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        Husdom. One of these days you’re going to look at me and wonder why I put myself through this stress…. To which I’ll look at you and say, because it makes the sex better.
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        Cutting it down to the wire…again. Thank you guys for being with me through thick and thin to get this monster of a book done!!!
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            GODS OF STANLION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          	
        Odenium: God of Peace
      

      	
        Ilaria the mother goddess: Goddess of fertility
      

      	
        Elex:   God of Warriors
      

      	
        Jarosh:  God of the Wronged/God of Vengeance
      

      	
        Eronoiac: Like the ferryman of the dead
      

      	
        Affara: Goddess of Comfort
      

      	
        Alcarac: Hunter God
      

      	
        Xiarius: Male Fertility god
      

      	
        Khathar: God that rules them all
      

      	
        Otyx: God of Judgment
      

      	
        Abenomed: God of the dead and judges the dead by their deeds
      

      	
        Council of the Dead: made up of the warrior gods and Abenomed. They judge if a person is to come into eternal blessing or cursed
      

      	
        Arnakas: Hell equivalent
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ANIMALS OF STANLION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          	
        Springbok: antelope species: Horned, Light tan body, White underbelly and Black stripe on the body
      

      	
        Strassian : cattle species: similar to a sheep
      

      	
        Cakkid: prey species: similar to a bunny
      

      	
        Fenofelis: similar to a housecoat
      

      	
        Yungrins: bird species: black bird with white wingtips, not hunted
      

      	
        Zovrod : bird species: similar to peacocks
      

      	
        Crounterads: fish species, dark blue interspersed with good and purple - similar to koi, fished for food and decorations are made with their scales
      

      	
        Anorackus: panther-like, pale color like cougar, stalks the deserts. apex predator. can be eaten for food
      

      	
        Wingwinds: similar to butterflies
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PLANTS OF STANLION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          	
        Pellisputrescere: common name is skin rot. Pulls infection of of the body. Rough, prickly.
      

      	
        Sana Vulnus : common name is wound healer. Thin, aloe like plant. Sharp spines on the edge and sheets of healing pulp inside. Good for cuts, burns, and other abrasive injuries. Comes from Laxa
      

      	
        Ignisradix: common name is fire root. Similar to ginger.
      

      	
        Patonsersa: common name is plain flour. Starch-like filler. Similar to cornstarch.
      

      	
        Folium Serenum: common name is serene smoke leaf. Similar properties to our green, relaxing plant.
      

      	
        Kenturian Trees: A thick tree that produces sap. Is used in making lubricant.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          Altris

        

      

    

    
      Destruction. It’s all around me. Every time I turn, there’s one more bloodstain or broken edifice. The entire government as we know it is turned on its head, and we are the few survivors. No other High Echelon Guardian Alphas stand in our place. It’s just Leon and me. The others are a smoldering pile of ash and bone. With a heavy sigh, I step away from the sticky, grimy carpet that leads into the High Inner Sanctum.

      Revolution.

      It’s what we wanted. But at what cost? Looking over the railing, I peer down at the people mingling below. Alphas and betas alike gather bits of debris and haul them outside. The main area is practically destroyed, but in truth, the entire building needs to be brought down to nothing but ash and rubble. There’s nothing here now. All this mausoleum contains are ravenous ghosts and horrific memories.

      A chill slithers down my spine as I step into the main chamber of the High Inner Sanctum, my stomach churning as I stare down at the bits of flesh and blood littering the floor. I have heard tales of an omega’s rage, but until today, I’ve never seen its evidence. Annora tore through Caulder as if his body was not made of muscle and sinew. She ripped him apart as if he were mere bits of paper littered about in the breeze.

      That could have been any of us. Though, granted, we all knew better than to take advantage of one held sacred. Caulder and Varnack were far more stupid and insane than we gave them credit for, and that was our major mistake. Insanity is a dangerous weapon, never knowing where the collateral damage may lie. And the damage here is great.

      Tears prick my eyes as I picture the many allies that lay dead below. Already, workers construct small monuments in their honor as the dead lie on the massive fires. We burn them so that they can find their eternal rest—so that they can go into the ether to meet the gods. The monuments are all that these grieving families have left. It’s somewhere that they can pay their respects and go to remember them.

      As for the enemies that fell during the great fight, may Elex take them and do with them as he wills. They chose the wrong side of the fight. We gave them every opportunity to stand down, and they refused. The leader’s heads stand high at the perimeter, held aloft with pikes to deter any others that harbor ill will towards the new Stanlion. This will be their fate. We will show no mercy. The rest of their bodies, what parts we can find, are chopped into bits and carried off to feed the predators of the Dead Lands. Now, unless Elex and Eronoiac will it, their bodies will never cross over.

      But what is to happen to Stanlion now? Everything must change. I know Jaxxon has plans, but many of them are based on a life we know nothing about. He speaks of the old times as if it was some Utopia, but there’s no way it was as perfect as he claims. Every government has a flaw. No one is perfect.

      Though I have no issues with betas and Alphas intermingling, working side by side as he claimed they once did, I fear for the omegas locked up in the High Sanctum. They know no other life than the one they were forced to live. And with the number of Alphas outweighing that of the omegas, I fear their presence in the streets could be disastrous.

      We cannot control the Alpha population in a way that’s needed to keep the omegas safe. We cannot conduct checks to make sure all dynamics are wearing respirators. Even if we did, what’s going to keep them from taking them back out? No one has said anything about the omegas yet, but they are a constant source of strain on my mind. It’s not because any of them captured my interest: it’s because, as an Alpha, I know the hardship of keeping away when the rut hits.

      I’ve seen seasoned Alphas brought down by a mere whiff of an omega’s scent. Hell, I brought down a few of those Alphas myself. That’s why respirators were enforced as strongly as they were for Alphas visiting the High Sanctum. But even then, even with soldiers like me, whose only job it was to protect the omegas and High Echelon Alphas milling about, they took a chance.

      The promise of pure, unadulterated omega scent was enough to drive even the most powerful Alphas insane. Shaking my head, I dispel those thoughts from my mind. It’s one of the reasons why I’m still without an omega. I have a job to do, and I cannot be bound in that way. If the stories I hear about the sacred bond are true, then having one will divide my mind, making me vulnerable in a way that I cannot abide.

      Pulling out my datacom, I jot down a few notes, notating the repairs that are needed in this room. Again, the thought of just torching this place flits through my mind. Is it really necessary to save it? It will always be a symbol of injustice. If Jaxxon wants to rule on a throne, then it should be one that’s not fashioned from the misdeeds of others. That just breeds contempt.

      Stepping out of the room, I adjust my respirators before heading back down to the makeshift hall that doubles as their audience chamber. As someone that’s been in this current world for as long as I have, my advice should have some merit. The decision, of course, rests in Jaxxon’s hands. I will still support him in every way.

      Once the revolution was won, I hoped Gemhardt would take over as leader, but his death made that impossible. Langston was my second choice, but he didn’t want it. He’s more concerned with keeping law and order than actually ruling the people. I sure as hell didn’t want the responsibility — I was trained in fighting, a product of selective breeding that makes me unfit to rule.

      I’m better off as the king’s iron hand, the one that dispenses justice. I don’t have a mind that thinks in diplomatic ways. The savage need to protect and kill run through my veins as thick and hot as my blood. No. Jaxxon is a good choice. He has experience that rivals mine, and with Annora by his side, he will be forced to consider both betas and omegas. As an omega who lived her life masquerading as a beta, she has an invaluable insight that will help lead Stanlion forward.

      Pausing before the crowded opening, I decide to change course and go a different way. My chambers call to me, but not in a way that makes me want to relax. Instead, the need to cause even more destruction winds through my veins, compelling my steps further away from the hushed mourning that surrounds me. Blood isn’t enough.

      If I am truly to embrace this revolution, then I need to see it to completion, and that means destroying every bit of taint from the High Echelon’s hands. Their touch didn’t just stop at the stone and steel that created the building that encapsulated their pustulant false narrative. It is far more pervasive than that. The city outside of the main building still reeks of the infection that was forced onto the people, but there’s nothing I can do about that. That’s all Jaxxon’s job now.

      I’m not helpless, though. I can still rip out the part that affects me. Ducking under the low door frame, I ease myself into the room and tighten my lips as the familiar, sterile scent wraps around me. Nothing. That’s all this room is. Its blank walls and the lack of scent. Even with my respirators, I can pick up on the medicinal disinfectant smell.

      The High Echelon controlled everything about me. What I ate, where I slept, what I listened to. I was never allowed access to women, not sexually, anyway. That was taken care of by the High Echelon as well. My stomach sours as I turn my head to stare at my breeding cage. Whether it was because they knew I couldn’t handle myself around a woman—or they just wanted me to think that—they made it so I never wanted to stray, not even for a moment. How was Leon able to flirt with such fluidity, such assurance? Was he not depleted as I was?

      He went around, skimming his lips across the cheeks of willing betas at the brothels while I sat there, still as a stone, praying to Ilaria that I wouldn’t hurt one of these delicate creatures. Leon caressed them in a way that made my heart ache and my balls draw up, but still, I never made a move.

      The memories of stolen touches and kisses as a younger boy caress my brain like a cool breeze on a sweltering day, but it’s not enough. It doesn’t take away the feral Alpha need to conquer and fuck. And now? How will I survive without my regularly scheduled sessions?

      Though I can take matters into my own hands, there’s the fear that I won’t be able to control myself. Now, more than ever, I curse the High Echelon. They never taught me self-control in this way. I always depended on their forced ruts to deplete the need that crawls up my spine and sets my brain on fire.

      Anger burns through my muscles as I step up to the cage and wrap my fists around the enhanced steel. I’ll never be able to destroy it. If I could, I would have done it long before now. That it still stands is a testament to their craftsmanship. With a heavy sigh, I slip into the cage and pull the door shut until it is barely closed. Just a few millimeters stand between freedom and me.

      If I were to shut it all the way, who would be there to let me back out? I know how this works. Years of being forced to come for them etched into my brain just how this works. The door will not open again until I’ve paid with my essence. Though, now that there’s no one to collect it, will I ever be able to actually get out?

      Tubes run along the back of the wall, all connecting to a cylinder that hangs from a limp coil. I never once thought of seeing how far it could stretch out, but now that there’s no one to stop me, no one to question me, I can explore the machine to my heart’s content.

      With my respirators firmly in place and no one to pump the acrid scent of synthetic slick into my room, I shouldn’t go into a rut. But just looking at the machine makes my cock swell. I need to take the edge off so I can think. I’m not due for a milking for another week or so, but despite that, the sharp ache draws up my balls until I nearly gasp.

      As badly as I want to attach the machine to my cock and let it work, I don’t want to do it in the cage. I can’t take that chance. A stolen orgasm is one thing, but rendering myself unable to protect the city because I’m trapped in this godsforsaken box is something quite different.

      That, and no one but the High Echelon Guardian Alphas know of this secret shame. If I were to get caught in here, everyone would know. It would be an unbearable humiliation. I know Leon would not say a word, and with the others dead, the only thing that can reveal this humiliation is my stupidity.

      Opening it once more, I step out of the makeshift prison but bring the cylinder with me. I despise the bits of metal and silicone, but I have no choice. If I don’t relieve myself soon, I might end up harming someone. And that I cannot allow. Though I have no idea what an actual pussy feels like, something tells me it has to feel better than this. With just one stroke, I might never come back from the edge.

      I’ve heard the Alphas talk about their betas and omegas. They describe the ways they derive pleasure from their women. It’s nothing like the mechanical operation that happens with this machine. There’s no rippling of flesh, no soft sighs or moans. As always, the only sound is my pained groans and the rhythmic clacking of the metal joints as they move back and forth.

      My cock strains at the fabric of my uniform as precum flows through my slit to rub across the coarse fibers. If I don’t make myself come soon, I’ll need a new outfit. Reaching for the front with shaky fingers, I grip the tab of the zipper and yank it down as I stride over to my door and shut it.

      No one needs to walk in and see just how far I’ve fallen. Anger and tears burn at the back of my throat as I grip the edges of the uniform and yank it down, freeing my insistent erection. It must be from the adrenaline dump that comes from battle. That’s the only reason I can think of for needing this. I’ve never once needed to get off in between scheduled milkings.

      Another thought worms into my head as I step out of the bottom half and let the cool air kiss my fevered skin. Perhaps it’s the freedom of knowing I can that makes me ache and throb.

      The uniform I wore under their regime acted as a sort of chastity belt. The inner pouch forced my cock to stay bent and in place. Even if I wanted to get hard, I couldn’t. But now, with the uniforms of the resistance, there’s nothing holding me back, nothing keeping me from getting and staying hard.

      At night when I went to sleep, I was usually too exhausted to think of anything else but the relief of slumber. If I became hard in the middle of the night, I didn’t know it. Though it was never spoken out loud, I always wondered if they tainted our air, forcing us to stay under.

      I never spoke about my concern with Leon, knowing that at any moment, someone could listen in. Hell, it was dangerous enough speaking in code to each other about the resistance. Every day I woke up with the fear that it would be my last. Thank Elex that we survived. It was through his grace and mercy alone. Making a mental note to place some meat at his altar later, I lie down on my cot and take my cock into my hands.

      Just the insistent grip of my fingers around my shaft drags a groan from my lips and more precum from my tip. Lying back, I rest my head against the thin pillow and pump into my hand, luxuriating in the feel of skin on skin. For the first time since I was a younger man, I’m actually taking the time to touch myself. Once I was dragged away from my family and forced into the program, I didn’t have the time or privacy to enjoy self-satisfaction.

      Even after I was awarded a room of my own, I still didn’t have the time or the will. But now, when there’s no one telling me what I can and can’t do, I touch myself. I reach in between my thighs and grip my balls, groaning at the feel of my fingers as I explore the tight ridges of my sac. My hand is so unlike the unyielding steel that would apply pressure to my body, but no nuance.

      I luxuriate in the sheets, the gentle rasp of the fabric against my back and ass, so different from standing in a 5-by-5 cage with just enough room to turn around but not much else. And forget lying down. The best I could do was grip the bars as a pissant of the High Echelon cupped my cock and slid the cylinder over me, a lecherous smile stretching his lips wide as he placed a mask over his face and watched as the tainted scent poured into the room.

      Their faces were the last I would remember before the rut took over. I didn’t even have the dignity of seeing a fake omega to go with the sickly-sweet perfume. Just one of a dozen men that would rotate out and jack off as the machine did its work.

      Shaking my head, I force those thoughts out. I no longer have to see them again. Not in my mind, nor in person. I dragged each of their quivering, piss-stained bodies to the square myself, not even allowing them to beg for clemency or swear a false allegiance just to save their skins.

      The scent of their blood peppered the air, spicing it with their terror and gore. I wallowed in their misery, bathed in their crimson atonement, but still, it wasn’t enough. It would never be enough. Unless the gods allowed for a way to go back in time and make it so that I never was brought into the program in the first place, I would never get that time back.

      I could never cease being the monster that I am.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          Altris

        

      

    

    
      The image of their brains splattering as their heads hit the stones sends another jolt of arousal through me. It wasn’t enough to tear them limb from limb. I wanted more. I wanted some sort of recompense, something from them that would give me back my life. But like with all other dreams, it disappeared. It drifted up with the acrid stench of their burning bodies.

      A sacrifice to both Elex and Jarosh. Burnt flesh on the altar of my own making, in a building where I am still held prisoner. Try as I might, I will never be free of what has happened to me here. Even if the whole of Stanlion were to come crumbling down, I’d still be a prisoner in my own mind, with no way of escape.

      I am not built for pleasure.

      I am not built for love.

      I am a sacrifice. A soldier in service to Elex, and I must carry on until he bids me to stop. Tears gather at the corner of my eyes as I stare up at the ceiling. Perhaps this is my punishment. To live as a shadow, half a man, unable to taste the sweet nectar of an omega. Perhaps that’s the reward that’s waiting for me when I die?

      An omega of my own. A haven, a warm body, and a soothing spirit. In the heavens, I could rut to my heart’s desire and never harm her. I could never wound the one that is given to me by the gods. Even if I tried, my blade would not be able to mark her. Her blood would never stain my hands or soul.

      Peace. That is what’s waiting for me, but only if I die in service. I cannot give in to the insidious whispers that beckon me to Eronoiac’s vessel, the one that shuttles the living to Abenomed’s court. I cannot heed the siren call that lulls me ever closer to that precipice between life and death.

      To die by my own hand would be easy. It would be as simple as driving a blade in between my ribs and into my heart. It could be even easier—a prick of a needle. Done. Over. My life snuffed out as if I were merely a mirage shimmering in the distance. No one would miss me. No one would mourn for me.

      Those that would scatter flowers in my name have all passed on. They’ve sat in judgment, and no doubt have been found worthy of their own haven. But what of me? What have I done to deserve rest? Nothing. I had been a puppet for a corrupt throne. A pawn. A plaything. It doesn’t matter that they held the keys to my mind and will; I should have found some way to break free.

      I could have been like Leon. Somehow, he carved out a life for himself. Women didn’t wither away in fear when he came through. Quite the opposite. If my readouts were accurate, their arousal perfumed the air. Their cunts were slick and open, ripe, willing.

      If only they would spread their thighs for me, allowing me access to a woman’s touch, arousal glinting on their skin like precious diamonds, their fingers curling up to me, drawing me in instead of pushing me away. Grunting, I grab the cylinder and slide the opening over my cock. I need to come; the desperation forces me to go for what I know will do the job.

      I hate it.

      I detest it.

      I have no fucking choice.

      It’s what I’m conditioned for. Just one more cog in the machine that does its job and goes on to the next. I never wanted to just be a robot, acting and reacting based on training. So desperately, I wanted to be a real person — whole, healthy, and capable of making my own choices. By joining the resistance, I managed, but still, in these small ways, these insidious ways, it feels as if I’ll never be free.

      Bile inches up my throat, and the familiar sensation of silicone and wet heat engulfs my shaft. There’s no fake arousal here to cloud my vision. I feel everything without the haze of the rut easing me into it. Once the edge of the tube rests against my lower abs, everything begins to contract.

      Inch by inch, it starts at my tip and moves its way up, creating a suction that I know won’t let up until after my cum is completely drained and filling the tank. Luckily, I have enough in each load that I should be able to trip the sensor after this one orgasm.

      Gritting my teeth, I lay back and force myself to conjure a woman, any woman. At first, Annora flashes into my mind, but I don’t allow it to take hold. She’s my queen and mate to Jaxxon. She’s not a fit choice for my angry masturbation. Women flit in and out of my consciousness, amalgamations of all the omegas I’ve had to care for in the High Sanctum, but none of them stand out. None of them ease the discomfort of the harsh sucking.

      Again, my mind drifts back to the ribald way the other Alphas used to talk about their mates and playthings—the soft sensation of skin on skin, the whispered, breathy moans as they cascaded across the skin, the wet, silken heat that welcomed them when they sank deep inside. Those memories that I’ve stolen from others comfort and relax me enough for what comes next.

      Once the machine is firmly clamped onto my shaft, a small slit opens on the side. Closing my eyes, I force my breathing to come in slow, even aspirations, as the blunt bulb slides over my balls, seeking my back entrance. Usually, by this point, I’m too high in the rut to really care, but now, without that, I’m painfully aware of just what those men were watching.

      The tip nudges at the opening, and I have no choice but to release the muscles. It’s going to go inside me one way or another. According to the doctors, there’s a gland deep inside both Alphas and omegas that allows an orgasm to be milked from the body with no additional sexual stimulation.

      It forces an orgasm without requiring the pleasure needed. However, deep down, I find at least a hit of satisfaction. Perhaps it was the forcible release that pressing that gland causes. Perhaps it’s just the foreign sensation of being invaded. Either way, the moment the metal forces itself past my tight ring, I groan and rock back and forth on the bed, reaching down in between my thighs to grip the cylinder.

      I hold it as if it’s my own hand I’m fucking, but it’s not the same. I know it’s not. But at least I have the will to do this. I’m not forced into being a fucking statue, as my essence is sucked from my body. I can be a part of the experience and have at least a modicum of control. Once the metal is in place against the gland, everything seizes up.

      It’s a painful sort of pleasure, one that rides that very thin line, where just anything can make it tip over to the wrong side. Harsh gasps rattle through my teeth as my ass grinds against the cot. I was stupid to do this, stupid to let myself lose control. There’s a reason they only allow us one rut a month. I should be doing so many other things than letting a fake cunt get me off.

      Fuck. Under the pretenses of a pseudo rut, things felt at least pleasant, even if they weren’t completely enjoyable. But now, in the harsh reality of a rational mind, I feel it for what it is. Incomplete. Hollow. Torturous. It doesn’t do anything to diminish the rage-filled arousal that churns in my gut; it leaves me craving more.

      I fucking want more. I fucking deserve more. I dedicated my life to the High Echelon, and when their masks were torn off, I turned my allegiance to the resistance. I never once asked for anything for myself. I took nothing for myself. But now, with my orgasm looming, all I want is an omega of my own. I’m owed at least that much.

      Closing my eyes, I picture my perfect mate. It wouldn’t be any of the insipid omegas that twittered about the High Sanctum. I want someone demure, submissive, the perfect, willing wife. But not because they were bred that way, because of the High Echelon’s demands, but because it’s a core, fundamental part of who they are. She will obey me because she wishes to serve, not because I have to force her to.

      Groaning, I picture my imaginary mate on her hands and knees, her pussy puffy and swollen, dripping with slick as she presents her ass up for me to take, gasping as I fill her tight core, begging for me to take her even harder. Perhaps I’ll slip a finger or two into her ass and stroke that gland that throbs deep inside of me.

      Her cries of pleasure will ring out as I force every drop from her, making her tight pussy clench around my knot, milking me dry as I fuck her into the nest, defiling it with our scent of raw, animalistic sex.

      My balls tighten until I’m sure there’s nowhere left for them to go. Every muscle in my body is taut, rigid, primed for release. It’s so close. Just a few more pulses of the metal inside me, and I’ll come. Grunting, I grip the cylinder in my hands and jut my hips up into the air, my mind focused on fucking the omega of my dreams.

      Soon, the telltale beginnings of my orgasm begin to overtake me. The machine sucks even harder, sending shards of pain up my shaft. But that doesn’t deter the orgasm. It barrels through me, robbing me of my breath. All I can do is grip the fake cunt as my cum explodes out of me.

      Breathless, I watch as the thick, creamy fluid leaves the tip of the machine and flows through the tubes until it gets to the receptacle on the wall. Without the High Echelon taking it for whatever nefarious purposes they had, it’s useless, sitting there until I decide what to do with it.

      There’s no omega for me to smear it over. No mate to drink it during estrus. Hell, there’s not even a nest to pour it on top of, to mark it with my scent. There’s nothing. Just like me. Empty. Hollow. Once the receptacle is pleased with my offering, the slit opens once more as the metal in my ass is ripped out and dragged back inside.

      The suction lets off in gradual increments, easing away from the base down to the tip. The last bit holds on for a few more moments, forcing every single drop of cum from my body. At least I know I’ll be clean and ready for work afterward. That’s the one great thing about using the machine; it’s never messy.

      Once the tube lets go, I tear it away from my body and fling it towards the cage. The obnoxious clang of metal on metal rankles my nerves, amping me up instead of actually soothing me. Never again will I allow any High Echelon creation to touch me. Without the machine, I’ll have to relearn my body and teach myself how to accept a human touch instead of cold, unfeeling metal.

      It sparks the need for violence, but there’s no one left to fight, no one else to take my aggression out on. Sadness overtakes me as I yank my uniform back onto my body. Perhaps I can convince Jaxxon to bring back the fighting pits. Granted, the Alphas that would want to fight for sport are probably already dead.

      I could possibly enlist Leon in helping me with these unnamable feelings scrabbling about my brain, looking for a foothold, but then he’d probably want to talk it out, forcing me to confront things that are much better hidden. Shaking my head, I walk out the door, opting for driving my fist into the soft metal instead of someone’s ribs.

      For half a moment, I actually latched onto the idea of having a mate, someone I could learn with, grow with. The idea of having an omega to help me with this, with learning how to have pleasure, is laughable. There’s no way I can ever let an omega into my life, or beta for that matter. I’m built for destruction. I’m created to break instead of nurture. Whoever had the misfortune of becoming my mate would sooner find themselves dead.

      Deep down, I know this. I was trained this way. My brain works in a calculating manner, determining what areas to strike, where to hurt the most. There’s no switch in there to accommodate pleasurable touches. Maybe years from now, when I’ve fought out all the remaining aggression, I might hope for a mate, but it won’t be an omega from Stanlion.

      Perhaps Gundhar would have someone accustomed to a more savage way of loving, someone that can speak to my warrior's heart. The omegas here are soft in a kicked animal sort of way, and even if I waited for another to be born outside of the High Sanctum, there’s still no guarantee they could take my savagery.

      I just have to keep my head down until an uprising comes about. With the High Echelon taken out, there’s only a matter of time before either the other city-states or the Ferals want to take over. Though, until this moment, I never really thought of going back to the Dead Lands. With Gemhardt gone and the resistance back inside Stanlion, there’s no reason to go out there.

      But if I made the Dead Lands my home, then I would have no shortage of animals and Ferals to kill. They would let me work off this anger that coils through my body like a living thing without having to sacrifice innocents to the cause. The plan is perfect. All I have to do is convince Jaxxon to let me live out there instead of protecting him.

      It’s a long shot, but still worth a try. A whisper of happiness rushes through my body, leeching the last vestiges of pain as I make my way back towards their makeshift throne room. If he can allow me this, then I think I can live out my days in peace. It will be a lonely existence, but it would also keep everyone else safe.

      Without the High Echelon keeping me in line, I have no clue what I will do. For me, freedom isn’t free. Without the constant yoke around my neck or the schedules, I have nothing. I was never trained to be free. As much as I longed for it, even though now I have it, I still have nothing. I’m still a prisoner of my own mind.
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      Stepping over more bits of stone and wood, I make my way inside their tent. Though it’s full, nearly bursting, others step aside, making room for my hulking size. That’s one major advantage of being bred as a High Echelon Guardian Alpha—I don’t have to force anyone out of my way. Just once glance, and they move.

      As a child, it was difficult. I had very few friends since the other Alphas were afraid of me. But when I joined the training program, everything made sense. There were others just like me, and it made me feel far less alone. However, with just Leon, I’m back to being one of the few again. Most Guardian Alphas are fairly large, making it easier to blend in around them, but there’s still a menace that exudes from our very pores that terrifies most everyone else.

      It’s another reason I never chose an omega as my mate. They are such delicate, fragile creatures. Just my personality would cause them an uneasiness that I could never overcome. However, as I stare up at Annora, I see nothing but strength exuding from her. Perhaps it’s the fact that she lived her life as a beta; or perhaps omegas are stronger than what we’ve been led to believe. Granted, she destroyed an Alpha with her bare hands. I can’t think of anything stronger than that.

      When I was young, I dreamed of having a mate just like her. But after a year or so in the program, that dream dissipated like summer rain hovering over the deserts. The High Echelon made it clear that we were built for war, for protecting them, and not for sex.

      It was hard at first. I remembered what it was like to have stolen kisses, to reach out and touch the trembling breasts of a beta when we thought no one would find us. But after years went by, that memory became a husk of what it once was. I can’t even remember their names or faces. It’s a shadow that haunts the corners of my mind that only came out when they forced the rut on me.

      My hands are no longer soft and searching. They’re hard, callused, and used to causing pain. What female, omega or otherwise, could handle someone like me? It’s depressing when I let myself think too much about it. So, when those days come when I find myself looking for a companion, I take my frustration out in other ways.

      My workout room becomes my haven, my sanctuary. There, I can work through my anger and rip apart dummies instead of harming a woman. It’s why I don’t dare take advantage of the betas or omegas in the brothels. My soul is already stained beyond comparison. Harming an innocent would make it blacker than True Night. Elex allows a lot of leeway for warriors, but Jarosh would see me pay.

      I already owe so much. It’s too much to pay off, even in my lifetime. Harming a woman would be cause enough for damnation. And, as much as I’m not a sentimental man, I long to see my family someday. Tears gather in my eyes as their memory still haunts me, surrounding me like a mist hovering over the waters. It’s only dissipated by the burning rays of the sun.

      Just like the mist, those memories have yet to be burned. The suns are never hot enough to make them fade. Though they leave for moments at a time, they’re never truly gone. The High Echelon made sure that I never saw them after being accepted as one of their chosen warriors.

      When their demands on the people became too high, my family sought clemency but were denied. I never knew. No one ever told me. I had no idea that my sisters were forced to work the brothels just to allow my parents the luxury of food. It wasn’t my parents’ fault that they were born of the wrong lineage.

      My hands clench into hard fists as I recall the day I found out about everything. The High Echelon seemed to forget we were there in their chambers, silent sentinels that guarded their every move, heard every secret. Perhaps they confused me with another Guardian; perhaps they didn’t care. Either way, the moment I heard my family’s name, I listened to every word, clung to it as if it were a life-giving sustenance.

      But their words soon turned to ash in my mouth and soured my belly. My family was in trouble. They owed far more than they could pay. It didn’t matter that I was born of breeder stock, of an Alpha and omega pairing that was forced upon them by the same High Echelon that denied their pleas. They fell out of favor. I don’t know how. I can’t even fathom what they could have done.

      But it didn’t matter.

      They were stripped of their status. My mother and sisters were forced into the brothels after my father was executed for crimes against the gods. Whatever the fuck that meant. My mother didn’t last very long. Once she was at the hands of the other Alphas, she died. My sisters followed soon afterward.

      To my knowledge, they were never given a resting place. Like my father, their bodies were torn and scattered to the winds, no doubt feasted upon by the anoracki that roam the Dead Lands. It kills me every time I let my mind wander that far. I wanted to kill every member of the High Echelon, destroy them, let their bodies rot and bloat in the unforgiving rays of the suns.

      Without Gemhardt, I would have been dead already. Despite my size and training, the High Echelon still held control. Somewhere deep in my brain lives code words, triggers, phrases that, when uttered, turn me into either a monster or a docile lamb.

      I am unaware of these words. If I knew them, I would have found a mate and given them to her, ensuring that I would never harm her. But they’re locked in a cage inside my mind. Now and then, a phantom memory brushes across the membranes, words that are close enough to stir the urges but not enough to unlock me. With the High Echelon dead, the terror of turning into a mindless monster is waning but not completely gone.

      There is always the chance that someone else knows. Thankfully, with just Leon and me, no one can fully destroy the city. Even that is a feat far too great for just the two of us. However, if someone wanted to destroy the king and queen, all they’d have to do was find the right trigger and execute it.

      It’s far too ludicrous to think about, but the drip of unease is still there, eroding away at my sanity with every drop. I need to leave, to escape for a bit, just until I know things are calmer and all roots of the opposition are ferreted out and destroyed. With no way of knowing who programmed me or whom they imparted that information to, I’m a walking time bomb. Leon and I both.

      I have to let Jaxxon know. I have to tell him I’m now a latent threat to everything they hold dear. But I can’t. My words are glued to the roof of my mouth, refusing to be uttered. Is this a product of the programming as well? Cold sweat beads across my forehead as I stare at the new ruler, his cold, blue eyes flitting over to me every few moments.

      Jaxxon’s body is tense, every muscle primed to fight. Even now, his left hand rests on the furthest armrest of the throne that’s occupied by Annora. He shields her in the best way he can, with his arm as a buffer and his other hand resting on an aged blaster.

      Though I don’t believe he’s wary of just me, I can’t shake the nagging suspicion that he still doesn’t trust us. Just because Gemhardt spoke to our loyalty, that means nothing when regimes change hands. If I were in a public forum with my mate, I would judge everyone as enemies until they’re proven otherwise.

      Annora looks over at me, her eyes locking with mine for a moment before she tears them away. Fear and sorrow haunt their depths, similar to the sheen of hopelessness that coats the lives I’ve taken. Her small hands wring about in her lap, and I’m willing to bet all my gold that she’s not hearing a word of the matters being brought before them.

      She keeps looking about as if searching for something. That longing is near palpable in the air, and I know Jaxxon must feel it. If I can feel the sorrow wafting off of her slim body, dense and unbonded to her as I am, then he must feel it like a knife to his heart.

      His fingers drop from the armrest to her lap, gathering her hands in his mighty fist. Only then does she slump back and sit still—as if just his touch is all that’s needed to calm her. Then I hear it. The soft rumble under his words. An Alpha purr. I too have heard of such an action, but I was never taught how to do it, and I never needed to.

      Enemies don’t need purrs to send them to meet Abenomed, the god of the dead that judges all by their deeds. He, plus the other warrior gods, make up the council of the dead, ensuring that my eternity is fucked for sure. There’s not enough good in my soul that they can justify passing me on. If I’m lucky, they’ll curse me to become a groden—a wanderer of the deserts, a phantom that howls in the night. In my heart, I know that no amount of service will make up for the lives I’ve taken.

      It is enough.

      I will not allow myself to wallow in depressive thoughts about the far future. Besides, until I die, all of it is conjecture, tales told by the same corrupt officials that took advantage of me in my sexual state. There’s a good chance that every word out of their mouths was a lie. I just wish I remembered enough of my mother’s teachings to combat theirs, but as with all of those memories, they’re so far away that I cannot even hope to reclaim them. Straightening up, I force my mind to stay on the people talking, taking in their concerns and their needs. Most of them are things I can’t help with, once more sending that poisonous barb of uselessness into my heart.

      Once more, my eyes drift over to Annora. She looks frail and pale, as if one false word will make her snap. Even Jaxxon looks weary. Someone must step in and stop this before either becomes of no use. To my knowledge, neither has really rested after the resistance cleared out the rest of the opposing Alphas. Knowing what I do about omegas, Annora probably needs her nest and a good, hard fucking from Jaxxon.

      I clear my throat, and motion to Langston, gesturing to just outside the audience tent. He follows me, his own brow furrowed so hard that thick lines pop out from his forehead. When we are far enough away, I turn and motion back to the tent.

      “They can’t keep going on this way. Someone has to step in and force them to take a break.”

      “Don’t you think I know that?” Langston slides a weary hand over his face. “Unfortunately, King Alpha Jaxxon is stubborn. He wants to fix everything at once. His tenacity will make him an outstanding leader, but until he learns to let others shoulder the burden, I’m afraid he will be too wrung out to do all the good he plans for Stanlion.”

      “What can I do? Without a war to wage and with you and the other loyal Guardian Alphas watching him, I no longer have an occupation. Unless you think Gundhar or Laxa are planning something.”

      Langston’s lips thin as he looks around for any ears that might talk later. “I don’t know, and that’s what worries me. We are a newly birthed monarchy. They would be stupid not to take advantage of the situation. Civil war leaves everyone vulnerable to an outside takeover. I wish we kept up our relations with them. We could have communicated with emissaries or diplomats. Anything to know that we were safe.”
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      I sigh and look over at the ruins in front of me. The once grand, towering edifice still has wisps of smoke drifting into the haze of the climbing suns. If we kept it, it would take months to repair, and from what I heard in the tent, Jaxxon is far more concerned with seeing to the needs of the betas cast out into Sector One than rebuilding.

      Which is just fine, but again, it leaves me with nothing to do. Leon at least learned other arts in his spare time that could actually help the other sectors. He can fish and plant things; knowing him, he probably has other hidden talents I don’t even know about. Somehow, even though we lived together and trained together, he’s the complete opposite of me. Where everything dies around me, they thrive around him. He’s the perfect Alpha to help piece this broken land back together.

      Knowing me, I’d just end up destroying it somehow. I want to leave, to carve a fresh path that’s not dictated by my station, but that feels too close to abandoning Stanlion when they’re at their most vulnerable.

      “There must be something I can do.”

      Langston tips his head to the side in thought, his finger tapping at his lips. For someone like me, war is the only job I know, and now that the fighting is currently done, I’m no longer needed. I’m obsolete, just like the government I helped topple.

      “Come with me.”

      I follow Langston back to the tent and wait as he walks over to Jaxxon and whispers in his ear. Annora looks even worse than when I first left, and the way she stares down at her datacom in abject sorrow tugs at the remaining soft spot in my heart. I hate that she’s being subjected to this when her mind is obviously on other things. That Jaxxon is forcing her here stirs up my anger until it simmers just under the surface.

      “Everyone, my mate needs to rest. We will pick this up tomorrow.” At Jaxxon’s growled command, the betas bow their heads and slip out the tent flap, leaving me alone with them and the few other Alphas that stand guard around the throne.

      “Please Jaxxon,” Annora whimpers. “I’m fine. Let them stay. We have to fix things. We just have to!”

      Despite the chilly look he casts her way, Annora continues to stand up to him, arguing about all the issues that need to be settled. He draws his hand back and crosses his arms, listening but not liking the words that are coming from her lips. I didn’t realize she was the reason they were staying so long.

      I look back up at Jaxxon, burgeoning pride burning in my chest. That I misjudged him so harshly weighs heavily on me. But then, I’ve never known an omega to insist on anything. After a few moments, it seems that he’s had enough. Leaning down, he whispers something in her ear that has her squirming and flushing hard.

      From that moment, she barely makes any eye contact with me, seemingly embarrassed by whatever transpired between them. He shakes his head at her as a small smile tilts up the side of his mouth. Very curious. If any mate of mine, beta or omega, had argued with me like she did, there wouldn't be any smiling from either of us. Unconsciously, my fingers slip up to my mouth. Did I ever actually smile, though? I’m sure I did when I was a child, but I can’t remember any happiness or mirth once I was taken into the program.

      Jaxxon motions me forward after speaking to Langston once more. Annora looks at me, her eyes round and hopeful. What did they just commit me to? If only I had paid attention and not let my thoughts drift. What happened to the discipline I was ingrained with? Did it all just disappear the moment my commanders died?

      Either way, I need to snap out of this morose line of thinking. It helps no one and leaves me vulnerable. What’s worse is knowing that my inattention might make things worse for this omega who looks at me like I might be her salvation. I’m no one’s salvation. I’m only their death.

      “What do you say? Langston assures me you’re the Alpha to call when things need to be done.”

      “Please. Please say you’ll look for her!” Annora starts to rise, datacom firmly in her hand.

      “You will sit, or I will make it impossible for you to do so,” Jaxxon snarls as he once more wedges his arm between us.

      Even though I mean Annora no harm, I can understand Jaxxon’s concerns. He still doesn’t know me. The only Alpha that can assure him of her safety is Langston. Still, there’s a small prick of annoyance as he looks up at me with eyes that dare me to defy him.

      “I mean your mate no harm. My apologies for not paying attention. Who am I bringing back?”

      Annora’s tear-stained face looks up at me as her fingers tremble around her datacom. My gaze flits between both her and Jaxxon, judging whether I should come closer. Jaxxon’s purr never falters. However, there’s an edge to it, a hint of a growl that layers on top, keeping me rooted.

      Between the two of us, I could probably defeat him easily, and that’s probably why he guards his mate with such ferocity. If I had something that precious, she would never be allowed outside. I would hide her away, keep her safe from everyone and everything.

      But that wouldn’t be fair to her. A woman needs the freedom to breathe, to enjoy life. Out of all people, I know this the most intimately. But how in the hell does Jaxxon give her that freedom when her death would be his end? Perhaps that’s just one more reason the gods haven’t seen fit to grant me a mate.

      Her end would signal my own, and, for some reason, the gods are not done with me yet. That, or the bastards are toying with me for some unknown reason. As soon as the thought forms in my mind, remorse fills my soul. What has happened to me? I’ve never outright cursed the gods before. Something inside of me is slipping. Perhaps it was because I broke the routine, allowing myself an orgasm outside of the designated time?

      Either way, before I carry out whatever mission Jaxxon requires of me, I’ll have to pay a penance. I need to show the gods that their faith in me is not unfounded. That I’m still alive despite the High Echelon’s machinations is proof that they’re protecting me.

      Langston steps in between Annora and me, blocking her from view for a moment, before turning and handing me her datacom. The prettiest hazel eyes stare up at me from the screen. Her hair is like the sun itself touched it and imparted its glow.

      Karis.

      The name floats about me as Langston speaks it out loud, but it sounds muffled in my ears, as if I'm hearing it through a haze. It’s the name of a goddess, an untouchable being. It’s a name I would love to have dripping from my lips in fervent worship as I skim them over her body.

      But then I see her face. Her chin juts out at a haughty angle. Her eyes are no longer pretty—they’re sharp and lethal, looking for flaws, both real and imagined. Her lips are not pulled down into a pretty submissive pout. Instead, they’re almost twisted into a sneer. A sense of superiority emanates from the screen, slamming me in the chest.

      That I compared her to a goddess is laughable. No goddess I’ve learned of would dare stand like that, staring at the screen in a manner that makes me want to throttle them. She’s more like a spoiled princess that begs for a trip over a knee instead of supplication.

      And she’s a beta. The insignia flashes up at me from the side, mirroring the truth in her eyes. She’s scrawny for a beta, but a beta, nonetheless. It doesn’t matter how goddess-like she is. Only an omega could ever tempt me to at least try to find a mate. If anyone had the chance to survive me, it would have to be an omega. A beta would just split in two, no matter how prepared they were.

      “Please. Try to find her. Caulder said she was burnt up in an outlier gathering, but I need to know for sure. I need to put her to rest. I feel it in my heart that she’s still alive. If she is, I need someone to bring her back.”

      My fingers graze the screen as I stare down at the image. Despite my feelings, my cock twitches once more. If she is alive, I will return her to her rightful throne as a princess and nothing more. This beta can try to tempt me with her luscious lips and seductive eyes, but she will never entice me enough to give up my vows.

      “I will find her Queen omega Annora. I will need to take some men with me. Please allow me to bring Leon along. I trust him like I do my own family.”

      Jaxxon runs his free hand over his mouth and chin before looking over at Langston. “Can we spare him?”

      My heart strains in the thoughtful silence. Though I trust all the men I’ve encountered from the resistance, Leon is like my right arm. He acts before my thoughts are even fully formed. He guards me like he does his own life, as I do for him. If we are to go outside these walls, I need him with me where he can monitor me.

      Underneath everything, he’s the one that will pull me back from the edge if needed. He’s the only one strong enough. I don’t see myself causing harm to these small villages that refuse to live under the protection of Stanlion, but I never know. I cannot ever tell what my mind and
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