of ex­posed skin. Their min­gled scent per­me­ated the now empty hall­way, and ex­haus­tion ached in Thorec’s joints. Within mo­ments, Ria was asleep in his arms, and as soon as his knot shrunk, he lifted her to take her back home. She might not re­al­ize she had a home with him yet, but she soon would.
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      The gen­eral didn’t waste any time tak­ing her back to Ariyon. He also didn’t take any chances leav­ing her unat­tended, pre­fer­ring to keep his hands on her at all times.

      Ria didn’t care.

      She told him she would go back with him, and she would… un­til she fig­ured out what she was go­ing to do.

      Her dis­ap­point­ment in her brother scored her deep. She’d been sure he would un­der­stand how im­por­tant it was for her that the two of them re­unite and find a home to­gether, but he didn’t care about that as much as she did. The Lox was his fam­ily now.

      On re­flec­tion, she wasn’t sure what she ex­pected. They hadn’t spo­ken for so long, and it should have been ob­vi­ous, his life would be changed now. The gen­eral had even told her that Al­phas were trained to be loyal to the Lox to the death. Maybe her in­ten­tions had been child­ish and naive, but peo­ple made sac­ri­fices for their fam­ily all the time. She’d seen it when she trav­eled the Lands. The ded­i­ca­tion Jaythen had to the Lox should not be stronger than his will­ing­ness to re­con­nect with his miss­ing sis­ter, should it? It soured her feel­ings for him that he could so eas­ily sug­gest that she go with the gen­eral in­stead of fig­ure out how they could be a fam­ily. But she had to ac­cept that it wasn’t pos­si­ble—at least not the way she’d en­vis­aged it—and the thought made her hol­low on the in­side.

      She couldn’t bear the thought of trav­el­ing again right now, jump­ing from place to place and see­ing oth­ers live their lives while she had noth­ing. So, she let the gen­eral take her back to Ariyon, and set­tle her in his house, and in his bed.

      Strangely on the way back, he took her to his base where all of his men had gath­ered and in­tro­duced her to them. She barely said any­thing to them, al­though they all greeted her en­thu­si­as­ti­cally.

      For the first few days, she lost her­self in the gen­eral’s at­ten­tions. He kept her in bed, con­stantly sticky with his flu­ids and stretched to break­ing point by his knot. It wasn’t as though she com­plained. In fact, she lost her­self in the rap­tur­ous pres­sure that he of­fered, know­ing that it wouldn’t last for­ever.

      She thought he wouldn’t want her af­ter she’d fool­ishly and emo­tion­ally thrown her­self at an­other Al­pha. She couldn’t be­lieved she’d been so stupid—any­thing could have hap­pened to her. But in­stead of dis­card­ing her, the gen­eral had tor­mented and dom­i­nated her in front of ev­ery­one. And she could say she hated the ex­pe­ri­ence. She was thor­oughly con­fused by him and her re­ac­tion to him.

      Af­ter a week, he fi­nally left the bed­room for the first time, and Ria re­mained in bed for about an hour be­fore be­com­ing rest­less. As she dressed and ex­plored the house, she re­al­ized the gen­eral had left the house en­tirely. Un­cer­tainty gripped her un­til she re­al­ized she was free.

      So, she sad­dled one of the horses in his sta­bles and rode away from the house, ex­plor­ing the farm­lands of Ariyon.

      By mid-af­ter­noon, she’d ended up by one of the ports near the bor­der to Neka, a neigh­bor­ing ter­ri­tory. The Ariyon sea looked beau­ti­ful in the af­ter­noon light, and she sat and watched the waves for a long while.

      “Ex­cuse me, Miss Ria.”

      Ria started at the ap­pear­ance of a small woman with an apron stand­ing next to her. She hadn’t even heard her ap­proach.

      “I don’t mean to star­tle you,” the woman said apolo­get­i­cally. “You have been here for quite a while.” She lifted a plate filled with cakes. “Would you like some­thing to eat and drink?”

      Ria smiled at her. “Thank you, but no. I don’t want to cause any trou­ble for you.”

      The woman chuck­led. “It’s no trou­ble at all,” she in­sisted. “We have been wait­ing for you.”

      Ria tilted her head. “Wait­ing for me?”

      “Yes. We baked for the whole week since you ar­rived, hop­ing that you would come this way.”

      Ria stared at the woman, con­fused. “Why?”

      The woman shrugged, grin­ning. “Why not?” She held out a hand to help Ria up. Ria hes­i­tated, look­ing over the woman for a long mo­ment. Her skin was worn, and her strag­gly brown hair was stuffed un­der ma­te­rial wrapped loosely around her head. But her face was open and hon­est and ea­ger, and Ria de­cided to take a chance.

      The woman led her to her house nearby and fed her full of tea and lemon cake while talk­ing about her son’s land, her crops, and the state of trad­ing in Nyek.

      Ria let her talk mostly, com­fort­able to sit and lis­ten, but as the sun­light be­gan to dim, she took her leave, anx­ious not to over­stay her wel­come.

      She wasn’t ready to re­turn to the gen­eral’s house yet, though. So she sat close to the port, watch­ing the boats in the har­bor un­til heavy hooves caught her at­ten­tion.

      She didn’t bother to turn and look, she rec­og­nized the sound and knew whose steed it was. She lis­tened as he ar­rived, dis­mounted, and strode to­ward her, but as he ap­proached, she in­stinc­tively jumped up and ran.

      And he chased.

      The sud­den ex­er­tion was ex­hil­a­rat­ing, and Ria en­joyed the rush of wind against her face and the harsh­ness of her breath in her lungs. The gen­eral let her run for awhile be­fore catch­ing up to her, and when he did, he howled with sat­is­fac­tion as he pushed her to the ground and mounted her.

      It was an in­cred­i­ble ex­pe­ri­ence. His heady scent laced with his sweat made her hum in de­light, and his large hands squeez­ing her thighs sent goose­bumps all over her body. He took her hard and rough, slam­ming so sweetly and ex­pertly into her depths while the chilly night breeze stroked her skin. When he knot­ted her, she was pant­ing, out of breath, claw­ing the ground and whin­ing for more, even though she was ex­hausted. He gath­ered her into his arms and stroked her cheek as he gazed at her, her breath­ing re­turn­ing to nor­mal.

      “Did you have a good day?” he asked, his voice grav­elly and low.

      Ria blinked in sur­prise, re­al­iz­ing bloom­ing. “You let me leave the house.”

      “You’re not a pris­oner.”

      Ria di­gested that for a mo­ment. “The woman here is very nice,” she said, ges­tur­ing back to­ward the build­ing. “She gave me cake.”

      “Did you like it?” the gen­eral asked.

      Ria nod­ded but said no more. It felt strange to be talk­ing to the gen­eral about mun­dane things.

      “You were born in the Ariyon moun­tains.” He said it as a state­ment, but Ria knew he wanted her to con­firm it.

      “Yes”

      “You were taken as a child for the Omega cause.”

      Ria nod­ded, feel­ing numb.

      “You were a spy?”

      “Sort of,” she replied. “I gath­ered sen­si­tive in­for­ma­tion for my su­pe­ri­ors, so they could dis­sem­i­nate it to the real spies.”

      Gen­eral Thorec was silent for a long while. “You have been trained to hate the Lox.”

      Ria sighed heav­ily. “The Lox changed ev­ery­thing in the East­ern Lands. It frac­tured the Omega cause. I didn’t have a pur­pose af­ter that hap­pened.”

      “So you trav­eled the Lands?”

      “Yes. But as I said, I couldn’t rec­og­nize the world any­more. I have no place in it.”

      The gen­eral’s thumb brushed her bot­tom lip. “You have a place here with me, Ria. Al­ways.”

      Ria didn’t know what to say to that, so she said noth­ing, en­joy­ing him stroking her face and neck.

      Af­ter his knot shrunk, he took her back to the house to sleep in his arms.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, she left the house soon af­ter Thorec, and this time rode in the op­po­site di­rec­tion. Pass­ing a few fields, she came across an enor­mous farm­house. She slowed as she passed by, amazed by the size of it, and sev­eral young men and women spilling out of the build­ing waved at her, beck­on­ing for her to stop.

      “Wel­come, Miss Ria,” one of them said as they ap­proached her. “Would you like some cake? I think you’ll en­joy it. We can give you a tour too.”

      Ria stut­tered, un­sure how to an­swer. This was too sim­i­lar to what hap­pened yes­ter­day—it was strange. She tried to de­cline, but the young man’s en­thu­si­asm had in­fected the rest of them, and they were so ex­cited that she agreed and slipped down from her horse.

      She dis­cov­ered that the farm­house build­ing was ac­tu­ally a school where many chil­dren were ed­u­cated on farm­ing, Lox prin­ci­ples, and gen­eral stud­ies about the Lox Em­pire, Al­pha, Beta, Omega dy­nam­ics, and trade law. By the time Ria made her way back out, her head spun with ev­ery­thing she’d dis­cov­ered.

      She set­tled down nearby on one of the fields while her horse grazed and drank. It was so peace­ful in Ariyon. She’d never stopped to con­sider it be­fore, but this was much more prefer­able to the busy, bustling cities she’d been in.

      As dusk ar­rived, so did Gen­eral Thorec, and as he ap­proached, she once again ran from him. She wasn’t sure why she did it. It seemed right to make him chase her if he wanted her. And she couldn’t ig­nore how aroused it made her when he did.

      Of course, he caught up to her and took her bru­tally in the field, her ass high in the air as he worked in and out of her from the be­hind, dry grass scratch­ing her face.

      Af­ter he’d knot­ted her and pulled her into his arms as their pant­ing calmed, the gen­eral asked about her day.

      “I found a school,” Ria said.

      The gen­eral nod­ded. “One of the Lox train­ing cen­ters.”

      Ria was silent for a mo­ment. She’d seen the Lox train­ing cen­ters when she’d trav­eled the Lands but had never been in one. It was dif­fer­ent from what she ex­pected. “I thought they trained Lox war­riors in there.”

      “Dif­fer­ent cen­ters pro­vide dif­fer­ent things in each of the ter­ri­to­ries.”

      Ria nod­ded. “They gave me cake,” she said, watch­ing him sus­pi­ciously.

      The gen­eral just nod­ded. “Did you like it?”

      “Why are peo­ple of­fer­ing me cake?”

      “You liked that par­tic­u­lar type of cake when you were lit­tle.”

      Ria jolted in sur­prise, her eyes widen­ing on him. “How do you know that?”

      “Your brother told me.”

      Ria could do noth­ing but stare at him, her mouth dropped open. How had he man­aged to get in­for­ma­tion from her brother?

      “Your brother isn’t averse to get­ting to know you, Ria,” the gen­eral said, his eyes ex­am­in­ing her face. “Or giv­ing you in­for­ma­tion. He just couldn’t do what you were ask­ing.”

      Ria nod­ded glumly. “It was un­rea­son­able to ask, I sup­pose. I just thought he would be as pas­sion­ate about find­ing me again as I was about him.”

      Gen­eral Thorec was quiet for a long mo­ment. “How did you find out about him.”

      “My su­pe­ri­ors told some of us that we had fam­ily in the Lands. Non-omega sis­ters, broth­ers, and par­ents. It seemed to make sense to find him in­stead of wan­der­ing around aim­lessly. I thought if he could re­mem­ber things about me, it might give me a clue what to do next, or at least a sense of home.”

      The Al­pha nuz­zled her neck as he nod­ded. “Do you know why he calls you Ri­ora?”

      “He said that is my full name.” She hes­i­tated. “So you asked him for in­for­ma­tion about me, and he gave it?”

      “Yes.”

      Ria wasn’t sure whether she should be an­noyed about that or not. She went to him for help, but in­stead, he’d helped her Al­pha. She froze at her thought. Her Al­pha. Strangely it didn’t send panic through her like it had when the em­press said it. “So, you told ev­ery­one I like lemon cake?”

      The gen­eral chuck­led, a rough rum­ble in his chest. “The farm­ers are ea­ger for you to like it here.”

      Ria’s brows rose in sur­prise. “Why?”

      The gen­eral brushed his lips along her cheek. “You are the first Omega who is openly liv­ing with an Al­pha out­side of Ashens. They want you to stay.”

      Ria pursed her lips. “Are you not wor­ried I will es­cape or be at­tacked? Let­ting me roam around Ariyon?”

      The gen­eral tight­ened his grip on her. “Do you think I would let you roam around Ariyon if I hadn’t en­sured that you were be­ing pro­tected at all times? Or if I thought you could es­cape? Ev­ery­thing has been made se­cure so you can­not—all ports and bor­ders.”

      Ria had to smile. “That sounds like a chal­lenge.”

      He pressed his mouth to her ear, his hot breath send­ing shiv­ers down her spine. “It is not, lit­tle Ria. The chal­lenge is for you to stay.”
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        * * *

      

      The pat­tern of Ria’s day re­mained the same for the rest of the week and then ex­tended to sev­eral weeks. It was only when the sea­son changed, bring­ing with it blus­tery winds and smat­ter­ings of icy rain that she re­al­ized she’d been in Ariyon for at least three months. This was the long­est she’d stayed any­where.

      Ev­ery day she con­sid­ered where in the Lands she would go next. She’d been to al­most ev­ery ter­ri­tory and knew what to ex­pect when she got there, but she couldn’t de­cide her next des­ti­na­tion. Even so, she tried not to set­tle where she was, know­ing that within the next month or so, she would leave.

      The gen­eral con­tin­ued to ride out to wher­ever she had trav­eled dur­ing the day, take her on the ground, and then carry her back to his house. He didn’t care who hap­pened to wit­ness them or where she was. At first, she won­dered how he knew where she had trav­eled, but it be­came ob­vi­ous that he had mes­sen­gers all over Ariyon who told him where she was. They were clever keep­ing out of her view, but that was the only way he could know.

      As she be­came fa­mil­iar with the Ariyon ter­ri­tory, she started to make his evening claim­ing of her more chal­leng­ing; hid­ing in barns, swim­ming in lakes, or tear­ing across fields on horse­back. But it didn’t slow down the gen­eral. He was al­most bel­liger­ent in his in­ten­tions to have her wher­ever she was at the end of each day, and she rev­eled in it.

      A spe­cific spot on his neck where his scent was most po­tent be­gan to en­tice her when­ever they were at their most pri­mal, but she knew if she let her­self ex­plore that, she would be trapped with him.

      One evening, the gen­eral didn’t ar­rive. Ria paced ner­vously by her horse, look­ing out for the Al­pha, but when he didn’t ar­rive by the time the sun had set worry burned in her gut. Noth­ing could have hap­pened to him, surely. He was a gen­eral with the pro­tec­tion of many war­riors. She was just be­ing silly. Still, the re­lief that pounded through her when she heard his horse ap­proach was pal­pa­ble.

      “You’re late!” she couldn’t help but snap as he dis­mounted. “Where have you been?”

      The cor­ner of the Al­pha’s mouth quirked up as he lifted her into his arms. “You were wait­ing for me.”

      Ria was about to firmly protest, but then she saw some­thing in his ex­pres­sion she hadn’t seen for a long time—that hard wari­ness. “You had a rough day,” she said, peer­ing into his eyes. “What hap­pened?”

      The gen­eral stilled, his smile fad­ing from his mouth. “Noth­ing for you to worry about.”

      “Is my brother all right?” The gen­eral had been speak­ing to her brother fre­quently; he’d said that he would visit soon.

      “Your brother is fine.”

      “What about…” She thought about all the peo­ple who she’d met across Ariyon. “What about all the farm­ers and mer­chants and their fam­i­lies? Are they all right?”

      “There’s noth­ing for you to worry about, Ria.”

      Ria threaded her arms around his neck and pressed a kiss into his jaw, sa­vor­ing his scent and al­low­ing it to soothe and calm the worry that she ex­pe­ri­enced. The gen­eral’s hands slipped un­der her tu­nic, and he groaned when he found how wet she was.

      “I ad­mit it,” she whis­pered in his ear. “I was wait­ing for you.”

      Un­buck­ling him­self, the gen­eral didn’t even bother to lower them to the ground. He im­paled her on his length, grab­bing her ass to work her up and down and round on his cock while he stood, un­til a blis­ter­ing or­gasm seized her.

      The next day, as Ria was try­ing to de­cide where she should go, she re­al­ized that al­though she had trav­eled across all of Ariyon for over three months, there was one place she hadn’t vis­ited. She sad­dled up her horse, and rode to the moun­tains.

      She was sur­prised to see the gen­eral’s horse at the en­trance. It was the first time she had trav­eled to his lo­ca­tion, and she won­dered where he usu­ally was dur­ing the day. She as­sumed that he spent most of his time at his base, train­ing new war­riors, and over­see­ing the trad­ing be­tween ter­ri­to­ries, but she’d never asked him. Based on when they first met, she knew he’d also dealt with the moun­tain peo­ple too.

      The guard at the en­trance greeted her but didn’t stop her from en­ter­ing.

      As she trudged down the val­ley, she won­dered why she hadn’t vis­ited the moun­tains be­fore. Maybe she had un­con­sciously pushed it aside, avoid­ing the fact that the moun­tains had been her home. But it couldn’t be home with­out the peo­ple she had been there with. She didn’t re­mem­ber her mother or fa­ther, and her brother was no longer in the ter­ri­tory. She couldn’t also ig­nore the moun­tain peo­ple there didn’t ac­cepted her. They’d tol­er­ated her for the short time she had ques­tions, but they wanted to be left alone to their own way of life, which she ap­pre­ci­ated.

      In the moun­tain town, they were pre­par­ing for a tour to ar­rive, so they could trade goods. It was busy and bustling, at least busier than usual, and she bumped into the man who’d helped her when she’d last vis­ited.

      “You’re back,” the old man said, his face stretched in sur­prise. “Does the gen­eral know you’re here?”

      Ris shook her head. “Where is he?”

      The man waved his hand, an ir­ri­tated ex­pres­sion creep­ing over his fea­tures. “He is talk­ing to some of the peo­ple deeper into the moun­tains, in one of the other towns. He’s been here ev­ery day lately, get­ting in the way.”

      Ria thought for a mo­ment, re­call­ing the gen­eral’s de­meanor the night be­fore. “Is some­thing wrong?”

      The man shook his head. “Noth­ing more than usual,” he re­marked. “Just the Lox try­ing to in­ter­fere with things that have noth­ing to do with them. At least be­fore, he barely en­tered the moun­tains. Now, he’s here all the time ha­rass­ing us all in one way or an­other.”

      Ria frowned. The gen­eral never once men­tioned that. “Where is he?”

      The man gave her a wary look, purs­ing his thin lips point­edly. “The last time I helped you, the gen­eral ar­rived here in­fu­ri­ated. I thought he was go­ing to at­tack me.”

      Ria al­most laughed but held it in. “I apol­o­gize for that, el­der. But I as­sure you noth­ing will hap­pen this time.”

      The man made a dis­grun­tled noise at the back of his throat but pointed to the lo­ca­tion of the town the gen­eral had been seen in for the last few months.

      Ria fol­lowed his di­rec­tions, mar­veling at all the things that she hadn’t taken the time to no­tice about the moun­tains be­fore; graz­ing herds, or­chards, and the laugh­ter of chil­dren play­ing nearby. She came upon the town the man had men­tioned and asked about the gen­eral. The peo­ple, al­though even more sus­pi­cious and re­served than the ini­tial town clos­est to the en­trance, pointed to where he was.

      As she ap­proached, she was shocked to find him out­side one of the houses, bare-chested and chop­ping wood.

      She stopped in her tracks, won­der­ing what was hap­pen­ing. Was he not work­ing in his ca­pac­ity as a gen­eral any­more? She ap­proached slowly, con­fu­sion forc­ing her for­ward.

      “Gen­eral,” she said as he swung the axe down.

      The gen­eral straight­ened, sur­prised. “Ria. What are you do­ing here?”

      Ria found it dif­fi­cult to an­swer. Al­though she saw the man’s body ev­ery day, un­der­neath her, on top of her, around her, see­ing his mus­cles bulge and con­tract as he swung an axe was some­thing else. “I… just wanted to see the moun­tains to­day.” She inched for­ward. “What are you do­ing?”

      A faint smile graced the gen­eral’s mouth. “You spoiled the sur­prise.”

      Ria stared at him blankly. “What sur­prise?”

      He lifted a hand, ges­tur­ing to­ward the house. “We are mov­ing here.”

      “We are?” That cer­tainly was a sur­prise. “And the moun­tain peo­ple are all right with that?”

      “No, of course not,” he growled. “But I don’t care.”

      Ria lifted her shoul­ders. “We don’t have to move here. We can stay where we are in the main­land.” In the back of her mind, it oc­curred to her that leav­ing Ariyon would also be eas­ier if she wasn’t in the moun­tains. But she wasn’t sure that was a gen­uine con­cern any­more.

      The gen­eral tilted his head to­ward the house. “Go and look in­side.”

      Ria shot him a strange look and headed to­ward the house. It was larger in com­par­i­son to some of the oth­ers in the moun­tains—most of them were cot­tages, but this had an up­per floor. She ex­plored the large liv­ing room and fire­place on the ground floor, then the small kitchen. Up­stairs, a mas­ter bed­room took over most of the space, and two smaller bed­rooms were tucked away on one side. Ev­ery­thing had been sim­ply dec­o­rated, more homely than the gen­eral’s house in the main­land, but still sim­ple. It was nice.

      As she walked around the house, a strange feel­ing grew in her stom­ach un­til it erupted as she looked around one of the bed­rooms. She rec­og­nized this place. She’d been in this room be­fore.

      When she ex­ited the room, the gen­eral stood out in the pas­sage, fill­ing it with his bulk. He stared at her with a know­ing look.

      “This was where I lived?” she asked, her voice hoarse.

      He nod­ded. “You, your mother and fa­ther, and your brother.”

      “How did you find this place?

      “Your brother and some of the peo­ple here.”

      “And they just let you have it?” That seemed un­likely.

      “Not ex­actly,” he said rue­fully. “I told them I wouldn’t have their se­cret por­tal de­stroyed, as long as I mon­i­tor it, of course, and they let me buy this prop­erty.” He glanced around the house. “I’ve been get­ting it re­stored.”

      “Is that why you were an­gry yes­ter­day?”

      The gen­eral tensed a lit­tle. “The moun­tain peo­ple en­joy mak­ing things dif­fi­cult. I wasn’t an­gry, just tired of them.”

      Thea nod­ded, a lump form­ing on her throat as she looked around again. This had been her home once. Af­ter a long mo­ment, she glanced back at the gen­eral. “And you want to live here?”

      The gen­eral lifted her up into his arms. “I think you would be hap­pier here than in my house.”

      “But I thought you didn’t like the moun­tains?”

      “Yes,” the gen­eral ad­mit­ted. “But I love you.”

      A rush of plea­sure spread through Ria’s body so quickly that she was giddy. “You do?”

      The gen­eral turned, tak­ing her into the mas­ter bed­room. “I was look­ing for­ward to a life with you for a long time, Ria, even be­fore I met you. I am de­ter­mined to have it.” He lay her down on the bed, stroking his fin­gers through her hair as she stared up at him. “I don’t think it’s a co­in­ci­dence that you are from the moun­tains, the source of my frus­tra­tion for the last two years.”

      Ria couldn’t help but smile. “We moun­tain peo­ple are all dif­fi­cult, Gen­eral. You should have learned that by now.”

      He smiled, and it was breath­tak­ing. “It’s Thorec.”

      “Thorec,” she whis­pered, sud­denly shy.

      He be­gan to un­but­ton her tu­nic, and Ria watched him, a strange feel­ing com­ing over her that what was hap­pen­ing was un­usual for them. He was not chas­ing her, they were not out­side, and they were not in his bed at his home.

      He ran his large fin­gers over her skin, squeez­ing all the pudgy parts of her she knew he took plea­sure in.

      “You will carry my chil­dren, Ria,” he said solemnly. “It is time.”

      Ria squeezed her eyes shut. “I can­not prom­ise that to you, Thorec,” she whis­pered. “I still don’t know how I can be yours when I don’t know who I am.”

      Thorec pressed a firm kiss on her neck, send­ing goose­bumps rac­ing down her arms. “You are the Omega who owns this Al­pha, lit­tle Ria. Ac­cept that that is enough.”

      Her eyes opened, and their eyes locked as she ex­am­ined his gaze, see­ing only ado­ra­tion and de­sire in them. She’d been more com­fort­able here with him than any other time in her life. Could she re­ally ever leave him now? Lift­ing her head, she flicked her tongue across his lips, whim­per­ing as his tongue darted out to graze hers, then dipped her head to the sweet spot at his neck and dug her teeth in, claim­ing him as her own.
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      Ria was beau­ti­ful preg­nant.

      She glowed with a ra­di­ance he’d never seen be­fore, and Thorec found he was un­able to stop look­ing at her. He also strug­gled to spend his days too far away from her, re­turn­ing to the moun­tains nu­mer­ous times a day when he was out in the Ariyon main­land. It wasn’t that he wor­ried about her safety. In fact, the bond that hummed deep in his chest told him that she was con­tent and happy. He just wanted to be with her and their child.

      He hadn’t been sure how she would feel be­ing in the moun­tains. Al­though she grew up there, it didn’t mean she wouldn’t feel trapped, con­sid­er­ing how much she’d trav­eled in main­land Ariyon. That was the main thing he’d learned about Ria when he brought her home from Ashens. She liked to wan­der, but it didn’t have to be far. She still spent her days trav­el­ing the val­leys, vis­it­ing main­land Ariyon, and had even shown an in­ter­est in help­ing some of the tours of the moun­tains.

      Thorec was happy for her to do all of that as long as she was on his cock when he was fin­ished for the day. It was harder to be pub­licly ad­ven­tur­ous in the moun­tains. Thorec didn’t par­tic­u­larly care who saw him fuck­ing his woman, but Ria was mor­ti­fied at the idea of the moun­tain peo­ple catch­ing them. Still, she made him work for it in their home and when they vis­ited the main­land. And that made it all worth it.

      Sur­pris­ingly, the moun­tain peo­ple got used to him be­ing among them quicker than he thought. He sus­pected they tol­er­ated him as much as he en­dured them, but they seemed to en­joy Ria’s com­pany and her in­ter­est and re­spect for their tra­di­tions. Know­ing she had once been one of them also helped, but Ria ad­mit­ted she didn’t yet feel like one of them.

      Of course, the treaty be­tween the moun­tain peo­ple and the Lox had to be re­vised sig­nif­i­cantly once he moved there, but he had more lever­age now. Not only did he now know about their il­le­gal por­tal, but he also knew that much of the pri­vacy they claimed they wanted to main­tain, wasn’t some­thing that ex­isted be­fore the Lox came into power. So he ne­go­ti­ated that both he and Ria, and any­one they au­tho­rized could en­ter the moun­tains when­ever they choose, as long as they re­spected moun­tain cul­ture and cus­toms.

      As such, Ria’s brother reg­u­larly vis­ited, which pleased her. He could only visit when he wasn’t on tasks for the Lox, but Ria was un­der­stand­ing. She’d been more ner­vous about what he would think of them liv­ing in their par­ents’ house, but soon af­ter he ar­rived, he was shar­ing sto­ries of what he re­mem­bered about the house and town, and their re­la­tion­ship was build­ing steadily.

      When Ria be­came too heavy to traipse up and down the val­leys, Thorec fin­ished his days early so he could carry her up to the higher grounds and look over the nearby moun­tain towns.

      “Don’t you think it’s beau­ti­ful up here?” Ria sighed one af­ter­noon, snug­gled into Thorec’s lap.

      He brushed his lips over the scar of the claim­ing bite he had given her af­ter she bit him, cre­at­ing the soul-bond be­tween them. “Yes.”

      She glanced at him. “You’re not look­ing at the moun­tains, Thorec.”

      His mouth twisted into a smile. “I am look­ing at the most beau­ti­ful thing in the moun­tains, Ria.”

      “I can’t be­lieve you don’t see the beauty from up here,” she said, wrin­kling her nose. “Ev­ery­one else can see it.”

      “I told you I do see it.”

      Ria sighed in an­noy­ance, shift­ing in his lap. “Did I tell you, Hal thinks it will be a boy? He said he is cer­tain.”

      Thorec made a gruff noise in the back of his throat. “Hal should spend more time fo­cus­ing on his crops,” he growled. “The man is a busy­body and pro­vides no value to the moun­tain peo­ple at all. I wish I had known that be­fore.”

      Ria grinned. “He’s a com­plainer,” she ad­mit­ted. “But he has the best in­ten­tions.”

      “As long as you call him El­der.”

      “That is a sign of re­spect here,” Ria pointed out. “And I would say his value is keep­ing the Lox on their toes. He’s the most ef­fec­tive at keep­ing out­siders out.”

      Thorec hummed in agree­ment, press­ing his nose into her hair to scent her. “True, but he is wrong. We are hav­ing a girl.”

      Ria glanced up at him. “How can you be sure?”

      “I just know, Ria.”

      They sat qui­etly for a lit­tle while, Ria en­joy­ing the sight, sounds, scents of the moun­tains, Thorec en­joy­ing her. He had the life he’d al­ways wanted with his Omega now, and he planned to fully ex­pe­ri­ence ev­ery mo­ment of it. The most shock­ing and pro­foundly sat­is­fy­ing mo­ment with Ria, apart from when she claimed him, was when she first en­tered her Haze. He’d heard so much about the Omega Haze, but the thrilling ex­pe­ri­ence of see­ing his Omega with golden eyes, so ea­ger to breed, and prais­ing ev­ery­thing about him, sparked a rut he hadn’t been able to con­trol. He’d been wor­ried that the en­ergy of the moun­tains would dis­rupt their breed­ing states; af­ter all, nei­ther of them went into one dur­ing their time in the main­land, but liv­ing in the mid­dle of the moun­tains seemed to en­cour­age it. Ria went into her Haze al­most im­me­di­ately af­ter they moved.

      “I have a chal­lenge for you,” she said af­ter a mo­ment, a mis­chievous smile on her face.

      Thorec nar­rowed his gaze. “That sounds highly ap­peal­ing.”

      “It is.” Her hands went to his pants. “You’re not al­lowed to touch me or move.”

      Thorec groaned, his cock al­ready half-hard by the time she pulled it out. “This isn’t a chal­lenge, it’s tor­ture,” he said, roughly as she stroked him.

      “Are you say­ing you can’t win this one?” Ria asked, mock sur­prise on her face. “Will Gen­eral Thorec be de­feated?”

      Thorec growled at the taunt, then dug his fin­gers into the ground as she worked her hands up and down his length, squeez­ing and twist­ing at the tip the way he liked. When she pulled the neck­line of her dress down, al­low­ing her breasts to bounce out, he al­most grabbed them.

      “Hmm,” Ria said thought­fully. “I thought you might like to touch them.”

      “Ria,” he growled, the in­tense plea­sure surg­ing through him.

      “Shall I touch them for you?”

      Thorec groaned as his mate gen­tly squeezed her breast and flicked her nip­ple un­til it was hard and beg­ging for his mouth. “I’m go­ing to fail,” he rum­bled.

      At that, Ria laughed with de­light and low­ered her warm mouth to suck on him, her eyes sparkling with glee. “There is a first time for ev­ery­thing, my Al­pha.” He came hard, his hips thrust­ing up into her mouth, and he reached for­ward to grab her bare breast as she drained him of ev­ery drop.

      As the or­gas­mic rush faded, he lifted her up and held her se­curely against him, her round belly push­ing into his chest as he gave her a dis­ap­prov­ing look. “That doesn’t count.”

      Ria pouted. “You’re a sore loser, Thorec.”

      “When I can chase you all over this hill and fuck you un­til you are deliri­ous, you can try again, my brave chal­lenger.”

      Laugh­ing, Ria slipped her arms around his neck. “I hope you know I will keep try­ing un­til I win.”

      Thorec smiled as he pulled her for­ward and kissed her deep and long, sa­vor­ing the feel of his Omega as the sun re­treated, and know­ing that one day, he would let her.
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        He’s tried so hard to find her and been un­suc­cess­ful at ev­ery turn.

      

        

      
        When he is sent to re­solve a dis­pute sur­round­ing the life of an Omega healer, he re­al­izes he must keep her alive and de­mand that she stay with him.
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        He con­quered an Em­pire - and she’s next.

      

        

      
        The most sav­age Al­pha in the land is re­lent­lessly search­ing for his Omega.

      

        

      
        And she’s hid­ing right un­der his nose.

      

        

      
        Ar­ro­gant ruler, Drocco, en­lists Cai­lyn to help him find a mate — but he yearns to dom­i­nate her.

      

        

      
        Know­ing her life would be over if he ever dis­cov­ered she was an Omega, Cai­lyn is trapped.

      

        

      
        She came for his se­crets, pre­pared for his wild na­ture, but not for the ef­fect he would have on her.

      

        

      
        Their ir­re­sistible at­trac­tion puts them both at risk… and ev­ery­thing they thought they knew is changed for­ever.
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        ★★★★★ “Hot al­pha, all-con­sum­ing world, strong hero­ine - su­per hot read. Be pre­pared for ad­dic­tion!”
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        ★★★★★ “If you want RAW, AN­I­MAL­IS­TIC AND SEX-SAT­U­RATED con­tent, this tril­ogy is the one.”
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      As he sat down, he saw Cai­lyn en­ter. He couldn’t take his eyes from her as she threaded through the crowd to­ward him. He al­most held his breath as he stared. The woman was ut­terly gor­geous. Her hair had been swept up again re­veal­ing that del­i­cate neck, and the dress clung to ev­ery de­li­cious curve. Fi­nally he could see her lus­cious fig­ure in de­tail and it had been worth the wait. With the cut of the dress re­veal­ing the tops of her shoul­ders, her sim­ple el­e­gance seemed out of place among the rau­cous crowd.

      His guards let her through at his in­struc­tion and she climbed the plat­form and stood be­fore him, her head low.

      “I’m not pleased you had to be sum­moned, kit­ten,” he said, lift­ing his ale and keep­ing his eyes on her.

      “I’m sure you can un­der­stand I wasn’t ea­ger to at­tend, con­sid­er­ing your plans to…” Her voice pe­tered out, her head lifted and she closed her eyes, sway­ing slightly. Then her eyes opened, widen­ing as an ex­pres­sion of hor­ror seeped into her face.

      Drocco frowned, con­fused, and then a scent hit him. A rich, lus­cious, sub­lime scent, like noth­ing he had smelled be­fore. It pen­e­trated ev­ery part of him, caus­ing a yearn­ing so pow­er­ful that sud­denly ev­ery fiber of his be­ing switched to high alert.

      “No,” Cai­lyn whis­pered, tak­ing a step back. “No. It can’t…”

      Drocco ig­nored her and leaned for­ward, try­ing to de­ci­pher what he was ex­pe­ri­enc­ing. A fog be­gan to swamp his mind, and the only clear thought emerg­ing was that he needed that scent—it be­longed to him. He turned his head slowly seek­ing it out, and then snapped back to Cai­lyn. It was her.

      Cai­lyn glanced around wildly as she backed away, her whole body tense and poised to bolt.

      Drocco rose slowly, ev­ery inch of him aware of ev­ery inch of her. A raw hunger de­vel­oped as he took in her ter­ri­fied ex­pres­sion, her scent blos­som­ing into an aroma so en­tic­ing, so com­plex, his cock hard­ened to rock. At the same time, the guards be­hind her be­gan to turn and look at her, their nos­trils flar­ing.

      Some­thing snapped in Drocco. He swept for­ward and lifted Cai­lyn, throw­ing her over his shoul­der be­fore storm­ing out of the Great Hall. He ma­neu­vered through the cor­ri­dors of the palace to the near­est pri­vate space he could find, try­ing to ig­nore the sweet aroma fill­ing his nos­trils. He could barely think. All he knew was that he needed to be alone with her. His guards would be fol­low­ing him; he wanted to lose them.

      He ar­rived at his barely used of­fice and en­tered with­out break­ing his stride. Head­ing to the cen­ter of the room, he put her down, keep­ing his hands on her soft body as he breathed her in.

      She looked up at him and he froze. Her brown irises had mor­phed to in­clude a hint of gold—a gold he had only ever read about, a gold that no one had seen in one hun­dred and eleven years.

      “Are you an Omega?” he said, his voice hoarse with dis­be­lief.

      She took ad­van­tage of his shock to stum­ble away from him to the far wall. “What did you do?” she cried. She pressed her­self up against the wall and al­most sobbed. “They’re gone. They’re all gone! What did you do?”

      Drocco watched her eyes turn­ing more golden as the sec­onds passed. “Ex­plain your­self, Cai­lyn Lefroy,” he de­manded. “Are you an Omega, or have you taken some­thing?”

      The woman moved along the wall and then back again, look­ing around fran­ti­cally. Her scent seeped into the room al­most lazily, and it called to Drocco to cease all the ques­tion­ing and rip that dress off of her. But he forced him­self to re­sist. He needed to know what had changed. How could she sud­denly smell so good and have ac­quired the in­fa­mous golden eyes of an Omega in her Haze? Was it a trick? Hadn’t Mal­loron men­tioned Haze recre­ators com­ing into the city more of­ten? She could be try­ing to trap him as re­venge for her sis­ter. And yet, as Drocco con­tin­ued to watch her, she be­came more des­per­ate.

      “Tell me,” he de­manded. “Are you an Omega?”

      She bent over, press­ing her hands be­tween her legs, and groaned. That groan shud­dered through him, and his al­ready hard cock jumped painfully. He stepped to­ward her.

      Her head snapped up. “Don’t move!” she snarled at him, hold­ing out a hand. “Don’t come near me.”
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