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          1 HOGTIED

        

      

    

    
      Sweat drips down my back, rolling over my skin before dropping to the floor below me. 

      “Alannah, you’re too tense. Relax your body.” 

      “I’m trying,” I grit through clenched teeth. Every muscle in my body trembles as I try to take some of the endless pressure off my hands.

      “Try harder. You’re sweating and clenching your fists and jaw. He’s not going to like that. It’s not attractive. You should be light as a feather, open and ready to receive him, no matter the discomfort you feel.” 

      “Yes, sir.” I let out a puff of air. I should be taking soft breaths, letting my body hang, releasing my mind to somewhere else - but I can’t.

      After two years, you would think I would be used to this, but being suspended in the air with my hands behind my back is still hard to wrap my head around. Of all the positions, this is the one I can’t master. 

      “Softer!” 

      I hear the crack of the whip before it hits me between the legs, sending a jolt of pain up my spine.

      “The rope is cutting off circulation in my hands.” I pant. “I swear I’m doing the best I can. It’s so painful, I can’t drown it out.” I know complaining and whining will only get me more punishment.

      The whip cracks again before snapping against my ass. I can already feel the hot, red welt rising against my sore skin.

      He growls and cuts the rope, sending me to the ground - hard. My body bounces off the cement floor, and I bite into my cheek to keep from making a sound. 

      “What the fuck are we training you for? Do you think the Alpha King is going to want to just cuff you to a bed and have his way? He is looking for shibari, he wants boxties, crabties and crotch ropes. Learn to drown it out! You don’t have to enjoy it. I can’t teach you that, but you can learn to be exactly what he wants. You’re not trying hard enough!” The rage in his voice scares me. He’s usually very calm and patient. Everyone is on edge…

      “I’m sorry.” I sit up on my knees, putting my head down and my hands behind my back. 

      “If he picks you, you have to hide it, Alannah. You have to be better.”

      “Yes, sir.” My eyes burn, but one thing I have mastered is holding back tears. I won’t cry. I want to scream and run out of the room. It didn’t work when I was twelve, learning Latin; it didn’t work when I was fourteen, being forced to work out twice a day to keep the perfect figure. It won’t work now, so instead, I sit. 

      “Go play the harp for a few hours, do something less strenuous, and we’ll begin again once you’ve found the right headspace.” His tone is clipped as he yanks the rope, freeing my blue hands. 

      Right, play the harp with numb, dead fingers. Perfect. 

      Pulling myself up, I hang my head in shame as I quickly cover myself with a robe. It’s not even my nakedness that’s embarrassing. I’m riddled with guilt over displeasing him and letting everyone down. If I fail, I’m disgracing my entire team. My parents, my tutors and masters - all the people who have worked tirelessly to teach me will be let down and, what’s worse, punished for their incompetence. I should be perfect by now, a soulless, thoughtless, emotionless rag doll for the king to inseminate.

      Sneaking into the bathroom, I stand under the spray of the shower. I’ve never been able to get into the right headspace. As hard as I try, as much as they try to force it, it doesn’t come. I can’t release. 

      Please don’t pick me. I look up at the gray clouds through the skylight. I’ll fail. 

      “Alannah! I’ve been looking everywhere for you!” Mom bursts into the room. “We just got the call! He’s picking today!” She’s actually squealing. “This is the highest honor a Beta family can have.” 

      She yanks me out of the shower, rattling on and on about all the things I’ve heard a million times before. When he picked Lenora, I breathed a sigh of relief. I was upset for my family, but not getting picked is much better than getting picked and failing. 

      When Lenora died, panic consumed me. It’s all I think about at any moment of free time. He’s picking again. Now, my chances are one in four. I hate those odds. Heidi is prettier than me. Narissa is taller and has killer legs. Genna has flaming red hair. Any of them would be a better choice than me. 

      “Look at you!” Mom spins me around. “You look amazing! I saw Heidi yesterday. She’s put on some weight and looks a bit pudgy. I told you to keep training! It’s not over until an heir is born! You’ll be picked. You’re the best option!” She sounds downright giddy.

      “Mom, if you don’t stop acting so happy about this, people will think you killed Lenora.”

      She gasps and clutches her chest. “Don’t you dare say that out loud; someone might hear!” Her face darkens slightly, and she leans in. “You know what I said is true. It isn’t over until there’s an heir, so when he picks, you don’t forget that you’re not safe. You give him an heir, then and only then we’re untouchable.”

      “Yes, mother.” 

      “Good girl!” She pushes me forward. “Let’s get you to Lynn. She’s waiting to do your hair and makeup.” 

      As I sit in the chair, the room spins around me. I’ve already been through this once, three months ago. It feels worse this time around. Lynn is sweet and chatty, trying to keep the conversation light, but Mom keeps interrupting with reminders. 

      “Make sure you play up her eyes. Make her look like a baby doll! A sweet little thing that will submit to him.” She instructs, and my stomach rolls. 

      I’m resigned to my fate. I know I can’t escape it. I’m one of the five. The chosen ones— groomed for the Alpha King. In my mind, though, in the privacy of my head, I pretend I’m somewhere else. 

      This position has been touted as one of honor, respect, and responsibility, but I would rather do anything else. Sewer maintenance sounds more appealing. 

      “Tie her hair with a ribbon. He’ll like that.” 

      I bite into my tongue to keep my comments to myself. It’s a secret that only the beta families know- the Alpha King likes to bind and own his women. I haven’t been made aware of any predilections toward a childlike appearance. Hopefully, this will be off-putting to him. Last time I wore red leather, that might have been too on the nose. 

      When Lynn spins me around to face the mirror, I cringe. A perfect baby doll. Gross.

      “Can I have a moment with her?” Beta Ricker peeks his head into the room. 

      “Of course!” Mom bows her head and leaves. 

      He waits, standing silent and stiff as a board until the door is closed. 

      “Alannah, I don’t have to tell you what’s at stake here. We’re all on the line. I won’t stand here and pretend I know the pressure that you’re under, the weight of everyone’s success sitting on your shoulders, but you’ve been given a second chance. Remember, don’t look him in the eye. Keep your voice soft. Always respond with Alpha King, no matter what.” 

      “Yes, sir.” I make good practice now and stare at my hands in my lap. 

      “Oh, for fuck safe,” he comes over. “Take this ribbon out. He wants to dominate you, not change your diaper. Your mother doesn’t understand the difference between submissive and childlike. They aren’t the same. He doesn’t want a child. You are educated and well read; that’s on purpose. Don’t play the fool. Don’t forget what I taught you.” 

      “I won’t, sir.” 

      Twenty years’ worth of information is floating around in my brain as I follow him out the door. The white marble hallway is empty as I follow my team. My shoes click, a sound that once made me feel so grown up. Now, these strappy shoes are leading me toward my fate, whatever that may be. 

      I’ll either have to face their disappointment again, or I’ll be hogtied and naked in the Alpha Kings’ chambers. Neither option is one I want.
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      The great hall is stunning. It is the most regal and majestic place I’ve ever visited. Alternating between pure white and black marble slabs with golden accents. The floor-to-ceiling windows look out over the vast forest to one side and the kingdom spreading across the valley on the other. 

      I wish I could look around. Instead, I’m staring at the floor, searching for striations in the marble to keep myself from accidentally letting my gaze wander. 

      I’m sandwiched between Genna and Heidi. They are so silent that I start wonder if they’re alive. They don’t move or fidget. I haven’t heard them so much as breathe since we arrived here. 

      We sit, kneeling on the cold, hard ground, staring at the floor. Time ticks by, the seconds feeling like hours. My knees start to ache, the weight of my body pressed into the floor. It feels like bone on marble, there is no cushion to soften the pressure at all. 

      Don’t move a muscle. I clench my jaw and stare at a piece of sand on the floor. The only imperfection in the whole room - aside from me. 

      “Ladies.” A soft female voice calls into the room. No one moves. If that was a trick, it didn’t work. 

      “What beautiful flowers for the king,” she sighs, a creepy wistfulness in her voice. Her feet come into view, sky-high heels, strappy sandals like mine. Her toes are painted red, like mine. 

      I guess these are all details that were not left to chance. 

      Her fingers touch my cheek, then graze my hair. “Precious.” 

      The hair on the back of my neck stands up. She wasn’t here last time. I have no idea who this woman is, but if I never see her again, it will be too soon. I haven’t seen her face yet, but I imagine she has hypnotic spirals where her eyes should be. 

      She moves down the line, spending extra time studying Heidi. Hopefully, that is a good sign. Well, for me, not so much for Heidi.

      I feel guilty, but I have to think about myself. No one else is going to.

      The air changes suddenly. He’s here. He’s watching from somewhere. 

      I can smell him. It’s overwhelming. He reeks of danger and aggression. He smells like the edge of the forest, dark, twisting, and full of secrets. 

      As a wolf before the Alpha King, I am already biologically aware of his power, but it’s so heavy I can’t breathe. The scent stifles me, filling the air like smoke and making it unbreathable. 

      “Rise.” His gravelly voice booms, bouncing off the marble and vibrating through my body. 

      With my head still bowed and my hands behind my back, I rise up onto my feet. 

      “Alannah Thomas, daughter of Beta Thomas. Heidi Biltmore, daughter of Beta Biltmore….” The soft-spoken woman’s breathy voice introduces each of us. 

      “Come.” 

      Turning, I follow Genna across the hall. I walked behind her last time, too. She reminded me of a ballerina. Her steps were so light and gracious it’s different this time. I don’t even know her, but I can see the difference. 

      She’s afraid, too.

      In a shitty, horrible, selfish way that makes me feel a little bit better. I’m not the only one who’s terrified.

      I don’t know if it’s the addition of this woman, whoever she is, or if it’s the suspicious circumstances of Lenora’s death, but the room feels heavier the second time around. 

      Just as before, we walk through the great hall, past the throne room, and into a private dining room. The table is set, and there’s a fire roaring in the hearth, but it doesn’t help the chill in the air. 

      I slide into my seat. I fixate my gaze on the golden filigree etched into the place setting. Trying to find the beauty in the room helps. It’s one of the techniques I was taught to bring myself into the right headspace to submit. There’s always something beautiful.

      “What languages do you speak?” The woman asks, and for a moment, I’m not sure who she’s talking to, but Narissa answers.

      “French, Spanish, Italian, Latin, and Greek.” Her voice is like a song, soft and airy- pretty.

      “And you, lovely?” Her hand comes down on my shoulder.

      “French and Latin.” I cringe. I don’t want the job, but it’s still somehow embarrassing to be so woefully lesser.

      She moves around the table, asking questions about everything from the instruments that we play to our bra sizes.

      It’s hard to think straight this close to the Alpha King. As his subject, I am supposed to feel his authority. My wolf recognizes his. This is different. The scent is pungent. My wolf has retreated to the darkest corner of my mind, searching for escape.

      When the food arrives, we eat in near silence. 

      I can feel the woman in the room, watching each of us. 

      My steak is so rare that it still has a bell on its neck. Ignoring the taste of blood, I eat it slowly, hoping to mask my disgust as gracefulness. 

      Whispering at the head of the table makes my muscles twitch. They are talking about us, the king and the woman - discussing our worthiness.

      “Look up, all of you.” His sudden command makes my muscles twitch. 

      Looking up, I find Narissa across the table, her big brown eyes staring back at me. We lock gazes, holding each other to keep from slipping and looking where we shouldn’t.

      “Her eyes are lovely, so green.” The woman whispers, and the chill running down my spine lessens. She isn’t talking about me. I can see it in Narissa, too; she’s happy not to be the subject of such praise. 

      “As you were.” He barks, and we look back at our plates. 

      If I had to guess, I would say we’ve been here for an hour. Different courses come and go: salad, tartar, steak, fish, a pâté, and now a miniature croquembouche. I can’t eat anymore. This feels endless. It seems intentional and cruel to draw it out so long. 

      It wouldn’t take much convincing to make me believe just that. If his preferences have told me nothing else, they have shown that he enjoys discomfort and vulnerability in the women around him. 

      The Alpha King clears his throat. “Hannah, you will carry my heir.” 

      For the smallest fraction of a second, I breathe a sigh of relief. That relief burns to ash when I remember that there is no Hannah..

      A nearly silent whisper comes from the woman again before he lets out an irritated huff. 

      “Alannah.”

      “Thank you for this great honor, Alpha King.” Even in shock, the years of training kick in. The autopilot response has been beaten into me. 

      My stomach clenches. All the food I’ve eaten suddenly disagrees with me. 

      A chair scrapes against the floor, and then he’s gone. His thick scent wafting in the air behind him. 

      Holding onto the armrests of my seat, I steady myself. This can’t be happening. 

      Why would he pick me? Heidi has green eyes! Narissa has much larger boobs and Genna has a beauty mark beside her lip that makes her look like a model.

      “Come with me, sweetie. I’ll show you to your chambers. The rest of you are dismissed.” The woman places her hands on my shoulders and leads me through the castle. 

      I feel like a ghost, like my feet aren’t even touching the ground. I’m just a hollow shell floating beside her as she leads me so deep into this endless building that I’m sure I’ll never find my way out again.

      We enter into a small hallway and start to climb a staircase. It hits me, and I have to stifle a laugh. I’m a literal damsel in a high tower. The princess locked in the ivory tower to be rescued. Only I’m not a princess, and there is no one coming to rescue me. 

      “You will have the most breathtaking view in the entire castle.” She chirps. 

      For the first time, I actually look at her. She’s beautiful, but dead behind the eyes. There are marks on her neck, rope burns; I recognize them. She looks like she hasn’t smiled or laughed in years - not a real smile anyway. There is a glassiness to her, sterile and sad. Is she in her headspace right now? Out, interacting with people, walking and talking, but in her mind, she’s somewhere else? I’m so distracted by the thought that I hardly notice the door. 

      “Here you are.” She pulls out a key. “Welcome home.”
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      The room is spacious and light, with balconies on both sides. Perfect for me to fling myself off of. 

      “Wait!” I spin around as she starts to close the door. “What’s your name?” 

      “Tori.” Her nose scrunches up, almost like she had to think about it. “But you can call me Girl, if you want to.” 

      Girl? 

      “Um, if it’s all the same to you, I think I’ll call you Tori.” 

      She bows her head and scurries out of the room. I listen for the lock clicking or the jingling of keys, but I don’t hear it. At least I’m not locked in here. 

      Sitting down on the silky white sheets, I hardly have a second to think before there is a knock at my door. 

      “Congratulations, Miss Thomas! What an exciting day for you!” Dr. Evans comes into the room with several nurses. 

      “Thank you.” I keep my eyes on the ground. “It’s an honor and privilege.”

      Is everyone delusional? Do they think that the girls chosen for this are actually happy, or are we all living a lie? We pretend, they pretend, and we all go on ignoring how insane this whole thing is.

      “We are here to run the first of several tests. I know you’ve been vigorously tested, but these are to ensure truthfulness.” He pauses. “On the part of your team. Not you, dear. I know you wouldn’t lie to me.”

      “Of course not,” I smile, lying through my teeth. Every smile is a lie. Every docile, demure look is a lie. I pretend to be grateful for my life. If I could think of a lie that would get me out of this mess, I would tell it in a heartbeat.

      “We need to take your temperature each morning and collect a urine sample. We will do ovulation tests each day to establish the best days for you to conceive.” He explains like this is my first rodeo. I’ve been doing daily ovulation testing since my sixteenth birthday. I know more about my cycle than anyone should. 

      The rest of the day passes in a blur of tests, briefings, and introductions. Apparently, I have a staff now - a maid, a cook, a personal doctor, and a trainer. I’ve always had a team, but it was just my trainer and Lynn to style me. This feels excessive.

      By nightfall, I’m exhausted and overwhelmed. Just as I fall into my bed, wrapping the thick down blanket around me, I hear the door open. 

      Biting back a groan, I sit up. “Mother.” When I realize it’s her, I don’t attempt to suppress my irritation anymore.

      “Look at this room!” She squeaks, clasping her hands together. “It’s so beautiful! What fine furnishings! And this view, wow!”

      “Yeah, it’s pretty.” 

      I cover my face with the blanket. 

      “I brought you a few things from home. Your journal and the ring grandma gave you.” She sets them down on the vanity. This is uncharacteristically sensitive of her.

      “Thank you.” I’m surprised by the gesture. Sitting up, I watch her sit at the end of the bed. 

      “I also wanted to remind you that you need to be careful.” She whispers. Here it is. The truth. Bringing comforts from home was just a cover. She wanted to come here and micromanage me one more time. “You have to please him, Alannah. I know it was a surprise when we learned of his…” She stops, chewing on her lip while she considers the least offensive word to describe his proclivities. 

      “Preferences?” I offer. 

      “Yes, exactly. They might not be to your taste, but you’ve been trained. Do whatever he wants. Make him want you so that you can give him an heir. Once the child is born, our family will be taken care of forever.” Her eyes get teary. “Lenora’s family is outcast.” 

      Reaching out, I take her hand. I’m shocked by her emotion. I wouldn’t have thought that she would be able to muster up enough empathy for them to actually cry. 

      “What if that happens to us?” She whimpers. “If you fail, we will be cast out of the kingdom, we’ll be marked and judged by everyone. You can’t let that happen!” 

      Of course. 

      Why would I think, even for a second, that she cared about poor dead Lenora and Beta Ramos’ family? 

      “I won’t let you down, Mother.” I retract my hand. 

      “I know you won’t. I trust you.” She smiles. “I was told today was just testing. How are you feeling?” 

      “Fine. It was just blood, urine, ultrasounds, you know, the usual.” I shrug. 

      “That’s my girl. Taking it like a champ.” She gives my thigh a squeeze before standing. She gave me my warning; now she can leave. “This is the only time I’ll be allowed to see you until you’ve conceived; then, I’ll be allowed to visit you as often as you like. They want you to be relaxed.” 

      Right, because she makes me feel so relaxed. 

      “Get some rest. Who knows what tomorrow has in store for you?” She walks toward the door, but then stops. “We’re so proud of you; you know that, right? I know that this isn’t the life you probably would have chosen for yourself if you had been given any kind of say in the matter, but you are doing a great service to our Alpha and our kingdom.” 

      I don’t know what to say. She’s never said anything, ever. That makes me feel even remotely human. I’ve been nothing but an incubator since the moment I was born. Just the acknowledgment from her that I might not want what’s being forced on me is enough to feel seen. Too bad she’s doing it now that I’m trapped here. 

      I just nod, swallowing anything I might say in response. The silence is better. 

      “Goodnight,” she bows her head down slightly before closing the door behind her. 

      As tired as I am, I’m completely wired. My bed is wonderful, big and plush, so soft everywhere. If there ever was a bed that could draw a person to sleep, it would be this one, but not tonight. 

      Every time I close my eyes, I’m plagued by a different horrible thought. What if he wants to start tomorrow? What if I get pregnant immediately? What if I don’t? Either scenario is a nightmare. This could be my last night before being bound and gagged in the King’s chambers. Hell, this could be my last night alive. 

      Out of respect for the family, Lenora’s cause of death and the surrounding details untimely demise were not released. Sure, “out of respect for the family.” It’s suspicious at best. 

      “Stop thinking about her!” I yell at myself. Thinking about her will lead to never sleeping again. 

      Tossing and turning in my tower, I stare out at the sky until it’s a deep shade of black. 

      The more I try not to think about her, the more she pops into my mind. We were seated beside each other the night of the initial selection dinner. She was wearing a perfume that I wish I could have complimented. When he said her name, I saw her hands clench in her lap.

      Now, five months later, she’s been dead for two months, and I’m probably sleeping in her old bed. 

      “Fuck!” I drag myself out of bed, shivering from both the sudden chill and how awful that thought was. 

      I know I shouldn’t, but I can’t keep sitting in here. Testing the door again, it opens with no resistance. This is such a stupid idea. I shouldn’t leave. If I get lost, which is likely given the size of this place and my unfamiliarity with it, I’ll have to ask someone to help me. They’ll know I left. 

      Tapping my toes against the ground, I go through the checklist of reasons why I should just get back into bed. 

      I’m hungry, though. 

      And I can’t sleep. 

      No one said that I was forbidden from leaving. The door is unlocked. 

      Wrapping myself in the silk pink robe I found in the closet, I slowly creep down the cold steps.
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      The moonlight shines through the windows, gleaming off the marble. For the first time, I’m able to walk with my head held high. This place is even more beautiful than I thought. Each detail was so perfectly planned. There isn’t a single flaw I can find anywhere. If the devil is in the details, he’s all over this place. 

      I don’t think I’ve passed through this hallway before. I’m lost. I’ve been walking around for nearly an hour and can’t find the hallway that leads to my tower. I also haven’t seen a single person. Each hallway, room, and courtyard is completely empty. 

      What did I expect for the middle of the night? 

      With this time to myself, I explore the grand halls. From the outside, the castle looks ancient, made of gray stone. Inside, it is clean and new. It’s a modern, minimalistic tomb, beautiful but without life or love inside. 

      The walls are mostly windows that look out over the wealth of forest and gardens that surround us. 

      This hallway is the first to have real, solid walls. They are covered with paintings, life-size works of art that depict generations of the royal family. 

      I can see the resemblance from portrait to portrait, strong jaws, dark hair, the bluest eyes. They look like royalty. It shines through them, even in paint. 

      Stopping in front of a portrait, I’m mesmerized. I’ve stood before the Alpha King, but I’ve only seen his face on paper - or, in this case, canvas. 

      He’s stunning. His icy darkness shines through even in a painting, but he’s so painfully beautiful. Just behind the awestruck wonder is fear; it bubbles and grows with each passing second. Even looking at his likeness strikes fear into every part of me. My wolf cowers back, my legs wobble, and I feel nauseous. 

      The memory of his scent forces itself into my brain. 

      His eyes are like daggers, ice blue and deadly. I can’t tell if it’s the training, but despite the fear, my body is responding in other ways. Heat creeps up my neck, and my stomach flutters. This beautiful monstrosity of a man - this beast, the Alpha King- will use me.

      With a bowed head and an uneasy feeling in my stomach, I move on. If I let it, that portrait will hold me there all night. 

      A sound stops my feet. I know that sound; it’s ingrained in my memory now. I’ll never forget it. 

      The unmistakable cracking of a whip. 

      My skin pricks. I was so distracted by the painting that I didn’t realize the smell hanging in the air was real. He’s here, somewhere close, and he’s not alone. 

      I didn’t realize that I had made it back to the throne room. Across the expansive hall, there is another hallway, the continuation of this one. A dim light glows
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