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Chapter One

Alexi


We weren’t supposed to be here. When I’d told the regent we were going on a mission to save our stolen princess, he’d said no. But we were doing it anyway.
My team knew this forest well, and we avoided unwanted attention as we prowled through the cover of brush. The loamy earth muffled our steps, and dense shadows clung to our bodies like cloaks. Nothing could shake our focus. 
We had one goal: find her and bring her home.
A balmy wind carried the sound of battle to my ears as we stalked an enemy unit through the trees. They made their clumsy way toward the meadows where our livestock grazed, and we followed. My muscles tensed and my blood sang, ready to join the fray. Today, our mission wasn’t to fend off the raiders, as it so often was, but to enact a secondary plan long in the making. A plan to steal back something precious they had stolen from us ten years ago.
Like smoke and ghosts, we crept along until a smaller group had separated from the rest. Then we fell on them like angels of death. Valyx’s daggers whistled through the air, embedding wetly into their unsuspecting throats. Reflex made them grasp blindly at the pain, worsening the wound when the blades dislodged, followed by gouts of thick, coppery blood. Axion had one by the throat, hanging limp in his arms, neck already broken. I intercepted the final two as they attempted to flee. With the swipe of a long blade and my alpha strength, I severed the closest one’s head from his shoulders and stepped in front of the last.
His eyes went round with fear as he studied my huge frame blocking his path. After years of rough living and hard fighting spurred by his Empress’s attacks, I was more than a force to be reckoned with. He was wrong to ignore the other two, though. They had been forged in the same fire and were just as deadly.
Moving like water, Ax appeared behind the remaining soldier. In the space of a single breath, a precise maneuver had the crack of the soldier’s neck joining the gurgle of his downed brethren choking on their own blood.
“Get dressed before others come to investigate,” I said, growling out the order. My friends were already working to comply. I may have been the commander in name, but a deep, unquestioning respect had been built between the three of us over the years, fighting side by side.
The alpha soldiers lying dead on the ground were big, but not as big as we were. Given the situation, their uniforms would have to do. Ax and Valyx grabbed the two with broken necks, avoiding the blood drenched corpses. That left me with one of the blood-soaked shirts from the others. The options weren’t optimal, and before I finished peeling the shirt from the soldier, the steady beat of marching boots reached us in the trees. We were out of time.
I hadn’t received my command position without being able to think on my feet. Ax and Valyx were already dressed, so I altered our plan. Whatever happened, we were getting on that fucking space station.
“Toss the naked ones behind the bushes,” I hissed at the others, and raised my blood-coated hands in surrender. “And take me prisoner.”
Done with stashing the bodies, my friends advanced on me just as another group came through the trees. There were fifteen alphas, too many to take on our own without the advantage of surprise and terrain, which we no longer had.
The lead soldier called out, “Well, well, what do we have here? Report, soldiers.”
Ax and Valyx shared a look before Ax replied, “He ambushed us, took out the others before we could subdue him, sir.”
“And why didn’t you finish him? He’s too old for the program,” the leader of the newly arrived group asked. The men behind him shuffled uncomfortably. They were probably considering the punishment that would befall their fellow troops for subverting protocol and not killing the captive immediately. We knew something they didn’t, though, and I was banking on it saving my neck and getting my team to the Hive alive.
Even though we hadn’t discussed it in advance, Axion knew what I had in mind. The Imperatrix wanted a piece of me. To what end, the soldiers we had tortured intel from had never been able to tell us. We were going to use every bit of information we had gleaned through the years to our advantage until, Stars willing, we made our way home and won this war.
Ax didn’t like this gamble, because that’s what it was. A gamble. There were other ways this could have gone that would have been safer, which was why the Regent hadn’t sanctioned it. But this was the opportunity we were handed, and he knew we needed to take it. We were running out of time.
“We didn’t kill him, sir, because this is Alexi, son of the Regent Titus, Prince of Verden,” Ax said, choking out the words as if they were painful. They probably were. We had no idea what the Imperatrix wanted with me, but we knew the orders were to deliver me to the Hive alive and preferably uninjured. Once we were on that giant hunk of floating aurinium together, we could figure out the rest.
“Very good, soldier. I thought he looked familiar. The Imperatrix will be pleased,” he said, and glanced at the bloody bodies littering the ground, shaking his head. “What a waste. I hope you’re worth it.”
There was a pause, and no one moved. “What are you waiting for? Get him to the transports,” their commander said, impatience lacing his command.
That got my men moving. They advanced on me, grabbed me by the upper arms, and pushed me toward the open fields where the large black and gold ships waited.
Ax shoved my shoulder, and I strode out in front of them with their newly acquired plasma rifles pointed at my back. Once we were out of earshot, I said, “Feel free to make it look believable,” and chuckled at Axion’s gleeful grin.
Ax laughed and poked me in the spine with the gun’s muzzle. “I’d never miss a chance to rough you up a little. Just wish it was under better circumstances.” We fell quiet. Even Valyx seemed more somber than his normal, silent self.
The sun glinting off the gaudy, golden aurinium trim on the otherwise matte black-hulled transport ships as we cleared the forest edge. I knew our time for conversation was nearing an end and we would soon be surrounded by enemy soldiers again.
“We all know this wasn’t the plan,” I muttered to my ‘captors.’ “It’s not ideal, but it will get us where we’re going with the least risk and bloodshed. We’ve been given the intel we need and this one opportunity to use it. We will save the princess, no matter the cost.”
“No matter the cost,” Ax echoed. He barely remembered our honey-eyed princess, stolen by the Imperatrix ten years ago. Even though we were children at the time, I could never forget her golden hair and sweet smile. She was supposed to have been my future, the future for all our people, and I was determined to get her back.
“No matter the cost,” Valyx said, his voice gruff with disuse, as if he could hear my thoughts.
With a nod, I continued forward in my place at the head of the group. With my hands bound behind my back in high-tech manacles Ax found with the stolen uniforms, we marched away from our home and toward a dangerous future.




Chapter Two

Saphyra


The sound of my sleeping pod’s security latch unlocking woke me from a fitful sleep. Vague memories prodded at my unsettling dreams, taunting and teasing, just out of reach in the dark corners of my mind. I blinked them away and scraped the tangled spiderweb of golden hair from my face. There was no time to dawdle if I hoped to make morning meal.
Every day since the keepers moved me out of the nursery and into the girls’ dorm, my life had been the same. Wake up, eat breakfast, go to classes, eat dinner, then back to the dorms and the safety of the sleeping enclosure. Eight years of planned activity and discipline, but there was something shifting. I could feel myself changing.
I pushed the milky white dome up and crawled out of my tangled sheets. The scent of the other girls itched my nose as more pods around the room popped open. I couldn’t help but mourn the empty and reassigned beds where my old friends had once slept. One by one, they had been allocated to their assignments, but here I was, nearly alone in a sea of youthful faces I didn’t know. Nearly, but not completely.
Familiar violet eyes peered out from behind the half-opened lid of the pod beside me. Lyrah pushed her lid open and climbed out, smiling. “Good morning, Saphyra. Don’t look so glum. It’s going to be a beautiful day.”
I never understood how she could be so cheerful, regardless of the hour or circumstance. Not a morning person myself, I did my best to return her smile without cringing at her chipper greeting. I’d have much preferred to crawl back into my blankets, pull the lid closed over me, and lock the new day out.
Undiluted sunlight slanted through the clear domed roof, illuminating the dorm as the Hive rotated to give the impression of sunrise. Sensations chafed at me from every side. The rustle of the other girls, their irritating and ever-growing scents, and the twin suns cresting the edge of the station, pouring light like liquid fire into my eyes. But I pushed my aggravation away and focused on my friend.
“Good morning, Lyrah,” I replied with as much enthusiasm as I could muster before giving a strand of her lilac hair a playful tug.
She waved me off. “You shouldn’t do that. It’s a bad habit, giving everyone nicknames. You’ll get punished if they catch you calling us by a name and not by designation again.”
I ignored her warning, just like I did every time she reminded me, and gave her a sour look on my way to the storage cubbies. I hated the student designations and I hated that only omega prospects and the Altairan staff had names. The keepers relegated the Hive residents to recycled numbers and barcodes, but I knew in the back of my mind that it wasn’t like this everywhere. There were places where everyone had names and weren’t just numbers.
The early hour was not the only reason for my bad mood. It was the dawning of another allocation day. For most, allocation was a joyous event signifying the graduation of our classmates and the start of their adult lives on the surface of Altaira. But I had a feeling today would be the last time I’d spend the morning with my sweet, lilac-haired friend. Without her, I truly would be alone, surrounded by strangers. Even Zillarah’s spiteful silver eyes would be a reprieve, but the keepers had moved her out of the girls’ dorms in an attempt to speed her emergence along. After they took Zillarah, Lyrah and I were the oldest girls left in the dorm, at eighteen. It was past time for us to receive our assignments and to begin life in service to the Imperatrix.
“Come on, slowpoke!” She bounced on her toes, waiting for me to finish.
The frigid metal floor chilled my feet as I pulled off my plain black pajamas, shoved them down the laundry chute, and grabbed a clean uniform from the cubby against the wall. By the time I buttoned up the black pleated skirt of my omega prospect uniform, my toes were ice cubes. I rushed to pull on my socks and low-heeled shoes while Lyrah waited for me, laughing as I hopped foot to foot in mild distress.
“I think they keep the floors cold so we get ready faster,” I said, grateful to have the buffer between my feet and the hard metal.
I didn’t understand how Lyrah could be so optimistic when her fate was uncertain. My whole life I’d been told I would stay here on the Hive, in the Brood Chamber with the other omegas, but Lyrah’s blood tests were inconclusive. She had avoided a surface assignment so far because the keepers hoped she would emerge as an omega, but their patience was running thin for the both of us. We would both be given assignments soon.
My blood tests sealed my fate, stating definitively that I was an omega. I still hadn’t emerged, and I was behind schedule. The keepers wouldn’t wait much longer before they took matters into their own hands. On the other hand, after so long with none of the conclusive markers in her blood or physical indicators, Lyrah was likely a beta and past due for her surface assignment.
“Hurry,” Lyrah said, tugging my hand and dragging me behind her. “I don’t want to miss breakfast.”
She made a good point. All the best food and decent seats would be gone if we didn’t hurry. We rushed through our morning routine, jostling past the younger girls in our haste to get in and out of the communal bathroom as quickly as possible.
The chittering and giggling grated on my nerves as I quickly brushed my teeth and ran a comb through my hair. It was no fault of the others that I was on edge. My omega classification was intensifying all my senses, and I worried about this afternoon. Today, the betas that had come of age since the last allocation would receive their surface assignments, sending them on their way to Altaira. My best friend was out of time.
Through breakfast, Lyrah’s musical voice and cheery attitude lifted my spirits. Even with the impending ceremony looming, it was difficult to be unhappy with her around. By the time we made it to the arboretum—where our first class of the day was—her infectious smile and vibrant conversation had swept my trepidations aside.
She skipped through the double sliding airlocks into the humid air and waved to the professor sitting at her desk. I gave our glaring teacher a smile and picked up two canisters of recycled water. One for myself and one for Lyrah, who had gone on ahead.
“The orange blossoms smell so nice,” she called over her shoulder as I trailed behind, lugging the containers. “It’s a pity we can’t weave them into garlands and wear them like crowns. Wouldn’t the headmaster be mad then?” she said, laughing as she spun through the rows of potted fruit trees. A shadow of fear danced through her eyes despite the levity of her words. We both knew the dangers of pissing off Headmaster Vestris, and neither of us wanted to risk his attention.
“Ah, but if we did that, we would have even fewer oranges left to eat,” I said as I measured out a portion of recycled water and dumped it into the pot beside me.
I watched with a smile as Lyrah danced past the orange trees and into the rows of apple trees. Some of my classes were fun, but her presence made them better. It would be hard if she left today, but I wouldn’t have to worry about that for much longer. Whatever happened, we’d both be allocated soon and live the lives that had been planned for us by the empire. I just hoped one day I would find her and we could be together again.




Chapter Three

Saphyra


A cheer went up in the hexagonal amphitheater, echoing off the domed glass ceiling. I skulked in a shadowed corner, hiding my less than enthusiastic reaction to today’s festivities. The allocation ceremony was underway on the Hive, and another contingent of my classmates were being selected to serve the glorious Imperatrix and her grand empire.
Much to the excitement of the recipients, Headmaster Vestris called upon individuals to join him on the stage, where he announced their assignments and handed out vouchers as if they were priceless gems. After a lifetime of anticipation, emotions ran high. With these certificates, the betas could start their lives on the planet below. Giddy shrieks and cheering grated against my senses as the gold tickets that secured seats on the transport ships were distributed.
I knew I’d be punished if I was caught being uninterested, but it was difficult to cheer as the pink-haired beta I’d nicknamed Flora—who was actually known as Designation 9691—was allocated to the surface as a statistical analyst. After spending several semesters with the bratty beta, I knew she was in no way qualified for the position. At seventeen, her aptitude for mathematics was rudimentary at best. I felt bad for whoever she ended up working for.
This was not the first time an assignment had surprised me, but the recipients seemed happy with any post if it meant starting their adult life in the decadent society we’d learned about on the Hive. It was the ultimate reward for good behavior after graduation. The promise that kept everyone in line.
When Lyrah’s designation was called, my stomach sank. I could see her lilac hair peeking between the gathered crowd as she made her way across the stage to the headmaster. Before now, I hadn’t been overly concerned with the strangeness of allocation day, but this time my best friend was getting her surface assignment. That brought all of my past curiosities to the forefront.
“Congratulations, Designation 37318.” The headmaster handed Lyrah a gold-colored envelope. “Based on your aptitude and skills tests, you have been allocated to the arts and culture center in the capital.”
A deafening cheer rose from the audience, but her smile looked more like a grimace. We both expected to get jobs involving numbers, assuming my long-awaited omega status fell through, and here she was allocated to an arts and culture center. Her expression shifted into a fake smile. I could see right through it, but I knew she did it to avoid being disciplined. I tried to be happy for her. Anything would be better than the Hive, even if it was an odd assignment.
I rushed through the crowd, pushing past the silver-haired omega prospect, Zillarah, and her recently appointed decoys. She gave me a grumpy growl and snuggled into the protective embrace of the two young alphas she’d been assigned to encourage her latent classification to emerge. I tried to ignore their rich pheromones, but a shiver shot through me at their nearness. Zillarah’s fruity scent tempered my reaction to the males and my nose wrinkled in distaste. To save us both the discomfort, I rushed past, certain she was having a similar response to my proximity.
Bumping through the throng, I reached the gathered graduates waiting to board the ships destined for their future. Lyrah’s lavender gaze searched the crowd frantically and once she found me, she hurried over.
“Saphyra, you were right! Something is definitely wrong. Maybe they swapped 9691‘s assignment with mine?”
I elbowed through the press of bodies to get closer to my friend. “Let me see your allocation voucher,” I said, and held out a hand.
Through the jostle of bodies, she passed me the sheet of parchment and a golden metal plate with her designation number and the letters ACC stamped into it. “A.C.C.? That must stand for Arts and Culture Center, right?”
Too many beta classmates had left, never to be seen again, for me not to wonder where they’d gone. I’d watched too many of the black and gold transports depart through the translucent crystal ceilings of the Hive to not wonder why they didn’t head toward the surface of the planet below. Most often they would turn toward the system’s interior, and we’d never see them again. Alphas would return from deployment, but betas never did. It was enough to make anyone paying attention suspicious.
“That must be it. Anywhere is better than here, but I hate leaving you in this place,” Lyrah said, shooting a venomous glance at Headmaster Vestris. “Maybe I can smuggle you out in my luggage? You are probably small enough to fit.” I knew she was trying to lighten the heavy weight of loss settling in my chest, reminding me why she was my best friend.
More than anything else, I loved my friend and wanted her to be happy. The Hive was not a kind place, and betas had it hardest. Lyrah never told me what happened when she was assigned punishment, but the haunted look in her eyes around certain keepers gave me a decent idea. Omega prospects were handled more carefully than the other Hive residents, but discipline was never pleasant.
I had considered Lyrah’s allocation as an escape from the potential torture she lived through. But now, looking at the stamped metal tag, I had a bad feeling. My apprehension regarding the assignments of the graduating students rose, but there was nothing I could do to change the outcome, so I did the only thing I could. I wrapped my arms around Lyrah and hugged her.
“When my omega status falls through, I’ll come find you on the surface and you can show me all the sights. It won’t be long until they lose patience with me,” I said, holding her close to cover the tears welling in my eyes.
“Don’t be silly,” she said, sniffling back a sob. “You are going to be the most beautiful omega there ever was. You’ll have all the chocolate and honey you can eat.”
I didn’t want this moment to end because when it did, Lyrah would be leaving, and I didn’t know if I would ever see her again.
Just as I was pulling myself together, a body slammed into my back. I swung around to snarl at the intrusion. The wide, silvery eyes of my fellow omega prospect, Zillarah, omega prospect 4459, blinked back at me.
“Oopsy, I guess I was distracted by my new decoys. Have you met?” She gave me a sickeningly sweet smile as sharp as a razor blade. I guessed this was revenge for bumping into her earlier.
Zillarah’s smug grin proved she knew what she had interrupted and didn’t care. She thought her decoy assignment and fancy silk dresses made her special in some way, and maybe it did. Omegas were treated as royalty once they emerged, and being assigned decoys meant her keepers were trying to hurry her toward that fate.
She had no interest in introducing her alpha soldiers. She only wanted to show off these men that she considered status symbols. Unfortunately for me, we were the same age, and her emergence was running behind schedule too. That didn’t bode well for my chances of being left alone much longer.
When an omega prospect didn’t make substantial progress toward emergence by age eighteen, the handlers would encourage more rapid results by introducing decoys, alphas whose pheromones would trigger an omega’s first heat cycle. Decoy assignment had proven significantly more successful and safer than the other option: hormone injections.
“No, we’ve not been introduced,” Lyrah said, saving me from my thoughts. “I’m Designation 37318 and this is Saphyra, Omega Prospect 1571. It’s nice to meet you.”
She always had better manners than I did, and I was glad she saved me from having to answer. Being near Zillarah’s arrogant grin made me want to hiss and scratch her eyes out. My handler, Greylan, assured me that my reaction to other unmated omegas was perfectly normal and that it would only get worse until I emerged. Even then, I would need to be bred before I was expected to be civil again. Some instinct about vying for the most desirable provider. At least I wouldn’t have to worry about competing when my time came. The keepers chose all of our prospective mates based on genetic markers recorded and filed in the Hive’s database.
These decoys were a genetic match for Zillarah, not for me. She had no real reason to be territorial, but it was instinct. She couldn’t help it. Soldiers would usually not be allowed to mate an omega, anyway. Only drones selected for that purpose. However, when assigning decoys, just in case insemination did occur, the handlers assigned the best possible genetic match to ensure healthy offspring. The keepers didn’t take chances with that sort of thing.
Zillarah’s silvery blue eyes crinkled at the edge, surely knowing how this interaction affected me. “This is Soldier 7115 and Soldier 2192. They will be my entourage until I emerge as an omega. I’m so lucky to have been deemed worthy of the additional support of two decoys to see me through my journey. My new cabin is just gorgeous. I have an actual nest, not a pod, with a private bathroom, and a walk-in closet. It’s better than I ever could have imagined.” Her lips pulled up in an insincere smile. “But don’t worry, 1571, I’m sure you will emerge someday.” The insult was clear. She knew how rude it was to ignore an omega prospect’s gifted name. “Oh look, the betas’ transport is ready. Best go see them off. Ta-ta for now.” Without waiting for a reply, she turned and floated down the corridor with her two brooding companions following on her heels.
“I certainly won’t miss her when I get to the surface.” Lyrah laughed, rolling her eyes. She threw an arm around my shoulders and we made our way to the transport bay.
I couldn’t waste more time worrying about Zillarah, not when Lyrah was moments from leaving. So, I threaded my arm around her waist and squeezed her tight. “I’m going to miss you. You’ll be having all the fun and I’ll be assigned to some stupid drone. At least you’ll get a choice, maybe even fall in love. I’ll have to live vicariously through you.”
“I’m sure it won’t be so bad. Greylan would never let them assign you to some stuffy old drone. He will find you the perfect one, or maybe he’ll keep you for himself.” She waggled her eyebrows, whispering, barely able to contain her giggles. We had spent many an hour swooning over my handsome, gray-eyed handler. The station wouldn’t be the same without her, but she would be safer on the surface, away from the questionable discipline of the staff on the Hive.
My chest tightened with a mixture of joy and pain, hoping my friend would have a better life, yet not knowing what I would do without her. I was worried, but did my best to remember she had a whole new world to look forward to, out from under the eye of the lecherous keepers.
The newly allocated betas were lined up and heading to the transport ships. I gave Lyrah one last hug and waved her off. She skipped to her line and waved back, smiling at me as she made her way onto the ship. I couldn’t blame her. The Hive was more like a gold-plated prison than a school, and the staff were our prison guards. I needed to stop worrying so much. Lyrah was finally free to find real happiness.
The airlocks to the hangar closed and sealed, readying for the shuttles’ departure. I stayed, waiting to see where they would go when they took my friend away from this place. It must not have taken long to load the passengers—they had no belongings to stow—because the black and gold ships coasted out of the station and into space. Their engines glowed as the group turned toward the center of the system, rather than the planet, just as I had feared. Where were they going? Where were they taking my friend?




Chapter Four

Alexi


With a rattle and clang, the transport ship touched down in the cargo hold of the Hive. I’d spent two weeks in a cage with barely enough food to survive. The only company I had was the hum of the engines, which was enough to make any man crazy, even me. But we’d finally arrived.
I seemed to be the sole prisoner on board, which was a small comfort. I hoped that meant Verden’s civilians had made it to safety in time. The food, often stolen during raids, was replaceable. The people we lost were not. They were mothers, fathers, brothers, sisters, daughters, and sons. The Imperatrix had no concern for ripping families apart, taking women and children, murdering the rest with no care for the devastation left in her military’s wake. I was the exception, and I looked forward to finding out why.
Before long, an unfamiliar soldier arrived at my cage, twirling a set of the same high-tech manacles from my capture around his plump finger. His uniform pocket was embroidered with the number 3187 and his coat buttons strained to keep his jacket closed around his wide belly.
“You. Put your hands through the bars,” he said, and jangled the cuffs meaningfully.
It looked like he was here to offload me, but my team was nowhere in sight. Unable to resist my curiosity, I asked, “Where are the soldiers that captured me? Why aren’t they here to rub their victory in my face?” I didn’t really expect an answer, but I was worried about my friends and about the intel we had. If we had it wrong, or our inside man betrayed me, it would mean death for us all, exception or not.
After a moment of contemplating the wisdom of telling me, versus the amusement of mocking me with it, he chose the second option. “6612 and 5376? They were rewarded for your capture with leave. Not to mention, they don’t have high enough clearance to escort you to the drone cells.” He said drone cells as if I should know what the fuck he was talking about, but I didn’t. Whatever it was, it didn’t sound pleasant, but it did sound like I would be on my own getting out of the containment area.
I didn’t want to arouse suspicion, so I feigned being impressed with his answer, and complied with his order. He put the cuffs around my wrists, snapped them closed, and led me out of the transport ship into the cargo bay. Food stores were loaded into containers and sent into some sort of high-speed lift system. There were still no other prisoners, and I didn’t see my fellow alphas either. I had to trust they would take care of themselves. There was a reason I had chosen those two to help me with this mission, beyond being my best friends. They were smart, skilled, and cunning. If anyone could navigate an enemy space station, it would be them.
Guard 3187 tapped the manacles with a thin metallic rod that he’d pulled from his cinch-like belt. “Don’t get any funny ideas. Those cuffs can knock you out in a blink, and it’ll hurt. A lot.” The smug look on his face was all I needed to know. He would use any excuse to inflict pain on me, and he would enjoy it. Unfortunately for him, I had no inclination to cause trouble. Not yet, anyway.
The steel mesh under my feet echoed hollowly as the guard prodded me through a maze of angled corridors and dark service shafts. It wouldn’t have surprised me if he was walking me in circles to confuse my sense of direction. As much as I hated to admit it, it was working. I did my best to recall the twists and turns, but there was no guarantee I would be able to make it back to the cargo bay without guidance.
After what felt like hours of walking down a dimly lit catwalk that ran alongside a lift tunnel, we took a set of stairs up through a small maintenance door and into a pedestrian corridor. My boots sank into the thick carpeting that lined the floor of the hallway as we traveled. The guard stopped in front of a large airlock inlaid with a priceless amount of golden aurinium depicting exotic flowers blooming and dripping with nectar. The Hive was rumored to be opulent, but I had no idea the sheer frivolity would be so overt. To waste this amount of resources on a door was shocking to me.
My guard pulled his glove off and swiped the barcode tattooed on the back of his hand under a scanner beside the work of art posing as a door. A low-pitched beep sounded, and the whole thing split down the middle and slid aside.
Air, warm and thick like syrup, rushed over me, smelling of overripe fruit and wilting flowers. The overwhelming sweetness saturated every breath, making my teeth hurt. Under the sickening saccharin scent, there was a hint of omegas’ sweet perfume. I hesitated to step forward. There was something deeply unnatural here that I wanted no part of.
3187 sucked in a breath. “Heady, isn’t it? The brood chambers always smell amazing. The shafts don’t connect to this cluster. Safety reasons, you understand. Even if they did, I wouldn’t miss this for anything.” He breathed in again, savoring the cloying scent.
I gave him a noncommittal nod in response. It sounded like he wanted to make small talk now, or maybe he was just boasting about his position and clearance on the station again. He pushed me into the plushly carpeted golden corridor. “I was assigned an omega once as a reward for good behavior. Best week of my life.” He chuckled dreamily as he pulled me to a stop in front of another solid gold door.
The thought of omegas as rewards for undeserving alphas turned my stomach. The reality was worse than we had imagined. We knew our people were being stolen and used or sold as slaves, but it didn’t take much of a leap to understand what he meant when he said he was assigned an omega as a reward.
The guard went through the motions again, scanning his barcode. The airlock opened with a whoosh and we continued into another corridor. This one was less opulent than the last, and the smell was gone. The angled gray walls were lined with several smaller hexagonal doors. We stopped in front of the second one. “Welcome to your new home, Drone 4569.”
The portal slid open, and I was shoved into a dimly lit cell. Before I had a chance to turn around, I heard the airlock bolt shut behind me.
A thin strip of golden light skirted the clear glass ceiling, faintly illuminating the matte black walls. The view was breathtaking, but gave me a vague sense of vertigo as I saw a planet spinning far below. Or was it above? One side of the hexagonal room held a narrow bed opposite a door that led to a toilet and shower. The farthest wall had several compartments ranging in size, but they were locked except one that folded out into modular exercise equipment with a tap of a panel. Unfortunately, it was all secured to the mechanism and no help for escape.
A soft tone rang out followed by a pleasant feminine voice. “Hello, Drone 4569. Thank you for joining us. Please proceed to the receptacle to have your restraints removed.” A green glow lit up next to the door I’d been so rudely shoved through. Under the indicator light, a hatch opened, bearing a compartment large enough to put my hands into. I hesitated. Why should I trust this strange disembodied voice?
“Drone 4569, please place your hands in the receptacle or risk your restraints remaining in place indefinitely.”
Well, when she put it that way. Reluctantly, I shoved my hands inside the compartment and the restraints fell away. Before they had time to land, the bottom of the compartment opened and swallowed the metal cuffs. The base slid closed, locking them beneath. I pulled my hands free and rubbed the sensation back into my wrists. The panel shut and the green light faded.
The disembodied voice spoke again. “Please, enjoy your stay.” And the speaker went silent.




Chapter Five

Saphyra


It had only been a few days since Lyrah left, and I missed her huge smile and kind words. She was also more polite than I was and shielded me from people who infringed on my personal space. I was increasingly sensitive to the scent and the proximity of others, and I missed her running interference.
Grey told me my reactions boded well for my chance to emerge as an omega, to his delight and my dismay. I didn’t want to be an omega, stuck on this ship under the leering eyes of the staff, never to breathe the fresh, clean air of my fantasies. But he wanted to be successful in his new career. When my nurse, Iris, retired last year, he was assigned as my handler. I was his first omega prospect, and he was determined to do a good job of bringing me along.
I was daydreaming about Grey’s handsome eyes while stretching after dance class when my teacher called out, “Saphyra, your dorm has been reassigned. Your uniforms have already been relocated. You are to make your way straight to the decoy cells to meet with your handler immediately after you clean up.”
“Yes, instructor,” I said, a wave of anxiety racing through my body. I knew what that meant. Zillarah had been bragging about her big, fancy accommodations and her new roommates since she’d been moved out of the girls’ dorm and into the private decoy cell. The amenities sounded nice, but the company, less so.
I preferred the idea of a surface allocation, doing mundane tasks with Lyrah, rather than forced proximity to alphas. Even if omegas were treated like royalty once they emerged, living in halls of gold, eating honey and fruit all day, the classification came with a lot of attention I didn’t want. More staff to watch my every move, daily physical examinations, the leering eyes of the headmaster. My experiences with the male betas had not been good before I was assigned to Greylan. If betas were that bad, I could only imagine what a full-grown alpha would be like.
As much as I wished to be a beta, my blood work said I was not. Maybe I wouldn’t emerge, much like Lyrah. Then I could go to the surface as well. I’d be free of the ever-watchful eyes of the keepers and able to do what I wished without being disciplined. It might not be as glamorous as the brood chamber, but betas had a freedom that I never would.
I hurried into the locker rooms, where I showered and changed into my uniform before heading to my newly assigned sleeping quarters. My thoughts raced a million light-years a minute as my footsteps echoed through the halls. Security cameras tracked me like tiny eyes spaced intermittently throughout the corridors, ensuring I did as I was told. The fear of discipline had been beaten into me a long time ago. No matter how much I would prefer to avoid the inevitable meeting—which would be completely awkward and uncomfortable—it wasn’t worth the risk.
The walk to the decoy cells was long, all the way past the gendered dorms. It felt like an eternity of brushing past students headed to and from their quarters. But eventually, I made it to the quarters I had been assigned. The airlock to my new cabin hissed as it opened, and I stepped into the dimly lit room.
It was empty. Air whooshed from my lungs in relief. At least I could avoid meeting my roommates a little while longer.
The hexagonal cabin was clad in dark metal like most of the rest of the complex, but instead of the egg-shaped sleeping pod used in the girls’ dormitories, there was a massive raised platform enclosed in drapery and covered with mounds of bedding and pillows, including the blankets from my pod. It was like a real omega nest.
A grumble rolled in my throat as I approached the piled linens. I didn’t want people touching my things, especially my pod things. When I told my handler about that a few months ago, he grinned with smug satisfaction. It backed up the blood work and gave the impression that I was likely to emerge as an omega, and soon. Ever since I had mentioned it, my things had been handled more carefully. Being an omega prospect had some perks. I couldn’t deny that.
As I approached the plush platform, I sniffed and smelled nothing but my familiar honey-drenched sunshine. No sign of my blankets being tampered with or touched. They must have accounted for my rising territorial nature and taken precautions not to scent the material. I was grateful for that consideration. The heightened sense of smell was an inconvenient omega attribute my handler was very pleased about.
Ignoring unpleasant thoughts of roommates, I examined the piles of comfortable fabrics and fur. The plush, silky thickness enticed me to crawl in and roll around, blending my blankets, thick with my scent, with the fresh, clean linens. Everything was so soft, like a fluffy heaven. I burrowed deeper and shifted the silks and furs until I felt perfectly cocooned.
The whoosh of the door sliding open startled me from my brief snuggle interlude. I was so distracted with fluffing and arranging my new nesting materials that for a blissful moment I had forgotten the whole point of being here. Wiggling through the thick blankets, I peeked out from under the folds to investigate the noise. Grey stood in the doorway, his face lit by the soft, mellow light of the room. When he saw me, the corner of his lips kicked up in a half smile and he walked in. Behind him loomed two shadowed silhouettes of large males standing at attention, still as statues.
“Come out, Saphyra,” he said, chuckling to himself.
I huffed, squirmed free of my tangled sheets, and shoved the riot of honey gold hair out of my face. It was like a rat’s nest on top of my head after my recent exploration, but I had no interest in impressing anyone here. Well, maybe Grey, a little. I smoothed my hair down, hoping I didn’t look like the mess I felt. “Hello, Greylan 10225.”
He cleared his throat, seeming nervous. “Saphyra.”
I gave him my most winning smile and crawled off the raised platform, straightening my uniform.
“I brought your decoys. This is Soldier 6612 and Soldier 5376.” Alphas never had names, only numbers, which made them hard to keep track of. I decided I would give them names, just between us. Otherwise, I would never remember what to call them.
I looked them over, assessing their qualities. 6612 was longer and leaner than 5376, with light hair that gleamed silvery white and blue-gray eyes that reminded me of a long-forgotten sea. He was ethereally beautiful and moved like smoke. His steps were soundless on the bare metal under his feet as he stalked into the room. I knew immediately what to call him. I would call him Ghost.
5376 was the exact opposite of Ghost with sooty black hair, dark eyes like the endless space between the stars, and broad shoulders thick with muscle. I couldn’t help the shiver that raced down my spine. His brows were pulled down as if troubled by some painful memory, a perfect companion for a soldier named Ghost. This darkly haunted man would be called Shadow. That fit him for now.
Unsure of the protocol for this sort of meeting, I looked at my handler for guidance. Next to the massive alphas, he looked small, even though I knew he wasn’t. Amusement at my discomfort danced in his gray eyes. “Aren’t you going to say hello, Saphyra?”
“Hello, Soldier 6612. Hello, Soldier 5376. I am Omega Prospect 1571, but my gifted name is Saphyra,” I dutifully said, shuffling my feet, again reminded of the injustice that soldiers didn’t get names. The Imperatrix treated them as disposable, even more so than the rest of us. Only Altairan staff, the omegas, and omega prospects got any sort of special treatment. It was stupid and unfair.
Shadow, 5376, grunted out a reply and moved further into the room. He skirted the wall as if he would rather keep his distance, which suited me just fine. If anyone but Greylan had brought the soldiers here, I might have been suspicious watching Shadow’s cagey movements. But Grey seemed at ease with them, so I took that as a good sign. If they had been sent as spies, or had some other nefarious agenda, he wouldn’t be so relaxed.
Ghost, 6612, grinned and walked toward me with no hesitation. To my great surprise and humiliation, he dropped to a knee and brought my knuckles to his lips for a chaste kiss. “You are more beautiful than I ever imagined.” 
I slid my fingers from his grasp and stepped back, bumping into the edge of the nest, cheeks pink with embarrassment.
“I’m flattered, thank you.” I looked to Grey again, desperate for direction, but all he did was grin and shrug. With no help from my handler, I went on. “Maybe get up, though? I’m sure you are both looking forward to getting settled in, and 10225 would be happy to take you to your accommodation.” I hoped that, by some fluke, I would be the exception and not have to share my room with the strange alphas. Deep down, I realized that hope was futile, but it was worth the attempt.
The three men shared a look, and Grey stepped in closer as Ghost joined Shadow near the wall. “Saphyra, decoys stay with their omega prospect. In their quarters. That’s why they are allotted a larger cabin,” he said, motioning to the space.
My brow scrunched. I knew that already, but I wanted to be wrong. There was one more pressing concern, and I was afraid I knew the answer to that as well. “Where are they supposed to sleep, then? There is only the nest,” I said, pointing to the single, large dish-shaped platform.
Grey sighed and ran his fingers through his ruffled brown hair. “In your nest, with you. I thought you understood and that your nurse would have explained. I’m sorry that I didn’t cover it in more detail.”
My nurse had explained, but I wasn’t going to interrupt him. The longer he talked, the longer I didn’t have to be alone in a room with a pair of strangers.
“The presence of alphas, and their pheromones, are to induce the emergence of your classification. The Imperatrix is getting impatient, and a few omega prospects are past due. She is not pleased with the lack of progress. They will stay with you until you emerge, or until she runs out of patience. If that happens, she may order for hormone treatments despite the fertility risks.” He looked uncomfortable while he explained the situation in plain terms.
Raised as an omega prospect, I had been taught this already. I had hoped the keepers would wait or that I could get out of it somehow. What I really hoped was that they would give up on my emergence entirely and assign me to the surface as a beta. Obviously not.
I didn’t like people, especially strangers, in my space. Even if they were only standing politely against the wall. Now that it was being pressed on me, the reality was crushing. With Zillarah’s recent decoy assignment, I should have mentally prepared, but I thought I would have more time. I should have known, being past my majority, if only slightly. I wished Grey would shield me from this fate, but he was subject to the laws, just like the rest of us, even if he was given more autonomy as a handler.
Seeing that I accepted his explanation, he added, “I hand selected them specifically for you. Their compatibility is a perfect match.” He leaned in and whispered under his breath, “You can trust them, but you are being watched.” His eyes shifted toward one corner of the hexagonal room where a camera was mounted. “I will leave the three of you to get better acquainted.” He tapped the communicator on the wall. “Comms me if there is anything you need.” 
He tipped his head at me and nodded to the alphas as he walked out of the cell. The airlock slid shut with a hiss, followed by deafening silence.
That was weird. What did he mean, we were being watched? Of course we were being watched. There were cameras everywhere. I filed the warning away with a shrug, but felt a shiver of trepidation settle in my stomach.




Chapter Six

Saphyra


I stood there, unease rolling over me in waves, thinking about Grey’s warning and the strangers in my room. This change would take time to get used to. My classes and training had prepared me, but it didn’t make this awkward situation any easier to swallow. Grey’s words unsettled me as much as they set me at ease. According to him, I could trust them, but these alphas were massive, driven by instinct, and unknown to me.
How could the keepers expect me to share quarters with these men when I had only ever slept in the girls’ dormitories in a locked pod at night? It kept me in, but more importantly, it kept others out. How was I supposed to feel safe?
Shadow draped himself over a chair as far from me as possible while Ghost made a silent exploration of the room and adjoining chambers. I could see the private bathroom past his broad shoulders, and the large, black stone basin snagged my attention.
Despite my discomfort with the new living situation, I couldn’t help but edge closer. A bathtub of any size or depth was considered the height of luxury, almost rare enough to be viewed as myth. Desperate for a better look, I scurried over and slipped past Ghost, who watched me with amused eyes.
I didn’t realize the depths of my mistake until I had bumped against him and found myself standing in the much smaller room with his imposing form blocking the only exit. His scent hit me like an explosion. He smelled like home, like the faint memories of my childhood. The curl of fog-laced wind on cliffs overlooking a stormy sea engulfed me. I pictured the place in my mind, a fleeting dream slipping away too quickly. I gasped, sucking in more of his scent, and the clean ocean air crashed over me like an incoming tide.
I clung to images of my past like long-lost friends, begging them to stay. The loving memory of my mother’s hair like spun gold and velvet-brown eyes smiling down on me, lingered. My father’s granite countenance cracking into a joyful grin when he looked at us both warmed my heart. Tears pricked the back of my eyes as the remembrance slowly drifted away.
Ghost looked down at me. “Are you all right, princess?” His voice was soft as he moved closer, offering a hand to steady my unsure feet.
Dashing the heel of my hand across my eyes to stem the flow of impending tears, I looked up at him with a watery smile. “I’m fine. I didn’t realize that alphas smelled so…” I searched for an appropriate word but settled for something neutral. “Strongly.” I didn’t want to tell this stranger just how good he smelled or how every part of me was begging to bury my face in the curve of his neck and breathe him in more deeply.
I skirted past him and out the door, only to come face to face with Shadow watching me from across the room. He had no doubt seen the whole interaction in the bathing room, and the gears were turning behind his midnight eyes. My lips parted to ask what he was glaring at, but Ghost’s smokey rasp interrupted my thoughts.
“I apologize for upsetting you, princess. Your handler mentioned this might be an issue and gave us something to help. It’ll just be a second.” He shut the door, sealing me in silence under Shadow’s dark glare.
Now that our staring contest had been broken, I had no interest in starting it again. His dark presence was like a lodestone, a silent sentinel in the shadows. His entire demeanor was intimidating, but I couldn’t decide if that made me want to run toward it, or away from it. I settled for returning to my nest and adjusting a few more pillows, trying to ignore the ominous shadow silently, but intently, observing me.
Ghost was quick, and if I hadn’t heard the water pump’s quiet whir and the pitter-patter of falling water, I might have thought it wasn’t enough time for a shower. But when he walked out of the bathing room with only a towel wrapped around his waist, rubbing another through his short, silvery hair, his errand was clear.
His barefooted stride carried him to me, and when I tried to retreat by stepping back, my legs came up against the lip of the nest and I sat down hard. This new vantage put me at eye level with the front of his towel and the V-shaped muscles leading under the edge of the low-slung fabric. I swallowed with difficulty past my suddenly dry throat. I needed a glass of water.
He gave me a cheeky half grin and leaned down toward me. I squeaked, leaning back further, trying to dodge his muscled chest. He chuckled. “Smell me now and see if it’s any better.” He held still in his bent position, allowing me easy access for a sniff.
I took a hesitant breath, inhaling his skin, still damp from the shower. All I could detect was the recycled air of the space station. The cool misty ocean was gone, and a pit opened up in my stomach at the loss. I missed the scent and memories it evoked already, and a craving for it settled over me.
My sigh brushed across his bare flesh, and he stood abruptly, turning his hip away. I saw something lifting the orderly drape of the towel. My lips quirked up despite my best effort to keep the smile from my face. I was unskilled at flirting, but evidence proved Ghost was not unaffected by my proximity.
“I’m glad you think this is funny.” He grinned, palming his growing erection. “What did you smell?”
“Nothing. You just smell like the sterile air in here now.” Petulance crept into my reply, highlighting my reluctant disappointment at the development.
His grin grew, but his blue eyes flickered toward the camera mounted near the ceiling. “I’ll get changed while 5376 takes a shower. It should be close to your evening meal, isn’t it?”
As he moved away, I could breathe again and stood up from the edge of my nest. “Yes, it is. We need to head to the dining hall pretty soon unless we want to miss the decent seats or chance at anything worth eating.” Thankfully, I was already dressed in my uniform and fresh from the shower after my last class. I wasn’t sure how I felt about changing with two alphas in the same cabin. I’d have to find a way to get past that concern when the time came.
Ghost stepped out of the wardrobe in his black soldier’s uniform, boots laced, and ready to go. The look he gave me almost made my panties melt right off. Maybe my worries were misplaced. This didn’t seem so bad except for the possibility that it was going to be a delicious sort of torture having these guys around all the time. I didn’t know how I’d survive it.
Just as I was contemplating death by proximity, Shadow stepped from the steamy bathroom, dressed in a clean uniform he must have taken in with him. He was just as hot as the ethereal Ghost, except ten times more broody. His glower never lessened, but I thought I understood his reaction. Decoys were assigned as needed, regardless of what they wanted. It was often a soldier’s only opportunity to be with an omega after they emerged as an alpha classification. So, they were usually enthusiastic and grateful, but not always. It wasn’t his choice, and I sympathized with that. 
There were many things that happened here that weren’t by choice.
My tummy grumbled, reminding me it was indeed time to eat, and seeing as we were all ready, I led the way to the dining hall. My decoys followed me soundlessly through the wide corridors, their thick-soled boots unusually silent on the metal grate under our feet.




Chapter Seven

Saphyra


I heard the cafeteria before I saw it. The clang of feet on metal preceded our silent group as the other students who shared my dinner hour filed into the large room. Many of the pre-emergent alpha and omega prospects had the same meal schedule that I did, including Zillarah. I could see her silver hair flipping from all the way across the dining hall.
She put on a good show, but in unguarded moments, I saw the haunted way her eyes drifted to Headmaster Vestris. He’d always favored her and often disciplined her himself. Zillarah’s bratty behavior drew attention to her, but it seemed like a defense mechanism to me. The more people looking at her, the less chance the keepers or the headmaster could get her alone and unwatched.
Her decoys were at ease, sitting close to her, their hands running up and down her arms, food forgotten as they nuzzled her neck. She shrieked as one lifted her onto his lap and started to feed her from his fingers. They were gentle and sweet with her, and she was happier than I had seen her in a long time. She might have been a brat, but everyone deserved some happiness.
Even though we’d hurried, many of the tables were packed, and the others were filling up quickly. The concern must have been apparent in my eyes because Ghost motioned to Shadow, who left my side to secure a comfortable table. I noticed he selected a seat toward the back wall, where he could watch the entrance and exit points. Alphas were trained for that while in the academy, but some clearly took it more seriously than others.
Ghost and I had no trouble picking up rations for all of us, but the fresh offerings were in short supply. They gave me a portion of a crinkly green leaf—kale, if I was not mistaken—held aside for the omega prospect’s dinners, but no such luck for the decoys. There was a benefit of having him along while getting dinner, though. The jostling that often happened in the dining hall was conspicuously absent.
When we got to the table, I was surprised when Shadow stood and pulled out a chair for me and tucked me into my seat, never saying a word. 
I sat and picked at my food. From my vantage, I had a decent view of Zillarah and her decoys’ antics. Even if I didn’t, I would have been able to hear them. One of her decoys had snuck a hand up her skirt, causing her to squirm. Her shrieks and giggles carried through the room as they cavorted. It certainly looked like her soldiers were making the most of their assignment.
My alphas both saw me watching, but made no move to touch me. I wondered why. Maybe I wasn’t pretty enough, or maybe my pheromones weren’t strong enough yet. Whatever the reason, I was grateful for the space. But as much as I wished I could deny it, jealousy crept in over the attention Zillarah was getting.
Their respectful distance didn’t fit with what I knew about decoys. This was likely their only chance to be with a coveted omega. Their goal was to tip a pre-emergent omega prospect over the edge and into her first heat. Touching, and even sex, was usually encouraged. The impersonal space between us wouldn’t help that cause. Not at all.
Zillarah had assets that I didn’t, gorgeous sheets of sleek, silvery white hair and lithe frame, but I was still an omega, probably. Even if I didn’t emerge, I was female. With little access to women while deployed, I’d have thought they’d be more enthusiastic. Needless to say, my pride was bruised.
I should have been happy. What was I thinking? I wanted the option to choose my fate, and be free of the scrutiny and lecherous eyes on the Hive. Their lack of physical interest would only help that goal. Maybe Grey was right, and I was close to my emergence. My instincts were starting to show.
I picked at my rations, a nutrient bar and the bitter green vegetables, while trying to ignore the escalating commotion coming from Zillarah’s corner, but when a loud moan pierced the din, I looked up from my plate. One of her decoys had her bent over the dining table and his cock buried in her weeping pussy. He thrust into her and the wet slapping noises punctuated her ever-increasing moans. That was, until her other decoy shoved his dick between her parted lips, silencing her. I couldn’t drag my eyes away. Something low in my belly coiled at the sight and my whole body warmed.
The display riveted me, and feelings I had never experienced seeped through my skin. Desire and need filled me and I rubbed my thighs together to relieve the ache growing between them. I wanted my alphas’ hands on me, soothing away the heat and yearning, but when I looked, they were calmly surveying the room as if looking for potential threats.
I swallowed hard, trying to get a hold of myself. I reminded myself this was not what I wanted. At least it hadn’t been, until now. That was a lie, though. Thoughts of my handlers’ warm gray eyes reminded me that I had felt a sliver of this longing before. When he touched me gently or smiled in a certain way. I knew he would never want me the way I wanted him. He could have taken advantage of his position, like so many others did, but he wouldn’t. And that’s probably why I wished he would.
The sound of running boots sliced through my fantasies as a group of black-clad beta soldiers entered with Zillarah’s nurse and handler. Motioning students back with charged metal batons, the guards fanned out, circling the table. I’d seen this before. Guards from the brood chamber arrived when an omega prospect emerged in a public setting. They were there to ensure Zillarah’s safety as much as everyone else’s. If one of the young alpha prospects lost control, things could go bad quickly.
Her alphas snarled at the proximity of the other males, not liking their closeness. But Zillarah’s female nurse was able to approach the trio, who had barely paused their activities. She said something to the emerging omega that caused them all to pause. I couldn’t see around the wall of beta guards, but there was a shuffle, and then the decoys carried a mewling Zillarah out of the cafeteria at a fast clip.
I could smell the rising omega pheromones oozing off of her as they rushed past. It smelled like wilting flowers and turned my stomach. The alpha prospects in the dining hall shuffled with unease. I could see their white-knuckled grips wrapped around the edges of tables. On the other hand, my decoys were perfectly in control of themselves. Ghost wrinkled his nose as if he found the scent as unpleasant as I did. Shadow showed no sign of a reaction, but the shifting of his eyes said he was very aware of what was going on.
“I think I’m done eating,” I mumbled and pushed away from the table to stand. My decoys didn’t complain as they followed me dutifully back to our new cell.

[image: image-placeholder]The stench of emerging omega clung to me the entire trip. The longer I stewed in it, the worse it got. Before I even sat down, nausea rolled over me. I rushed into the bathing room, flung the door closed, and retched over the toilet. My eyes stung and streamed tears as I blindly pawed at the shower controls while simultaneously ripping at my clothes.
Too overwhelmed to answer, I ignored the tap on the door. Ghost entered in his usual silent way and pressed the panel to start the shower. Clean, heavy steam muffled the perfumed air, clearing my muddled head. It was some comfort, but I still felt drained.
“It’s ok. This is a perfectly normal reaction when you are nearing your first heat. You are sensitive to everything around you, especially scents,” Ghost said as his gentle fingers found the buttons at my throat and started to undress me with care.
I pushed his hands away. “I don’t want you to smell like her,” I said, but it came out like a croak, my throat still raw from retching. It was a ridiculous concern. He already smelled as much like her as I did, but I wasn’t in a rational state of mind.
“I’ll wash after, to make sure.” He smirked, probably at the absurdity of my request, but he was considerate and careful as he gently removed my shirt. Beyond him, I saw Shadow, a silent guardian in the doorway. As soon as my skin was bared, he averted his eyes but didn’t move from his position of vigilance.
Ghost finished undressing me. It was almost clinical, but the heat in his gaze told a different story as my soft curves were slowly revealed. He nudged me into the steady fall of warm water and picked up my clothes, dropping them into a laundry chute where all the residents’ clothing went to be sterilized.
As promised, he washed his hands and forearms thoroughly with a plain white lump of soap that I recognized. It was what the beta handlers used to eliminate odors from their skin. That explained why my decoys had no scent, but not why they would do it. Their pheromones would cause me to emerge, which was their assignment. Progress would be slowed without it.
He didn’t look at me any more than necessary, only to make sure I wasn’t about to fall down or throw up again. Confident that I was steady, he let himself out of the bathing room and shut the door. I sagged against the wall, feeling exhausted and overly sensitive everywhere.
Zillarah’s emergence had affected me more than I expected. Maybe I was closer to my own than I thought, which scared me. I had a healthy skepticism regarding what happened to students once they graduated from training. They sent the soldiers to war to keep us safe, omegas went to the brood chamber to be pampered, and betas moved to the planet to work.
But what if we were wrong?
I wasn’t going to find out standing in the shower turning into a prune. So, I finished washing up with the unscented bath products that all emergent prospects used and dried off with the fresh towel Ghost had set out for me. I combed out my hair to let it air dry and quickly discovered there were no clothes in here. I wrapped the cloth around myself and peeked out of the bathroom door. Both alphas had their heads bent together, whispering back and forth.
A deep, thick voice full of tar and ash that I didn’t recognize reached my ears. “We have to hold off her transition long enough to find Lex and get him out of here. If she goes into heat before we are away, it’s over. Stop playing games.”
The rasp of Ghost’s voice answered, “It’s not a game, and she needs us just as much as Lex does, if not more. Don’t forget why we’re here.”
My sharp intake of breath caused them to jerk back from one another and look at me with guilty eyes. Uncomfortable in my vulnerable state, I sprinted from the cover of the half-opened door to the walk-in wardrobe and shut it behind me. I dropped the towel and quickly shuffled through the clothes.
A vague memory told me that once upon a time, I’d known a Lex. There was no way they could be talking about Lex from my dreams, but not many soldiers had names. Their whispered conversation brought back fractured images of a smiling blond boy with eyes that looked like sun-gilded forests and smelled like acres of oak trees baked in the heat of summer. I grasped those scant memories like a mythical dragon would hoard gold, more valuable than all the riches in the galaxy.
The racks of clothing were no comfort to me. Only black soldiers’ uniforms labeled 6612 for Ghost and 5376 for Shadow hung alongside a few of my black and gold school uniforms. On the opposite side, several slinky dresses and lacy undergarments dangled, similar to what Zillarah favored. The Imperatrix spared no expense for her omegas.
I needed to go out there and confront them about what I’d heard, but I didn’t like my options. With few choices, I stuffed myself into some frilly underthings and threw on a school uniform over the top. The other selections were more revealing, and I wasn’t comfortable enough with my decoys to be that exposed.
When I stepped from the closet, both alphas stood rigidly with their hands clasped behind their backs. They looked as if they were going to their execution and were resigned to that fate.
My mouth popped open in surprise. They said nothing, patiently waiting to hear what I had to say. I could see Ghost’s eyes shifting nervously at the camera in the corner. Oh yes, that. Whatever they had been talking about, they were afraid the microphone would pick it up. They had been kind so far, and even their discussion seemed to be related to my safety and well-being. Grey said I could trust them, and there was no one I trusted more than my handler.
My shoulders dropped, and my indignant expression faded. Their conversation would have to wait until we could hide it from the camera. With nothing to discuss, I brushed past them, waving my hand in their direction. “At ease, or whatever. Don’t think we won’t be talking about this, though.”
I stomped over to my nest and tumbled into it face first.




Chapter Eight

Saphyra


Shadow slept propped up in a chair facing the door, and Ghost rolled up his uniform coat and used it as a pillow while he tried to sleep on the cold metal floor. We would probably get in trouble for this, but there was no way I was letting them into my nest. It was mine, my safe place, and I think they understood that. Neither asked for an invitation, as if they knew their secrets and my distrust ran too deep.
It wasn’t until hours later that I was startled awake when the cell door whooshed open. Cracking my eyelids open, I saw Grey storm in, illuminated by the sliver of a rising star peeking through the glass ceiling. “Saphyra, get up right now,” he snapped.
My decoys were nowhere to be seen, but I could hear the shower running, so at least one of them was in there. Shadow opened the door to the wardrobe, making his presence known, standing shirtless, his unfastened pants clinging to his hips. His chiseled, tattooed chest was on full display. Holy work of art, I needed to stop staring at him immediately. That was definitely not standard issue.
Grey muttered a curse under his breath, his eyes darting to the camera, making sure the soldier was out of line of sight inside the closet. “5376, please clothe yourself. We need to have a discussion. And where is 6612?”
The man in question chose that moment to pop his head out of the bathing room door. “What’s up?” He hid the view of the rest of his body by the door, but based on the water dripping from his hair and streaming down his skin, I would put money on him being naked and straight out of the shower, having heard voices.
“Ah yes, there you are. I will complete Saphyra’s daily physical while you get dressed. Then we can all have a conversation.” Grey walked to the side of my nest and set his small medical box on the table. I was all too familiar with this procedure and stuck my arm out of the blankets for his examination. A drop of blood, a temperature check, and a quick once-over later and it was done. He jotted down some notes, and by the time he finished, both alphas were standing at attention, waiting patiently. I was still snuggled in my blankets with no interest in getting out.
Grey paced once across the floor, as if considering what he was about to say. “We need to discuss the task of a decoy and why you have been assigned here.” His eyes strayed to the camera again. “You’re not fulfilling your duty and risk being replaced if this is not remedied immediately.” He emphasized the word immediately, turning to look straight into my amber eyes.
I huffed and crawled out of my nest, still in the uniform I slept in. It had been uncomfortable and was crinkled from the ordeal. Grey eyed my rumpled outfit with scorn. “Saphyra,” he said in a disappointed tone and motioned to my clothes. “This right here is what I’m talking about. You can’t avoid this. Wear the clothing provided for your sleeping attire when you sleep. Your decoys will sleep in your nest with you. Do not be difficult.”
I crossed my arms over my chest and set my jaw in the classic stubborn pose just before I dug my heels in.
“I know that look in your eyes, Saphyra. Do not test me on this. You’ve been assigned punishment.” He watched as I felt the blood drain from my face. “I thought that might get your attention. The only good news is I was able to talk Headmaster Vestris into allowing your decoys to discipline you rather than himself. I remember what happened last time and have zero interest in a repeat performance.”
I shuddered, thinking about Vestris’s roaming hands and panting breath on my bare skin. He said corporal punishment built character, which I’m sure is why he preferred to administer barehanded spankings on naked flesh instead of a work detail for the omega prospects, and would deliver reprimands himself rather than delegating it to the trainers like he would most of my other classmates.
“Public or private?” I asked. Generally, the older students were given punishments in private or assigned a particularly onerous task in place of spanking, but with the omega prospects, it seemed to be up to the headmaster’s whim. Which often put his hands on their bare skin in whatever way he could excuse as discipline.
He visibly relaxed when he saw I had accepted my punishment rather than having a tantrum. I was stubborn, but I learned my lesson a long time ago. Trying to avoid it only made it worse.
“Privately, after the evening meal tonight. I must witness and sign off that it was administered appropriately, but that is all.”
Grey had seen every inch of me in every conceivable way. I hated when he had to watch my discipline or administer it himself, but only because it seemed to make him uncomfortable. His attendance worried me a lot less than the soldiers standing behind me. “It could be worse.” I shrugged it off even though I eyed the decoys with distrust.
“Yes, it could be much worse.” He let out a sigh and shook his head in frustration. “You are going to be the death of me someday, little one. We need to get you to class, but you can’t wear a wrinkled uniform. Get dressed. There is more to talk about, but we can discuss it on the way.” Grey took a seat to wait while I grabbed fresh clothes and rushed into the bathing room.
I heard quiet murmured voices through the door, but I knew I had no time to delay. Grey wouldn’t hesitate to drag me out, ready or otherwise. On top of that, if I was late for class, I risked even more discipline. I sucked it up, mentally put my big girl panties on, and stepped into the bedroom. All three men stopped talking, and the weight of their combined gazes settled on me.
Well, this wasn’t awkward at all.
“Ok, I’m ready. Let’s go.” Zillarah always paraded her decoys around, so I knew enough to lead the way out the door and into the hallway. Grey fell into step beside me, directing me on a slightly different route than I would normally have taken. I looked at him curiously, but he shook his head as if he didn’t want me to question it. Fine, if my handler wanted to take the long route to breakfast, who was I to complain?
Grey guided me down a side corridor with my silent sentinels following closely. He called for a stop at a junction. From where we stood, I could see a distance down all three of the intersecting halls. I still didn’t see the purpose of this detour, other than probably making me late or miss breakfast, which I was trying to avoid, but once we were all gathered, Grey explained.
“The camera in this corridor is down for maintenance, so we have a moment to speak unobserved. I know you don’t understand yet, Saphyra, but you are in danger. These men are not Imperatrix soldiers. They are from the moon you were born on.”
“Wait, what?” I shrieked, looking at the two men leaning casually against the walls. “In danger from who? Them?” I trusted my handler, but it seemed like he was setting me up to be kidnapped, or worse, and I wasn’t happy about it.
“No, not them. Calm down and let me explain. They are here to rescue you.”
I interrupted him, not caring how rude it was. “Rescue me from what? Are you kidding right now?”
“There is a lot going on that you don’t understand, but I know you’ve been concerned about the fate and treatment of your fellow students. Your fears and distrust have merit. Your intuition is correct.”
I was shocked, to say the least. My handler, who always seemed so motivated to be a model employee, was standing here telling me that my suspicions were valid. “I don’t believe this.” I sort of did believe it, though. I’d been growing more and more wary every day.
“You don’t have to accept it for it to be true. For your safety, I have arranged for you to be returned to your people.”
“Don’t be ridiculous. This is my home. These are my people.” A hazy memory stirred of a mother and father figure and hallways of warm, cream-colored stone competed with the dark metal corridors of the Hive. I shook those silly daydreams away. This was no time for fantasy. I needed to understand what was happening.
“This is not your home, Saphyra. You were born on Verden, and these alphas are here to take you back,” he said, his eyes flickering uneasily to the decoys. “I know this is a shock, but I need you to listen and think. You’ve watched the betas leave for assignment, but the ships don’t head toward the planet, do they?”
I had noticed that. “No, they don’t seem to.”
“Right. Where do they go?” he asked, waiting patiently.
“It always looked as if they were heading toward the system’s interior, but maybe they are going around for some reason.” That sounded like an excuse as soon as it left my lips. I suspected something was off, but if what he said was true, everything I thought I knew was a lie.
“Why would they waste expensive fuel by not traveling directly to the planet?” He glanced down the hallways.
“They wouldn’t,” I said as the realization settled over me. Something was wrong. Just like I feared.
“Good girl. The betas don’t leave to go to Altaira. I know this is going to be hard to hear, but I need you to understand the danger. We’ve spent too much time here, so we need to hurry. The betas are either sent to the mines in the system’s interior or sold as slaves. Omegas are bred until they die or until they prove infertile and then are auctioned to the flesh markets. The life of a Hive resident is not long or happy. The students are raised like a crop to be harvested and used for the glory of the Imperatrix. Do you understand now?”
I couldn’t answer. I felt lightheaded and my legs wobbled, but before I could fall, the white-haired stranger I’d called Ghost caught me and scooped me up. He smiled down at me. “Hi there. My name is Axion, but you can call me Ax.”
I blinked up at him owlishly. He wasn’t one of our soldiers, but he was an alpha. How was that possible? The teachers said we were unique and special, that it was the highest honor to emerge as an alpha and serve the Imperatrix in her army. Omegas were prize gems that lived like queens. And betas were sent to work on the surface in glamorous jobs. Not cannon fodder and slaves to be worked to death.
I looked back and forth from Axion, Ax, Ghost, whatever his name was to the handler I had known and trusted for the past year. There were too many questions, too many thoughts running through my mind. This new information was overwhelming.
Grey saw the panic in my eyes and motioned for Axion to put me down. Once I was settled on my feet with his arm wrapped around me for support, my handler looked me in the eye. “Your nurse, Iris, was my aunt. Your fantastical stories sparked suspicions, so she started to dig. She found out that you were kidnapped in a raid, and that made her question everything. The children on the Hive are supposed to have been born here, not stolen. She learned too much, and the Imperatrix had her killed. Before they murdered her, she passed her knowledge on to me. When I learned what was happening, I knew I had to get you out before it was too late. It was already too late for so many, and more continue to be processed through the Hive every day. None of this is right. It needs to be stopped, and we need to get you out of here.”
The pain of his loss was clear on his face as he wrapped his arms around me, nudging Axion out of the way. He’d never held me like this before, and I became aware of the ropes of lean muscle in his arms and his solidly muscled chest pressed against me. He was safe, my comfort. I nuzzled against his neck, breathing in his citrusy scent. He smelled delicious, but neutral, like a beta with no pheromones. I’d never noticed how good he smelled before.
His embrace fell away, and he stepped back. “Saphyra, your emergence is coming. All the indicators are there. I’ve been altering your reports to keep the attention off of you and on Zillarah, but the Imperatrix is getting impatient. The delays worked in our favor and enabled me to hand select your decoys, but their presence with you will only speed along your classification allocation. You need to hold it off as long as you can so that we can get you out alive. And that’s just one step.” He glanced down the hallways nervously. “We’ve already spent too much time in this corridor. We should go.”




Chapter Nine

Saphyra


After spending so much time in the corridor that morning, grabbing breakfast had been impossible without being late. I couldn’t risk bringing more attention to myself. So, we agreed it would be best to skip food and go straight to class. My stomach churned with uncertainty, and I wouldn’t have been able to eat, anyway.
Anxiety held me firmly in its uncomfortable grip as I went through the motions of my daily schedule. The possibility of Lyrah, and even Flora, toiling in some mine who-knew-where, was awful. The thought of becoming a slave myself was just as terrifying, if not more.
The weight of watchful eyes followed our group as I went about my day. It was as if the knowledge I now carried was a spotlight, bringing everyone’s accusing glare to us. They couldn’t know the reality of their fates, but it felt like they did and blamed me for it. How could I go about my business as if nothing had changed?
By lunch, I wasn’t feeling any better, but I resolved to choke down a few bites of a bland nutrition bar. Classes passed by in a blur, with my decoys following at my heels like dark shadows. Their presence was a gloomy reminder of the truths that were laid bare that morning. My mind raced for solutions or excuses, but what it came back to was this was exactly what I had been afraid of. I knew something was wrong, but there was nothing I could do.
When I walked out of the locker room after my last class, only Ghost was waiting. Should I think of him as Axion now? No, I probably better not, just in case I slipped up with his name. He fell into step behind me as we walked silently to the dining hall. When I entered, Shadow, whose name I’d learned was Valyx, was already at the table against the back corner he favored, with three plates full of actual food. A nutrition bar, as usual, but also a few slices of meat, and not that imitation stuff, alongside a pile of green beans and creamy root vegetables for each of us. He had come early to get portions of the limited fresh meat and produce available for the residents. Just like before, he pulled out my chair and tucked me into my place without a word.
“Stars! I missed real food,” Ghost said around a bite of beans.
“Do soldiers not get fed while they are in the field or wherever you were before?” I ate my meal slowly, my stomach still sensitive from the nerves I had dealt with most of the day.
He finished chewing before he replied, “Ever since we were assigned”—he paused for effect—”all we’ve been given is nutrient bars.” I knew he meant that back on his world they had other options, but anyone listening in would assume he was talking about the military academy for alphas. I wanted to ask him more about his home, but the risk of being overheard was too high, so I let the conversation drop.
My punishment was scheduled for after the meal, so on top of my anxiety about the information I had learned, my stomach was in knots, anticipating the humiliating ordeal. The day had been difficult enough already with the weight of revelations on my shoulders. There was no way I was going to finish my dinner. I pushed my uneaten food around, buying as much time as possible before I had to go back to my cell. Ghost and Shadow watched me, but I knew they could tell I was putting off the inevitable.
Once it was clear I was not eating anything else, Shadow took something from his pocket and rolled it across the table in my direction. The fuzzy, orangy pink ball slowed to a stop next to my plate. I grabbed it up and pressed it to my nose. It was soft like velvet and smelled divine. Fresh fruit was near impossible to get, and I was holding an entire peach. Even with the upset of the day, nothing could keep my mouth from watering for this.
I looked between the two alphas, at a loss. “Would you like some?” I didn’t want to share, but it would be rude not to offer.
Shadow shook his head almost imperceptibly and Ghost smiled. “5376 got it for you. I think you should have it.”
I had tried to be polite, but if they were going to give me the whole thing, I wouldn’t turn down their generosity. The anxiety and anticipation of punishment faded into the background for a blissful moment. I barely managed to thank them before my teeth sank into the perfectly ripe flesh and my eyes slid shut.
This was probably the best thing I had ever tasted. Sweet and tangy and soft. The juices flowed freely down my chin. I tried not to slurp while I devoured it and then set the little pit in the center of the plate. The decoys’ gaze had been riveted on me as I gorged on the sweet, juicy fruit. It was embarrassing. I had made a mess of myself, but for another one, I would do it all again. My worries had melted away as the burst of flavor drowned out my concerns, if only for a second.
By the time I was finished, my hands were drenched in sticky sweetness. I reached for a napkin, but before I could wipe them clean, Ghost lifted my hand to his mouth and slid my fingers between his lips. His tongue stroked their length, sucking every bit of nectar from them before letting me go and finally handing me a cloth. I felt hot and tingly all over. I figured it was just for show so they wouldn’t be replaced as my decoys, but something inside my chest hoped it was real.
I wiped my hands and face with the napkin and got to my feet. It was time to receive my punishment. The minor reprieve was over, and I was about to get the icing on an already torturous day.




Chapter Ten 

Saphyra


The anticipation was often worse than the punishment itself. Which was why occasionally, we were assigned discipline in the morning but did not receive it until evening. This tactic encouraged the students to think about what we had done and why it was unbecoming of a member of the Imperatrix’s empire.
All it made me think about was pain and the sick feeling I got when the headmaster would spank me with his clammy hands and leer at my naked flesh. At least it wouldn’t be Vestris this time, though I had little hope this would be an improvement.
When we arrived at our cabin, Grey was already inside. “I trust you’ve had time to think about your transgressions and will strive to improve upon them for the good of the empire.” His back was to the camera so it couldn’t see his face, but I saw him roll his eyes. He had always been progressive compared to the other handlers, but now he was a rebel playing a part for the cameras. I found I liked this risk-taking protector even better.
I fought to repress a smile by reminding myself what was about to happen. “Yes, I have.”
When no one moved, Grey ran his fingers through his soft brown hair. “One of you must administer the punishment. It was not specified which one. Saphyra, do you have a preference?”
I nibbled my lip in thought, looking back and forth between the alphas. Even a glance at Ghost had my heart picking up speed, remembering what he had done at dinner. Shadow would be the better choice. It would be easier to bear.
“Sh… 5376 seems like the best option.” Stars! I’d almost called him Shadow. It was one thing to have nicknames for your friends. A totally different thing to have nicknames for enemy soldiers. I would be mortified if they ever found out I’d made up names for them.
Shadow dropped into the chair as directed by Grey, and I made my way to his side. My cheeks flushed with embarrassment as I laid my torso across his strong thighs. Warmth radiated through his pants and pressed to my already over heated skin. I didn’t know why I thought it would be easier with my dark, broody decoy.
Cold air hit the back of my thighs as Shadow flipped my skirt up over my back, giving Ghost and Grey an unobstructed view of my slinky silk panties. I could hear the shifting of feet and fabric as they adjusted and could imagine their eyes locked onto me.
Shadow’s large hand caressed the bare curve of my ass. He was surprisingly gentle, and his palm was warm and rough with callouses. The kind gesture lulled me into complacency, but as soon as I relaxed, his hand left my skin and came down with a crack. The sound resounded through the cell, and I squeaked in surprise.
His ash and smoke voice reached my ears, sending tingles up my spine. “Count for me.”
The gruff order was quiet but jarred me almost as much as the physical impact of his hand. I could do nothing but obey. “One,” I said, bracing myself for the next swat.
Satisfied that I understood and would follow his direction, his hand left my skin again, only to return with another stinging slap of palm on bare flesh. “Two,” I whimpered at the sting.
He continued, varying the location of impacts, turning both cheeks rosy pink and hot. By the time the tenth clap came, I gasped out, “Ten,” and panted. My ass tingled and burned, but as he rubbed his palm in soothing circles over the reddened skin, it started to feel nice. There was heat, but also a pulsing throb between my legs. I tried to rub them together for more friction and arched my back, hoping his fingers might slip to ease the ache growing in my core.
The tops of my thighs were glossy with spilled slick, and my panties were drenched. I wanted more of this, but I knew it was getting dangerously close to triggering my heat and so did they, if their uncomfortable shifting was any sign.
I couldn’t help but rub against Shadow. My whole body hummed with need, and I felt him stiffen as the scent of my arousal filled the room.
Grey must have realized the issue because he came around and offered a hand to help me up. “Very good. I can see the decoys are making progress. The Imperatrix will be happy to know that your emergence is on track.”
He gathered me into his arms, his embrace a small comfort. “You did well, little one.”
I nuzzled into his neck, taking all the solace he could give me while under the scrutiny of the cameras. I desperately wanted more and couldn’t help the instinct to rub against him.
He cleared his throat and stepped away. “Try to get some rest. I’ll see you in the morning.”
My ass was still on fire from my discipline and my cheeks, both sets, were overly hot from my inadvertent response. With Grey retreating, I had nothing left to hide behind. I didn’t want the decoys to witness my reaction, even though I knew they could smell it. I escaped to the wardrobe and stripped, tossing my laundry in the receptacle and dragging on the least seductive selection I could find, a soft pair of silky black shorts and matching tank top.
With my arms crossed over my chest, covering myself as best as I could, I made my way out of the dressing room. Dark and light eyes locked on to me as I hurried across the floor and quickly snuggled into the comfort of my nest. Neither alpha said a word, but their attention never wavered.
After my embarrassing performance over Shadow’s knee, I couldn’t bring myself to make eye contact. Once I was fully covered in blankets, my nerves settled. But my heart still pounded in anticipation. I knew they would have to join me after the discussion in the hall, but that knowledge only caused the tension to grow.
The sounds of clothes rustling and hitting the floor made me bury my face in the covers in mortification. The dip and shift of the nest on either side of me indicated the decoys would soon be settled in. I held very still. The instinct of prey animals would not serve me here, but I didn’t know what else to do.
The blankets on my right moved, and my flimsy shield dragged away. I peeked through a squinted eye and saw Ghost looking down at me with wonder on his face. My eyes opened further to study him as he watched me. There was a softness in his expression I had not expected to find. He was so beautiful. I had never taken the time to appreciate the details of either of my decoys, but up close, I couldn’t help but realize he was flawless. His lush lips were parted, and his breath whispered over me like a distant memory of fog rolling off the sea, cool and comforting.
“I never imagined how beautiful you would become,” he said softly, echoing the sentiment from when we first met.
Goosebumps cascaded down my arms and legs.
A grumpy growl from the other side of the bed broke my trance. An indignant Shadow lay as far from me as he could while still being in the nest. I wasn’t going to let his misplaced anger ruin the feeling Ghost stirred in my chest, so I did my best to ignore him.
The tension between us was thick, and my emergence was close. I could feel the heat writhing under my skin, begging for release. Shadow was right. It needed to be deescalated. Ghost’s nearness felt wonderful, but I knew it couldn’t last.
He laid his head on the pillow beside mine, content to watch in silence. There was a restrained reverence in his gaze that drew me in and settled any indecision or trepidation I had. My lips tipped up at the corner in a smile just for him, and he traced it with the pad of his thumb.
“You should always be happy enough to smile like this,” he said as he pressed close enough to share breath. I didn’t know if it was my omega nature pushing because he was an alpha or if I was desperate for comfort, but everything about his presence felt right.
Curiously, I reached out to trace his high cheekbone and down to his sharp jawline. He stayed very still, as if not wanting to spook a flighty animal. His soft lips were so close and inviting I couldn’t help but inch forward to taste them.
My mouth brushed against his, gentle as a butterfly wing. He stiffened, so I pulled back. The heat reflected in his eyes was enough to set my clothes to smoldering, and before I managed to back off, his hand curled around my neck, holding me perfectly still as his lips met mine again.
He was confident but gentle, coaxing my lips apart to tease with his tongue. Unsure of myself, I let him guide me as I matched his kiss with my own. Tentatively, our tongues stroked the length of the other, the heated caress lighting my body on fire.
A pleased rumble trickled from his throat, and I pressed closer, finding his bare flesh through the blankets. My fingers explored his skin, tips dragging over his ribs down to his hips, where the band of his shorts started. I squirmed, pressing my breasts against his chest, and returned his kiss more deeply. I could feel his erection lengthening against the apex of my thighs, and a gasp left my lips as I rubbed against it.
The nest shuddered, and Ghost was ripped away from me. Like a dark storm cloud, Shadow loomed over me after having shoved Ghost back.
“She is not for you. Have a little self-control. And more than that, you know what will happen if you push her into heat and we haven’t found a way to free Lex yet.” His searing growl was barely a whisper to avoid the cameras picking it up, but it had the intended effect. The blood drained from Ghost’s face, and he shoved himself to the edge of the nest. He flopped over on his back and stared up at the stars visible through the translucent domed ceiling.
He ran a shaky hand through his snowy hair and muttered a quick apology before rolling to face away from me. Shadow went back to his side of the nest and lay down, glancing over his shoulder making sure Ghost hadn’t changed his mind. His dark stare, so full of loathing and hate, made me wonder why he was here in the first place.
I lay breathing heavily, waiting for the pulsing throb between my thighs to recede, and wondering what Shadow was talking about.
Unsatisfied and confused, I huddled in my covers, wondering if my reaction to Ghost could be wrong when it felt so right. This was the second time I had heard them mention the name Lex and still didn’t know what that meant. All I could do was wait for the rotation of the Hive to bring the sun streaming through the dome overhead, signaling morning when I could get out of this uncomfortable situation.
This was going to be a long night.
Shadow’s deep breathing crept to my ears from his side of the nest, but I couldn’t relax. He made it clear he didn’t like me and he certainly didn’t want me. I wish it didn’t bother me so much.
Trying my best not to wake anyone but unable to help it, I tossed and turned. My new nest, where I was supposed to feel safe and comforted, only made me feel awkward and uneasy. The blankets shifted, and Ghost’s warm hand slid into mine. I peeked over the top of the bedding and saw his pale blue eyes looking back at me. He didn’t say a word, but his thumb stroked across my knuckles, giving me the reassurance I needed until the weight of sleep swept me under.




Chapter Eleven

Saphyra


The click of a door startled me awake, and when I opened my eyes, I found the fathomless glittering gaze of Shadow staring down at me. His face was placid, but I felt the loathing oozing from his pores. He kept a respectful distance, as if he knew he was a trespasser in my nest, but we couldn’t do anything about it.
The whir of the water pumps told me that Ghost was in the shower. Even if he was quick about it, I would be stuck with Shadow in this awkward silence until he was through. Something he had mentioned the night before bothered me, and I considered the wisdom of bringing it up. My curiosity won out over my self-preservation instinct and I licked my lower lip nervously.
“Last night…” I paused and took a deep breath, not sure if I wanted to know the answer to this question. “Last night, you said, ‘She’s not for you.’ What did that mean? Who exactly do you think I am for? Are you planning on turning me over to the drones after all?” I couldn’t keep the bitterness from my voice.
His dark eyes narrowed, and he shifted his gaze to the bathroom door as if calculating the odds of being interrupted. When he turned back to look at me, the gravity of his stare settled on my chest like a massive weight.
“You, Saphyra, are the uncrowned Queen of Verden and betrothed to Alexi, son of Titus, the Regent. You are not for us, you are for him.” Shadow’s tone was low and serious, but I wanted to laugh.
“You’re joking, right?” I seemed to be having that reaction a lot lately.
“Do you remember nothing of your life before this place? Nothing of where you came from?”
Flashes of sun-gilded oaks and stone buildings mellowed with age tickled the back of my mind. A glimpse of a blond boy running through vast courtyards and gardens nudged my memory. His eyes were the color of the forest and his smile was as bright as the sun. I swallowed sharply at the pain these thoughts always caused. I clung to them, but they were like daggers to my already bruised heart.
“I have vague impressions of something, but I was young, and it was a very long time ago. Fantasies and imagination were strongly discouraged and regularly punished. I don’t know what’s real or imagined anymore,” I said, keeping my voice low so as not to be heard by the cameras.
He shook his head as if disappointed in me. He wouldn’t be the first to feel that way. “I remember you, though,” he murmured almost wistfully, if an angry shadow could be wistful. “You were a tiny ray of sunlight that brought hope to all of Verden. But I was no one to you. I was beneath your notice, just some gutter rat that would never be worthy to breathe your air. And then the Imperatrix came with her soldiers. They killed my father, raped my mother, and tried to steal my little sister. My mother screamed at me to stay hidden as I watched her kill my sister and then herself from a rooftop across the street. She decided death was preferable to slavery.”
A pit opened up in my stomach, and I felt the blood drain from my face. “I’m so sorry.” I was at a loss for words. Nothing I could say would ever be enough.
He continued as if he hadn’t heard me. “Then I saw you, in your perfect dress and golden hair, kicking, screaming, and biting anyone who got close enough while enemy soldiers carried you to the transport ships. There was nothing anyone could do to save you, even though they tried. Yet here you are, healthy and whole, doing whatever they tell you to like a good little sheep while your people suffer and die.”
Pressure built behind my eyes at the accusation, a warning of impending tears. I could imagine that hopeless boy hiding alone on a rooftop after losing everything, and then coming to save that ferocious girl, only to find me in her place. I was a disappointment to him, I could tell. And he hated me for it.
The bathing room door clicked open, and I ducked lower in the fluff of my blankets, dashing my hand across my eyes to push back the tears.
“Shower’s free,” Ghost said with a meaningful look at Shadow.
Taking the hint, my broody decoy grabbed a stack of clothes and headed into the bathroom, shutting the door behind him.
Ghost sat on the edge of the nest, closest to where I had burrowed, and his voice rippled through me. “Hey, you okay, princess?”
I rubbed at my eyes again. “Don’t call me that.”
“Why not? It’s what you are.” His lips hooked up in a half smile.
“I don’t want to be a princess, or a queen, or betrothed. Surely none of that can still stand. I don’t want people to suffer and die.” The tears I had been fighting spilled free, and I sniffed back a sob.
Ghost’s smile faded and pressed flat. “I see someone’s been running their mouth. This isn’t how I wanted you to find out. I’d hoped we would be halfway home by now in the comfort of a transport where Lex could explain everything. Listen, no one is going to make you do anything you don’t want to do. There is nothing to worry about. But if you really want to help, you will be able to once we’re free of this place.”
“But Shadow lost so much. His whole family died.” The moment it was out of my mouth, I knew I’d fucked up.
Ghost cocked his head. “Who’s Shadow?”
Mortified, I buried my face in the covers. I should never have given them nicknames. I knew this was going to happen.
The blankets were gently pulled away, and Ghost brushed a stray hair from my cheek. “Who’s Shadow?”
“Designations are so formal and cold.” I sniffled. “When we first met, I gave you nicknames. It’s stupid, I’m sorry.” I tried to sink into the bedding and become invisible, but it wasn’t working very well.
“So, you decided to call Valyx Shadow?” He chuckled. “And what did you name me, princess?”
“It’s so dumb, I don’t want to tell you. This is embarrassing. Can we pretend I didn’t say anything?”
“Nope, it’s too late now. Ailouros is out of the bag. Spill.” It was sweet that he was trying to lighten the mood with his playful banter, and it put me more at ease.
“Fine! Fine. I’ll tell you, but do not laugh.“ I gave him a stern look. He grinned back at me expectantly. “I call you Ghost.” An embarrassing flush warmed my cheeks waiting for him to laugh at me but, to my surprise, he didn’t.
“Ghost, huh? All right, I’ll take it. Does this mean you think I sneak around bursting out of hiding places shouting, ‘Boo!’ to scare people?” He was having far too much fun with my embarrassment.
“No! Please! It’s nothing like that.” I couldn’t help but snicker. “And don’t you dare tell Valyx about his nickname either. He already hates me enough.”
“Your wish is my command,” he said in an overly solemn way, seeming to gently mock me. “He doesn’t hate you, though. He is a little rough around the edges, but give him a chance. Lex and Valyx are as close to me as brothers, and my most loyal friends.”
Before I could ask more about that, the shadow in question stalked out of the bathing room, dressed to perfection and running a towel through his dark, rumpled hair. It was time to face the day.




Chapter Twelve

Saphyra


After my morning routine and breakfast in the mess hall, Grey met us outside my first period class, his black lab coat setting off his somber gray eyes. I nibbled on my lower lip, the anxiety getting the better of me. I couldn’t handle any more bad news.
“Saphyra, 6612, 5376, good morning. Due to the prolonged delay of your emergence, I arranged for an examination today. You’ve been excused from your first few classes.” His tone was formal and cold, and I tried not to take it personally. In a corridor crowded with students, I understood. We were being watched not only by the residents, but by the cameras in the halls.
Without waiting for a reply, he led the way through a maze of passageways toward the medical cluster, Shadow and Ghost following at my heels. This was one of my least favorite places, and Grey knew that. I assumed he had his reasons—at least I hoped he did—and that this wasn’t an actual examination.
The walk was silent. I didn’t expect an explanation in such a public place, but the lack of small talk made me uneasy. Had something happened? Had we been found out? If Grey had been caught, surely he wouldn’t be guiding us through the central medical reception area and into an examination room.
When the door sealed behind us, Grey relaxed. “The video feed in this cell is on a loop. Anyone checking will see an empty room. As usual, we don’t have a lot of time, but no one should come looking for us for a while.” He raked his fingers through his hair before continuing, “I found the location of your commander. He’s in drone cluster three,” he said to the decoys before leveling his gray eyes on me.
I shifted uncomfortably under his scrutiny. “I guess that’s good news, right? Why do you look so serious?”
“Unfortunately, there’s no simple route to the drone clusters through the academy halls. However, I have an idea. There is a way to get there undetected, but it won’t be easy, and you’ll have to go alone, Saphyra.”
I had a sinking feeling in my gut, but I nodded for him to continue.
“The air ducts. They’re small, too small for anyone other than an omega like yourself. They aren’t monitored because no one can fit through them, except you. There is a route to drone cluster three from here, but you will have to disable a number of airlocks to get there. You can access the ventilation system through a maintenance hatch, then crawl the rest of the way.”
Shadow growled. “Absolutely not. It’s too dangerous. And what would we gain by sending her there now? We still have no plan to get him out. You said it yourself, the ducts are too small.”
“We don’t know what cell he is in, just the cluster. Look.” Grey indicated a monitor displaying some sort of map, and we all crowded around it.
The honeycomb structure of the Hive was laid out before us. Ventilation ducts followed the hallways that ran between the chambers, and airlocks separated different sections that had their own air scrubbers. There was a clear path from the medical cluster to the drone cells traversing multiple bulkheads, but no particular cell was specified as the destination. Stars, I was going to get lost and starve to death in a tiny metal death tube.
“He could be in any one of these twelve units. The knowledge of his specific location could make or break whatever plan we decide on. Don’t you agree?” Grey asked the group. I could see the irritation of being questioned flash through his eyes. “I understand your concern for Saphyra, but I assure you the risk is minimal.”
Shadow glanced at Ghost. Their long friendship must have afforded them the ability to read one another well, because they turned back to Grey and nodded in unison.




Chapter Thirteen

Saphyra


As soon as I entered the ducts, a strong current of air whipped against my skin, sending my golden hair flying around my face. I pushed it back in annoyance and tied it with a band. My elbow banged against the top of the tube as I wrestled with it. The impact sent a bang reverberating through the vent, and I winced at the sound. I was going to have to be a lot more careful.
Crawling on my hands and knees, I cautiously made my way forward. All the scrubbers, fans, and filters were tucked into recessed spaces between the hexagonal cells, leaving my path clear. Each airlock was labeled with a plate for the maintenance staff, and it helped with navigation. It was a tight squeeze as I shimmied through the tubes, but there was more room than I’d expected. It was less terrifying than I thought it would be, but it wasn’t exactly comfortable.
The tiny penlight Grey gave me flashed off the dull metal of a closed airlock in front of me. I gripped the lever and tugged at the release. It didn’t budge. If they were all like this, I wasn’t going to make it very far. I might not make it any further at all.
Grumbling about stupid giant alphas and their stupid strong muscles, I grabbed it with both hands and threw my small weight against the resistance. The handle shuddered and reluctantly gave way, finally clicking downward into the open position. With a sucking noise, the airlock slid apart and warm, sultry air hit me in the face. It smelled sweet in a faintly unpleasant way and the scrubbers whirred, working overtime to filter the pheromone-thick air.
Even if the plaque above the door hadn’t labeled this the Brood Chamber, I would have been able to tell by the smell. My nose crinkled with displeasure. The scrubbers couldn’t eradicate the scent of so many mature omegas housed in one place, even with a dedicated ventilation system. Curiosity prodded me to investigate the omegas’ lavish accommodations, but I was already pressed for time. The overwhelming smell wasn’t doing my sour mood any favors either. Nope, I was resolved. There would be no detours, not even to appease the curiosity of where I might have ended up, or may still.
I shuffled through the hatch, and it groaned shut behind me. Almost there. Only a few more airlocks and a little further to go. The drone cells were arranged in groups around the perimeter of the brood chamber clusters for ease of access. I just had to get to the correct section and then check each cell. Easy.
I knew what Lex looked like based on the description Ghost and Shadow had given me, but it seemed to me that most alphas were the same: tall, muscular, and arrogant. Thank the Stars his uniform would have his designation on it, D-4569. I just hoped I could read it through the grating of the vent.
Airlocks branched out on either side of the tubes I diligently scooted through. The portals I passed through opened more easily than the first, and I started to relax. But then the heavy beating of my heart returned when I finally arrived at drone cluster three. My anxiety shimmered and roiled under my skin as I read the label on the tag. A trickle of cold sweat slithered between my shoulder blades, but I gave myself a shake. You can do this. No one can see you up here. Just pop in, look through the vent, and get out. They won’t even know you were there.
I tugged on the handle, hoping it might be stuck and give me an excuse to back out, but it opened easily. No scents assailed my nose, just recycled air as I approached a T-junction. The cells were arranged around the perimeter of a wide, circular hallway.
The sealed hatches loomed ahead of me. My task was clear. Check each cell and make note of the plaque above the hatch that led to his. Him. Their commander. Lex. The alpha whose name sparked faint memories of warm summer wind through golden oak leaves and a laughing child who I’d dreamed of marrying one day. Someone else’s dreams. Someone I hadn’t been in a long, long time.
I stared at the first airlock for longer than I probably should have. This was it, the reason I had come, but I was afraid of what I might find. Afraid of reawakening old memories. When I was young and still sleeping in the nursery pods, I remembered waking up at night in a panic, not knowing where I was. Iris had been there to soothe me back to sleep and tell me it was just a dream, but I think she lied. I think those dreams of men dragging me from my home were memories of the day Shadow lost his family. Memories the keepers wanted me to forget.
Logically, I knew there was nothing to be scared of and I couldn’t keep stalling. I grabbed the release and pulled the lever down. The door slid open, and I crawled through.
A high-powered fan buffeted me in the face as soon as I entered, and I scooted past it up to the vent. The drone cells were completely sealed, each with an independent intake and O2 scrubber. The pheromones from an omega’s heat could drive an alpha crazy, so it was best to keep that contained.
Dim light cast the black-walled cell in gloomy shadows. The room seemed empty at first, but movement caught my eye. An alpha reclining on a narrow bed sat up. His shaggy brown hair was tousled with sleep as his head turned methodically, his shadowed eyes scanning the cabin.
The sound of the airlock probably woke him up. I had better keep going. He wasn’t who I was looking for, anyway. I backed out and flipped the lever to close the door behind me.
That wasn’t so bad, just an alpha sleeping. One down, the rest of the cluster to go. The next two cells were empty. The ventilation system was off and the air stale and unmoving. I picked up my pace and popped open the next portal and slipped inside.
The scrubbers did their best, but the scent was overwhelming. A thick, cloying perfume of overripe melons that made my stomach turn. I had to know if this was the commander’s cell, though, so against my better judgment, I dragged myself to the vent and peered through. I slapped a hand over my mouth to cover a gasp. Not that the occupants would have noticed anyway, but the origin of the smell was clear.
Along the back wall of the dimly lit room was a spot of bright white in the form of a nest platform, just like the one from my decoy cell. A milky dome quickly receded into the base, leaving a slender woman with dark hair kneeling naked and panting in the center. I hadn’t noticed the alpha stalking in the shadows until the girl whimpered and he moved toward her.
“Please, Drax.” She let out a frustrated-sounding whine, as if he wasn’t moving fast enough for her. I could hear a low chuckle rumble from that wide bare chest as the alpha paused his approach. The omega seemed to know what he wanted and turned her back to him before bending over and presenting her swollen, dripping pussy.
I knew I shouldn’t watch, but I couldn’t look away. He growled as he moved onto the nest and her pussy clenched, spilling a trickle of slick down her thighs. His huge hands engulfed her hips as he lined up his massively engorged cock to her puffy folds. He slid his shaft along her slit, coating it with her copious wetness. She mewled and tried to rock back against him, but he held her still, just where he wanted her.
She gushed again, drenching his considerable length as he pressed the wide tip of his cock against her swollen core. I bit into the palm of my hand, staying as quiet as I could while a tightness grew in my belly and a dampness built between my legs.
I shouldn’t have watched. I should have left. This alpha had dark hair. The commander was blond. I had seen what I needed to see, but the image of his thick cock swallowed by those plump lips hypnotized me.
The muscles in the alpha’s back rippled and flexed as he drove into her more insistently, and she shrieked under him as he seated himself to the hilt. I rubbed my thighs together, watching in fascination as he drew his dripping cock from her and shoved himself back inside. The force of his thrusts battered the tiny omega, but she whimpered and rocked back against him with abandon. The wet slapping sounds were obscene, but my body responded to them nonetheless. Heat raced along my skin and my panties grew wetter. Stars!
The alpha pounded into her pliant body, forcing the thickening base of his cock into her tight folds. She screamed as slick gushed down her thighs, proving just how much she enjoyed his ever-swelling knot. My breaths came faster the longer I watched, but I couldn’t tear myself away. Wetness saturated my panties and coated my thighs. I needed to leave. If this triggered my emergence before we had a plan in place, we could lose our chance at escape.
The alpha’s roar focused my eyes on the pair’s joined bodies as he shoved his fully formed knot back into the omega one last time. Her squeals echoed off the domed glass ceiling as she came. Her muscles tightened and milked his shaft as he emptied himself inside her.
The strangest thing happened. His arms wrapped around her tiny body and he held her close, moving them into a more comfortable position while he waited for his knot to soften and he began to purr. A deep rolling purr. The omega whined and wriggled against him, clearly wanting more. He chuckled at her insistence. “Don’t worry, Revayah, there’s plenty of time for more.”
No one had ever purred for me before and the sound was intoxicating. My body was hot and needy, seeping slick, and begging to be filled. No, no, no. I had to go.
I dragged myself as quickly and quietly from the airlock as I could. Once out of the cell permeated with thick pheromones, my fever receded and my heart stopped pounding in my throat. That was too close. No more watching. Check the hair color and number on the uniform, and get out. I just hoped that the commander was decently clothed.




Chapter Fourteen

Saphyra


As I made my way around the rest of the cluster, many of the cabins were empty. But in the next one, there was a gorgeous alpha with blood red hair working out with a modular fitness machine that folded out of the wall. Sweat ran in rivers down his bare, scar-covered skin as he growled at nothing. The low, deep sound made my belly tighten in response. Unlike any of the other cells, his lacked furnishings and there were gouges in the metal where something sharp had been dragged. His cinnamon scent clung to the back of my throat as I wiggled my way out. That definitely wasn’t who I was looking for.
As soon as the second to last airlock opened, the scent of sun-warmed oak trees washed over me, something I remembered well from my childhood. It was as if a blanket surrounded me, wrapping me in its soothing embrace. I wanted to roll around in it, covering every inch of my skin with that smell. There was no need to see him to know who was in the cell, but I was compelled to anyway. I had to be sure.
I shimmied up to the vent and peeked through. And there he was, the embodiment of my recent fantasies, lying on his cot with his fingers laced behind his head and his bare chest on display. His golden hair was brushed back from forest green eyes as he watched the stars spin beyond the clear canopy enclosing his cell.
Not so long ago, like less than an hour ago, I’d been convinced that the smiling blond boy from my early childhood was fiction. A figment of my lonely imagination. But even all grown up, I recognized him from my dreams. He was real, and he was staring directly at the vent.
My breath caught. I panicked, not knowing what to do. They weren’t supposed to know I was here. No one was supposed to know.
“I can smell you, omega.”
Oh no! No, no, no. The smart thing to do would be to crawl right out the way I’d come and not look back, but I was far past the point of being rational.
“I’m, um… not an omega. At least not yet.” Why did I respond? Why did I open my stupid mouth?
“You are an omega. There is no yet. You haven’t matured into your nature, but betas don’t smell like warm honey on a summer afternoon.” He still lay on his bunk, but his eyes closed and he took a deep inhale of air. If the growing bulge in his pants was any sign, my presence was affecting him.
“I haven’t emerged into a classification yet. So, I’m just an omega prospect.” Maybe he didn’t know how it worked here.
“Okay, omega. Why have you come to torment me?” He was staring at the vent again, and his gold-flecked green eyes stripped me bare.
Caught under his piercing gaze, I was barely able to contain the whimper clawing at my throat. I needed to pull myself together. I came here with a purpose, and I needed to get on with it. This wasn’t strictly what I was supposed to do, but maybe there was a way I could help more.
I swallowed my nerves and asked, “Are you Drone 4569?”
He kicked at a black shirt crumpled at the bottom of the bed, flipping the designation tag stamped on it toward the vent. Stitched in plain white lettering was D-4569. I already knew it was him, but the confirmation took my breath away. He was real, and this was happening.
My lips formed around his name, a name I had spoken a thousand times in my dreams but had no real memory of. “Lex…” I let the silence drag out, and he stood up and pulled his shirt on, quickly buttoning it up.
“Who are you? How do you know my name?” His commanding tone jarred me out of my reverie.
I bit my lip, considering the wisdom of sharing this with him. It was probably better to get it out of the way now, rather than waiting.
“My name is Saphyra, Omega Prospect 1571.” The words were rough, like being forced out over sandpaper. I didn’t know if that would mean anything to him, but for some reason, his opinion meant everything to me.
He strode closer to the vent, his eyes narrowing as he studied me through the thick metal grating. “What did you just call yourself?”
I cleared my throat and tried again. “Saphyra was my gift name. My nurse, Iris, gave it to me, but my designation is 1571.” Talking about it made me strangely self-conscious when addressing this figment of my imagination turned flesh.
He considered that for a moment, as if he was working out a complicated equation in his head. His eyes flashed up to meet mine through the mesh. “So, they found you, after all?” A smile tugged at his lips, revealing a dimple that triggered more memories of him as a small boy laughing as he ran through a stone palace. He was not that boy any longer. He was all alpha now.
Not waiting for an answer—not that I knew how to answer anyway—he continued on, “Do we have a plan of escape? We need to move quickly. I have a bad feeling about what they have planned for me in this cage.”
I didn’t know why he had a bad feeling, but I had one, too. It was pretty clear they were using drones to see omegas through their heat, and something about Lex doing so made my stomach tie up in knots. He was right, though. We needed to get him out of there as quickly as possible.
“We don’t have a plan. We didn’t know where you were until just now.”
His eyes closed, and he took a deep breath through his nose. “Fuck.” He ran his fingers through his shaggy hair. “There’s not much I can do from in here, but tell me what’s happening. Where are Axion and Valyx? What’s the situation like?”
I quickly explain about the decoys and our living arrangement, the security, the cameras, and the impending emergence of my classification. His expression shifted from amused to irritated, and finally to contemplative.
His voice dropped to a low murmur, and he casually adjusted his position to turn away from the cell’s monitoring device. Drones must talk to themselves all the time, but no reason to risk more than we already had.
“Okay, I may have an idea. This man, you mentioned, Grey. He has access to a blueprint of the station. There are tunnels under parts of it for moving cargo. The guard brought me through some on the way here, and I’ve heard grinding noises under my floor. I think they may connect through this area as well. You’ll need to confirm using the blueprints, but if we can find access to those cargo passages, they will lead to the bays where ships load and unload.”
That made sense, even though I hadn’t considered it until now. Supplies were transported in lifts that ran all over the station. There was a suspicion I wanted to check out too, but this was a good place to start. “I can find out. I’ll try to let you know, but you should be ready to go at all times, just in case.”
“I will be.”
I was reluctant to leave, but I had already spent too much time here. His warm scent clung to my skin, and when I slipped through the airlock and into the main duct, the blast of clean air was like a bucket of cold water. I made note of the plaque over the maintenance hatch indicating Lex’s room number and hurried back as quickly as I could.




Chapter Fifteen

Saphyra


The scramble through the vents seemed shorter on the way back, even after taking a wrong turn, but I made it. When I peeked out of the maintenance hatch in the medical bay, my decoys were waiting for me. Ghost got there first to help me down, but I could see Shadow’s dark eyes on me. Once I was on the ground and safe, both alphas backed away and kept their distance.
I looked between the two of them as an awkward silence fell on us. “What’s wrong?”
Shadow remained silent but Ghost replied, “Your scent. It’s changing.”
Warmth permeated my body as a hot blush rose to my cheeks. Well, this was embarrassing. I shouldn’t have stayed and watched that drone, Drax, and Revayah. Images of his glistening, slick-coated cock sent heat pooling between my legs again as I looked at the decoys in panic. “I’m sorry! I don’t know how to stop it.”
Both of the soldier’s nostrils flared, and their knuckles flexed as they fisted their hands at their sides.
“You can’t stop it, omega,” Shadow said.
This was the second time that someone had called me that, and as much as I had fought against it before, after what I had witnessed, I found myself warming to the idea. Being touched and held and purred for like I had watched wouldn’t be bad at all. Especially if it was Lex or even Ghost. Shadow’s unexpected vulnerability from earlier was gone, and it saddened me that he had retreated into the shadows once more. This cold side of him scared me a little, but there was something about the darkness in him that was soothing even while it unsettled me. Thinking about all of them caused my belly to clench, and slick trickled down my thighs.
Both drones took deep breaths, and their pupils widened, swallowing their irises as they stared at me. Oh shit, this was bad.
The door to the exam room whooshed open and Grey strode in. He took in the obvious tension between the three of us, his sable brows rising upward in surprise. “Is everything all right?” he asked, glancing nervously from the alphas, back to me.
“She’s coming into her nature,” Shadow said, turning his attention to my handler.
Shame filled me, like it was somehow my fault, and my eyes dropped to the floor. I couldn’t look at any of them as they stood there judging me like a science experiment.
“I’ve heard better news,” Grey said. “I may be able to help with that, but you’ll have to remain calm, Saphyra.”
Stay calm, he said. Did he not see who I was forced to share my nest with every night? The odds were stacked against us, but at least I couldn’t scent their pheromones like I had in the vents. With no other option, I replied the only way I could. “I’ll try.”
Grey shook his head, running his fingers through his hair. “This isn’t going to work if you emerge before we can get you all out of here, and we’re still no closer to a solution than we were yesterday.”
Finally, something I could help with. “Actually, Lex, I mean your commander, gave me an idea. He said that there were tunnels under parts of the station for moving supplies. Do those show up on the blueprints you have?”
Grey walked over to the display and flipped through a few sections. Ghost and Shadow joined him, studying the readout. As much as I wanted to look, I also did not want to be in close proximity to the alphas. Once they backed off, I edged closer. The shafts lit up on the map, running in a strange, jumbled pattern below the main level.
Ghost shrugged. “It might work.”
Grey finished flipping through the diagrams and turned toward us. “It’s too dangerous. The lifts move through most of those shafts. There has to be another way.”
“Another way that we can find in the next couple of days? We already knew that Saphyra was close to her heat, but the unfiltered alpha pheromones she was subjected to in the vents seem to have had a significant effect.” Ghost looked at me with hunger in his eyes.
We needed to hurry. Even without their pheromones, these two alphas were imprinting on me. Before long, I would be just as bad as Zillarah, begging for alpha cock over the dinner table in the mess hall with my entire class looking on.
I banished that thought from my mind and tried my best to concentrate on the problem at hand. “Do you know what sort of lifts move through those shafts?” I asked, and leaned closer to the screen.
Grey motioned to the intricate map. “These are mostly personnel and freight, as far as I’m aware.”
“Okay, but what about these?” Now that I was familiar with where the drone cells were, I could see that each of those rooms had a shaft that terminated against the cabin wall opposite their entrance door, right where that omega and her nest had been. I had a theory. “See how these connect over here?” I pointed to a number of massive clusters of cells near where the syrupy sweet smell of omegas saturated the air in the vents. “But also here.” I indicated the row of decoy quarters. “I’m almost certain the nests are like pods that can be sealed to transport omegas through the shafts to the drones. All we have to do is get the keepers to think I’m going into heat, and then make sure my nest is assigned to Lex’s cell.” It all seemed so obvious now.
“That is a lot of conjecture, Saphyra. You might be onto something, though. It would put you all in the same place, but then how do you get out of the drone cell, assuming I can make the rest happen?” Grey asked.
I shrugged. This wasn’t my area of expertise, but I saw the connections because I had been there and witnessed the cells with modular walls and the nest opening like the bedding capsules used in the dorms. “We just need to get Lex in the pod and then send it somewhere else that’s not locked.” It seemed like a long shot, but if Grey could find a way to make it happen, it might work.
“I’ll look into it. We’ve been in here far longer than we should have already, so you need to go back to your room. I’ll excuse you from your classes for the rest of the day. Soak in the coldest bath you can handle. Wash yourself with the scent neutralizing soap that I gave the alphas. You’re driving them crazy.” Grey chuckled, but it was an uneasy sound. He knew what would happen if Axion or Valyx lost control. Everything they had been working toward would be ruined.




Chapter Sixteen

Alexi


Her sweet honey scent lingered, growing fainter every time the scrubber kicked on. Something about it stroked instincts that coiled inside me. Mate. I knew it down to the marrow of my bones. She was mine. Her perfume called to me, daring me to chase and claim her even as it drifted away through the filtration system.
I fisted my cock, which grew harder with every breath of sugar-soaked air. Saphyra. Her name was a familiar balm. How she had kept her birth name was beyond me, but I loved the way it tasted on my tongue.
The beautiful omega with glowing amber eyes and honey-gold hair was everything I had dreamed she would be. My thumb slid through the precum coating the slit of my cock and eased the slickness down the shaft. I imagined her lips wrapping around my length and sucking me deep into her throat while she looked up at me through thick lashes.
I shouldn’t have fantasized about her that way. I didn’t know her anymore. But the silhouette I had glimpsed through the mesh of the vent—perky tits and flared hips perfect to grip as I fucked her roughly just like I knew she wanted—had my hand increasing its pace as more pearly fluid seeped and coated my length.
Her scent alone was enough to drive me to rut. My fist grasped more tightly with each stroke, thinking about her taking every inch into that tight little omega pussy. My knot swelled, and I squeezed it with my other hand, milking it while I fucked my ever-tightening grip.
The hypnotic, sugary scent of arousal lingering in the air drove me crazy, knowing I couldn’t go to her like she needed. She would be ripe with slick by the time she made it back to Axion and Valyx. I wondered if they would see to her needs. The thought of them tending to her should have filled me with hatred and jealousy, but instead, my cock throbbed with anticipation. I knew they wouldn’t, but the image of my two friends fucking her through her heat made me even harder. Imaging them filling her full to bursting with their cum pushed me over the edge.
I clasped my fully formed knot, squeezing it roughly. My orgasm erupted in a torrent of milky white ropes coating my bare chest and abs. What a fucking waste, and it barely took the edge off, but her perfume finally receded to a manageable level. Her scent was faint, hardly detectable anymore, allowing my sanity to return.
Even in my lethargic and sated state, I was surprised to find that I missed her. I missed that smell and the sound of her voice. I needed to see her for myself and know her as I once had. So many years had been stolen from us. All I had were fantasies about what she would be like as a woman. And it wasn’t enough.
I grabbed the shirt I had discarded as soon as she had left and cleaned myself up. I’d much rather it be my little princess’s tongue cleaning me up, but if I was lucky, and my team was as good as I knew they were, maybe I could make my fantasy a reality.
She might choose another, but we had been friends, even as children. I hoped that she would want me for her mate. I already knew that I chose her. She had the final say, but she had always been my choice.
As my breathing slowed and my head cleared, I wondered if this had all been a plan concocted by our families or if it was the Stars pulling us together. Maybe it was nothing more than wishful thinking, a fantasy that I had built up in my head that had nothing to do with reality. Whatever this draw to her was, I had a job to do and a commitment to our people. I would bring their queen back and hopefully save our world, if it wasn’t already too late.




Chapter Seventeen

Saphyra


Grey seemed to think a cold bath would help ward off my heat cycle. I was skeptical, but being able to have a bath was the height of luxury and I couldn’t have been happier about the order. The infants in the nursery were given baths, but I had no recollection of the experience. In our lessons, the keepers taught us about opulent bathhouses on the surface that the rich and famous frequented. Another one of the Imperatrix’s false promises, no doubt. But I was eager to see what it felt like for the first time in memory. Even if it was likely to be uncomfortably cold.
Ghost plugged the drain and filled the basin for me while I looked on. He didn’t seem excited by the prospect of a bath, but maybe it was more common where he was from. Baths were rare in places where water was a finite resource and what we had wasn’t even fresh, it was filtered and recycled. I didn’t think he fully grasped the significance of this event.
If a cold-water bath was used to slow my oncoming heat, it stood to reason that they installed the basin to be used in the opposite way in a normal situation. I didn’t care why. Being submerged in a tub full of water would be a new experience that I was looking forward to.
I heard the water pump shut off, and the tall, lean alpha skirted the edge of the room, keeping his distance, as he strode past me toward the door. “The water is as cold as it will go. Stay in as long as you can take it. If you need anything, call out.”
Ever since the incident in the examination room after I had come out of the vents, both of my decoys had been staying as far away from me as they could reasonably get. Hopefully, Grey’s idea would help. I found I didn’t like their standoffishness even when I knew the reason.
I shucked my clothes, dipped my toes into the deep basin, and nearly screamed. The water was frigid, and prickles scattered up my leg. Oh no, I was supposed to put my whole body in that. I frowned, not liking that idea one bit. But it was required to help this mess of a situation, so I steeled my nerves and stepped in, sinking down rapidly before I could change my mind.
The chill stole my breath. My muscles froze up as the frosty water engulfed me. Goosebumps erupted across my whole body, and I couldn’t stop the pathetic whimper that slipped between my chattering teeth.
From the doorway, I heard Ghost’s voice. “Are you ok in there, princess?”
My teeth clicked together at a rapid rate, and all I managed to get out was a pathetic chirp: “Cold.”
“I can imagine,” he said as he shifted around outside the door before sliding it open a crack.
Water sprayed across the floor as I scrambled to cover my naked self, but the door remained barely ajar and no more.
“Don’t worry, I’m not coming in. I just thought it might be easier to hear you this way.” The outline of Ghost’s hip and shoulder cast a shadow from where he sat outside the door with his back to the narrow opening.
His presence was a small comfort now that I understood his plan, but it didn’t lessen the ice sinking deeper into my bones. “Do you know how long I have to st-st-st-stay in here?” My voice shuddered and skipped on every syllable. “I only ask because I don’t-t-t-t think I can feel my t-t-t-toes and they’re already looking a little b-b-b-blue.”
His laugh crept through the opening, and even in my pathetic state, it made me smile. “Not too much longer, princess. Your core temperature needs to drop a few degrees. As you approach your heat, your body gets hotter.” I could hear the double meaning in his words. If I hadn’t been in the process of freezing solid, it might have raised my body temperature, even though that’s exactly what we were trying to avoid.
“That’s int-t-terest-t-ting-g,” I said, struggling to make small talk and to keep my mind off the icy water lapping against my skin.
“I think part of it has to do with the fact that if an omega is in distress, their body can push off her heat cycle, at least for a little while. Omegas do best when they are content and well cared for,” he said with a tenderness I hadn’t heard in his voice before.
Well, that explained why I was doing this and how the brood chambers were set up. Rumors circulated about the lavish luxury omegas were housed in. It was sounding like it was less out of the goodness of our Empress’s heart and more to promote a regular and abundant heat cycle.
I nodded, forgetting he couldn’t see me. Realizing my mistake when he didn’t go on, I mumbled a grunt that sounded relatively affirmative to encourage him to keep talking. His idle chatter distracted me from the chill seeping into my body, at least.
Based on the muffled nature of my reply he must have realized how difficult it was for me to respond. He pushed the door open a bit more. “If you’d like conversation to take your mind off this ordeal, I would request permission to come in.”
My teeth chattered so hard it was difficult to hear him. I was unsure and hesitant, but desperate for any information he might provide, so I invited him in. I kept my arms wrapped firmly around myself, but his eyes never wandered. He lowered himself to the floor and leaned against the tub with his back to me.
His position put his mouth near my ear when he turned his head to the side, and his quiet words were soft and soothing. “When we were all younger, Lex, Valyx, and myself would sometimes take trips to the Crown Peaks to hunt and fish. It’s a mountain range north of the capital. No one lives up there anymore. The threat of raids is too high, but game is still plentiful.
“One year, when our stores were low, we went up late in the cold season. The frozen lakes were starting to thaw, but we were young and thought we were invincible. So, we risked the thin ice to reach a better fishing spot. Lex was breaking out a hole with a hammer when the ice gave way and he fell through. Valyx and I were able to haul him out, but by the time we got to him, his lips were blue and he was hypothermic. We all tore our clothes off and huddled together naked in the same sleeping pallet next to the fire, sharing body heat so our stupid friend wouldn’t die. If I’m being honest, I think Valyx liked it more than he let on.”
A growl from the other room interrupted Ghost’s story.
“Okay, okay! Valyx hated every second. That’s why his dick was hard the whole time.”
There was another growl, this time louder and closer to the door.
“I should probably go smooth this over,” he whispered and left me to my bath. The smack of knuckles on flesh and a yowl of pain from Ghost came from the outer chamber as soon as he was through the door. “Ow, fucker, that hurt!”
I heard another smack of skin on skin and a yelp from Ghost again.
Shadow barked a retort. “That’s the point.”
I couldn’t help but laugh at their antics. They shared a deep bond of friendship that I envied. I wished there was a place in the universe that I fit as well as these alphas fit together. Maybe one day I would find that place, but I doubted I would get the chance unless I escaped my gilded prison.




Chapter Eighteen

Saphyra


By the time I was ready to call it quits, I shook so hard I thought my teeth might break. The freezing temperature against my skin was unbearable, so I quickly washed myself in the scent neutralizing soap and rinsed off with cold water. The noises outside the door had escalated into a full-scale battle, complete with grunting and the crash of furniture clattering across the ground. With no time to spare, I grabbed my towel and dried off. That’s when I noticed I had forgotten to bring in a change of clothes.
The alphas sounded distracted, so I wrapped myself securely in the length of terry cloth and stepped out of the bathing room to find my decoys wrestling on the floor. Consumed by their antics, neither seemed to notice me as they tried to gain an advantage over one another.
I had no interest in drawing attention to myself in my less-than-clothed state, so I darted into the wardrobe as silently as my bare feet would carry me. My mandated options were slim, and with each set of pajamas I wore, the amount of fabric used got smaller and covered less skin. There were no more pants of any kind, only panties. The tops were all tiny dresses that barely reached the top of my thighs, many of them see-through, mesh, or lace. I grabbed the largest pair of underthings, a sort of stretchy shorts style that rode low on my hips and only covered half of my bottom cheeks, paired with a silk babydoll dress. At least it wasn’t translucent like most of the others. Barely covered, but as modest as I was going to get without having to suffer through another punishment, I made my way into the bedroom.
Ghost and Shadow halted their tussle in a tangle of flailing limbs. Both dark and light eyes raked over my exposed flesh with deliberate slowness. I was chilled from the bath, but the look stamped on both their faces did a good job warming me up. “It was the most conservative thing left in the closet, unless I wanted to try sleeping in my uniform again.” I shrugged, hoping that explanation was enough.
Ghost untangled himself first and stood up. “It’s fine, princess. We have to play by the rules.” The heat in his eyes proved it was more than fine with him, and that his restraint was wearing thin. “When you’re ready for bed, we have an idea.”
I flushed pink at the thought of ideas regarding the sleeping situation. “I’m ready.”
Shadow got up off the ground and straightened his twisted T-shirt before motioning me to the nest. Doing my best to stall without making it obvious, I fluffed a few pillows and rearranged a blanket. It felt right to ensure everything was perfect before I entered or invited anyone else in. It wasn’t as comforting as the safe cocoon it had been when I’d first lain in it, but it was somewhat improved. Maybe with work and some trust, the warm embrace would soothe me like it had the first time.
There was something different about tonight. Ghost and Shadow stood on the outside of the draperies, watching as I made myself comfortable in the center of perfectly placed blankets and pillows, but they stayed right where they were.
My brow furrowed in confusion. “Aren’t you going to join me?”
As if they had been waiting for the invitation, they finally crawled in with me between them. Rather than how it was the night before, Shadow arranged himself close to my side and Ghost nuzzled into my neck. A flare of something hot and filled with promise flickered in my chest. I liked the way they felt resting against me, and I arched into them, hoping for more.
The warm huff of Ghost’s quiet laughter brushed across my skin. “As much as I would love to do every naughty thing I’m imagining right now, that’s not on the menu for tonight.” He pressed a kiss just below my ear that sent my pulse racing and whispered, “I need to look at the nest. You said there is a cover that closes over it, and I want to see how it works. But we can’t have the camera spying. Shadow will block the view on his side, but it needs to look like we are taking our decoy duties seriously while I find the control panel. All you have to do is follow my lead.”
Ghost rose to his knees, tugged his shirt off over his pristine abs, and then nudged my legs apart, settling his hips between them. His heavy weight hovering over me felt amazing, and my tummy clenched in anticipation. He smiled down at me and brushed my damp hair back from my face. “Don’t worry, princess, I’ll be as fast as I can.” The sparkle in his eyes matched the self-deprecating smile on his lips. “Never thought I’d say those words while nestled between a pretty omega’s thighs.”
Shadow sat up, moving to sit near my head, his shoulder propped against the wall behind us and his body turned toward me so his torso shielded Ghost’s hands and my face. He growled. “Stop fucking around and get it done.”
He was always so grumpy. I shifted to stare at him and got an eye full of the tent in his pants. I understood now. To the camera, it would seem like I was performing fellatio on him. If that was the case, I’d hope he would be in a better mood. That thought made me smile, and I coughed to cover a laugh.
Ghost reached up past me toward where the nest met the wall, his eyes intent on his task, but he heard my poorly covered reaction to Shadow’s barb and rocked his hips against the apex of my thighs. “What’s so funny, princess?”
Whatever had been funny dissolved, and I gasped as he rubbed his solid length against my core. The thin barrier of his sleeping pants and my panties did little to dampen the friction or heat pressing against my center. Shadow grumbled, but from where I was lying, I could see his concealed thickness twitch and swell.
If I was going to be stuck like this for a while, I might as well enjoy myself. In moderation, anyway. I could tease them as long as I didn’t get too worked up myself. My grumpy decoy deserved a bit of a hard time after the shitty attitude he always had.
Squirming under Ghost’s weight, I settled my head on Shadow’s thigh, dangerously close to what he was hiding under his soft, loose pants. My cheek nestled against his leg. I looked up at him through my lashes. The pulsing tick in his jaw was enough to prove my teasing was affecting him even without witnessing the ever-growing bulge ill-concealed by his clothes. I curled my legs up and around Ghost’s waist, and he grunted as I heard something bang against the wall.
“Saphyra, you gotta behave, baby. I can’t concentrate with you wiggling under me like that.” He glanced at me from the corner of his eye before turning his attention back to the now open panel along the top of the nest. Guilt settled over me, knowing all our lives potentially hinged on him figuring this out, but it felt so nice to be pressed between two warm bodies.
Shadow’s leg was tense under my cheek, and he stared down at me like he wished he could stab me with his eyes alone. But, he wasn’t the one working on a delicate circuit board right now. He had no excuse to avoid my teasing.
I nuzzled my face against his thigh, edging closer to the treasure hidden behind the fabric encasing that firm ridge that was extended up toward his waistband. Much to both of our surprise, my hands snaked out from under Ghost to caress Shadow’s thighs. “May as well make it look believable, right?” I asked before nudging closer.
The low growl from Shadow’s throat was far from a glowing endorsement, but it wasn’t a no either. My curious fingers continued up his corded muscles to brush against the bulge hidden by his pants. As soon as the featherlight touch fluttered over his firm length, he flinched and sucked in a breath. “You shouldn’t do that, little omega.”
“And why is that, decoy? Are you afraid you might like it?” My words were breathy and laced with a deep wantonness that I wasn’t expecting. I reminded myself I was only supposed to be teasing him, not getting myself worked up.
Shadow’s growl was deeper than before when he asked, “Are you almost done?”
Ghost shifted above me as he lowered his weight, rubbing himself against my core, which was now throbbing from the slight contact. “Very nearly. I should be able to control the canopy and locking mechanism from inside.” He dragged his steely cock against my pussy again, and I couldn’t stop the whimper that escaped my throat. My heated breath caressed the front of Shadow’s pants, my lips almost touching his dick as it twitched, reaching for my mouth. I was suddenly desperate to taste him and arched my neck, pressing my lips to the cotton of his pajamas.
His sharp hissing intake of breath was reward enough as I saw the embers in his dark eyes flare and his pupil eclipse the golden motes that lay within. His face was a harsh mask of anger as his fingers speared through my hair and made a fist, holding my mouth away from his cock. “I am clinging to the barest thread of control. I can smell your weeping cunt, and if you don’t want me to fill it until you are screaming my name, you will stop your teasing. Right now.”
My scalp stung in the most delicious way, making slick seep into my thin panties, drenching the fabric. Much to my surprise, I did want him buried inside of me until I was screaming. I wanted both of them, Shadow’s cock in my mouth and Ghost in my soaked pussy. Just like the show we were putting on for the camera. The cold bath was supposed to have helped, but I was ripe with desire and desperately needed to be fucked.
Before I had the chance to embarrass myself by begging for exactly what he threatened, I heard a click above my head and Ghost moved down. “Valyx, let her go. She is nearing her heat. She can’t help it.” All the humor that usually laced his voice was gone.
I wanted to argue, and when Shadow’s grip eased and his hand left my hair, I wanted to beg for it back. There was a monster lurking in the depths of his soul, and something about it was comforting. As if I could crawl into him and wrap myself in that protective darkness to hide. I didn’t know why, but he no longer frightened me as much as he should have, despite doing his best to keep me away.
Shadow rolled over and moved to the far edge of the nest, but his back rose and fell with heaving breaths. He wanted me to think he was unmoved, but he was just as affected as I was.
Once Shadow had retreated, Ghost’s smile crept back. He was still settled between my thighs, and he looked down into my eyes. “You gotta try to calm down, princess. It’s already hard enough to sleep next to you, but when you’re all riled up and smelling so sweet, it makes it nearly impossible to keep my hands off you.” He leaned down and brushed his lips over mine, coaxing them apart to deepen the kiss. His tongue lavished mine, and his bare chest pressed down on my breasts, my nipples chafing against the silky lingerie. This did not help me relax as my center clenched around nothing.
“Please,” I gasped against his mouth as he pulled away.
He rolled off of me and stared up at the crystal canopy of stars overhead. “Not until you’re safe. Then I’ll give you anything you want.”
The grumble from the far side of the bed let me know exactly what Shadow thought of that promise. I wasn’t going to dwell on his ever-shifting moods, but he wasn’t entirely wrong. Promises made now meant nothing unless we could save Lex and get out of this place. If we failed, I would be sent to the brood chamber to live the rest of my life in luxurious captivity, or sold as a slave on the surface of Altaira. They would be killed or used as slaves, and I knew I couldn’t live with that outcome.




Chapter Nineteen

Greylan


“That’s a nice prospect you’ve got there,” Corbin, 9295, one of the up-and-coming handlers, called to me from down the hall. I had no time for small talk, and certainly not with this buffoon. I had a very narrow window of opportunity to complete my task without getting caught, and my omega couldn’t afford any delays. There was no avoiding it, though, as he jogged to intercept me.
“Yes, Saphyra is doing very well. All her indicators are strong and moving in the right direction,” I said as I scanned the corridor for any logical excuse to escape this conversation.
Corbin drew alongside and matched my stride. “I hoped that little purple haired one would show some promise, but not enough markers in her blood, I guess. Even after I drilled that virgin cunt until she cried. Still nothing. You win some, you lose some, am I right?”
His chuckle turned my stomach. I wish I could say his words surprised me, but far too many of the personnel on the Hive took advantage of their position. The staff could do what they wanted as long as it didn’t interfere with the primary directive, the breeding program. Breed omegas to get more alphas to fuel the war machine. Not that the students understood that, but the faculty knew enough, and they used that knowledge for their own ends.
Corbin was not only stupid, but he wasn’t an alpha. His interference would only slow down an emergence. His abuse would unsettle an omega prospect, which would push her estrus back. Didn’t he read the training material when he took this job?
The goal was to put omegas at ease so they would go into heat on a regular and abundant cycle. If they were upset or uncomfortable, it would take longer or wouldn’t happen at all. There were ways to force it, most effectively with the help of alphas and their pheromones, but the outcome of more drastic tampering often ended badly.
“Yes, unfortunately,” I lied, hoping that would end the conversation. I would rather have told him what I really thought about his depravity, but I didn’t have time to argue morality with someone who had none. It was easier to let him think I agreed. To the staff here, the students were animals to be raised and bred for the Imperatrix’s purposes. I wasn’t sure what more I could accomplish with my minor rebellion, but if I could save this one woman, at least I would have done something.
While I was in my last year of med school, my Aunt Iris had com-linked me with stories about a wonderful girl who had been full of vibrant tales of magical kingdoms and golden princes, but the longer she was on the Hive, the more her stories faded. My aunt became convinced they weren’t make-believe, but actual memories of a time before the girl had been brought to the Hive. Shortly after my aunt started investigating her theory, I was informed she had died in an accident. I knew then that I had to take over where she’d left off.
Massively overqualified, I was hired right away and given my pick of assignments. Lucky me, my aunt’s charge was still in need of a handler. So, here I was, making small talk with Corbin, one of the most disgusting staff members on the entire station, all the while carrying on my dead aunt’s crusade.
“I heard they assigned Zillarah to Vane, poor girl. He’s a beast, and with both her decoys in rut, too. That’ll be a wild ride. At least she wasn’t given to 6667. That red-haired fucker is going to kill someone one of these days. Actually kill someone, not just breaking bones like last time. Vane’s impressive enough himself, but with the two decoys in rut, I might check the security playback on my off day.”
I nodded noncommittally, not wanting to think about what D-6667 did to omegas. He was a monster and a liability. I couldn’t understand why he hadn’t been put down yet. His alpha offspring were testing off the charts on all physical abilities, but was that worth the safety of the omegas? That would be a no from me, but the Imperatrix had her own goals. So he stayed, even if he endangered every omega they gave him to breed.
Without waiting for an answer, he went on. “Do you know which drone your prospect’s assigned to?” Corbin asked with a lecherous grin.
The information was available to the staff, so even though I would rather not talk to Corbin about Saphyra, there was no reason to withhold it. He could look it up anytime he wanted, and it would seem suspicious not to answer. “She is currently assigned to Drone 4569.”
“Oh,” he replied with too much enthusiasm. “That’s the new drone from Verden, isn’t it? He’s massive, even for an alpha. If you need any help breaking her in, just let me know. We’d be doing her a service, really. That beast is likely to rip her in half with a knot the size of his.”
I shuddered. I did not want to know why Corbin knew how big Lex’s knot was. “Sure, I’ll keep you informed, but I think her decoys will ease the passage.” There was no way I would ever let this degenerate touch my charge, but I went along with it to avoid unwanted suspicion.
“Oh, they are definitely easing something, all right,” he said.
What in the Stars did that mean? “I’m sure they are doing the job they’ve been given.”
“Man, last night that white-haired monster was pounding her while she had that dark devil’s cock down her throat. Hottest security feed I’ve seen in a long time. Only caught a glimpse in passing because you know, technically I’m not authorized to watch, but…”
He trailed off as if I was in on his conspiracy to watch the off-limits security feeds. I was not. The animated retelling only served to spark my temper. I couldn’t show my anger, but my fists clenched at my sides as I did my best to restrain myself.
If the rebels really were having intercourse with her, we had even less time than I hoped. Alphas could be like animals following their primal urges to procreate, and Saphyra was a beautiful young woman. I understood the draw. If she was an Altairan, I would have happily fallen in love with that soft, warm smile long ago. Fertile omegas were not for the surface, and despite my feelings for the sweet woman I knew, I had to let her go when she returned to her people.
“I’m sure she will enter estrus soon and be transferred to her assigned drone.” I kept my answer as neutral as possible, but if he continued running his mouth about Saphyra, I couldn’t be held responsible for my actions.
“I can’t wait for that show,” he said, unaware of just how close I was to murdering him. Thankfully, at the next corridor he split off to attend duties in a different cluster.
I continued to one of the lesser used medical store rooms. It was a good thing he hadn’t followed me because I wasn’t sure how I would explain the vials of suppressant I was about to steal. I was rapidly finding that the things I would do for my ward had no limits. I just hoped I was smart enough to get out of this mess with my life intact.




Chapter Twenty

Greylan


“I was informed that you were very busy last night,” I said, stepping through the door into Saphyra’s quarters. It was hard keeping the edge out of my voice. After speaking to Corbin, the suffocating seed of spite and jealousy had been growing. Never before had I cared enough about anyone to feel this way, and I just risked my life stealing a highly controlled substance while they were in here, reversing any progress we had made in slowing Saphyra’s estrus. The sharp bitterness was a weight on my shoulders.
Her decoys reclined on the far edges of the nest, as if they were intentionally keeping their distance from her. They seemed tense as they both studied me. She blinked her curious, sleepy eyes from under a pile of blankets in the center.
“What is that supposed to mean?” Valyx asked, his leg dangling casually off the side of the platform.
“One of my coworkers was watching your security feed last night and regaled me with how enthusiastic you were about your decoy duties.” I couldn’t hide the obvious bitterness that laced my voice this time, and his dark brows rose in surprise.
Axion rolled toward the center of the bed, obscuring his face from the camera. “It looked believable, then? Good.” He grinned as if this was all a game.
His cheeky smile was annoying. This was not a game, but a weight lifted from my chest. Of course, it was an act for the cameras. They wouldn’t risk the operation for a quick roll in the sheets. I couldn’t blame them if their resolve cracked, but I was glad that it hadn’t.
Saphyra wriggled through the nest and popped out the bottom. “Really, Grey. We aren’t stupid.” She graced me with a honeyed smile as she brushed past on her way to the bathing room.
“No, you aren’t.” I wasn’t worried about her. It was the rebel alphas that I wasn’t so sure about. Remembering why I had come so early, I turned to catch her arm. “Wait. Before you go, I should do your daily checkup and I have some supplements based on your estrus progression.” I tried to give her a look that conveyed the true meaning of my words. It wasn’t safe to announce the contents of the syringe I had prepared, even if no one was listening.
I was lucky that the emergency suppressants were accessible and, surprisingly, not excessively expired. Marking them off as waste was easy. Carrying them around under the nose of the cameras was less so. Based on their age, they may have a diminished effect, but it was better than the alternative. Anything to slow the avalanche that was careening toward us.
My little omega huffed, “Fine,” and made her way back to the edge of the nest, flopping back down. “Do it, if you must.” She held out her arm.
I quickly worked through the standard tests, not letting my fingers linger on her silky skin. The results didn’t matter. I had been falsifying them for weeks already. The reason I needed her to wait was the syringe in my pocket. “I need you to sit up for this part.”
She sat up and I tried my best to keep my eyes off all the naked flesh on display, barely covered by the tiny black nightgown. I reminded myself that I had to remain professional for all of our sakes. If only she would stop looking at my lips like she wanted to devour them.
As quickly as I could, I uncapped the needle and pressed it into her shoulder. She squeaked at the sharp stab and the slight burn of the fluid entering her muscle. That would keep her estrus from triggering for a few more days—more if we were lucky—but when it wore off, I hoped they were a long way away from here because she wouldn’t be leaving her nest for a week or more. It was a necessary evil to ensure her safety. “That will probably sting for a while. Move it around, or it’ll get stiff and hurt worse later.”
She rubbed at her arm and gave me a pouty look like I had wronged her, and maybe I had. But my priority was her safety, not her comfort.
“All done. Go ahead and get ready,” I said and watched her make her way to the bathing room.
She gave me a last look before closing the door behind her.
After the water pump kicked on, Axion’s voice reached me from the confines of the nest. “You love her, don’t you?”
It wasn’t really a question, but I nodded anyway. “She’s easy to love.”
His observation confirmed what I had already begun to suspect. He was falling for her, too. I wondered how her betrothed would take that. But the affairs of her life, once she was free of this prison, were none of my business.




Chapter Twenty-One

Saphyra


The shot Grey had given me made me woozy, but I also felt more settled, grounded, and less agitated. It did nothing to dampen my desire for my decoys, or for my beta handler, and when I dreamed, I dreamed of the man Lex had become. I wondered if it was just my omega nature drawing me to all these men or something else. Fantasies of them seeing me through my emergence together were increasingly common. I could feel that lusty hunger buried inside my belly, pulsing and throbbing against the bindings that kept it caged. I knew once it broke free, our borrowed time would be over.
During the day, we followed my routine under the watchful gaze of the staff and cameras. At night, Ghost fiddled with the control panel while Shadow covered us in increasingly more interesting ways. If anyone was watching, I wondered what they thought of the positions we ended up in. It didn’t help that my nightdresses were getting smaller every day.
While we worked on the nest, Grey looked for transport off the station by way of cargo ships or any other spacecraft leaving and not headed for the surface. Unfortunately, his progress stalled. We were running out of time and options. I could feel that seed of warmth that had been strangled in my belly smoldering with heat again. That’s how I ended up back in one of the medical cluster’s exam rooms.
“I haven’t found a reliable way off the Hive. I don’t know what I expected to happen, but I’ve only been able to access the staff shuttle schedule, which runs to and from the surface. Shuttles aren’t fast or built for long trips. You wouldn’t be able to put enough distance between yourselves and anyone that might try to follow.” Grey ran his fingers through his unruly brown hair. The dark crescents shadowing his beautiful gray eyes told of the stress my handsome handler was under.
He looked at me and regret fogged his features. “The nearest control panel with the mainframe access we need is the headmaster’s office. Unfortunately, it’s locked down tightly. However, because it is an office, and not a containment cell, the ventilation ports are easily removable, which means Saphyra, you should be able to get inside. If there was any other way, I would take it, but I have been looking for days. The suppressant won’t last forever, and we can’t risk another dose. I have a feeling the effect is starting to wear thin as it is.”
He wasn’t wrong. I could feel the swirl of unrelenting desire poised for release. Whatever happened had to happen soon, or I would end up in the brood chamber trapped behind the impenetrable security in place to keep the omegas safe. If that was even what it was for. The more I learned about the safety features, the more it seemed like a prison.
“I can do it.” I wasn’t sure if I could, but someone needed to do something and I was willing to try.
My decoys shared a silent look, but Ghost was the one that spoke. “I don’t like it. It’s too dangerous.”
“None of the terminals have clearance in the academy cluster. The other option would be to gain entry to the restricted military wards or the security sector without being detected and then obtain the proper access codes. The headmaster is arrogant enough that he doesn’t lock his panel most of the time. It’s the safest and fastest choice. If there was another plausible way, I would take it.” Grey made good points, but it didn’t matter to me. I wanted to help and if I could do this to save us all, I was willing, even eager, to try.
“I want to,” I said, moving toward the maintenance hatch. The decoys had scowls on their faces, but Grey let out a breath, relieved. He thought this was our only option, and that was good enough for me.
The vents were just as much fun as I remembered. There were fewer airlocks in the academy cluster, which made it easier, but it was still a long crawl on hands and knees. I should’ve asked for some of those knee pads maintenance used. The ridiculous thought had me smiling, but the view through the screen ahead wiped that smile right off my face.
Headmaster Vestris had one of the younger omega prospects bent over his desk with her skirt flipped up over her back. He was stuffing his flaccid dick into his pants as she righted her clothes, scrubbed at her tear-stained face, and ran from his office.
Rage bloomed in my chest, but before I could burst through the grille and take my vengeance on that pig, he walked out of the door, following the girl. The lock slid home with a deafening click, leaving the room empty and stinking of sex and misery.
I shoved the odd tool Grey had given me through the slats of the vent cover to release the mechanism, allowing me to push the grate out of the way. In my angered state, it was too slow in my shaking hands. Not that I knew what I would have done to a full-grown man, even if he was only a beta. Hatred burned in my chest at the audacity of the headmaster. He was in charge of the academy and was supposed to protect us. That was a colossal lie.
A few calming breaths later, I had my head back in the game. There was nothing I could do for the girl now. Vestris was the Imperatrix’s brother and untouchable. But once I was free, I could expose this place for what it was and find a way to save everyone.
Being careful and quiet, I wriggled around and dropped out of the vent onto the bureau below it. Grey had discovered that there were no cameras in this office, but I remained cautious. Vestris probably didn’t want anyone spying on his depraved behavior, but if I was too loud, someone passing by might hear and alert the headmaster.
Just as Grey had expected, that arrogant fool left his mainframe panel unlocked, and I gained access with no trouble. First things first, I looked up all the ships departing the station for ports outside of this sector. Nothing for Arden, Verden, or Faeren. That would have been too convenient since they were all close together. But there were several transports headed for the moons of Pharanax. Not ideal, but they had long range capability. I made note of any deep space capable ships leaving in the next few days, and tucked the list into my skirt.
My priority completed, I turned to something more personal. Where had Lyrah been assigned? Was she on Altaira like the academy would have the students believe, or was she somewhere else, toiling and suffering as Grey had suggested?
It was easy to navigate into not only the student records but all the records of personnel on the station. What I found made me sit down hard. The headmaster’s chair lurched in protest at my negligible weight, but I couldn’t take my eyes off the screen. Lyrah and even the pink-haired beta I called Flora had been shipped to the mining planet Pyxis. My mouth went dry with horror. My sweet, gentle friend was extracting aurinium ore on the planet that had the smallest orbit around our system’s twin suns. How could anyone survive the heat, let alone work there? Grey had been right. They sent the betas to their deaths when they left here.
What about the omegas, though? Surely that had been an exaggeration. I couldn’t help my curiosity as I flipped through files to that section. There had been the dark-haired woman in the cell. What had her name been? Ravenya, Revayah, yes Revayah. Thankfully, the records included omega gift names and were easily searchable. Her files were clear in front of me.
Standard information like description was included but also something called bloodline origin, which was listed as unknown. It showed she had been assigned to Drone Drax, D4916. Three pregnancies, two alpha prospects, and an omega prospect, but her previous two heat cycles had not produced a pregnancy, and it looked like this one hadn’t either. They flagged her file for liquidation. Several private parties had shown interest as well as a professional flesh market. The market had the highest bid on the auction site and was pending physical inspection to close the sale. Infertile omegas were being sold as sex slaves.
It was all true.
My stomach twisted painfully as I closed out of the headmaster’s connection, leaving it unlocked just as I had found it. With a heavy heart, I crawled up the shelves and back into the vent, using the little tool to reconnect the mechanism that held it shut.
The journey through the metal tube was slow and painful. Everything I had been told was real. We were livestock. The knowledge changed nothing. It only confirmed what I had feared all along. I needed to get out of here and help these people. We were being exploited by the Imperatrix.
Someone had to do something.




Chapter Twenty-Two

Valyx


The wait was torture. Every creak of the station’s metal frame, every time the air scrubbers kicked on, it picked at my nerves. Any moment, someone could discover us alone in the exam room minus our omega prospect or some unknown alarm could trigger, announcing our trespasses.
I hadn’t taken a full breath the entire time she’d been gone. She was our only hope for salvation. 
When her golden head finally popped out of the vent, it seemed as though a shadow eclipsed her. Her normal glow was diminished somehow. Haunted, empty eyes returned my glare as I studied her.
Ax and Grey rushed to help her down, oblivious to her dark mood that reflected my own, but I held back, watching. She was comfortable with them in a way she wasn’t with me, and that suited me fine. At least, that’s what I told myself. But I knew something was wrong.
Without a word, she shoved a scrap of parchment at Grey and moved to sit against the far wall. I hoped it was the list of transport ships, our ticket off this fucking heap of space junk.
I watched Saphyra while my co-conspirators pored over the folded paper she must have stolen. My brief glance at the sheet showed it contained detailed information about departure bays, destinations, and schedules. Exactly what we needed. 
But our princess was being far too quiet, more quiet than usual. What was she hiding?
She shifted uncomfortably under my scrutiny, face pale and lips pressed into a tight line. Her shoulders scrunched up near her ears, and her arms wrapped protectively around herself. It seemed that something had upset her. She was suddenly acting like a timid mouse, but she thought no one noticed. 
I noticed whether she wanted me to or not.
Ax asked me a question, but I had stopped paying attention a while ago and didn’t know the answer he was looking for. My distraction caught their attention, and they finally noticed the cowering omega huddled in the corner.
Ever the savior, Ax moved to her side and crouched down in front of her, taking her small shaking hands in his. “What’s wrong, princess?”
He coddled her too much, and I gritted my teeth watching them. Under his gaze, she didn’t flinch. She didn’t pull away from him like she did with me, but he was making her soft. She needed a spine to lead her people and restore her dying planet. If he continued to prop her up, she’d never grow one.
She blinked back the moisture pooling behind her flaxen lashes. “It’s all true. Lyrah was sent to an aurinium mine on Pyxis, and the omegas are being sold to flesh markets on Altaira.” She turned an accusing stare on her handler as a tear slid down her cheek. “Did you know the headmaster is assaulting the omega prospects?”
Greylan looked ashamed and wouldn’t meet her eyes. “Yes, I’m aware of his actions. A number of the keepers and handlers are guilty as well. The Imperatrix doesn’t care as long as it doesn’t affect the omega’s fertility. People who try to interfere are removed from their posts. Iris kept you from them, and I have done the same, but that’s as much as I have been able to do.”
Revulsion and disgust colored her expression, and I hated to see it mar her features. But this was the shit she needed to know—to understand that monsters surrounded her. They built this place to house omegas and keep them compliant. This was no school. It was cotton wool wrapped around her eyes. 
She needed to admit to herself what she had known all along.
A furrow formed between her brows as if she was cataloging the realities of her prison. The reality that the Hive residents were only here to make her feel comfortable. This engineered sham to cultivate new generations of soldiers and the omegas who were viewed as alpha factories, not people. I saw the moment that she settled into and accepted that realization. Her breathing picked up and what little color was left in her face drained away.
Ax’s voice cut through the rasp of her labored breath. “Princess, we would never let anything happen to you. We’re with you now, and we won’t leave without you. You gotta relax your breathing for me, though.”
He was too indulgent. He needed to shake her out of the bubble of ignorance she’d been wrapped in and make her see the massive fucking problem right in front of her.
I clenched my jaw and continued to hold my tongue. I was bad at empathy. Ax was much better at getting through to people. My blunt tone and accusations would only make this shit worse. It was irritating but necessary trying to be patient when the key to our escape was laying forgotten on the examination table while we dealt with a sniveling little girl. 
I had come here to rescue my queen, only to find a child in her place.
Greylan and Ax had infinite patience with her, but mine was running thin, and every day we were stuck here it grew thinner. I crossed my arms over my chest and leaned back against the wall. The princess I remembered had bitten guards and screamed for her freedom, but the woman sitting before us was a meek little rabbit. Where had my queen gone?
The cogs behind those golden eyes turned as Ax spoke soft words to her, but I doubted she was listening. Her gaze caught mine across the room, and held it. She hated me, I think. But she saw me watching her, waiting to see what she’d do. I didn’t need to open my mouth for her understanding to surface. I was waiting for her to disappoint me.
She squared her shoulders and rubbed the back of her hand across her nose, sniffling back the tears. She steeled herself right before my eyes, meeting each of our gazes and asked, “What do I need to do?”
I let out a breath. Maybe she finally decided to bare those teeth I remembered from so long ago. The resolved look in her eye offered a glimmer of hope. Maybe I hadn’t risked everything for nothing and underneath it all, she might actually be the queen I’d come to find.




Chapter Twenty-Three

Saphyra


Horrified and disgusted by the day’s revelations, I desperately wanted to get away from this reality, but there was nowhere to go. The cameras were always watching. Keepers and handlers roamed the halls unchecked. I’d never felt trapped or unsafe on the Hive, but I think that was the point. There was an illusion of safety and normality, a veneer that kept the students complacent.
I didn’t want to remain calm. I didn’t want to be rational. But I had no choice. I had to keep myself together, or I wouldn’t be any help to anyone. It was hard to watch these things happen, have knowledge of it, and be powerless to do anything about it.
I was not okay—I might never be okay again—but for now, I would follow the plan. That was the only option. We would fight, and we would win. 
With that in mind, I crawled back into the vents one more time. I wasn’t cut out for this sneaking and spying stuff, and I’d be glad when it was finally over. If all went well, that would be soon.
The sticky airlock hadn’t been fixed, but with my newfound dedication, I got it opened and made my way toward decoy cluster three. After seeing the records, I wondered what had become of Drax and Revayah after I’d left. The keepers had made their decision about the omega’s fate, but maybe they were kind enough to leave her with her drone.
Before I really considered what I was doing, I found myself creeping into the cell where I witnessed Drax purring for the omega while they waited for his knot to soften. The moment the airlock slid open, I knew I had made a mistake. Echoing off the walls was the most soul-crushing scream I had ever heard. It sounded as if a large animal was bellowing. A thick copper stench scalded my nose as I peered through the ventilation grate.
The massive alpha was pounding on the far wall where the nest had been the last time I had spied on him. His fingertips were raw pulp, like ground meat, from clawing at the seams where the metal hatch closed. The longer I watched, the more horrified I became. He threw himself against that bloody surface over and over, only hurting himself. His bellows went on for as long as I could bear to watch it. His agony was obvious, and I wondered if it was because he knew he would never see Revayah again.
There was nothing I could do to console him. My presence would have likely made his grief worse. So with a heavy heart, I crawled out of his airlock and continued on to find Lex.
Drax was a reminder of the dire information I had learned in the headmaster’s office. Another tally of atrocities to lay at the Imperatrix’s feet. She would pay for the suffering she had wrought. Somehow.
The day had been exhausting, and by the time I let myself into Lex’s vent, I was ready to be done. This time, I tried to be as quiet as possible to see if he would notice me. When I looked into his room, he was lying on his narrow cot, legs propped up on the wall, throwing a ball toward the glass ceiling just to catch it before it hit him in the face.
“They call it enrichment,” he announced to the empty room. 
A grin pulled at my lips. He was either talking to himself, or he knew I was there.
“You aren’t as deliciously ripe and sopping as you were the last time, but I can still smell you, omega.” He didn’t turn his attention from the ball he was throwing. He didn’t have to. There was only one place I could possibly be.
“Yeah, my handler gave me something to keep me calm,” I answered quietly. I knew the camera might pick up his side of the conversation, but surely drones talked to themselves regularly. It must get lonely spending so much time in solitary confinement.
“That’s a pity. You smelled luscious.” He set the ball aside and sat up on the edge of his bed. His attention was on the vent, but I didn’t think he could see me. “Have you come to torture me with your heavenly scent, or are you here for a reason?”
He was right; he needed to know the plan. I was careful to temper the volume of my voice so it wouldn’t carry. “We found a deep space-capable ship leaving the day after tomorrow. I will fake my heat and be brought here. Gho— Axion has figured out how to access the nest pod’s control panel, which should get us all out of this cell. So, everything is ready. Now we just wait.” 
The stress from today was getting to me, and I slumped down in the narrow passage, too tired to bother holding myself up.
“I have questions, but I’m going to trust that my team has the details sorted. The more concerning issue is the exhaustion in your tone. I wonder if you can even make it that long.”
I didn’t like the accusation in his voice, but he wasn’t far off. “I’d been raised to think one thing, but the more I learn, the deeper it goes. The worries of two weeks ago seem like the concerns of a child compared to what I’m being asked to consider as fact now.” I sighed and rested my cheek on the grate. It shifted under the light pressure. What in the Stars?
“It’s all part of growing up. I wish I could have been with you to help you through all of that. But at least you understand why we had to come at substantial risk to ourselves. We couldn’t chance waiting any longer, even if a better option might present itself later, which was unlikely.” He paused. “Saphyra, what are you doing?”
The scrape of the latch tool alerted him to my action as I ran it around the edge of the grille separating the sealant from the wall. Once the seal was broken, it had the same mechanism as in the headmaster’s office. “I think I can just…” Wiggling the gadget in the lock, I heard it spring and pushed it open on squeaking hinges. “I think this opens.” Smiling, I popped my head out.
He did not look happy to see me, his gold-green eyes wide with concern. “Wait!” he said before grabbing a shirt from a pile near the end of the bed and tossing it at a bump sticking out of the far wall. Oh! A camera! The shirt dangled and swayed but somehow clung on to that small protrusion and draped over as if it were a hook meant to hold clothes on. “Some warning next time, eh?”
He came over to the vent and scooped me out of the tunnel, depositing me on the floor. By the time I had smoothed my uniform into place and turned my attention to the massive alpha, he was kneeling before me. “What are you doing? Get up.”
His face was solemn as he rose to his feet. He was taller than Ghost or Shadow and wider in the shoulders. I knew alphas were big, but he was very, very big. I took a step back so I didn’t have to crane my neck to look up at him.
“As you wish, my queen,” he said, now looking down at me.
“I’m not your queen. I’m not anyone’s queen.” Waving him off, I started pacing. Why had I burst through the vent into his room again?
He followed me with his eyes. “I suppose that is technically true, not until your coronation. But that is a minor formality. We have the medical records from the doctor, your handler. We know who you are.”
Seriously, this wasn’t what I wanted to hear. I was already overwhelmed with everything going on. Every time I thought I had a handle on it, something else would happen or I would be reminded of some other thing I needed to deal with.
Too late, Lex realized his mistake. “Come, sit. I didn’t mean to upset you.”
He gestured to his cot, and I gratefully took a seat.
“Tell me what’s wrong.” His gruff words came out like the order they were. He was an alpha that was used to being obeyed, and I was no exception.
So, I told him.
I told him everything that had happened, and all the while, the intoxicating smell of sun-warmed oak trees and the summer wind enveloped me like a blanket. I snuggled into his pillow after arranging it perfectly on his narrow bed. The warmth of being surrounded by his scent brought back wisps of comforting emotions that overrode the weight on my shoulders.
He stood and listened until I was done. “I’ll be here to help you, no matter what you want to do. Try not to get overwhelmed. We will overcome one problem at a time.”
He was right, and I knew it. The plan was in place. His solid, confident presence helped assure me of its success. I needed to focus on the first step, getting out of here. After that, I could worry about the rest.
Normally, I was very territorial about my personal space, but when he sat down beside me, I leaned into him, wanting him closer. His scent lured me in. I caught myself about an inch from his neck, taking a deep breath and wiggling onto his lap. Self-conscious, I realized what I had done and jerked backward, almost toppling off the bed in my haste. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what came over me. I’m usually much more in control.”
He chuckled at my reaction but his face grew serious. After a pause, his deep velvety voice caressed me. “You don’t need to apologize. Anything you need—everything I have—is yours.”
His reassurance was soothing, and I shuffled back to where he reclined on the bedding. I felt stupid, but his scent settled me. Just a little longer, and then I would leave.
Stars, this was awkward. I had to find a way to change the subject. “I’ve never smelled an alpha, really. Only Ghost when I first met him before they neutralized their scents, but that was only for a second.” At some point during the conversation, I had crawled closer and found myself straddling his thighs. His hands rested lightly on my hips as I leaned in to fill my lungs with his scent.
“And who is Ghost?” His low voice was filled with a dark menace that made me shiver.
I sighed at my slip and despite his tone, the comforting scent of him held me close. Would I ever stop calling the decoys by their stupid nicknames? I should have known better than to name them, but it was too late now. I had to explain, again.
“Soldiers don’t have names, only numbers. They are hard to keep track of. When a soldier dies, their number is recycled back into circulation, so there could be only one of a number, or ten or a hundred. I wanted to give names to the decoys assigned to me. It seemed only fair. Your Axion is my Ghost. Valyx is Shadow, although sometimes Asshole fits him better.’’ By the time I finished explaining, I had leaned into Lex’s wide chest where I nuzzled the collar of his shirt.
Lex chuckled, his previous mood forgotten. The quiet sound rumbled against my ear, where I rested it against his chest. “Valyx is a cranky bastard, but his loyalty is unquestioned. There’s no one I would rather watch my back. His respect is hard won, but once you have it, he would gladly take a knife in the gut for you. You are his queen. He would die for you, too.”
I shook my head slightly, getting more comfortable against the warmth of the thickly muscled body I was draped on. “That’s the problem. Too many people have already died. I don’t want anyone to die for me or any other reason.”
“Everyone dies eventually, love. It’s how you choose to live that matters.”
The edge of my lips brushed against the warm skin of his neck and he tensed. My eyes flew wide, and I sat up straight as I noticed I had inched my way onto his lap and rubbed his scent all over myself. “I’m so, so sorry. This is incredibly inappropriate of me.”
His hands closed on my hips, stilling my panicked movements. “I told you, I am here for anything that you need. However, you wiggling around is wearing my resistance thin. I can smell your slick pussy, and it’s difficult not to do something about it.”
Heat filled my cheeks. “You’re absolutely right. I should go.” 
During the short time burrowed against his warmth, my panties had grown damp and fluttering began in my belly. I needed to leave, or risk being pushed into my emergence before we were ready. Just the thought of that made my tummy clench and slick to seep down my thighs. I scrambled off his lap and hurried over to where the vent cover was slightly askew, looking around helplessly for some way to get back through the hatch.
“As much as I wish I could argue with that, and as much as I wish I knew if you tasted as sweet as you smell, you’re right. You need to return before anyone notices you’ve been gone.” 
He followed me over to the vent and lifted me as if I weighed nothing. I pushed up the grate on its creaky hinges, and he helped me through. His hands cupped my ass under my skirt, steadying me. The swipe of his thumbs along the inside of my thighs was the only sign I had that he had stolen a sneaky taste.
From inside the galvanized tunnel, I spun around and watched as he ever so slowly dragged the tip of his thumb between his lips. “Sweeter than honey.”
Once the airlock was sealed behind me, shutting out his intoxicating pheromones, I leaned back against it, panting. Slick coated my inner thighs, and my nipples beaded into hard, aching peaks. Cut off from his scent and the warmth of his skin, my clarity of thought came racing back. What if someone had come to fix the camera while I was still there? What if we had been caught? We’d risked everything for a fleeting moment. His mere proximity clouded my mind and eradicated my judgment. Lex was dangerous—so much more dangerous than my decoys—and he knew it.




Chapter Twenty-Four

Alexi


My dick was hard as nails as I held on to the memory of her fading scent even as the scrubbers kicked on, carrying it away. As much as I wanted to do something about my problem, I knew someone would be along to address the camera issue. I was a little surprised they hadn’t already shown up.
Letting her cuddle up to me and tell me her problems was stupid, at best. But it seemed like the most natural thing in the galaxy. Her hips felt perfect in my hands, and her fucking perfume when I buried my nose in her hair, I couldn’t get over it. A guard could have come by at any point, but I couldn’t find it in my heart to stop. My instincts were in control.
It took all my will to let her go in the end, and then when I found that little puddle of slick, there was no helping my reaction. I had to taste her. That was a mistake, because now I was addicted and savored the honeyed flavor lingering on my tongue.
The light above my door clicked on. It was time. That same monotone female voice poured from the speaker. “Drone 4569, your monitoring device is malfunctioning. Please place your hands in the receptacle so that your restraints may be reapplied.”
I knew this was coming, and whatever happened would be worth it.
It went against every bit of training and self-preservation I had in me to submit quietly, but with the wheels in motion, I would suffer any punishment they dished out. If they moved me or reassigned Saphyra to a different drone, the whole plan would be compromised. So when I’d put the restraints on and the lazy, pot-bellied alpha from the first day entered with a sick sort of single-minded glee in his eyes, I stood by, docile as a baby ailouros, as he jabbed me with the charged end of his taser baton.
If he caught the faint, lingering scent of omega clinging to my skin, he didn’t react. In fact, he didn’t say anything at all. He must not have reviewed the security feed or this might have been a very different interaction. I could only assume he was so excited by the prospect of beating me senseless he rushed right over. Based on the shortcuts we’d taken on the way to this cell, I wasn’t surprised that he’d ignored his duties. He didn’t act like the type to be thorough at his job.
This beating must have been the exception.
After the initial electrical surge, I could have retaliated. I could have killed the little fuck, even restrained and electrocuted, but I allowed him to take his temper out on me without a word of complaint. They needed to think I was broken so they would lower their guard.
The strong current dropped me to my knees, and I let it. He probably thought I was disabled, but prodded me again, to be sure. The next charge was stronger than the last, and my teeth clenched as my muscles locked up. I found myself on the ground. The guard stood over me, bringing the blunt end of his weapon down on me repeatedly.
My mind drifted to the days when the villages teemed with trade and the royal palace was safe for children to run the halls. Before the Imperatrix drove us underground and the drought ravaged our land. Back when I used to pull on the golden braids of the king’s daughter and complain about spending time with her. Back when I would beat the other boys bloody for teasing her and making her cry. My father told me it was my job to protect her, and I took my responsibilities seriously.
He told me to protect her, yet when I asked to come here to save her, he denied my request. He was worried about retaliation from Altaira, but I had a plan. Even bigger than this. But I needed our queen back first.
The baton continued to fall, breaking through my reverie, and I could feel the heat of bruises forming and taste the blood coating my tongue. It was uncomfortable, but I had been through worse. I would suffer this and more for the chance to see her again.
When he was done, standing over me wheezing, with his hands braced on his pudgy knees like he had run a marathon, he finally said, “Don’t tamper with your monitoring devices, Drone. I’d hate to have to jettison you.” He tapped his baton against the wall, pointing it at the clear, domed canopy. “Don’t make me come back up here.”
He jerked the shirt draped over the camera down and threw it at me. “Clean yourself up. You’re a mess,” he said, and walked out the door.
Blood dripped into my eyes. My nose felt broken from the boot I took to the face. I would definitely be bruised, but my alpha nature would hurry along the healing process. If I was subject to a beating every time I held Saphyra warm and safe against my chest and listened to her sweet words as her breath warmed my skin, it would be worth it.
The friendship we had formed in childhood ran deep, but now that we were adults, the hooks were sinking in and drawing me toward her. Nothing would keep me from having her. Stars only knew what made me feel so strongly. Maybe we’d imprinted when we were children, but I would raze planets for her. Anything she asked, I would gladly do. The alpha inside me roared at the thought. Her claws were already anchored in my soul, and I had no interest in getting away.




Chapter Twenty-Five

Valyx


The knowing look in Ax’s eyes as we made our way back to the cabin told me he noticed my reaction to Saphyra’s change of attitude. He knew me well enough to know when I had prey in my sights. After the way he’d kissed her the other day, I did wonder why he was smiling. Maybe he didn’t like her as much as it seemed. Maybe she was just another of his fuck-toys in a long line of beautiful, willing partners. Or, maybe he suspected what I knew since the first time her sun-soaked honey scent reached my nose. My fucking mate.
The Stars could go fuck themselves, though. I didn’t care who they decided I should be with. I didn’t listen to divine superstitious bullshit. The Stars cared as much about me and who I fucked as I did about them, which was not at all. I wasn’t doing this for them.
I wanted a fighter, someone who knew how to stand for what they believed in and would fight anyone and anything that stood in their way. Like Lex. Fuck, I missed that stupid, smug bastard.
I needed to talk to Saphyra alone. So, I directed Ax toward the bathroom with a shove. He understood my meaning and gave me a cocky grin and winked at Saphyra before disappearing into the other room.
While Ax’s winking had distracted her, I approached, but when I got close, I was hit with a wave of pheromones that were not hers. I would know that scent anywhere. A growl threatened to break loose, but I swallowed it back. What had that stupid girl done?
In my fury, I advanced, and she retreated, backing away to escape my anger. Her nervous eyes locked on to me as she fell into the nest in her haste. “Valyx, what’s wrong?”
“I can smell him on you.” I growled. My knee landed inside the blankets beside her hip and I edged forward, forcing her to lie back.
The soft skin at her throat throbbed with her racing pulse, tempting me to bite into that vulnerable flesh and claim her as my own.
“I don’t know what you mean.” Her words wavered with the lies they spilled and she shifted nervously, as if unsure whether to stop my advance or encourage me.
She probably thought we wouldn’t notice what she had done, but I noticed. I always noticed her.
Her hands were in my grip and secured above her head before she knew what I was doing. My rough fingers engulfed both of her slender wrists, easily pinning her as she squirmed. “Don’t lie to me, little omega. You jeopardized this mission. I can smell the slick coating your thighs and his scent on your lips. What if you’d been seen? You could have ruined everything we’ve been working for.”
The perfume called to me, scattering rational thought, and the closer I got, the more addicted I became. I leaned in, drawing in deep lungfuls of their combined pheromones. The forest in summer and warm honey.
With my face buried against the delicate column of her throat, I whispered dark promises into her ear. “Ax may tease you and make you smile. Lex may worship you like the royalty you are. But I have no interest in any of that. I will make you cry and scream until all you think about is me, until my scent is branded into your skin and you can never get clean. And if you endanger us, I have no problem leaving you here, no matter what the others want.”
I sat up to look at her. The faintest gold ring circled pools of blackness, as her eyes dilated, but she met my gaze without any fear. Even with my threats, she wouldn’t back down. There she was, my queen, the one I wanted to serve. But she needed to know that, here and now, I was in control. My free hand settled around her throat, reminding her that she was at my mercy. She’d put my team, and herself, at risk. And that could not go unpunished.
“Think very carefully about playing these games, little omega. You walk the razor’s edge of my patience, and I would be perfectly happy tipping you over the precipice into pleasure and pain. I’m not like my brothers. I’ll hurt you with no remorse, and you’ll crawl back, begging for more.”
My thigh pressed between her legs. Her generous slick seeped through her panties and onto my pants as she rocked against the weight. Her lips parted around a gasping breath and begged to be kissed. I wasn’t nice or gentle when I sucked her lower lip between my teeth and licked the taste of Lex’s skin from her waiting mouth. This was madness. The combination of the quivering queen and the man I loved was like the best drug ever made. My kiss was rough, giving no quarter as I delved into the hot sweetness that was solely her.
Her whimpers drove me on. I needed to see her come apart under me. To break her and put her together again. After tasting her mouth, I wanted nothing more than to feast on her slick pussy after Lex pumped her full of cum. My kiss turned brutal as I fantasized about pushing her over the edge and watching her shatter. And then soothing that hurt and putting all the pieces back in place.
The quivering of her tiny form as she rubbed her needy clit over my leg was a warning, and I almost didn’t listen. I almost pushed her too far, just like I had threatened, but the sound of the bathroom door unlatching stopped me cold. I pulled away abruptly, looking down at her halo of golden hair, flushed cheeks, and blown pupils. She was more beautiful than our twin suns.
I didn’t care if those cold distant Stars had chosen her for me. Fuck them. I chose her for myself.
But I couldn’t let this happen. I had to protect her and my brothers above all else. My lack of control disgusted me.
“Go wash yourself off,” I snapped at her. I could see the hurt in her eyes. She thought I was disgusted at her, and for now, I would let her think that. It would be safer for the both of us if she kept believing I hated her.
She scrambled out from under me, brushing past Axion, who studied the scene in nothing but a fucking towel barely clinging to his hips and judgment in his eerie, pale eyes.
As her heat drew closer, and her perfume filled my lungs, my instincts reacted. That was the only explanation for what I’d done. I saw a fire in her eyes and a drive and determination I had never seen before, but when I’d smelled Lex all over her skin and the honey-sweet scent of her slick, all rational thought fled.
The faint taste of him on her lips was maddening. As much as I wanted to send her over the edge into her heat, I knew I had to wait. Her sweet, succulent sighs and trembling body were just as likely to push me into rut. We all walked a razor’s edge, and it would only get worse the further we got into the plan.
Her reactions were forcing me past the point of control, and I didn’t like it. I was a monster, but tightly leashed. Except when she was around. She took that leash in her delicate fingers and coaxed me to notice her without even trying. If I believed in magic, I would call her a witch. We were so close to freedom, I couldn’t afford to lose it now. Everything was at stake.
“What was that about?” Ax asked as he dried his snowy hair.
“You know what that was about. You can smell her, fucking ripe with slick and”—I glanced at the camera and walked up nose to nose with Ax—“covered in Lex’s pheromones. How she managed that, I have no idea, but she is risking all of our lives with her games.” I adjusted my cock and turned to pace the length of the room. This mission was spiraling. It was nothing like I had imagined it would be.
“So, what exactly upset you? That she’s risking the mission being reckless, or that she has obviously been”—he lowered his voice—“cuddling with Lex?” He flopped onto the nest platform to watch me pace.
I hated that he would accuse me of petty jealousy. “The mission! She is risking all of our lives for her immature antics. This is not a game.” I raked my fingers through my inky hair in agitation.
“I think you’re jealous that our princess found a way to get some snuggles, got all covered in his scent, crawled back here smelling so fucking delicious and knowing you couldn’t have either one of them.” He sprawled out in the nest as if it was his own. He was so fucking aggravating.
“You’re wrong.” He wasn’t wrong. Over the years, Lex and I had occasionally been more than brothers in arms, and Saphyra was a walking fantasy with all her long, luscious curves. Being forced to sleep next to her as her pheromones intensified almost hourly was a torture like I had never suffered.
Ax laughed like he knew I was lying. There was no point in arguing. Nothing would change our situation until we were clear of this aurinium-plated prison. And that would only be possible if we could keep the princess from ruining the entire plan with her ill-conceived adventures.




Chapter Twenty-Six

Saphyra


The freezing water stung my skin. A fitting punishment for what I was putting these men through. Brave, noble, strong, foolish men. I wasn’t worth this risk. Why come here for a single person? Anyone could wear a crown. Give it to someone else. I didn’t want it.
Shadow had every right to be disappointed in me. I couldn’t control myself. I had one simple task, and I’d endangered everyone for my selfish curiosity. Not only that, but the frustration of being attracted to them and denied over and over again was aggravating.
My skin grew pink as I scrubbed the scent-neutralizing soap roughly against my body. I just needed to keep it together for a couple more days, and then we would be on board the freighter bound for Pharanax 8. From there, we would secure transport back to Verden. That assumed everything went according to plan.
Satisfied that I was thoroughly scrubbed, I hit the controller to stop the flow of water. The soft towel abraded my tender skin as I dried off, and I realized that in my frenzy to shed the intrusive pheromones I had rubbed myself raw. The skin was smooth and unbroken, but tinged red and blotchy. And of course, in my hurry to escape the alpha’s scrutiny, I had forgotten to pick up clothes. Again.
There was nothing I could do but brave the eyes of my decoys, and when I opened the door and peeked, they were reclined in my nest. Their presence no longer bothered me. It was comforting to know they would be there while I slept.
Their gaze was a physical thing following me as I scurried into the wardrobe. And when I came out and crawled into the nest, they did their best to keep their eyes off the flimsy lace nightclothes that replaced the towel. The towel probably covered more, and I debated getting another one to wrap up in, if only to ease their discomfort. I’d be lying to myself if I said I hadn’t come to like the way their furtive looks made my tummy flutter.
Dinner had come and gone while I was in the vents, but Shadow had materialized a handful of nutrition bars while I’d showered. Where they came from, I will never know. When he handed me one, his warm, calloused fingers hesitated on mine just a second longer than I would have expected. Maybe he felt bad about earlier.
Ghost rolled onto his side, watching me while I ate, curled up comfortably in the bowl of my nest. “So, you met Lex?”
I nodded and mumbled in the affirmative around the bite as I snacked on the bland block of flavorless sustenance.
“And how was that?” There was a mischievous glint in his eye when he asked that very leading question.
Shadow growled in annoyance and turned his back to Ghost and me under the guise of watching the door.
I swallowed the last of the crunchy meal bar and studied Ghost’s face, trying to understand this line of questioning. “He was very kind and understanding. He trusts you both very much.”
“Uh huh…” He drew the agreement out as if he was waiting for more. But when I didn’t respond, he went on. “But do you like him?”
“I don’t see what that has to do with anything. I barely know him at all. I conveyed the plan, that’s it.”
“Did conveying the plan consist of rubbing yourself in his pheromones for some reason?” he asked, chuckling as he rolled toward me.
By now, I was used to Ghost’s jokes and the way his body crowded against mine while he worked on the pod controls. I took it in stride and smiled at his closeness. “It did not, but the vent cover gave out, and I was able to get into his cell. He was worried about me, I think. He listened to me and let me sit with him.”
“You can talk to us too, you know.” He leaned down and nipped at my collarbone.
Even though his tone sounded serious, it still made me laugh. “I talk to you all the time.” I turned my head, taking advantage of his proximity, and pressed a playful kiss to the corner of his lips. We were playing with fire, but the tension between us was strained to breaking. Every soft touch or teasing brush of skin had been building like an inferno since the day I’d met them.
“So you do. Roll over, princess. I want to show you something.”
Shadow tossed a storm-filled glance over his shoulder that lingered a bit too long on my exposed skin to be as angry as he pretended, and went back to glaring at the door. For some reason, I had grown to trust them, even if Shadow was full of anger and pain. I knew it wasn’t directed at me, not really. He wanted to save his people and despised anything that would jeopardize that. It was something I could understand. I wanted to save Lyrah, Zillarah, Revayah, and even stupid Flora.
Ghost had a funny way of going about it, but he had the same goal. So, when he asked me to roll over, I did it without question even though I knew the tiny thong I wore covered nothing. He cleared his throat, and nudged me over so I was flat on my belly, before he lowered himself down behind me.
His voice was soft in my ear. “I want to show you how to use the panel in case something happens to us and you need it.”
It seemed like this was just an excuse to get a little extra snuggle time in, but I wasn’t complaining. The ridge of his stiff cock pressed firmly between the globes of my ass and I arched my back, pressing into him. My body responded to his by reflex, and it felt so good that my breath caught in my throat.
“Pay attention, princess.” He nipped my ear and rocked against me once more before guiding my hands to the panel, demonstrating how to uncover the circuit board and which leads needed to be connected to where to open, close, and initiate movement. He explained that Grey had assigned the pod to Lex’s cell, but the destination could be changed at any time by the keepers. It wasn’t complicated once you knew what did what, and I was confident I could do it again in an emergency.
I rolled over, so I was on my back, facing him. “I’ve got it. Thank you.”
He arranged my legs around his waist so he could settle over me more comfortably. And then his lips descended on mine, pressing a gentle kiss and urging them to part. His teasing nips sparked the heat in my core, and I opened for him. He deepened the kiss and flexed his hips between my thighs.
Shadow’s curse was barely audible over the thrumming of blood in my ears. But then Ghost tensed above me and Shadow was there taking Ghost’s place. His teeth were sharp but gentle, biting my lips and working his way down my neck. I didn’t know what pushed him over the edge, but the thought of being shared between them made my whole body tingle. The proximity of their solid weight pressed on either side was sending me into a spiral.
We needed to stop, but it felt so good.
With much reluctance, I shoved at them both and gasped for breath. What were we doing? “We have to stop. We can’t.” As much as I wanted this feeling to continue, I knew we couldn’t go on. “What about Lex?” His name was like a bucket of ice water, and they jerked to a stop as if they’d been slapped.
Shadow rolled out of the nest like he was being chased and started pacing. “Fuck.”
“Fuck is right.” Ghost grumbled, flopping onto his back and stared at the stars through the clear canopy of the ceiling. His chest rose in gusty breaths as he fought to collect himself.
I groaned in agreement, and buried my head under a pillow.




Chapter Twenty-Seven

Axion


That night was torture. I could feel her warmth through the blankets, but I couldn’t touch her. After the near disaster earlier, we needed to be more careful. The suppressant was wearing off, if not already gone, and by the time we were ready to go, she might not have to fake her heat at all. We didn’t plan for that, but we would overcome whatever was in our path. It was that or death, and I wasn’t ready to die. Not when I had just found her, my mate.
I’d suspected it from the moment her scent called to me. And when I tasted her lips, I knew. It pissed me off the way Valyx treated her, but when I saw him kiss her last night, I thought there was a chance she was his mate as well, and he resented her for it. He hated being told what to do, even if it was the Stars doing the telling. The only person he listened to was Lex, and sometimes me. He was going to fight it with everything he had, but he wouldn’t let anything happen to her.
I wondered what Lex would say to my claim. He was her intended husband, had been as long as I could remember, but he hadn’t been a saint while he was looking for her. None of the team had been, but we never had serious relationships either. Maybe because she was the one for us all along. Valyx would laugh at my superstitions, but the Stars had a funny way of putting people where they needed to be. Even if it was halfway across a solar system.

[image: image-placeholder]The next day was just like every other day on the Hive. Breakfast, classes, lunch, classes, dinner. Following our little omega around as she went through the motions with a brave face. All the while, curious eyes followed our group, wondering why we weren’t gone yet. The length of time was getting suspicious, and I was glad it was almost over.
There was a subtle tremor in Saphyra’s hands as we returned to our cabin that night after dinner. The paranoia was taking a toll on her, and I wasn’t going to sit by and watch it happen. When she walked past me toward the wardrobe, I grabbed her hand and towed her to the nest with me, pulling her down on top of me as I lay back in the plush bedding. Her eyes shone in the dim light, and a playful grin pulled at her lips.
Shadow grumbled something and went into the bathing room, leaving us in silence.
“Hey, you okay, baby?” I settled her on my lap and rested my hands on the curve of her hips as my fingers pressed soothing patterns into the tense muscles of her lower back.
She looked surprised by my familiar handling, but the ship was departing tomorrow. We could probably risk it tonight, considering I would likely have to fuck her in the morning. We had to convince the keepers we were lost to rut—there was no way around it—or we risked getting kicked out of the pod.
“I’m nervous. A little scared, too.”
I bundled her closer to me, laying her down on my chest and cradling her in my arms. “It’s okay to be scared, princess. We won’t let anything happen to you.” My heart expanded painfully in my chest. The feeling of her wrapped around me, taking the comfort that I offered, changed something in me.
Then I did something I had never done before. I purred.
The strain immediately left her body, and she melted into me. Her ear pressed to my heart where the even rumble rolled on, steadily soothing her strained nerves. Her fingers curled around the hem of my shirt, and I smoothed the golden hair back from her beautiful face. By the time Valyx came out of the bathroom, Saphyra was sound asleep.
“What the fuck are you doing?” he asked quietly so as not to wake her.
Around the rolling purr, I answered as best I could. “She was unsettled.”
He shoved his towel roughly down the laundry shoot. “A firm spanking would have settled her, too.”
His idea of caring for an omega was not the same as mine, but his techniques could be useful. It was a good thing she had us. She was going to need us. She didn’t know it and I’m sure Valyx hadn’t accepted it, but I knew. There was no way I was wrong about this, even if there hadn’t been a known mated pair, or group, for decades.
I slept wrapped around my omega, her face nuzzled into my neck, purring for her when she woke. At some point in the night, I found Valyx pressed up against her back, his nose buried in her hair and purring ever so quietly as well. He was done for.




Chapter Twenty-Eight

Saphyra


I awoke the next morning, hot and achy between my thighs. Two large bodies sandwiched me. Ghost’s pale blue eyes met mine as I tried to wiggle, but it was no use. They were like giant, warm boulders. Completely unmovable.
“Where do you think you’re going?” Ghost grinned and pulled me against the solid wall of his chest. His pajamas did nothing to hide the firm ridge of his erection pressed against my stomach.
“I have to pee,” I whispered past the smile pulling at my lips, trying not to wake Shadow, whose breath I could feel fanning against my neck. He’d never cuddled up close to me and it was surprisingly pleasant, him fitting perfectly around me. As much as I hated to leave the warm tranquility that his gradual acceptance had made, I really did have to go.
“Fine.” He pouted, as unhappy about moving as I was, but he finally slid back so I could scoot free of the tangle of limbs.
When I came out of the bathroom, teeth clean, face scrubbed, hair brushed, and uniform on, Grey had arrived, and the alphas were busy getting themselves ready for the day.
“Good morning, Saphyra. We need to check your vitals. Have a seat.” My smokey-eyed handler motioned to the side of the nest.
Everything seemed so normal. Everyone was going about their business exactly the same way they had since they arrived. Did they not remember the ship we were boarding was leaving today? It felt like something should be different, but we agreed maintaining the routine would rouse less suspicion.
“Good morning, Greylan,” I said, emphasizing his full name to gently mock his stiff formality. Sitting down with a huff, I held out my arm so that he could complete his tests.
Grey leaned in close enough that I could breathe in his subtle citrus scent, and with every stilted breath, delicious heat rolled across my skin.
His whispered words tickled my neck as he spoke quietly into my ear. “I don’t know if I will have the opportunity to speak to you again before you leave, but I wanted to tell you that if things had been different, if you had been a beta…” He paused as if gathering the courage to go on. “I would have been honored to have made you mine.” His lips pressed against my cheek and lingered there before he pulled away to punch some data into his pad.
Tears welled in my eyes. “Come with me,” I whispered. My heart felt like it was being crushed in a vise. I didn’t want this to be goodbye. There had to be another way. He had said the words I’d waited so long to hear, but it was too late now. The plans were set in motion, and they didn’t account for bringing Grey along.
“You know I can’t.” He leaned in, pressing his forehead against mine, his eyes closed. “You are going to make a great queen.” He stood abruptly and walked to Ghost, slipping something into his pocket. Once done, he addressed the room. “Your levels are elevated, indicating imminent emergence. You are excused from your schedule. I will leave you with your decoys to complete their task.” Without a backward glance, he left.
Just like that, he was gone. My mouth dropped open in shock.

[image: image-placeholder]Ghost moved to block my view of the door, and his finger tipped my chin up to look at him. “Are you ready for this?”
I swallowed back my tears and nodded. I had no time to cry or even mourn. No matter how much the abrupt dismissal tore apart my already fragile heart, we had a ship to catch.
“Good girl.” His smile was nothing less than predatory.
We hadn’t talked about this part of the plan. It seemed like a significant oversight now that it was time. My pulse picked up speed. I was anxious about the unknown.
“Shouldn’t we—“
Ghost’s mouth silenced my thoughts with a demanding kiss. I could feel the barely restrained energy pulsing between us as his tongue slipped past my lips, teasing a soft moan from me. His coaxing distracted me from the hollow feeling in my heart, bringing my focus back to the solid body I was cradled against.
“Get in the nest, princess,” Ghost said against my lips.
I crawled backward toward the center and ended up kneeling in the thick bedding. Shadow leaned against the wall, watching, his arms crossed over his chest, unmoving. The flash of starlight in his black gaze was the only indication he was any more than furniture.
Ghost pulled off his uniform coat and tossed it into the nest before crawling in after me. I couldn’t stop from trembling as I anticipated what was coming next. I had a general understanding of how this worked, but the keepers left it intentionally circumspect in their lessons.
His large hands engulfed mine and guided them to the fastening at the front of his pants. With shaking fingers, I unclasped his belt and then the buttons, one by one.
“Is this what you want, baby?” Ghost’s words were soft and caught me off guard. He was reminding me that this was still my choice, but I knew what I wanted. I was going to take the opportunity while I had the chance. It might not be forever, but it was what I needed right now.
My nod of reply wasn’t good enough, and Ghost growled. “Tell me what you want, princess. Say the words.”
Swallowing back the embarrassment, my curiosity getting the best of me, I formed the words on a breath. “I want you naked, and then I want to taste you.”
He pulled the soft undershirt off over his head, unveiling the glory of his abs and defined chest. “I am yours to command, my queen.” His solemn words were so sincere. He was rarely this serious, but he was done joking.
My fingers continued to shake as I finished unfastening his pants and tugged them down his thighs. His velvety cock sprang free, and I licked my lips in wonder. While I was mesmerized by the silky swollen length of him, he kicked off his boots and dropped his trousers on the ever-growing pile of clothes inside the nest. The presence of shoes on the bed irritated me, but I began to see that it was part of the plan.
The lean alpha lay back on the pillows with his hands behind his head. He was bared to my sight, and what a feast for the eyes. I wanted to take my time exploring every nuance of his body, but the ache between my legs had been steadily growing.
His chest expanded as he breathed in a lungful of pheromone-laced air and his cock twitched and bobbed against his belly. The clear bead of moisture on the tip beckoned me closer.
There was nothing left to stop me from finding out, so I inched forward, lowering my mouth to his thickening length. The silky skin was warm and soft against my tongue, but the hesitant touch wasn’t enough.
My eyes scanned up his flat stomach to meet his pale blue gaze. He was lying perfectly still but his lips twitched with a restrained grin.
“I’m yours to command. Every. Single. Inch,” he said, the double entendre clear in his rumbled words.
The motivation of his playful encouragement bolstered my confidence. My tongue lashed out, lapping up the bead of pearly fluid that had accumulated on the tip. The flavor—sweet, salty, and crisp like the faint memory of morning fog rolling off the ocean—exploded across my tongue. I was already addicted and desperate for more. As if by instinct, my lips wrapped around his thick girth and pressed his length to the back of my throat. My tongue worked his shaft, coaxing more of the pre-cum into my mouth.
His hum was a satisfying confirmation of his enjoyment. I still wanted more. Something was missing. And that’s when Shadow’s fingers sifted through my hair. When he caught a handful in his fist, the sharp sting was bliss. His grip guided me in long, steady strokes up and down the length of Ghost’s cock until he was groaning with pleasure.
His ardent response ramped up the ever-growing sensations tickling over my skin, making me hot and needy. My eyes watered and I moaned around the smoldering heat shoved down my throat by Shadow’s rough treatment.
But it wasn’t enough. I felt empty and hollow. I wanted more. More of what, I didn’t know, but I was desperate.
Shadow’s hand left my hair, but I continued the steady pace he had set. Cool air hit the back of my thighs as my skirt was dragged up and calloused fingers yanked my soaked panties down my legs. I didn’t care that I was bared to them. There was so much more to come. I would have willingly begged, but wasn’t sure what to ask for.
When Shadow’s bare hand came down on my ass with a sharp crack, I moaned and slick flowed down my thighs. The tingling impact felt so good I pleaded unintelligibly around the cock filling my mouth. Shadow didn’t disappoint and followed the first slap with another even harder, and then another right over my dripping core.
My eyes rolled back in my head as pleasure sparked along the nerve endings in my body. Yes, just like that.
Shadow’s seeking fingertips slid through my copious slick, gathering it up, and bringing it to Ghost’s lips. The sight of my white-haired decoy sucking the other man’s fingers clean brought a new rush of heat crashing through me.
“Fuck, you taste so good, baby. Do you want Valyx’s big, fat alpha cock in your slippery little pussy?” he asked.
I nodded, his dick buried deep in my throat, but I knew he wanted words, so I begged as best I could with my mouth full. My need was growing. I felt it building with no end in sight.
I could see Shadow had undone his belt but was still clothed. The tattoos covering his chest would give away his true identity, which was a shame because the memory alone had a new rush of slick gushing down my thighs. Yes, I wanted him. I wanted them both.
My fingers snaked out, tugging at the front of Shadow’s pants until I could slip my hand inside to wrap around his solid length. He might have been even thicker than Ghost. Shadow’s grunt of approval was the encouragement I needed as I stroked him under his clothes.
His hands ran over the sore spots where he had spanked me moments ago. But once I had confirmed I wanted him to fuck me, his thick fingers found my dripping center and pressed into my needy entrance.
Embers flickered, burning a path up my spine as he scissored his fingers, working them in and out of my tight folds. It was uncomfortably snug, but felt so nice.
“She’s too small. I’ll never fit.” Shadow grumbled while pushing a third finger into my slick channel, stretching me to the point of discomfort.
“You will. She was made for us,” Ghost praised as he tucked my hair away from my tear-stained face. “Weren’t you, princess? You’re going to be a good girl and let us fill you full, aren’t you?”
I tried to nod, but squealed as Shadow slid a fourth finger inside me. The harder he fucked me, the better it felt. I wanted more, and I pushed against Shadow’s hand, moaning.
“Are you ready for more, little omega?” Shadow asked and gritted his teeth as my grip flexed around his length, freeing it from the confines of his pants.
My mouth popped off of Ghost. “Yes, please. I need more.”
Ghost took this opportunity to pull my shirt off, and I wiggled out of my skirt and panties.
“That’s our good girl. Suck my cock while Valyx fucks that tight little pussy.” Ghost’s praise was like a physical thing rubbing up against me. I shivered and stuffed his shaft back into my mouth.
The nudge of Shadow’s blunt tip against my entrance sent a throb of hot anticipation through me. This was what I needed. I needed to be stretched and filled.
The moment he pressed forward, I shuddered, and electricity radiated across my exposed skin. All my muscles tensed, and my back arched, urging him on. Slick flowed from my slit, coating Shadow’s cock as he shoved into my waiting body. I forgot to breathe as he retreated and drove into my fluttering channel. The pain of his intrusion burned, but it felt so good. I couldn’t imagine anything better than being fucked by my alphas, except maybe if Lex and Grey were there, too.
“I want to knot her,” Shadow said through gritted teeth, just loud enough to be heard over the wet slapping sounds of his thrusts.
“Do not knot her! She really will go into heat if you do,” Ghost snarled back.
I pulled my mouth free of Ghost. “Please, please, I need it. Knot me. I want you to.” I was desperate for more of that full feeling.
“Do not knot her,” Ghost repeated, grinning.
I whimpered as Shadow pulled out of me.
“Fine, if I can’t knot her, you fuck her.” Shadow slapped my ass, and I took that for the instruction it was.
Needy as I was, it took very little encouragement to crawl up Ghost’s body and straddle his waist. I positioned his thick crown at my entrance and pressed him into me. My greedy pussy swallowed his whole length to the hilt. When I started rocking my hips, I felt the most wonderful sensation as his knot began to swell.
“Nope, none of that,” Ghost scolded. It sounded like it pained him as much to say it as it did to make me stop.
He flipped me under him and shoved back inside me, but not all the way.
“Yes, that!” I protested. I could feel the thickness of his knot bump up against my puffy folds, only to retreat when I thought he would give me what I so desperately needed. “Please, please, please.”
“No. You will wait. And if you’re good, we’ll give you what you want when it’s safe,” Ghost said, pressing more deeply, teasing the thickness of his knot against my entrance to punctuate his point.
Shadow moved closer, running the tip of his dick over my mouth. “Open up, little omega. It’s almost time.”
My lips parted eagerly, licking my sweet slick and his pre-cum off his glistening cock. He tasted like a distant memory of campfire and the woods at night, and I was starving for it. I craved it like nothing I had ever known. My greedy tongue wrapped around him, and I heard the whoosh of our cabin door opening and closing.
Shadow and Ghost started growling. A deep foreboding sound I’d never heard, and I shivered as they increased the intensity of their ministrations, driving more deeply into me. Ghost’s knot strained at my entrance, and I felt its thickness pushing just past the boundary. Heat rushed through me, hinting at the pleasure waiting beyond the horizon. Their rough handling made my body sing, and I arched and wiggled, encouraging their savage treatment of my greedy pussy. I was so close to something. I could feel the edge of it tingle on my skin.
The murmur of voices barely penetrated my lust clouded mind, but I heard Grey’s voice say “heat,” “aggressive,” “rut,” and then the conversation was cut off as the canopy of the nest curved overhead, blocking out the room.
Once the cover locked into place, Shadow dragged himself from my mouth, but I was reluctant to let him go. “You can have more later, little omega,” he said and pulled himself free.
Ghost stopped his thrusting and stilled above me. His lips traced my collarbone up to my shoulder with reverence.
I sobbed with need.
“I don’t know how I’m going to keep from knotting you, princess, but you can’t come yet. You gotta be patient.”
“Don’t stop. Please. Do it.” I squirmed, trying to convince him to keep moving.
He chuckled against my ear. “If I had my way, I wouldn’t ever stop.”
“Did Grey give you the sedatives?” Shadow asked as he lay on his back, looking up at the milky white enclosure while buttoning his pants, gritting his teeth as if he was in pain.
Ghost didn’t immediately answer. He was too busy nibbling the sensitive skin under my ear. “Yeah, it’s in my jacket pocket. Tranquilizers and sedatives in case anything gets out of hand.”
It was strange, being stuffed full of languidly thrusting alpha cock while they carried on a casual conversation, but I couldn’t say I minded. The only thing I minded was I still needed more and the precipice that had been closing in was receding.
I huffed out a breath in frustration and flexed my hips up against Ghost. He smiled down at me.
“Such a lusty omega. We’re going to have our hands full.”
I growled, but it was halfhearted as I contemplated how I could get him to start fucking me again.
The rumble of gears turning was muffled by the dome enclosing the nest, but I felt the momentum of it carrying us elsewhere. At least the plan was working.
Ghost peppered playful kisses all over my bare skin as Shadow glowered. It didn’t take long before the platform shuddered to a halt and the canopy peeled back, revealing a plain gray-walled cell. In the corner, looking annoyed, sat my green-eyed fantasy. Lex.




Chapter Twenty-Nine

Alexi


A thick cloud of pheromones rolled over me as the domed enclosure receded. The scent kicked my instincts into high gear. A snarl pulled at my lips as Axion’s pale ass, wrapped up in Saphyra’s long, silky legs, was revealed. The sight of him inside her triggered a fury like nothing I’d ever felt. Every breath consumed me with deepening rage.
This was the plan, but I hadn’t realized what it would do to me. A growl tore from my throat as I yanked off my shirt, making a beeline to the nest.
Axion didn’t defend himself as I ripped him off of my mate and tossed him like a rag doll against the far wall. Valyx’s dark eyes seemed to mock me, sitting in her pod smelling like her dripping cunt. My fist rocketed toward his jaw, knocking him back, away from my omega. Mine.
She was laid out like a sacrifice, glistening with slick and sweat, spread wide and panting for more. My instinct to rut took control, and my rolling growl increased as Axion and Valyx moved in to protect her. How dare they try to get between me and my mate?
The only thing holding me in check was the tiny omega making her way through the blankets.
She nudged my friends aside, kneeling, and looked up at me with those big, honey-colored eyes. “I need you, Lex. Please.”
Her words did little to placate the rage that was boiling inside my veins. “You. Are. Mine.” My hand, fueled by instinct alone, closed around her throat like a collar, and I breathed in the pheromone-saturated air. “Mine.”
“I’m yours,” she said with conviction, never flinching at my hold or breaking eye contact.
Yes, mine. Her acceptance and lack of fear dampened the fury racing through my blood. The anger ebbed, replaced by lust and longing. I’d waited so long to touch her, taste her, be inside her. It was all I could do not to fall on her like the rabid beast I was. My mouth crashed down on hers, and I pushed her into the thick blankets as I devoured her lips. I could taste Valyx and Ax on her skin, and I found myself even more intoxicated.
Unable to hold back any longer, my free hand ripped open the buttons fastening my pants, freeing my throbbing length. I lined up my blunt tip with her slick opening and surged into her swollen channel.
She whimpered, and I slowed, feeling her tightness grip me. She was so small, but she was built for this and soon wriggled against me, begging for more. I held my primal urges by a thread, but with her writhing underneath me, it snapped. I worked my thick shaft deeper and deeper. The further I went, the more she moaned and slick gushed. She arched her hips up to meet every one of my endless strokes.
“Don’t knot her,” Ghost mumbled under his breath. “Don’t let her come.”
I growled at my friend sitting in the corner, palming his cock. He was right, if she was going to be anything but delirious and in pain, I couldn’t push her much further, but it was difficult to hold back. I felt the tingling at the base of my spine and the throb of my knot swelling.
Her control gone, Saphyra panted, “Please! Please, knot me.”
Ghost chuckled. “Do. Not.”
“Yes, yes, give it to me. Give me your knot. Please.” She squirmed and clutched at my hips with her meager strength, trying to bend me to her will.
Ghost full on laughed as a clicking sound echoed through the cell and the canopy of the nest closed again. “Do not knot her. She’s already drunk with lust. Grey looped the camera feed in this room, so we should be good to go now.”
Her pleas were almost too much to resist, but Ax was right. I slowed, curling around her, holding her damp skin against mine and letting my growing knot nudge up against her puffy entrance. With my nose buried against her throat, I breathed her sweet, thick honey scent into my lungs. “I’ve waited so long for this. Not even my dreams could live up to reality.”
She arched her neck as I ran my incisors along the vulnerable flesh. An instinctual urge to mark her hounded me, and the thought of sinking my teeth into her skin made my cock twitch with approval.
Valyx came out of nowhere, flying across the pod, knocking me to the side with an unexpected attack. The movement of the nest and his weight shoved me away from my omega.
His face was inches from mine, snarling. “You can’t be serious! You’re not marking her.”
A growl gathered in my throat. “I am marking her. She’s my mate.”
“You are not marking her. She’s my mate.” Valyx seemed reluctant to admit it, but he wasn’t backing down.
“And mine,” Axion said as if it was the most natural thing in the world as he snuggled Saphyra into his arms where she nuzzled him, exhausted and needy.
“Fuck.” I shoved my fingers through my hair in contemplation. There hadn’t been a new star-blessed mate pairing in decades and now they thought somehow she was destined for all of us. I didn’t think that was even possible. “How do you know?”
“It’s her scent. It calls to my nature,” Axion replied as if it wasn’t a monumental statement, and tucked Saphyra into the blankets as her eyes fluttered closed, worn out by the stress of the day and drunk on hormones.
Valyx growled. “Her scent calls to me, too, but there’s only one way to know for sure and we shouldn’t do it here. She needs more time. She needs to decide with a clear head.”
“We have to get the fuck off this space station,” I said as I fastened my trousers with angry hands. When I pulled on my shirt, the seams strained against my irritated movements.
“That’s the plan, boss.” Ax grinned as he dressed himself from the pile of the clothes beside him, wincing as he buttoned his pants.
Valyx silently brooded. Still watching me like he thought I was going to press the issue while our girl dozed. I should have, just to see what he would do.
As I came down from that first jolt of pheromone high, I remembered how much I enjoyed pissing him off. How good he felt under me when he was mad. The fire in his dark eyes told me he recalled it too, and the thought of sharing a mate would only make it better. I hadn’t seen him in so long, and I was too worked up from our brief exhibition with Saphyra to be thinking clearly. I regretted there wasn’t more time to explore that theory.
He turned away from me and gently nudged the heat-drunk omega, offering her clothes. We were almost to the junction in the tunnel where we would switch over to the shafts that carried freight. I watched how gentle Valyx was, helping her dress from the corner of my eye, as Axion laid out the plan in more detail for me. The way she smiled at him made my blood surge with jealousy.
Before I could do anything about it, the canopy peeled back, revealing a dark tunnel. Muted maintenance lights glowed dimly from sconces on the walls illuminating a set of stairs leading up to an exit.
“Let’s go,” I said, relieved to be out of the pod, breathing fresh air, and getting everyone moving.
Valyx ran ahead to open the door, and I stayed behind, offering a hand to Saphyra as she stepped from the nest. Even in the dim light, I saw the moment when her brow furrowed and her steps wavered.
My heart jumped in my chest. “Are you all right, love?”
“I think so,” she replied as she took another step, but crumbled with a groan.
I caught her before she fell, holding her close. The pain was etched on her flushed face. “You’re definitely not okay.”
I retrieved the thickest blanket I could find and wrapped it around her before swinging her up into my arms. Looking down at her fluttering lashes and flushed cheeks, I knew we didn’t have much time before the pain of denying her what she needed overwhelmed her. “Don’t worry, love. We’ll take care of you.” I pressed my lips to her over-warm forehead and hoped we’d be able to keep that promise.
As I approached the door with my wriggling bundle, I noticed the indicator light on the lock was still red and Ax and Valyx were swiping their forged barcodes under the scanner.
Axion responded to my unspoken question. “Grey said he’d unlock it remotely before we got here. Maybe he was held up.”
“Anyone have any other ideas?” I asked from the bottom of the stairs.
Just as I was about to give up hope, a clicking sound echoed down the tunnel. The red indicator light on the lock flashed green, and the door swung open.




Chapter Thirty

Saphyra


At the top of the stairs, the silhouette of a man blocked out the light streaming into the tunnel from the corridor behind. Shadow and Ghost were quick to move into defensive positions, but backed down almost immediately. I couldn’t see who it was around the big alphas blocking my view as they ran up the steps to greet the new arrival.
Lex carried me as if I weighed nothing. I was securely bundled in the softest blanket from the nest, but every part of me was achy. The silky fabric and the alpha’s protective nature were some comfort, but I knew we didn’t have much time.
“The remote overrides were blocked for some reason. I had to come myself.” The sound of my handler’s deep baritone sent a thrill of excitement through me. He was here. I thought I’d lost him forever. His voice was a soothing balm and welcome respite from my steadily increasing discomfort.
“Grey, it’s so hot,” I croaked from within my blanket cocoon. Wanting to be closer to him, I squirmed, but Lex’s arms were immovable bands holding me still. I felt the press of soft, cool fingers on my forehead and then on my neck. The gentle contact calmed me, and my eyes closed as I leaned into his fleeting touch. The joy of seeing him again, and the feeling of his confident hands, was short-lived as he pulled away. I wanted to reach out to him, but I was pinned inside the bedding and Lex ignored my pouting face and futile efforts to free myself.
“Shh, love. We have to hurry. There isn’t time.” Lex purred softly.
Grey ignored the quiet interaction, talking over my fussing. “Her pulse is elevated, and she’s feverish. She’s exhibiting signs of the early stages of estrus. We should be able to get you off the station in time to avert significant discomfort, but it may be close. The suppressant was a temporary fix that I no longer have access to.” He motioned for the group to follow him as we rushed through a well-lit passage to a service door.
“Don’t talk about me like I’m not here.” My voice was raspy as I grumped.
He took the time to tuck an errant lock of hair behind my ear. “I know you’re here, little one. How could I ever forget?”
I tried not to whine, but it was difficult to keep the vulnerability from my voice. “My stomach feels weird. It’s tight and sore.”
“I understand. Those are common symptoms, Saphyra. Try to sleep if you can, or at least relax. It’s going to get worse before it gets better.”
His words didn’t help, and my anxiety ratcheted up as he opened the maintenance door with his clearance code. The group clattered down a set of steps into a different tunnel system that connected to the transport bay. The larger freight tunnels made a direct path through the internal structure of the Hive. There was no faster way to get where we were going, and I was desperate to arrive.
The warmth of Lex’s body and the steady roll of his long stride soothed me as we raced through the shafts. Grey’s profile, silhouetted against the faint maintenance lights lining the tunnel, gave me hope. I was sure I had lost him, but here he was and I never wanted to be away from him again.
“You’re coming with us now, Grey. You have to,” I said, insisting on what I had long hoped for.
“Yes, it’s unavoidable at this point. Someone will likely discover my deception soon. I just hope we are away by then.”
I was relieved by his words. After believing I’d never see him again, I was afraid he might vanish. My anxiety over losing him made me want to grab on to him to make sure he couldn’t leave. But Lex still held me in his iron grip, and he showed no signs of relenting. The men were focused on their task. I was little more than luggage as we fled.
Lex’s voice rumbled against my cheek. “Thank you for everything you’ve done, doctor. It couldn’t have been easy to betray your people for our queen.”
Between labored breaths, Grey said, “It was less difficult than I thought it would be, but you can save your thanks until we’re free of this place. Do you still have the sedatives?” he asked, panting and doing his best to keep up with the alpha’s longer stride.
Ghost held four syringes up and passed them to Lex as we sped through the gloomy passage. He shifted me to one arm, unwilling to let me go, and stowed the sedatives away. After that, no one spoke. The rhythmic thudding of my men’s running feet and the whistling of lifts flying by through the shafts alongside of the narrow path we were on were the only things to distract me from the cramps that started coming in slow waves.
Suddenly, the pounding stopped and my body clenched, sending slick gushing from my overly hot core. I whined and Lex’s arms held me tighter.
Bright lights aggravated my overly sensitive eyes as we exited the service shaft, and I burrowed deeper into my blanket. From inside my cocoon, I could see the giant hulls of transport ships reaching toward the stark white ceiling of the cargo bay, but we were no longer moving. Lex tensed.
Something was wrong.




Chapter Thirty-One

Saphyra


The sound of a single, slow clap had me pawing through the blanket, trying to get a look at what was happening, but when I dragged the covers from my eyes, the sight that greeted me had me wishing I could unsee it.
In the center of the brightly lit cargo bay, flanked by an entourage of guards, was none other than the Imperatrix. Her black hair was scraped back in a severe chignon, accentuating the sharp contours of her angular face. Her form-hugging, floor-length gown was embroidered and encrusted with riches that reflected light in prisms glittering around the room. Atop her perfectly coiffed head was a pure aurinium diadem fit for an empress.
She stopped clapping and let her hands fall to her sides. “Well, well. What do we have here? A traitor working with rebels attempting to steal one of my precious jewels?” Her amused disdain made me vibrate with anger.
I wrestled with the bedding, struggling to get free, but Lex held me firm.
“Put me down,” I growled, continuing to squirm until he relented, but as soon as my feet touched the ground, I stumbled and he had to catch me. With his support, I was able to stay upright and regained some small measure of dignity.
“We aren’t precious jewels,” I spat, my voice full of anger and resentment. “We’re your slaves.”
“Very valuable slaves. Stupid, but valuable. Did you think there were no cameras in the bathrooms? Or alternate listening devices? We gathered quite a lot of intel while you all had your secret conversations.” She smirked. “Slaves or jewels, it’s semantics. You are my property, and I can’t let this go unpunished. You’re all fine specimens. It’s a pity to waste so much potential, but it can’t be helped.”
A girl around my age stepped from behind the Imperatrix where she had been silently observing. Her sleek, ebony hair and vibrant jade eyes were a beautiful contrast to her creamy skin. I didn’t recognize her. The onyx gown embroidered with aurinium hexagons that clung to her lithe curves highlighted how out of place she was on the Hive. Omegas dressed well, but nothing as opulent as this.
“Mother, may I keep one?” the black-haired girl asked.
“Absolutely not, Atarah. Especially after last time. They are much too dangerous for you. Hush up. You are only here to observe.”
There was a defiant spark in the girl’s pale-green eyes, and I had a feeling she wasn’t used to being told no. I was afraid this wouldn’t be the end of that argument.
“Throw the girl in with 6667. He will force her heat, if it’s even necessary.” The Imperatrix’s disdainful gaze studied me for an uncomfortable moment. “We need her bloodline. Use the lure or drugs, whatever it takes. I’m sure he won’t cooperate otherwise. Tell him not to kill her, though. I’m interested in seeing their offspring. Jettison the doctor. He can no longer be trusted. Put the rest in holding. They may be good for the arena.”
Warm breath tickled my neck, and Lex’s scent wrapped around me.
“I love you. I always have,” Lex whispered against my ear and I felt a cluster of cold glass tubes pressed into my hand just as my alphas surged forward to intercept the mass of guards closing in on us.
Grey moved with them as if he had always been a part of this team, but he was no match for the trained soldiers.
Another cramp, more intense and violent than the last, crashed through me. I cried out and stumbled to the ground, losing track of Grey behind the larger bodies. From my puddle of writhing pain on the floor, all I could do was watch the wall of guards advancing on my men with their taser batons arcing through the air, ripping my dreams away one swing at a time.
The Imperatrix and her daughter moved away, flanked by an impressive cadre of alphas, and exited the bay through a door leading back into the Hive.
My alphas engaged with flying fists and loud snapping of bones, but the batons were too much. Guards crashed to the floor with broken necks and other serious injuries, but when one fell, another took their place until my men were overwhelmed. The guards beat at them over and over again with the stun setting set on max, and one by one, they succumbed. Tears tracked down my cheeks as the pain of loss, so much worse than the physical pain, gripped me.
I had been ignored, held immobile by the cramping of my oncoming emergence. The wave passed, my clenched muscles eased, and when I checked my hand, I found the syringes of sedatives from the nest. Quickly, I shoved them in a pocket and huddled in my blanket, scared to move. There were too many guards, and all my alphas were unconscious. But maybe I could still get out of this somehow. My greatest asset was that I’d been underestimated.
It took three people to carry Lex out of the transport bay, and a short, round-looking alpha that seemed vaguely familiar kept prodding him with the charged end of his baton. With some effort, my men were carted off, taking most of the guards with them.
Two large betas approached my huddled bundle of blankets under the watchful eye of a handler. I think his name was Corbin. He’d always unsettled Lyrah, which was the only reason I recognized the wholly unremarkable man.
“Take her,” he said, directing the guards to me.
“Shouldn’t we search her first?” one of them asked.
Corbin scoffed like it was the most absurd thing he’d ever heard. “What’s she going to do, stab him to death? Not likely. It might even be more fun for him if she puts up a fight.”
Under Corbin’s instruction, the beta guards’ clammy hands clamped down on my arms. I shrank away from their touch. The cramps came again, ripping a pitiful moan from my chest. My legs shook, unable to support my weight, and I stumbled to my knees so they dragged me through the hallways, leaving my soft blankets in a heap on the floor.
“It’s really too bad about 6667. He’s a fucking maniac. If she makes it out with less than a few broken bones, I’ll be surprised. Who wants to wager?” Corbin addressed the guards who were dragging me. They looked uncomfortable. “I’d say two broken bones and a concussion,” he continued.
They mumbled something vaguely agreeable, unwilling to fully commit to a bet like that, but not wanting to argue with this man who was obviously in the Imperatrix’s favor. Even knowing what went on behind closed doors, these guards must know that omegas were valuable and should be handled with care. The handler’s blatant disregard for my safety must have come as a surprise, judging by their reaction. Welcome to reality, boys.
Even with the cramps, pain, and blooming, desperate lust, I wasn’t completely gone. I fought against the fog clouding my thoughts, and stopped struggling against the guards. I stayed calm when they wrapped a foul-smelling blanket around me, and saved my strength for the moment they lost focus and turned complacent.
My pulse sped up and perspiration popped along my brow as the doors to the drone cells loomed ahead of us. I had waited too long. The airlock swished open, and they tossed me inside.
Time was up.




Chapter Thirty-Two

Alexi


Much of the Hive was built for show, gold trimmed and opulent. But when my eyes cracked open, that was not at all what I saw. The ceiling was flat gray, not the crystal dome that even the drone cells were afforded. I groaned as I was jostled and the hands holding my wrists and ankles heaved me into a holding cell with thick barred walls. As soon as I hit the rough metal floor, another heavy body slammed into me, knocking the breath from my lungs.
I ached everywhere and my eyes felt like they were nearly swollen shut. As an alpha, that would heal, but it was painful as fuck until it did. More thudding sounds followed, but I couldn’t see past the wall of meat that had landed on me. Thankfully, they started to come around.
“Get off me,” I said, growling and trying to dislodge the half-conscious man sprawled across my body.
“My head,” Ax croaked before finally rolling to the side with the aid of a helpful shove.
The ringing in my ears faded as I took stock of the situation. Ax lay on the floor next to where I’d been tossed, flexing his fingers like something might have been broken. Valyx was crumbled in a ball of black and blue bruises against the opposite wall. After a moment, he groaned and rubbed the back of his head, untangling himself from the heap he had landed in, thankfully still in one piece. Grey looked to be in better shape as he got to his feet and dusted his slacks and coat off in the cell beside ours. 
We were all here except our girl. I needed to find her, but where the fuck was she?
In the open area beyond the barred door, several guards were arguing amongst themselves. I stumbled to my feet to get a better view. That lazy, self-indulgent alpha who had delivered me to the drone cell on my first day was at the center of the group, red-faced and perspiring.
“Does it look like I give a crap about protocol, 5947? The Imperatrix herself put me in charge,” he said, spittle flying from his pudgy lips.
“But 3187, protocol states they should be searched immediately, and confined separately so they can’t hurt one another.” This must be 5947 arguing. He was younger than 3187 and in better physical condition, but he was clearly outranked.
He glanced around, looking for someone to back him up, but the other guards kept their mouths shut and filed out, their job done. With any hope of support gone, his shoulders sagged. “Fine, but if anything happens, it’s on you.”
3187 must have found this funny because his belly wobbled as he chuckled. “Don’t worry about it, 5947. I will make sure the Imperatrix knows exactly who the most valuable assets are in my report.” He patted the younger man on the back, dismissing him without another look.
Once the last of the guards disappeared, and the thick metal door sealed behind them, 3187 turned toward us with a slimy grin on his worm-like mouth. “You really thought you could outsmart me? Fools.” He approached the bars, the only thing separating him from his imminent death, and banged the end of his baton against them. The sound echoed like a gong through the hexagonal chamber.
“Once I’ve dealt with you, the Imperatrix promised to promote me to head of security. I can fuck the omegas whenever I want, even keep them chained in my cabin and use all their little holes however I want to. And you three will rot in the arena’s blood-soaked dirt.” He spat in our direction before waddling his way over to the doctor’s cell. “And as for you… You won’t even get that much consideration. You’re gonna float through dead space, a frozen husk, not even fit for worms to eat.” He sniffed the air, inhaling a lungful, and holding it. “That omega of yours smells ripe. 6667 is going to have a field day with that one.” He clanged his baton against the bars again. “Just the thought of her dripping hole is making me hungry. Be good boys, now, and don’t kill each other while I’m gone.”
We had been silent during his tirade, but as he walked out of the prison unit, we shared a look.
Axion was the first to break the silence. “What in the ever-loving fuck?”
I scrubbed my fingers through my hair, trying to assess our position. “I don’t fucking know. What the fuck happened? Were you not careful? Were you talking in front of the cameras? Didn’t you fucking check?”
Shadow growled and turned to pace along the bared wall.
“Of course we fucking looked, Lex. When we searched the room, there were no cameras in the bathrooms or anywhere else. Did you fucking look? What about the time Saphyra came back to us dripping with slick and smothered in your pheromones? How did you manage that?”
I didn’t appreciate the accusation in his tone, and I rounded on my lifelong friend. “The fuck you say?” My fist flew from out of nowhere, slamming into his jaw.
He staggered and spit a wad of blood on the floor. His eyes had gone white with rage as he launched himself at me, taking me to the ground. The snarl from Valyx was my only warning as he threw himself into the fray. Blood sprayed in a frenzy of flying fists and elbows. My lungs burned with the effort of dragging in the honey- and blood-laced air. The scent of ripe slick wiped all rational thought from my mind. Only instinct remained. Remove any obstacle between myself and my omega. I would kill them all if they opposed me. She was MINE.




Chapter Thirty-Three

Alexi


A shout penetrated the rage-filled haze clouding my vision.
“Commander! Saphyra needs you now. Get yourself together!” The beta doctor used his most commanding voice. I didn’t think he had it in him, but somehow his words sank down to the innermost sanctuary of my beastly nature and, like a switch, conscious thought crept back in.
My fists slowed mid swing and instead of the haymaker I had intended, I pushed Valyx and Ax off me with everything I had, sending them flying across the small cell.
They both impacted the walls and went sprawling.
“Calm yourselves! Fucking idiots.” It was no secret I was also being an idiot, but my clarity started to return. “The doctor is right. The princess needs us.”
Valyx snarled but remained crouched on the floor, seething with ill-restrained anger. Axion was panting, sprawled on his back, looking up at the ceiling. Brushing myself off, I got to my feet and stared them down. Neither would challenge me in a normal situation, but we were covered in the slick of an omega entering heat and we were all raging with the frustration of denying ourselves completion. We couldn’t get to her and it went against our nature, causing us to lash out, our instincts driving us to violence as if it were the other alphas’ fault.
If an agreement couldn’t be reached, alphas were known to fight to the death over an omega in heat. Those negotiations were often spoken with fists and settlements made when their knots sank into willing, slick-covered pussy. We could smell her, but we couldn’t reach her, and it was driving us far beyond the normal level of the crazy one would reasonably expect.
“Calm the fuck down. We need to figure out how to get out of here,” I said as I tried to even out my breathing.
Axion dragged himself up from the ground. “There is no fucking way out. These are the locks used on the maintenance doors and we don’t have clearance.”
We all turned to Greylan, who’d been sitting on his cot watching us rage like the fools we were accused of being.
Valyx spoke up first, but it was what we were all thinking. “Try your barcode.”
Surely they’d have removed the doctor’s access by now, but what if they hadn’t? What if it had been overlooked? The glimmer of hope was dashed when he swiped the code on the back of his hand under the lock and it remained red.
“That would have been too easy,” I said, grumbling as I lowered myself to the cot to think.
Valyx paced the length of the small cell. The thud of his heavy boots against the metal floor spoke to how angry he was. I couldn’t think straight with the steady pounding, and I could feel my temper rising. Axion must have felt the same way because he got up and walked into Valyx’s path. The volatile alpha shoved him, but Ax held his ground. They growled at each other, and the low rolling sound wasn’t helping anything.
My concentration was shot, I was on edge, and if they didn’t get the fuck ahold of themselves, this whole thing was going to blow up like a powder keg. Again.
“Both of you, stand down. The bars are keeping us from what we want. Not each other,” I said, hoping to deescalate the situation so we could find a way to free ourselves.
“Oh? Not each other? You say that as if you’d be willing to share your betrothed? Like you would honestly let us touch her after you’ve had her?” Valyx asked. The gravel in his voice made him sound more like an animal than a man.
“I…” I gripped my hair in a fist, tugging in frustration. “I don’t fucking know. Yesterday, I would have said absolutely not. Now… now, I don’t know. I want to give her what she wants, whatever she wants.” My eyes softened as I looked at my lover and my best friend. Would it really be so bad sharing her with them?
From the cell beside ours, the doctor scoffed. “This is a stupid argument. You’ve already wasted time fighting with one another. What you’re forgetting is that none of you will be sharing anything if 6667 gets ahold of her. The last omega they gave him to breed ended up with two broken ribs, a punctured lung, and a concussion. And she was willing. If Saphyra fights him, and we know she will, it will be worse for her. We have to get out of here before it’s too late. If it’s not already.”
That was a sobering thought.
Axion mumbled a string of curses and wrapped his hands around the bars until his knuckles were white.
It wasn’t my imagination that the other alphas suddenly looked more pale than they had a moment ago. “What do you suggest, doctor? There’s no fucking way out.”
While we had been fighting like rabid animals, I hoped he’d been considering our options. I certainly hadn’t been able to think about anything other than irrationally murdering my friends to get to my omega, who would still have been out of reach, regardless of the outcome.
“There’s a control panel at the guard station on the raised platform in the center of the room. It’s supposed to be manned at all times, but 3187 seems to have overlooked that bit of protocol, along with several others. From there, we’ll have mainframe access to all the security features on the Hive. We just have to get to it. And there is one more thing. We’ll need a code to unlock it.”
I looked up from my seated position on the cot. “How the fuck are we going to do that?”
“That’s not really my area of expertise, Commander.”




Chapter Thirty-Four

Alexi


3187 wasn’t gone very long, but by the time he came back with crumbs and grease stains on the front of his uniform, our cuts had closed and our bruises had started to heal. Every second of that wait had been excruciating, but we did our best to stay calm. The doctor reclined on the cot in his cell like he had nothing but time. Axion stretched out on the bunk in ours. Valyx and I sat on the floor by the barred gate, heads bowed, defeated.
Thoughts of our omega, bloody and broken at the hands of another alpha while we sat caged, ran rampant. My blood boiled with helpless rage. I had her, we all had, and she slipped through our fingers because we had been overconfident and underestimated the enemy. 
If we got her back, I would never lose her again. Never again.
With excitement written all over his face, 3187 made his way toward the cell, flipping his baton on with a twang of electricity. We sat motionless, too defeated to care, and oblivious to the pompous bastard’s movements. He thought they had broken us. He thought we were beaten. But he was wrong.
The guard would never risk facing us on our feet, but I bet on the fact that he wouldn’t miss an opportunity to kick us while we were down. So when he stuck his hand through the bars to jab me with his baton, we sprung the trap.
My team moved like a well-oiled machine. I grabbed his wrist, deflecting the ill-conceived attack while Valyx caught his ankle and yanked, sending 3187 toppling. His arm was inside the cell and it was quick work to snap it in such a way the jagged bone protruding from his flesh kept him from pulling it free.
His screams of anguish were the sweetest music. He’d threatened our lives, our freedom, but most importantly, he’d endangered our omega and no one gets away with that. The guard flopped on the deck like a fish. He gasped for air, and the mutilated, crooked length of his arm clanged against the bars as he tried to pull it free. I rose to my feet and stepped down on his hand, pinning it under my weight.
“I don’t need you alive for what I have planned, but tell me the access code and I’ll kill you quickly,” I said, slow and clear. The command in my voice was unmistakable, even in his frenetic state.
“I can’t. They’ll know it was me that gave it to you.” He squealed like a pig as I ground my heel into his fingers and heard the snapping of bones.
“You can and you will.” My tone never wavered as I removed my boot from his hand and grasped the wrist of his trapped arm.
The stench of piss enveloped the room. He must have known what was coming. Fucking coward. I wasn’t even surprised. There was no time for games, so with a twist, crunch, and rip, I tore his arm free from his body. The immense strength of an enraged alpha trying to reach his omega was severely underestimated.
Using the barcode on the back of the hand I’d acquired, I unlocked the cell and kicked the howling guard out of the way. The blood loss would eventually make him dizzy, so while I stood over him, Valyx stepped on his spurting stump to slow the bleeding, not for long, just long enough to get what I needed.
“Tell me the access code, or I will let Valyx play with you.”
The dark-haired alpha had retrieved the charged baton and was flipping it between his fingers like he’d been using one his whole life. It was nice having a weapons expert on hand.
3187 was stupid, but after what he’d just been through, and with three alphas loose to do as they pleased, he knew we could make what remained of his pathetic existence so, so much worse.
“M-m-my security code is 31871234,” he stammered.
I nodded to Ax. “Check it.”
Axion was already at the control panel and punched in the numbers while the doctor watched on from the relative safety of his cell. There was a short beep and Ax looked up at me with a nod. “We’re in. Full access.”
“Looks like you fulfilled your end of the bargain,” I said, down to the writhing guard. “Let him up.”
Valyx moved his boot off the man’s stump, which continued to ooze blood.
As 3187 staggered to his feet, I addressed him. “You took us from our mate and put her in danger when she was at her most vulnerable. I should make your death long and painful, but I am a man of my word and I have no time to toy with you as you deserve.” I passed the mutilated hand to Valyx, and he walked away to free the doctor from his cage.
The guard cradled his pulpy stump against his body, whimpering with snot running down his face. I had no pity for him. He was a low creature with no remorse for the atrocities he had brought on the omegas he should have been protecting.
Disgust roiled through my veins as I reached out, driving my fingers into the soft spot under his chin and my other hand grabbing his collarbone. Using his jaw and top of his sternum, I tore his head straight off his body with a sickening pop. His lungs continued to slurp and suck through the ragged hole, gasping for air, not having received the memo that he was already dead. I threw the disgusting pile of meat to the side, and met my team at the mainframe access panel.
Ax flipped through feeds on the display. “I found where they took her, but I’m not sure what I’m looking at. The drone charged her and then it looks like they fell, but they are directly under the camera and I can’t really see what’s going on, just that there is movement. She’s still alive, but…” He left the rest unsaid.
I hoped she remembered the syringes I’d passed her. I hoped she had the time to use them but, whatever was done, we would help her. Whatever she needed, we would do it. As long as she was alive, there was a way to heal. We could do nothing less. “Fine. What else?” I couldn’t think about what the image on the screen meant. She was trapped with a rabid alpha and we were still prisoners on an enemy space station.
“I’ve been able to disrupt camera streams and delete the recorded files from here. They trusted that idiot with too much. His code has high-level access across every system. I can alter almost any security feature.” Ax’s fingers flew over the flat panel as if showing me what he was talking about.
Unsure of what he was demonstrating, and with no time to get into the details, I asked him what he would suggest, doing my best to keep a calm tone even though I was on edge and ready to kill anything that got between me and my mate.
Like a switch, Ax’s whole demeanor changed into that of the trained soldier I was asking him to be, rather than the friend I brought to save our queen. “I think we should disable the locks on drone clusters, brood chambers, and the military academy bulkheads and airlocks. Shut down the transport lifts and seal them. Then restart the system. When it goes down, all settings will lock into the last known working configuration until it comes back online. It’s the only way someone with higher security clearance won’t be able to change what we’ve done. And one other thing.”
He pointed to a screen that showed the Imperatrix, and the sullen younger version of her, surrounded by some of the biggest alphas I’d ever seen, all packed into lifts. The same lifts we were about to disable. She wouldn’t be able to send anyone after us. She’d be trapped in a cage of her own making.
I didn’t question it. Axion was a genius when it came to this sort of thing. He pretended to be a carefree trickster, but he watched everything. I trusted him with my life—all of our lives. “Do it.”
A few taps on the touchscreen later, a loud click sounded. “That’ll be the locks disengaging. It’s happened to most of the doors and airlocks on the station except the cluster we are headed to. Let’s go. We’ve already taken too long.” He continued outlining the plan as Grey and Valyx led the way into the corridor at a fast clip. “We can use the barcode that you so thoughtfully acquired to access the tunnels for a more direct route. With everything unlocked, there’ll be chaos in the halls, but I left the setting that required codes for the maintenance doors so we wouldn’t be delayed. If we hurry, they’ll be too busy dealing with the fallout to find us.”




Chapter Thirty-Five

Alexi


Very few words were spoken as the four of us exited the detention cluster. Ax had unlocked the other confinement areas, but the Hive was a prison that prided itself on keeping its inmates unaware of their detainment. There would be little reason to hold anyone in the brig. Unless, of course, they figured out what was going on and didn’t appreciate it.
Despite the empty halls we moved through, we could hear the din of chaos rise in the distance just before we ducked into the darkened lift tunnels. Our grisly key unbarring our path as we ran like our lives depended on it.
Between Grey’s knowledge of the tunnels from studying the schematics, and Ax’s glimpse of the layout, we were able to make our way back to the drone clusters. The lifts were still, the silence unsettling. The Hive seemed asleep, whereas not so very long ago, this system of tubes had been buzzing with movement. I only hoped that the confusion we caused wouldn’t mean the loss of innocent lives. By instinct, the alphas would protect the omegas. The keepers would only be in danger if they tried to interfere.
Using the rapidly cooling appendage Valyx had given him, Grey unlocked the door leading to drone cluster three. Funny that we were back in the same place we just escaped from, but I wasn’t laughing. I could hear chaos beyond the door. We only had the limited weapons the single guard had carried and our skills. There was no time, and fewer options.
The doc pulled the airlock open, using it to shield himself, and I led my team into the hall.
Drones clashed with guards as they tried to exit the containment areas, so we skirted the scattered conflicts and kept our heads down. Few even looked twice at our group in the short distance through the corridor. Valyx and Axion were still dressed like Imperatrix soldiers, and the doctor was in his staff uniform. I was out of place, but it was easy enough to imagine I was a drone being escorted back to my cell after having escaped during the confusion.
The doctor swiped the severed hand under the code reader and the cluster airlock opened. In the middle of the aisle stood a scrawny-looking man with lank hair and twitchy eyes. He was backed by several beta guards. To my surprise, before anyone decided what to do about this new obstacle, Grey stepped forward.
“Corbin, would you kindly remove yourself from our path?” The polite words were overshadowed by his scathing tone.
The nervous handler glanced at the guards with him, as if to make sure he wasn’t in this alone before he spoke. “No, I don’t think so, 10225. I didn’t go through all the trouble of planting cameras in your omega’s room and reporting you to the Imperatrix just to let you go now. Maybe she’ll even let me fuck Saphyra as my reward after 6667 is done with her, if there’s anything left.”
That was the wrong thing to say. Corbin thought his handful of beta guards would protect him, but he obviously hadn’t been paying attention in the hangar earlier. We were outnumbered again, but not by anywhere near enough.
I didn’t even need to give the order. Ax and Valyx were already charging the line of men, and the doctor was wielding the severed arm and the charged baton. I wasn’t sure how effective that would be, but when Corbin saw our grizzly trophy, the color drained from his face and he ran.
I waded into the sea of flying fists. Blood coated the walls like buckets of spilled paint. Some of the guards fled and we let them go. We had no interest in whether they lived or died. Our only concern was reaching our mate.
By the time we were done with the guards, Grey had Corbin backed into a corner, trembling and sweating profusely. The doctor kept him in place using the taser baton much like a cattle prod.
Grey’s rich, cultured voice shook as he confronted this steaming piece of shit. “Lyrah should have been the one standing over your pathetic, cowering corpse, but I would save her from the weight of what must be done. The galaxy will be better for your absence.” He planted the baton against Corbin’s sternum and clicked it on, driving the beta to his knees.
From a pocket no one had noticed, the doctor pulled a thin silver scalpel and drew it quickly across the other man’s throat. Corbin gagged and gasped as blood gushed from the precise wound, only to be sucked down into the exposed trachea. He flailed, grabbing at his throat as if that would somehow help.
I hadn’t expected it from the doctor, but there seemed to be a deep hatred that needed purging. I understood that better than anyone.
We left the bleeding handler scrabbling on the cold metal floor in a pool of the blood of his misguided followers. A wound like that would kill him quickly, but until then, he would fear the starless void that awaited corrupted souls like his.
One last door and an alpha who was going to regret ever having been born was all that stood in our way now.




Chapter Thirty-Sixty

Saphyra


I was tossed unceremoniously into a room. The black blanket they had wrapped me in stank like rotten fruit and wilted flowers, but it cushioned the impact some. The airlock slid closed behind me. From my hands and knees, I took stock of where I’d landed. It looked similar to Lex’s drone cell except there was no furniture and deep gouges marred the metal walls.
A throaty growl rumbled from a shadowed corner, and the vision that stalked toward me was terrifying. A massive alpha with scars cutting across his naked chest strode from the murk. His hair was a familiar red, the color of embers, and his eyes glowed that same molten ochre.
My body didn’t care that he was a thing of nightmares. His rolling growl shuddered along my skin and slick gushed in readiness for him. Stupid hormones. Not now. I shook my head, trying to clear the lust fogging my mind. Yes, he was an alpha, but he wasn’t MY alpha. His cinnamon and fire scent was alluring and drew me in, but not the way my men did. My alphas’ scents sang to my blood and left me craving more.
I willed myself up from the floor, kicked the foul-smelling blanket away, and brushed myself off. “Hello, I’m Saphyra. I was hoping you could do me a favor and not fall on me like a sex-crazed maniac.”
Ignoring my words, he sucked in a lungful of recycled air and his otherworldly eyes flashed to me. “I can smell her, but you aren’t her.” He charged me and bellowed, “Where is she?”
The volume of his fury battered against me and my knees gave out as he crashed into me, throwing my body against the wall. His naked form pinned me there as he proceeded to sniff me all over, the rumble of his deep growl intensifying.
My omega nature preened, and I rubbed against his bare, sweat-soaked skin even while the pain from where my head impacted the wall throbbed. Some instinct saw him as a powerful alpha and wanted that, but the civilized part of me warred against it. My nails bit into his scarred flesh as I tried to push him off, but he was solid muscle and didn’t seem to feel my wild struggles.
His rigid erection pressed against the slick apex of my thighs, and I had to remind myself why I wanted him to stop.
He snarled before launching me across the room. “No! You’re not the one. I do not want you. Get away from me.”
I smacked up against the far wall directly below where the camera was mounted. From my crumpled position on the floor, I could see it protruding ever so slightly, mocking me. I hoped someone was watching this because I was certain this alpha was going to kill me.
“I can’t. The door is locked. Just stay over there and I’ll stay over here.” My voice shook with unconcealed fear, but it did nothing to calm the wildness in the man’s rage-filled eyes.
There had to be a guard checking the cameras. The keepers would see what was happening and stop him before he killed me, I hoped. He was angry and looking for someone, but the scent of my imminent heat and the pheromone-laced air prodded him forward.
His brows knit together in pain as he struggled with some inner torment. Nostrils flaring and chest heaving, dragging in the polluted air. I realized then that the smell on the blanket reminded me of something specific, an omega in heat. They had deliberately covered me in another omega’s pheromones.
He rushed me again, unable to deny the raging alpha instincts. I didn’t think he would hold back this time. Insanity clouded his eyes. His nature was in control. My hand drifted to my pocket, and I grasped the vials Lex had passed me. I wasn’t sure if there would be enough to sedate him. Or too much might kill him. But it was him or me, and I knew my choice.
He was on me before I could blink, pinning my body to the floor with his substantial weight. Angry fingers tore at my clothes, but he left my arms free. Without waiting a moment longer, I brought the syringes down on his thigh and heard the click of the automated delivery system dispense the sedative into his muscle. He didn’t flinch, as if he hadn’t even felt it, and he continued to claw at me. Screams ripped from my throat as I stared at the ceiling, hoping he would at least make it fast.




Chapter Thirty-Seven

Saphyra


The sound of tearing fabric and my own screams echoed in my ears for what felt like an eternity until seconds later he slowed, stilled, and went limp.
His massive weight dropped onto me, trapping my bruised, battered body beneath him. My clothes were ripped in places and ruined, but I was alive and relatively unharmed. The burden of his bulk was an anchor holding me to the ground. I wriggled and shoved, but couldn’t get out from under his immense frame. The more I struggled, the worse it got until I was wedged between his huge, muscled form and the unyielding metal wall.
Exhausted from the ordeal and the strain of the day, I grappled with consciousness. The pressure on my chest made breathing difficult, and I was lightheaded from the short, stilted inhalations that were all I could manage. Panic stirred, but I pushed it down. I had to be strong, even pinned under the warm deadweight of naked flesh.
Time ticked by, and still the guards hadn’t arrived. If this alpha had intended to kill me, I’d be dead. Something had delayed them, not that I had any expectation of rescue from the keepers, but someone should have come to determine why we were lying on the floor unmoving by now.
As I lay contemplating the delay, the cramps returned with a vengeance, making what I had experienced earlier seem like a pleasant tickle. My teeth ground together and I thrashed against the pain, desperate to find relief as each new wave crashed over me. I was unable to, stuck as I was. Tears trickled from the corners of my eyes as slick flowed freely and I suffered.
Darkness invaded my thoughts, and shadows pressed at the edge of my vision. I was going to die here, pinned under this giant wall of alpha, alone and in pain. I would never be able to see Lyrah’s sweet smile or hear her sing again. I would never be able to help the people stuck in this pretty prison, trapped by the illusion of safety. I missed the way Lex smelled and Ghost’s cocky grin. I missed Shadow’s glare and Grey’s quiet caretaking. My spirits plummeted as I stared out the glass ceiling into the cold depth of black space.
From within my yawning cavern of self-pity, a glint of something metallic caught my eye near the alpha’s collarbone. Buried in a particularly nasty cluster of scars, a crescent of iridescent-looking flesh glimmered. The light of the suns through the clear canopy was enough to make it shimmer faintly, even face down as he was. I squirmed, trying to touch it, and when my fingers brushed it, the silky-soft skin rippled, making it look like spilled oil on water. All dark rainbows and inky shine.
A surge of wicked cramps tore my attention away, gripping every muscle until it felt like it would snap. I had to focus on breathing through the agony. The heat of the alpha splayed over me and the steady rise and fall of his chest was a blessing and a curse. I was glad he wasn’t dead. I didn’t want that on my conscience, and as bad as what he had done was, he didn’t deserve that fate. 
But my body was desperate for any kind of relief and didn’t care where it came from. His pheromones taunted and repulsed me in turns, and my instinct was excited by the proximity just as much as it was offended by it. He wasn’t mine. He smelled wrong and dangerous, like fire and rotting plums. As if he was meant for someone else. It reminded me of that sickly sweet-smelling blanket they had wrapped me in.
In a place like the Hive, I could imagine what the goal had been, covering me in another omega’s pheromones. I hurt for him as much as I did for myself. He was a slave just like I was. Kept against his will and made to breed omegas. His instincts and nature used against him to perform duties he raged against. He was angry, suffering, and forced to do atrocious things. Of course he was going to lash out and fight against an existence like that.
I had to get out of here and fix this. I just hoped I figured out how before he woke up and finished what he had started.




Chapter Thirty-Eight

Saphyra


I waited for what felt like hours, but was probably less than thirty minutes, helpless to do anything but writhe in the grip of unrelenting need. The reaction was embarrassing, but I could do as much about it as I could about the huge unconscious alpha that still pinned me to the floor. My instincts recognized the scent even if it was acrid in my nose, and I was ashamed to think I wanted him. I needed him to take this all-encompassing ache away.
Caught in another wave of sweltering lust, I almost didn’t register when the light changed color above the door, but the rush of cool breeze alerted me, and felt blissful on the small amount of skin that wasn’t covered by naked man flesh. I gulped down lungfuls of the less saturated air, purging myself of the cinnamon-fire and rotten plum stench. In that breath, soothing hints of sun-warmed oak trees had me straining against the pain to see what caused the draft.
Heavy footsteps and growls invaded my senses as I panted and squirmed, trying in vain to free myself. Almost immediately, the weight was ripped off of me and flung across the room like some unwanted child’s toy, and a gut-wrenching sob tore from my chest.
“Lex.” I gasped, looking up as he towered over me like an avenging angel.
“Thank the Stars.” Grey’s voice came from the doorway as he rushed past the looming alpha and fell to his knees beside me. “Are you hurt?” He examined my bruises and the tatters of my clothes. I knew what it looked like and that they would all assume the worst.
Lex loomed above me, a raging thunderhead waiting to unleash his anger like a torrent. His face was a stone mask of fury, but he held himself back while Grey tended to me.
“I’m okay, I think,” I said, grimacing and shaking my head to clear my thoughts. Dizziness washed over me, but what I saw beyond Lex and Grey made me scramble to my feet, ignoring the pain. “NO! Stop! Don’t hurt him!” I screamed as Ghost and Shadow brought taser batons down onto the unconscious alpha.
Scrambling across the cell, I fell over the top of him, shielding him with my body. “Please, stop. He was looking for someone and tried to stop himself. They did something to him. He’s hurting.”
Shadow snarled, unconvinced. “He threw you into a wall.”
I wasn’t going to move so they could abuse him more. “He was trying to get away from me. His instincts were being used against his will. I think they took his mate from him.”
That seemed to sober the room.
“We don’t have time for this,” Lex said. The command in his voice afforded no option for arguments. Everyone stopped and turned to him as he knelt down beside my cowering form. “Saphyra, only because of the circumstances am I willing to entertain your request. You seem relatively unhurt, all things considered. We’ll leave the alpha alive and unharmed, as you’ve asked. But make no mistake, if anyone hurts you or violates you in any way going forward, they will die in the most horrible of ways.”
He held out his arms, giving me the choice to go to him. As soon as I moved toward him, he scooped me up. “Let’s go.”
Lex cradled me close, pressing my cheek against his chest as he purred, which soothed the now constant ache into a dull thrum.
“Doctor, do you have any more suppressant?” Lex asked as another painful cramp locked up my muscles.
“The only suppressant I had, I gave to Saphyra in the drone cell. It’s long since worn off. I gave Axion sedatives, in case of emergency, but that ended up in 6667 if the empty syringes are anything to go by.” Grey sounded as worried as he did amused.
“We’ll just have to hurry then.” Lex’s long stride carried us into the circular hallway that linked all the cells in this cluster.
I made the mistake of peeking over his shoulder. The carnage that greeted me took my breath away. Piles of beta guards were strewn all over the floor like broken dolls, and the walls were red and oozing as if the station itself were bleeding. I saw the nondescript handler that Lyrah hated slumped in a lake of blood with a precise wound traversing his neck. I trusted my men had their reasons, but I didn’t want to see the morbid toll paid to retrieve me.
Ghost and Grey led the way through the halls with Shadow covering our backs as we moved through the corridors and then down into the dim maintenance shafts.
After another agonizing wave seized my muscles, Lex called up to Ghost, “How much farther?”
He grinned like this was the most fun he had had in ages. “We’re almost there, and I have a surprise for you.”
Moments later, we exited the gloomy shafts, rushed down a hallway, and entered a plush parlor. I heard the lock click behind us as we entered, barring anyone from following if they figured out our plan.
I didn’t have time to gawk, but I saw that it was full of priceless furs and shining golden accessories. Even the tables and chairs were made of expensive, rare wood, unlike most of the metal furniture in the rest of the station. As quickly as we had arrived, we exited another door that led into a quiet shuttle hangar. In the center of the otherwise empty bay sat a gorgeous, sleek aurinium-plated ship with black filigree designs artfully scrolled all over it. The hatch was open with a set of steps arranged as if it were just waiting for us to arrive.
Ghost howled with mirth as he, Grey, and Shadow raced up the stairs and returned shortly, carrying a scrawny older gentleman by the arms. He was dressed in the formal livery of the Imperatrix and flailing around, trying to get away.
“Put me down or the Imperatrix will hear of this!”
“Don’t worry, my friend, she already knows,” Ghost said, and they dropped him at Lex’s feet. “What do you want to do with him, boss?”
“We don’t have time for games. If he gives up his codes, let him live.”
Ghost’s eyes turned to me and then back up to Lex. I wasn’t aware of what was conveyed in this silent communication, but thought they didn’t want me to see, or hear, what was about to happen to that man. Lex nodded and headed back toward the lounge. Before the door closed behind us, he added, “Clear the ship, make sure it’s safe.”

[image: image-placeholder]Lex settled into a plush lounge with my back resting against his chest and my legs draped over the outside of his. I could feel the hardness of his length against my ass and it made my mouth go dry with want. The rolling vibration of his purr helped steady my nerves, but I was half delirious with lust. His scent taunted me, teasing between the overwhelming, copper tang of blood. I turned my head, nudging my nose into his throat and taking a deep inhale. The acrid odor of gore was strong, but not in this spot. Here, I only smelled oak trees in summer.
“We’re almost away. You’ll feel better soon,” he said between gentle purrs.
That was hard to believe. It felt like this would never end. The only relief I found was when they were inside me, feeding me their cocks and filling me full. I hoped next time they would rut me for real. The suppressant had held off the worst of the symptoms, but now that it was gone, the strain had built to an unbearable fever pitch.
The heat radiating off my body was sweltering, but his touch was cool on my skin. A pathetic whimper slipped from my throat. His jaw clenched, and he dropped his hands away into fists. His frustration was clear, and he was obviously trying to restrain himself, but that was the last thing I wanted.
Despite my discomfort, my lips found his neck and I wiggled in his lap, willing him to hold me again. “Please.”
“Just a little longer, love. I don’t want to sully your skin with this filth.” He pressed a kiss against my hair to soften his words.
“It’s so hot, Lex. It hurts.” A cramp shuddered through my body, and despite his hesitation, his arms wrapped around me, steadying me.
He huffed out a frustrated breath as his palms ran down the length of my arms to cover the back of my hands. His fingers guided mine between my thighs. “I don’t know how this is going to work between all of us. I don’t want to share you.” His words were mumbled as if he hadn’t intended for me to hear them.
It hurt to consider the possibility of losing any of them, but we might not live long enough for it to be a problem. If we did manage to get everyone out of here alive, we would find a way. For now, I let my eyes close, and he took control, directing my movements. His fingers settled over the top of mine, pressing them against my drenched panties. Blissful warmth bloomed in my belly and I gasped. Yes, yes, more.
His warm breath whispered over my hair. “I want to be everything you need.”
“I need you, Lex,” I said between panting moans.
He made quick work of pulling away the remainder of my tattered clothes. Cool air kissed my overheated skin. His hands returned to cover mine and coaxed my fingers between my slippery folds. I rubbed myself against our combined pressure, groaning at the instant relief.
“That’s it, love. Touch yourself for me.” He continued to guide my fingertips over that swollen, sensitive nub until I trembled on the precipice.
Slick flowed down my thighs onto his legs, but he paid it no attention, focusing entirely on my reaction to his carefully orchestrated movements. With his direction, my fingers slid into my molten channel and he rocked the heel of my hand against my throbbing clit.
I buried my face against his throat, deeply inhaling his euphoric scent. My lips parted and my teeth skimmed over his warm flesh. He was mine and my instinct compelled me to bite down, marking him so everyone would know.
“That’s right, love. Just like that.” His breathing turned ragged as he urged me on, higher and higher.
My fingers delved deeper into my slick passage. My silken walls fluttered and started to tighten. Tremors rolled through my body in blissful waves and embers burst across my vision. My chest swelled with a sensation I couldn’t name, but I would happily chase into the core of our two suns.
“Yes.” I shuddered out a gasp against his skin before my teeth closed lightly over the cords of muscle running down the length of his powerful neck.
The door to the hangar banged open and a panting Ghost burst in. And stopped.
I jerked back from Lex like I’d been caught doing something wrong. The burgeoning sensation blooming inside of me vaporized, leaving a hollow, guilty feeling behind.
“Hate to interrupt, but the security system will be up any second and we’re about to have company. The ship is clear and ready to go.” Ghost didn’t leave, though. He stood in the doorway, waiting, as if he expected us to ignore his words and risk being caught. I wanted to say he was wrong, but I would risk a lot to experience that euphoria again.
Lex grabbed a blanket off the lounge and slung it over me before scooping me up. The momentary contentment leached away in slow increments and the ripples of pain threatened again. This wasn’t over, not even close.




Chapter Thirty-Nine

Saphyra


Lex seemed impatient, but was holding himself in check. An omega’s perfume was intoxicating to alphas, and I could imagine that this was difficult for him. 
His hands, still sticky with blood, wandered, stroking my bare skin. Knowing his team would follow through with his orders, he carried me to the waiting shuttle and up the steps into a den of black and gold opulence. Ghost gave me a sweet kiss on my sweat-soaked forehead before running ahead into deeper parts of the ship.
Thick carpet muffled Lex’s booted footfalls as we entered the dimly lit halls. A warm glow illuminated our path between the dark, velvety leather-lined walls. Ghost disappeared down a corridor that headed toward the bridge, and we continued on into a large, lavish, common area where golden aurinium accents picked up the mellow light.
My discomfort seeped back in after the brief respite. The pain was climbing, and the very air radiated heat. “Lex, please. It hurts.” My throat was dry, and it was difficult to get the words past my parched lips. I pressed my face into his chest as his purrs tried to comfort me. He continued on, holding me closer, his steps confident yet hurried, shouldering through door after door until he found what he was looking for.
The blanket lifted off of me as I heard the rush of water. A cool, soothing cascade flowed over my skin, drenching my fevered flesh. I blinked open my soaking lashes and found the pair of us in a massive shower. Lex’s fingers skimmed over my body, inspecting me for bruises or damage.
“You smelled like another alpha. It was making me crazy.” His gruff words were an apology I didn’t need. I understood.
His clothes came off in a rush, barely letting my feet touch the ground as he undressed. Then his hands were everywhere, washing me with soothing water and a mild soap. The downpour felt cool against my inflamed skin. I opened my mouth, drinking it as it fell over us. The runoff swirling down the drain was pink with blood, but I didn’t care. All I could think about was being near Lex.
My arms wrapped around his neck and my fingers played with the wet strands of his golden hair as his hands slicked down my back and curved over the swells of my ass. I could feel the solid ridge of him pressing against my belly, and rocked against it. His growl was half annoyed, half tortured as his grip slid lower and scooped me up by my thighs, spreading them around his waist.
His hips rolled, and his firm length slid against my dripping slit. “Is this what you wanted, love?”
In case my pleased gasp wasn’t confirmation enough, I voiced my desire in a breathy moan. “Yes.”
That was all he needed to hear. He pressed my back against the shower wall and his blunt crown surged into my entrance. It was as if our previous frantic coupling had never happened. His size bordered on painful as he pushed inside. The stretch was glorious, and I reveled in the pleasure that existed a hair’s breadth from pain. He held me in place, using the solid wall for leverage as he began to move. It was even better than the last time. My legs coiled around his hips as he fucked me against the wet surface. His thrusts were full of primal savagery, amplified by his earlier restraint.
The blood and foreign scents washed down the drain, leaving only the pure sun-warmed oak of Lex. The unnatural fever and cramps retreated as he filled me with his thick length. I was impatient for more. My moans were muffled by the delicious muscles of his chest as he pushed deeper.
“That’s it, love. Take it all. Greedy little omega. Can’t get enough.” He growled into my ear.
He was right. I wanted more, and my legs closed around him in encouragement.
The sound of hurried feet made me recoil, hiding behind Lex’s broad body, but I relaxed when I saw it was Shadow and Grey coming into the bathing chamber.
Lex didn’t slow his forceful thrusts but turned his gaze to the men, unashamed of the show we were putting on. “Report.”
“Ax got the codes and is initiating the launch sequence. I left the pilot tied up in a closet. Someone will find him eventually. We are plotting a course for Pharanax 8, like we originally planned, but once the tracking and security are disabled, we can head for Verden,” Shadow said, outlining the plan for his commander, ignoring the carnal display while he delivered his news.
“Good, they won’t expect that,” Lex replied, never breaking his rhythm.
His duty done, Shadow tracked the movement of Lex’s hands as they slid over my slippery skin, and I whimpered from the heat flaring in the dark depths of his eyes.
Clearing his throat, Grey muttered, “I should probably go.”
My heart sank, and a cold, sick feeling rose in my chest. “No, don’t leave. Please, I want you to stay.” I squirmed to get away from Lex, but he held me still and shared a look with Shadow, who shrugged and looked resigned.
“Fine, what’s one more?” Lex said in an angry growl. I didn’t think he was ready to give in completely to my wants, but it was enough for now. He carried me out of the spray to the bench that ran the length of the enormous shower and set me on his lap, my thighs stretched around his hips, and his shaft still buried inside me.
“Get cleaned up.” He directed the other two toward the steadily falling water. To me he said, “Take what you need.”
His hands rested on my hips, guiding my movements until I was confident. This angle reached a new depth, and I trembled at the sensation. Once a steady rhythm was established, the presence of the other men barely registered other than a pleasant knowledge they were watching. I felt drunk with pleasure surrounded by them.
Shadow wasted no time stripping out of his bloody gear and stepping into the deluge. Grey was more hesitant, but when he saw me rubbing my naked body all over Lex while we waited, he overcame his modesty.

[image: image-placeholder]In my near mindless state of arousal, the clean wet scent of Lex made my mouth water. I lapped up the glistening rivulets of moisture that still clung to his bare skin, moaning at the taste. His swollen length slid through my slippery folds, teasing a trickle of slick to coat him. I squirmed with impatience and hunger, grasping for that pinnacle of release I found with Lex’s guidance earlier.
The door swung open, and Ghost rushed in with a huge grin on his face. “This thing has tachyon sails! It’s so fucking fast. No one is ever going to catch us. I have it coasting in a gravitational wave toward Pharana…” His rushed words died in his throat as he saw my undulating body writhing on Lex’s lap, begging for his knot. “Oh.”
“Oh,” Lex mumbled against my shoulder, where his lips lingered. “Get cleaned up. I don’t want to smell blood or other alphas.” His voice was low and the vibrations of it rolled against my overly sensitive skin. Slick ran freely down my thighs, coating Lex’s thickening knot.
Ghost groaned at the sight, palming the growing bulge in his pants. “That reminds me, while I was looking for you, I found a nest. No idea why there would be a nest on this ship, but there is one, and a closet full of unused nesting material.” As he spoke, he kicked off his clothes and jumped under the water, shuffling Shadow and Grey, who grumbled at his enthusiasm. “I disabled the tracing, remote, and override protocols, so we should be good on autopilot for a while,” he said as he rinsed the flecks of blood from his snowy hair, setting everyone a little more at ease.
The heat had been steadily rising, the edge dampened by Lex’s thick cock but I didn’t think I could wait much longer. I mumbled, “Please,” against his skin, punctuating it with nips and whimpers.
“Where’s the closet?” Lex stood, holding me against him like I weighed nothing.
Ghost gave a short list of directions, and Lex moved to the door.
“It’s time.”




Chapter Forty 

Saphyra


The halls blurred past until we came to a stop in a small room with tufted black velvet walls. The platform was soft and cushioned, surrounded by thick draperies that hung from a low ceiling. Lex opened a door adjoining the wardrobe packed solid with pillows, blankets, and furs. For the first time since the haze of my emergence began to descend, I wanted something more than cock. I was desperate to dive into that closet.
I squirmed until Lex put me down, and I scrambled to the shelves. The faintest hint of an omega and other alphas’ muted pheromones lingered behind the door, but dissipated as the air scrubber kicked on. The bedding was fresh and scent free. I grabbed more and more and placed it on the plush platform.
Walls hugged the sides of the nest. I built up a barrier of pillows around the edges and laid out blankets and furs as Lex stood naked and unashamed, observing my near frenetic preparation. By the time I was done, all three alphas were in the room, not a scrap of clothing between them, leaning against walls watching me. Grey stood in the door with a towel clinging to his lean waist, looking nervous.
The instant the nest felt right, I was gripped by a wave of need that crashed over me like an avalanche. Slick gushed down my thighs. A needy mewl wrenched from my lips. When I looked up, my sweet, gray-eyed handler was there to catch me. I nuzzled into his clean citrus scent. It was soft and comforting, not as all-consuming as the alphas, and it soothed me.
“Please, don’t leave me. I need you,” I moaned against his neck.
He glanced over his shoulder to where the others stood, barely restrained, but holding their position.
“Don’t worry, little one. I’m not going to leave you. Not ever.”
Knowing he would be there to see me through what was to come calmed my panic. My fingers skimmed the flatness of his belly to the cloth wrapped at his waist, and I unwound it from his hips. He let it fall away, and his thick shaft bobbed as it was released from the confines of the towel. I sat back to inspect him. He was lean, but strong. Nowhere near as big as the alphas, but so fucking gorgeous.
The need to taste him overwhelmed me. I took his hand, tugging him further into the nest and coaxing him down to recline. My lips explored the gentle hills and valleys of his flat stomach, down to the subtle V of his hips. His muscles weren’t as defined as the others, but it didn’t matter. His shaft was a beautiful alabaster and smooth as silk. When I wrapped my lips around him and took it into my throat, he grunted and I heard the other alphas snarl, but Lex’s calm command told them to “Hold.”
I luxuriated in the feel of Grey’s soft skin and his heavy breathing, but it was soon not enough to sate my hunger. My fingers slid along the base of his shaft, following my slippery lips as I bobbed faster. He swelled and his muscles stiffened, but didn’t stop when he groaned and salty ropes of cum coated my tongue. Swallowing it down, greedy for more, I dragged my mouth from him and looked up his body. His gray eyes had gone dark like storm clouds as he watched me.
“More,” I breathed against his dripping cock.
They had all been waiting, and Lex nodded to the others as they moved toward the platform.
“I know, little one. You can have as much as you want.” Grey knew a single beta wouldn’t be enough. One alpha would probably not even be enough. They all knew. And when they approached the edge of the nest, I beckoned them in.
Lex got to me first, gripping me by the throat as his tongue delved into my mouth, licking the remains of Grey’s cum from my lips. Shadow and Ghost swarmed me on either side as Grey backed off to recover. Lex’s hold relaxed on my neck, gripping me gently as he continued to kiss me like he owned me. Calloused fingers of many hands stroked my overheated skin. I didn’t know who was doing what, but strong palms hefted my heavy breasts and roughly rolled my peaked nipples. Long, dexterous digits slid into my greedy passage as slick gushed. A slap cracked down on my ass and the sting mixed with all the other sensations was divine. I was past rational thought. All I could do was murmur, “More,” against Lex’s kiss.
He lay back, pulling me on top of him so my knees hugged his hips. The hands left me and he rocked the solid ridge of his cock against my clit. Stars bloomed behind my eyelids. It felt so good, too good. I rubbed myself against him again and shuddered.
“What do you need, love?” Lex purred.
“More, I need more. I need you stretching me open and filling me. Please, Lex.”
I rocked my hips as he shifted, angling his shaft against my swollen, hungry cunt, and I sank down onto him. The stretch was as deliciously painful as I remembered, but it only made it feel that much better. The wet, slapping sounds were obscene as I rose and fell atop him, but it still wasn’t enough. I reached for Ghost and Shadow as they knelt beside us. Lex steadied me, holding my thighs, guiding me along the endless length of his shaft. My fingers wrapped around both of their cocks, and I smeared the copious pre-cum over their lengths.
“I want to taste you,” I groaned as Lex pounded up into my slick sheath.
Shadow’s blunt tip pressed against my lips while my hand fisted Ghost, stroking him rapidly. I took Shadow into my mouth, licking his smoky essence from him and then turning my head to savor Ghost.
“That’s a good little omega. Look how beautiful you are, all filled up with alpha cock,” Ghost said, running his fingers through my golden hair, damp from the shower and perspiration. “Take it all, princess.”
One of the hands slid from my hip and a calloused thumb rubbed firmly against my slick-coated nub. I pressed down on it, pushing myself closer to orgasm. My moans vibrated along whichever shaft was buried in my throat, and my walls clenched down, wrapping around Lex’s cock. The thickness of his knot swelled, and it was slipping in and out of my hungry cunt until a final surge stretched me apart in the most glorious way and his knot was forced in. His cock throbbed and thick streams of cum bathed my quivering walls. Shadow’s labored breath and grunts were the only warning I had before I tasted his seed, filling my mouth and sliding down my throat. There was so much that no matter how fast I swallowed, the pearly fluid dripped down my chin onto Lex. Shadow pulled his softening length free of my lips, and Ghost shoved his in. I was panting around the width, greedy and desperate for more. He didn’t last and with a shuddering moan, his cum pooled on my tongue and down my chin, joining the puddle on Lex’s pecs.
Grey had been silently observing before now, but he joined the group and ran his fingers through the mess I made, scooping up the puddle and pressing it to my lips. “Open, little one. It’ll make you feel better.”
I sucked it off his skin and then leaned down to clean Lex’s chest with my tongue. All the while, his knot throbbed inside me.
I wasn’t nearly sated, but the pain was gone and a warm feeling of fulfillment suffused me instead, along with intense hunger. While I had been distracted, Grey had acquired water and fresh food that sat on a shelf next to the nest, but I didn’t want that. I only wanted one thing, and I squirmed until Lex’s knot slipped free in a spill of cum. Shadow’s mouth closed over my pussy, lapping up the spilled seed and using his fingers to push more of it back inside. When I looked down, I saw that Shadow had his lips wrapped around Lex’s half mast cock, lapping up the remnants.
Lex groaned in pleasure and was rapidly hardening again as he watched his friend suck him clean.
Ghost had his hand curled around his massive dick as he watched this unfold, but I decided I needed that now. Right now. Rolling off Lex, I crawled through the blankets and onto Ghost, pushing his cock inside my dripping cunt. Lex’s seed and my copious slick lubricated his long, slender shaft.
“That’s a good girl. Take what you want. I told you I would give you anything you wanted once we were safe,” he murmured against my lips and then kissed me with playful bites. But this still wasn’t enough. My heat made me insatiable, but I didn’t know what more there could be, so I whimpered, “More,” as a desperate plea.
Shadow moved around behind me. “So, you think you want more, little omega? You may regret that request.”
“Please, please.” I panted as Ghost pistoned into me.
“She asked for more. Who are we to deny her?” Ghost chuckled between groans.
I heard Shadow spit and then felt the hot slither of his saliva slide between my cheeks. His thumb ran through the slickness of spilled cum and slick and then around the puckered rosette.
“Yes, yes, yes.” My heart rate spiked with anticipation.
His thumb pushed in past the ring of muscle as Ghost continued to fuck me. There was an uncomfortable burn, but I still wanted more. Shadow did not disappoint. His thumb slid free but his finger took its place, first one and then a second, and I thought I was as full as I could get before he pushed a third in beside the other two. 
I screamed, but it was a good scream, just before Lex shoved his swollen cock against my lips and I swallowed it down. His fingers speared into my hair and guided my mouth along his shaft as Shadow fingered my ass. The hot press of the tip of his cock concerned me and I looked up at Lex. He smiled a strained sort of smile. “You can take it, love. You are perfect for us.”
And as he trailed off, Ghost slowed, and Shadow’s thickness eased its way into that puckered hole with the aid of the copious slick and the smear of his pre-cum. Lex’s cock acted like a gag, but I screamed as an orgasm tore through my body. My muscles locking down on Shadow and Ghost as they fucked me through it.
Lex pulled himself from my mouth, and Grey’s perfectly proportioned dick took its place.
From my lust-filled haze, I barely noticed that Lex had lined up behind Shadow and nudged him to lean forward, using my saliva and slick for lube as he pushed his massive cock into Shadow’s ass. And now, when Lex thrust, it shifted Shadow deeper into me. I couldn’t concentrate on anything except the exquisite feeling as orgasm after orgasm rolled through me. Ghost grunted and shoved his knot deep, coming so hard he shuddered. Shadow pressed his thickening knot into my ass, finding just enough space to seat himself to the hilt right before jets of his cum filled me there too. Grey came in my waiting mouth, and Lex filled Shadow with his seed. It was like dominos, each of us feeding off the other’s pleasure as it grew and built on one another.
I don’t know how long it lasted, but it had to have been days. The water and food were refilled many times over, and we dozed between fevered rounds of rabid fucking. It seemed like I was sustained on cum and gratification alone, but finally the fever broke and we were all exhausted, soaked in fluids and hoarse from hard breathing and cries of ecstasy.




Chapter Forty-One

Saphyra


At some point, I fell into a deep sleep. When I woke, Grey was the only one there, curled around me. His lips lingered on the back of my neck and his arm draped over my naked belly. Our clothes were nowhere to be seen, and I felt sticky. As I shifted, inspecting my surroundings, Grey’s dusky eyes cracked open.
His voice was rough from sleep but still that familiar, cultured baritone. “Good morning, little one. Are you feeling better?”
I could feel the ridge of his cock swelling against my ass as I arched back against him, groaning. The heat of his warm chuckle floated through my tangled hair as he placed a soft kiss on my shoulder.
He took my grumble for an answer and continued. “Your fever has broken.” His fingertips snaked between my breasts, finding my throat and pressing against my carotid artery. “And your pulse has returned to normal. I think you’ve officially weathered your first estrus cycle.”
I blinked away the sleep from my eyes and rolled over, luxuriating in the lush bedding. He let me slide from his arms and I immediately regretted the loss. Their scents were muted now, but I could smell a crisp ocean fog, campfire on a dark forest night, sun-warmed oak, and a twist of sweet citrus. I smelled them all over my skin. It was glorious. Yes, I was sore and tired, but I felt alive like I never had before.
“I feel amazing.” I shifted onto my side to look at him. We were both covered in thin blankets, but warmth rushed to my cheeks knowing he was likely bare beneath.
“You look amazing,” he said quietly, his words soft and reverent.
We had shared many things on the Hive. Some out of choice, some out of obligation, but I was glad he was with me. He had proven himself repeatedly, even to his own detriment, and yet here he was again. Putting my well-being ahead of his own, leaving his life behind to be with me.
My focus fell to his lips, and I slid forward through the linens until I could feel his breath on my cheeks. I craved him, but suddenly, I felt shy. On the precipice of this, I was scared to act. What if he didn’t like me the way I liked him? What if he had only done this out of duty, not because he wanted to?
He took the worry from my mind when his warm lips pressed to mine and teased them apart to delve more deeply. His tongue was dexterous and playful as he toyed with me, never pressing too hard, always making me chase him. His kiss was like nothing I’d experienced in my handful of opportunities. Every stroke was on my terms; he let me explore and followed my lead. This kiss was everything I ever wanted. He anticipated my needs and lifted me to them as his hands soothed my naked skin. A remnant of that earlier fever brushed over me, and I knew I needed one more thing.
Reluctantly, I broke the kiss, panting, and my eyes rose to meet his stark gray irises. Before I lost my nerve, I forced the words from my mouth, even while bracing for rejection. “Fuck me, Grey. Please.”
His smile was like the suns peeking over the edge of the station. Full of warmth and light. “Of course, little one. Anything you need.”
My heart swelled as he gently rolled with me so I was on my back and his hips settled between my thighs. His lips found mine again and as he took my mouth, he teased his length along my slick folds.
I groaned against his mouth and arched up to meet him as he pressed inside. His precisely measured thrusts settled into a torturous rhythm, teasing me right up to the edge and holding me there with slow, languid strokes.
His lips left mine, and he looked down into my eyes, devouring me with his stare. The depths of my emotions were mirrored back in his misty gray gaze. He knew the deepest, darkest parts of me, everything about my body and mind. And he looked at me like I was one of our suns that the whole star system revolved around, giving life to all its light touched. He had more faith in me than I did in myself, and it filled me with warmth and love.
I leaned up and caught his lips in a kiss and he followed me as I lay back on the pillows. His hand slipped between our undulating bodies to strum my sensitive bundle of nerves in time with his meticulous movements. With a calculated skill, he lifted me higher until I was moaning and trembling, his cock buried deep, and I was mindless with the pleasure he orchestrated.
I kissed my way down his throat, my cries muffled against the crook of his neck. One of his arms anchored us together as the other expertly toyed with my clit. I felt the tightening in my stomach and his thickness pulse. I was so close. Just a little more. Yes. Right there.
My teeth closed over the tense muscles where his throat met his shoulder. When that euphoric gush filled me with his seed, I bit down and the orgasm that had been building rolled over me like a wave. I was drowning in the best possible way as surge after surge crashed over me.
The copper taste on my lips drew me back to reality slowly as I panted for breath and Grey rolled to my side, still holding me close.
His hand skated over his shoulder and his fingertips came away bloody.
I gasped, not realizing I had bitten him hard enough to draw blood. “I’m so sorry. Do you need a bandage? I didn’t mean… I mean, I did mean to, but I didn’t mean to hurt you.”
Panic rose within me, but his calming voice took over.
“Everything is all right, Saphyra. No need to apologize.” He pulled me close and kissed my hair. “Everything is fine. Better than fine.”




Chapter Forty-Two

Saphyra


I snuggled into his embrace, still nervous about what I had done. He said it was fine, but he was bleeding. 
My stomach growled, interrupting my spiraling thoughts, and I realized I was ravenous. I couldn’t remember the last time I had eaten. It felt like it was days ago, but the last couple of days were a pleasure-filled blur, so it was hard to be sure.
Grey’s mouth tipped up in a smile before he pressed a sweet kiss to my lips and leaned back to look at my face. “You need to eat, little one.”
He pulled a large platter from a shelf conveniently located beside the nest and set it between us on a mound of blankets. It was piled with delicacies that I had only ever dreamed of. Chocolate, piles of ripe berries and fruit, saucers of honey and sugar, finely sliced meats, cheese, and vegetables with sauces. Not a nutrition bar in sight. I could hardly believe what I was seeing.
“Is this for us?” I asked, hope saturating my voice.
“It’s all for you, Saphyra. Eat whatever you want. There’s plenty more.”
It didn’t take much encouragement before I was diving in. The plethora of fresh food, not processed bars, was a glorious feast. I completely disregarded my manners, using my hands to feed myself.
Grey chuckled at my enthusiasm as he popped a berry into his mouth. My eyes went to his lips and a flood of warmth rushed over me again. It must be the lingering effects of my heat, but something about him seemed infinitely appealing. Almost enough to pull my attention from the food.
While I stuffed myself full of the sumptuous spread, Grey retrieved a pitcher of cold water and glasses. I noticed he’d also rinsed the blood from his shoulder but left the shallow crescent-shaped wound I had given him uncovered.
The cool water was a welcome relief and I think I may have polished off most of the jug by myself while Grey lounged in the nest. His presence felt so good. I had always had a crush on him, but every moment we shared bound us closer to one another. His company was like a warm ember settling comfortably behind my ribs. Together, our companionable silence felt like all was right in the galaxy.
The door swished open and a shirtless Ghost ambled in wearing a pair of low-slung gray sweatpants. His ocean breeze scent washed over me, making my mouth water for more than the berry I was chewing.
His pale blue eyes lit up as they raked over my naked skin and he grinned. “You’re up,” he said, stating the obvious. “Lex wants to go over the plan, if you’re feeling up to it.”
As if he was noticing Grey for the first time, his attention wandered to the doctor, who was barely covered with just a scrap of silk across his lap as he picked at the food. I doubted it was to do with modesty and more to do with a futile attempt at keeping the nest clean. That made me grin. It was already filthy.
The thunderous expression emerging on Ghost’s face wiped my smile away. “What’s wrong?” I scramble across the nest toward him, where he’d gone completely still.
“What the fuck happened to your neck?” he asked. The strain in his growl was palpable along my skin.
His neck? Oh, his neck. “It was an accide–’’ I started to explain.
“She claimed me as her mate.” There was steel in Grey’s words, unlike anything I had ever heard from him.
“I fucking see that.” His fingers plunged into his snowy white hair. “What the fuck? I thought we agreed to wait and give her time?”
“I’m right here. I didn’t need more time. Why are you deciding things for me?” His tone made me angry, and it was all I could do to keep from shouting. “I didn’t mean to bite him. It just happened. It felt right. It still feels right.”
Grey stood from the nest, a length of bed linen wrapped around his hips. “She’s a grown omega. She can make her own decisions. I expected Lex to be mad, but I’m a little surprised at this from you. You’ve never seemed to mind sharing before.”
“I don’t mind sharing, but she mate marked you. That’s for life,” Ghost said, visibly upset.
A weight settled in my stomach. For life? I hadn’t considered that. My knowledge of mates was limited, but there had to be more to it than a simple bite mark.
“It is for life, or will be when we complete the bond. We agreed to give her time, and I will. When she’s ready, we’ll finalize it. It’ll always be her choice.” Grey stood before the alpha, smaller but no less imposing in his conviction.
Feeling vulnerable in my unclothed state laying in the nest, I wrapped a blanket around me and crawled out. “How do we complete the bond?”
Ghost’s irritated growl echoed in the small chamber, but Grey turned to look at me. “When you’re ready, I will mark you in return. The bond will form and we’ll nurture it until it grows. I can already feel it tugging at my heart, but I can wait. There’s no reason to rush any of this.”
“But, you’re a beta. Can that even work?” I asked, only just beginning to understand what I had done.
“Seems so. Can’t you feel it?” His hopeful gray eyes clung to mine.
I could feel it, like a tiny seed starting to unfurl, like a warm pulse emanating from his direction. “Yeah, I think so.”
“This complicates everything.” Ghost strode to the door, shaking his head. “Get dressed. We need to go over the plan.”
The airlock shut behind him. I hated seeing my cheerful Ghost upset, but it was too late to change it now. Even if I could, I wouldn’t. This felt right, like it had been waiting to happen for an eternity. If anything, I wanted him to complete the bond so I could feel the full effect of our connection.
Grey seemed to know what I was thinking and shook his head. “They’ll get used to it, but best not push them too far. Let’s get you cleaned up.”




Chapter Forty-Three

Saphyra


Grey guided me out of the nesting chamber through a door I hadn’t noticed when we arrived, and into a cozy lounge room with a private bathroom adjoining. This entire suite of rooms was arranged perfectly to sustain an omega through her heat. It made me wonder why the Imperatrix would have something like this on her personal ship.
There were clothes laid out on tufted velvet couches, but Grey nudged me toward the bathing room in all its sparkling golden glory. You’d think it would be ostentatious, but it was tastefully done with warm lighting that complemented the sophisticated style.
After I showered, I felt much better. I missed the scent of my guys, but I felt more myself and less a mindless slave to hormones. Grey was nowhere to be found, so, after sifting through the clothes that were left out, I pulled on a wispy black dress that had some stretch. It wasn’t quite my size, but I could make it work.
The halls were quiet and dim when I peeked out of the room. Thick carpet cushioned my bare feet as I ventured into the corridor, listening for voices, but all I heard was the soft hum of the engines.
As I explored the area, I found several other living quarters, each more extravagant than the last, all decorated in rich blacks and decadent golds. But none of my men. I continued on toward the front of the ship and through the common room I remembered. Ghost had branched off of this hall when we had first arrived, and I headed for the corridor he had gone down.
The floor changed from deep carpet to bare metal that was cool on my bare feet. I passed a set of steel-rung stairs and found my way to the cockpit where Ghost lounged, his back to the open door. I sneaked toward him, smiling, hoping to catch him off guard. Just as I was about to pounce, he swung around and swept me into his lap, surprising a squeal that rapidly turned into a giggle from me.
“You’re cute when you’re trying to be sneaky, but I could see your reflection in the glass.” He motioned to the panoramic expanse of deep space before us and, sure enough, at just the right angle, a clear view of the entire hallway was visible.
“You could have warned me.” I nuzzled against his neck.
He chuckled, holding me closer. “Now, where is the fun in that?”
In the commotion, his hand had sneaked under the flowing length of my skirt and his fingers traced lazy patterns along my thigh.
“Are you angry with me?” I tried to keep the distress from my voice, but it crept in. I wanted to be strong, but these men were the only thing I had to hold on to in this new life. Without them, I was alone in a hostile star system that I knew very little about. The Hive was a distraction from anything beyond its walls. But now, I was free of that prison, and the vastness of space was overwhelming. I had good reason to be scared.
He rested his chin on the top of my head as we both looked out into the infinite depth of the galaxy. “I don’t think I could ever be truly angry with you. Frustrated, maybe. Hurt, definitely. You decided without thinking about the consequences, without considering the rest of us. It hurt me to see your mark on him and not have one of my own. I already know how I feel about you. I’ve seen your selflessness and perseverance. There is so much inside you just waiting to unfurl, like a nebula forming new stars.”
His breath ruffled my hair as I tipped my head back to look up at him. The softly spoken words were knives to my heart. I never meant to hurt him, or anyone. In fact, I was starting to care about them all very much. But I didn’t know how to express that. It made me feel vulnerable and scared, so instead, I said, “It was instinct. I don’t regret it, but you’re right, I should have talked to the rest of you. I don’t know how to do any of this.”
He leaned in and captured my lips, nibbling on them until I let him in. His kiss was playful and sweet, with an edge of seriousness that he hid so well. I wanted to stay like this forever, but all too soon, he pulled away.
“I know. I understand. But I don’t know if Lex and Valyx will agree. We should head down and go over the plan.” He squeezed my thigh reassuringly and nudged me off his lap before slipping his fingers between mine.
My nerves were getting the better of me. I fidgeted as he led me back through the passage and down the set of bare metal steps. Voices echoed off the unadorned walls, growing louder with every step.
The bellow of Lex’s rage shook me to the core. “How dare you?”
I glanced at Ghost, nervous about what we were walking in on. He shrugged and pushed open the heavy steel door. I could see Grey pinned up against the wall by a snarling Lex.
My heart leapt in my throat and I lunged forward, but Ghost lifted me off my feet and held me to his chest.
“Let them sort through it, princess. They need to figure this out.”
I squirmed, but Ghost’s hold was like iron bands, locking me in place. Once I’d quieted, he set me down, but his arms were still crossed over my chest. Out of some petty brattiness, I kicked back, aiming for his shin, but he easily dodged and chuckled against my hair, tsking me.
From across the room, a shirtless Shadow narrowed his eyes at my tantrum before turning his attention to Lex.




Chapter Forty-Four

Alexi


Grey held his own, even as I backed him against the wall. He didn’t flinch or cower when I growled in his face. His lack of fear infuriated me. My temper raged to a boiling point, and I threw my head back and roared. It took every shred of restraint I had in me not to rip him into pieces.
“You saw what happens when someone gets between me and my omega. Do you have a death wish?” I asked, heaving with tightly leashed fury.
“I did see, but she isn’t yours. She’s not an object to possess. We all agreed to let her make these decisions, and this was what she decided,” Grey said with an even tone. He wasn’t patronizing, just stating logic.
He was right, and I hated it. “I know!” I shouted, and spun away before whipping back around and punching the wall next to his head. Bones crunched under the pressure, but Grey stood stoic and unflinching.
“If you were going to kill me, or hurt me, you already would have. You’re a good man and you aren’t stupid. This isn’t the ending you had imagined, but you can still get what you want.” Grey’s eyes drifted over to my girl standing in Ghost’s arms.
When she tried to move, Ghost let her slide away and she came to us. I clenched my throbbing fist as Grey reached out to her, tucking a strand of golden hair behind her ear. How was he so unaffected in the face of my anger? He knew better than anyone what I was capable of. He’d witnessed it firsthand. Blood-soaked walls and piles of bodies flashed through my mind. But he had a hand in the carnage too, lest I forget.
Saphyra moved between us, blocking me from him as if she could stop me. The absurdity made me want to smile. She was too brave for her own good.
“Are you okay?” she asked, leaning toward Grey.
Irritation surged over her concern for him, and I growled in warning. My tiny omega stopped and rounded on me.
“You!” she shouted, and stabbed the center of my chest with a pointed finger.
The way I towered over them both was almost comical, and a smirk pulled at my lips. I might have laughed if I wasn’t so mad.
“You should be ashamed of yourself. Grey has protected me for over a year and gave up his life to save me. You waltzed in at the end and stole the win. Shame on you.”
She made a decent point, and the smile dropped from my face. “He called us for help. He wouldn’t have been able to save you on his own.”
“And you wouldn’t have been able to save me on your own, either. You needed each other, just like I need you.”
Well, when she put it that way, it was difficult to argue. I still wasn’t ready to share her, but the memory of Valyx’s knot buried deep inside her tight little body was enough to make my pants feel snug. “Fuck.”
I turned away from them to see Valyx smirking, arms crossed over his bare, inked chest. There was someone begging for a fight, or a dick shoved down his throat. He’d probably enjoy either. But unfortunately, there wasn’t time. I needed to focus on why we were here and what we were doing. This argument was far from over, but we had to get back to the topic we’d been discussing before Grey informed us of what had happened. We were running out of time.
“We’re only a couple of hours out from our destination, but we aren’t headed to Verden. We can’t. Once the Imperatrix realizes we didn’t end up on Pharanax 8, it’s the first place she’ll look. We stole her ship and an omega. She’s probably already sent troops after us. We only have a few days’ lead at best, and we’re going to need help. We’re going to need Arden.”
“Seems like a long shot.” Valyx’s grave words were unhelpful.
Axion broke free of his initial surprise. “No fucking way. The king has said no, more than once, and actively formed an alliance with the United Empire. This was your plan the whole time? Why didn’t you tell me? I would have jumped off Crown Peak and saved the Imperatrix’s army the plasma fuel.”
“Look, I know it’s a gamble, but with Saphyra as proof, and the doc’s insight, I think we finally have the leverage we need to get Arden’s help, even with the king’s political perspective. It’s that or running, and that isn’t what we risked everything for. We did this to get our planet back and to free our people. And this is how we do it.”




Chapter Forty-Five

Saphyra


No one looked happy, and I was more confused than they were. When Lex’s green-gold eyes met mine, I knew he had thought this through from every angle. We had to try.
Ghost was the first to leave with a muttered agreement, saying he had to adjust course.
The others seemed to sense that we needed a moment, because Grey gave me a quick kiss on the cheek and followed Ghost out.
Shadow was slower in his departure as he stalked across the room toward me. His bare skin made my belly clench as the swirling lines of ink shifted and danced over the defined muscles of his chest. He stopped in front of me, and I tilted my head back to look up into his fathomless, onyx eyes.
“You smell so good, little omega.” His hand cupped my jaw while his thumb slid over my bottom lip, pulling my mouth open. He swooped in, capturing it in a kiss that would haunt my dreams. Deep, dark, decadent, and full of a punishing rage for having left him out of my decision. It felt like he was devouring my soul as the caress of his tongue soothed the loss. He pulled away as quickly as he had come. There was an intensity in his face that was difficult to decipher, but hurt and longing were at the forefront.
I parted my bruised lips to try to explain, but he brushed past and slammed the door closed behind him without a backward glance.
Lex leaned his hip against a table covered in star maps, scowling.
“What?” I asked, not meeting his hard stare.
“What, indeed? You are a test from the Stars, omega. I told you I didn’t know if I could do this. I don’t share. There’s a desperate desire inside of me to mark you and make you mine so that everyone knows it.”
Frustration overwhelmed good sense, and I heard myself utter, “Okay, do it then.” Daring him to follow through on his threats.
I could see the temptation warring with pride before he said, “No. I will not. This is serious, Saphyra. It’s not a game.”
The words hurt more than I expected. I didn’t actually want him to at that moment, but the rejection stung. Before I could stop myself, I asked, “But why not?”
He pushed away from the table and made his way to me. His hands engulfed my shoulders, thumbs sweeping over my exposed collarbone. His voice was soft when he said, “Because you deserve time. I don’t want to be your mate just because I’m the only option you know.”
“But I know the others.” I tipped my head, brushing my cheek along his forearm. He smelled so good. They all did. It no longer overwhelmed my senses, and I was able to enjoy the subtlety of it.
He stepped back, letting his hands fall away. “And you want to mate mark them too.” He turned and paced to the table. “As much as I don’t like the thought of sharing you with Ax and Valyx, that I understand. But Grey? He’s a stranger, and you already marked him. It took everything in me not to tear him to pieces and take you as my own.”
I took a hesitant step toward where he leaned with his hands flat on the table’s surface, head bowed. “I’m certainly glad you didn’t. He might be a stranger to you, but he isn’t to me. You are the strangers, not him. He’s been with me through everything.” I heaved out a breath, sad and resigned. “If you want to have any chance of being with me, you’re going to have to find a way, because I won’t give Grey up. And you expect me to share. What’s the difference? I saw you with Valyx, but that only made me love you both that much more. I don’t want to lose any of you. I want us all to be together.”
“I’m doing the best I can.” He stood and turned to look at me again. “This isn’t easy for me. I’ve dreamed of a mate of my own. Valyx complicates things, but I never thought I’d have to share. It’s done in other places, but I’ve never seen it on Verden. I don’t have much experience with this. Omegas are rare. If an omega is born on Verden, they’re sent away for their safety. On top of that, I barely remember anyone having a true mate, just your parents. It was a fantasy. And then I found you and I knew.”
The door opened and Shadow stuck his head in. “We’ve got company. It might be best if you come up before Ax tries to kill someone.”
Lex’s bruised fist clench and his jaw ticked. “Fine. But this conversation isn’t over.”
“No, of course not.” My gaze dropped to the floor so that he couldn’t see my dejection as he strode out the door.

[image: image-placeholder]Lex made his way down the hall at a fast clip, but Shadow lagged behind, matching my slower pace. His scowl hung over me like a gloomy cloud, but I mustered a smile and slipped my hand into his. His fingers laced between mine and squeezed gently. The furrow between his brows eased and his stride turned more fluid.
The most subtle reaction spoke a thousand words that he would never say. I slowed to a stop when we got to the stairs, not letting go of his hold. He stopped and looked down at me, a question in his eyes.
Stars, he was tall. I maneuvered around him and climbed up two steps while he stayed at the bottom. It put a bit of distance between us but now I was on his eye level.
“You know…” I dragged out the word, unsure of how to continue. “You know, I didn’t pick him over you, right? I need each one of you. Even you. My darkness. My shadow.” I paused, letting that sink in. “Please, don’t ever doubt how much I care about you. I’ll try to be better at communicating. They never allowed me to make my own choices. Everything was decided for me, so this has been hard for me. I’m sorry.”
He reached out, tracing my lips with his thumb softer than the last time. They tingled in response and heat rushed to my cheeks as he leaned in and pressed a soft, lingering kiss, taking the place of his thumb’s caress.
When he finally pulled back, he said, “I know,” his voice gravely and quiet.
We walked the rest of the way in companionable silence, his arm around my shoulder and mine around his waist.




Chapter Forty-Six

Saphyra


Before we even made it up the stairs, I heard bickering. Grey was standing in the doorway to the bridge and Lex and Ghost were in front of a screen where a gorgeous blond-haired alpha in a darkened cockpit gestured wildly.
His pleasant, silky voice crackled through the comms. “I should shoot you down, you crazy asshole. What am I supposed to do? You’re going to get me court-martialed. I can’t just… I don’t… What the fuck am I supposed to do with you?”
“Arkyn, calm the fuck down. I’m done arguing with you. No one is going to court-martial you. Escort us in. We have the proper codes and clearance. No one will even know the difference unless you tell them.” Ghost’s voice carried a murderous edge while clinging to a shred of civility.
Something about this Arkyn fellow rubbed my alpha the wrong way.
“They’re going to fucking know as soon as you get off the ship! And then—then—it’ll be my ass on the line.” Arkyn shifted uncomfortably on the other side of the comms display.
Ghost shared a look with Lex, who picked up the conversation. “Stop being so dramatic. Nothing will happen to you. You’re the best pilot they’ve ever had. That’s why they bribed you to defect. You could always just come home with us, asshole.”
“Okay, okay, but you have to admit, the perks are pretty nice. They have nicer ships, bigger beds, more women. I’m only helping you out of familial obligation and if they try to throw me in the brig, you better bust me out. Or, you know. You could probably outrun me in that thing and I can pretend I never saw you?” The smile he gave to the screen reminded me a lot of Ghost when he was up to something.
Ghost was the first to respond by saying, “In this ship, or any other, I could still out fly you, little brother.”
Oh my Stars, Ghost had a hot brother.
Lex cut in, halting the siblings’ dick-measuring contest. “We need to talk to the king with as few people knowing we are here as possible.”
“You should have brought a less flashy ship if you wanted that, but I think I know a way. Follow me.” The glint in Arkyn’s bright blue eyes told me he was up to mischief, but it sounded like his neck was on the line right alongside ours. There was something about him that made me want to trust him. It might have been his resemblance to Ghost, but I thought there might be more to it.
The comms screen went blank and the endless starscape beyond came back into view. A tiny blip of silver flashed as a starfighter flipped around ahead of us and headed in the direction of the largest and bluest of the three planets looming in the distance.

[image: image-placeholder]The smaller ship escorted us toward the ever-growing planet of blue. It was so different from what I was used to. The Hive orbited Altaira, a mecca of civilization covered in ever-expanding rings of light and industry. Arden shimmered cerulean from horizon to horizon, broken between swaths of towering silver skyscrapers and gleaming arched bridges.
I was so busy watching the ocean swelling around the massive structures that I almost fell when we darted behind a building.
“We don’t want the patrols to see this ship if possible. They know Ark is escorting a political delegation because he had to call it in, but they don’t know who, and I’d like to keep it that way,” Ghost said.
I gave him a smile and turned my attention back to the view as we sliced through the air between buildings. The erratic flying was understandable, but my nerves ran rampant.
Sharp, steepled turrets pierced the sky as we rounded a floating silver platform. The palace was a series of slender, steep-sided towers held aloft by delicately arched, shimmering bridges. The centermost tower plunged into the torrent of writhing ocean swells and held all the others above the viridian waves. It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. The flowing lines and elegant curves reminded me of the sea churning below if it had been made of liquid metal.
I didn’t have time to gawk as Ghost followed the starfighter down and under one of the bridges to an open hangar bay. It didn’t look like a main entrance or even a well used one. As the shadows engulfed our ship, I could see the details. There were rows of shuttles covered with dusty canvas drapes and machinery of all sorts.
When Ghost set us down next to Arkyn’s ship, I was brimming with excitement but also nerves.
In the time it had taken to arrive, my men had cleaned themselves up and looked better than I had ever seen them. Grey salvaged the suit he’d been wearing, and the rest of them were in fitted black fatigues they’d found in the under decks of the ship where the barracks were.
I tried to hide my nervous energy as I casually rushed to the hatch. Ghost chuckled, and nudged me aside so that he and Lex could exit ahead of me. Shadow and Grey took up the back, surrounding me like an honor guard.

[image: image-placeholder]The warm, moist breeze was a heavy weight on my chest. It was thick, soupy, and difficult to breathe. The smell was fresh and vibrant, even overshadowed by the scent of dust and grime from the hangar. I coughed and cleared my throat, hoping to ease the passage of air to my lungs as my alphas walked up and shook hands with Arkyn.
They were all smiles, like old friends, and it made sense that they would be. But that left Grey and me to stand back like outsiders.
Ghost noticed we’d been left out, and returned to my side to introduce us to his brother, ace pilot Arkyn Brand. Their resemblance was obvious, both long and lean and athletic, except Ghost was fairer of hair and eye. Arkyn had blond hair, not as dark or golden as Lex’s, and brilliant, flashing sky-blue eyes.
He caught me studying him and shot me a wink. Ghost saw the whole interaction and elbowed him in the ribs. “No, no more. We have enough already.”
Each of my alphas had a murderous look on their face, but Arkyn started laughing like it was the funniest thing he’d ever seen. His carefree nonchalance made me smile. He wasn’t afraid of them either, and I liked him better for it.
“If you boys are done, I think we have things to do?” I asked, looking around this long-forgotten storeroom. It seemed unlikely that we’d find the king here.
“Yeah, so, I commed ahead and everything’s arranged. Come on.” Arkyn’s infectious smile never wavered as he led us out of the storage bay and into the deserted back halls of the palace.




Chapter Forty-Seven

Saphyra


After traversing a maze of hallways, we finally arrived at a set of tall, silver doors. Without knocking, Arkyn pushed them open and ushered us in. Massive windows took up the entire far wall, and beautiful gray and blue decor echoed the view of white-capped waves outside.
At the head of a long, sleek table sat a dark-haired man in a formal-looking sea-blue coat. His elegant fingers steepled, his forehead resting against them. I couldn’t see his expression because his head was bowed as if consumed in thought.
Lex stepped forward to lead the group, but as soon as he saw the weary-looking gentleman, he stopped short. “That’s not the king.” He turned an accusing eye on Arkyn, who was still grinning but backing up with his hands up.
“You said you didn’t want anyone to know you were here. This was the best way. Don’t look at me. I was doing you a favor,” Arkyn said.
The doors banged shut behind us as another alpha in a black suit entered. It was getting crowded in here and the testosterone was enough to drown in.
The newcomer spoke up in a confident, aristocratic voice with a hint of an accent. “You should be grateful that he did. If he’d contacted the king, as you’d requested, you’d all be in the brig, and your lovely companion would be on her way back to the Imperatrix.” He took a long inhale, his eyes flashing gold under a fall of chestnut hair.
“Lucas,” Lex grumbled in warning and shifted his stance. Things were getting tense, and the fine hairs on the back of my neck stood up.
My alphas stepped closer to me, but Arkyn smirked and leaned against the far wall, well out of the line of fire as if nothing was wrong.
The black-haired alpha, who was sitting at the head of the table, rose. “Everyone, calm down. I’m not sending anyone to the brig.” The silent yet seemed heavily implied. “Would you like any refreshments? I understand your journey was arduous.”
“We aren’t here for pleasantries, Omen. We need to speak to your father,” Lex said, trying to split his attention between Lucas, barring the door, and the man at the table.
“Why don’t we all sit down and discuss what’s going to happen? You’re on my planet, with a stolen ship and an unregistered omega. I’d like to know why.” Omen’s cultured drawl held a sharpness of unquestioned command. He spoke as if he was used to being obeyed, and it got my alphas’ hackles up.
No one moved, and it seemed like this stand-off might continue forever. So, instead of waiting to see what they were going to do, I made my way to the table. Much to my surprise, the dark-haired Omen slid a chair out for me and tucked it courteously against the back of my legs as I sat. The smile he gave me was charming, but didn’t reach the deep sea green of his eyes.
My men shifted uncomfortably. Grey was the first one to join me, and then Ghost and Lex. Shadow was the last, eyeing Lucas by the door.
Omen took his seat at the head of the table again and addressed me directly. “I apologize, we’ve not been properly introduced. Things must be done differently on Verden these days. It seems they’ve lost sight of any manners they once had. My name is Prince Omen, heir to the throne of Arden. The alpha guarding the door is Lucas, my trusted advisor. And you, my lovely omega?”
I bristled at the insult directed at my alphas, even if he wasn’t wrong. My entire group was being incredibly rude. “It’s my pleasure to meet you, Your Highness. My name is Saphyra.”
Omen shared a look with Lex before turning his sea-green gaze back to me. “So, you’re Saphyra, the supposed long-lost Princess of Verden. That’s very interesting. It explains some things, but not why you’ve come here.”
“With all due respect, Your Highness.” The way Lex said it was not respectful at all. “We came to speak with your father.”
Omen’s eyes narrowed almost imperceptibly. “I’m aware of your request, but as was said before, that would be foolhardy at best. Suicidal at worst. My father and his council are staunch supporters of the Imperatrix and her reign. I’m willing to hear you out before I toss you into the sea and return her property. So tell me, what is this about? Why did you bring a stolen ship and an unmated omega to my doorstep?”
There was an uneasy shifting of bodies and poorly disguised growling, but Lex, being Omen’s political equal, spoke up. “She is mated, her scent hasn’t changed yet. We assume she needs more time.”
“Interesting theory, but that explains nothing.” He seemed skeptical about the explanation and his eyes kept wandering to the too tight dress stretched over my breasts.
The look on Lex’s face showed a sly cunning as Omen’s distraction gave him the information he needed.
“I’d heard you’ve been looking for an omega to bond. Your interest in mine leads me to believe you haven’t found one that suits you yet.” His boot nudged up against my slippered foot, urging me to hold my tongue.
I didn’t know what to expect, but it certainly wasn’t what Omen said next.
“They’re few and far between these days. Perhaps you’d be willing to trade her for whatever it was you came here for?” Omen turned his attention back to Lex now that negotiations had started.
I bit my cheek and kicked at Lex’s boot. The twitch at the corner of his lips told me he’d felt it and was amused. No one else at the table was. Chairs creaked under the shifting weight of the alphas, and I swore I could hear the grinding of Grey’s teeth next to me.
“I have something you might be even more interested in. I have information on a cache of largely unmated omegas being held against their will. We didn’t have the force or means to free them at this time, but I can tell you where they are.” Lex’s foot rubbed against mine as if to comfort me as the pieces started falling into place.
“Interesting proposition. And what do you get out of this bargain?” Omen was looking at me with a different sort of gleam in his eyes. I wasn’t the prize, I was the proof.
“It’s simple, really. Your military might against the Imperatrix as you liberate the kidnapped omegas. That will distract her from the one that got away. What’s one omega when hundreds are being threatened?”
Omen’s dark brows rose. “Hundreds? You can’t be serious. There haven’t been hundreds in one place anywhere in living memory.”
“That’s because the Imperatrix has taken all the omega bloodlines she can find and sequestered them. Holding them prisoner. We have the records. It goes back generations. Her family started on Pixys and Pyraxis and moved on to Faeren and Verden. Saphyra is proof. She took the Queen’s bloodline and Verden started to die. Look at what happened to Arden after your mother died.”
This was news to me. Bloodlines, dying planets, dead queens, no omegas. What had he hidden from me? Anger simmered in my veins, but just as I was about to open my mouth, Omen started laughing.
“You honestly believe those old legends. Those are children’s stories. Planets don’t die just because their queen’s bloodline is gone. It’s ridiculous.” Omen leaned back in his chair as his laughter subsided.
Lex looked less amused as he said, “You don’t have to believe the legend to believe that there are hundreds of omegas being held captive. We have the information you need to recover them. Your mate, the one you’ve been looking for, might be there. Or are you going to sit back while your brother claims your rightful throne out from under you?”
Omen dragged his fingers through his perfectly styled hair. “You make a valid point. If I don’t bond or marry soon, he’ll likely make a claim. Show me what you have.”
Grey pulled a data chip from his coat and slid it across the slick, glass-topped conference table.
Omen picked it up and stood. “Would your people like to get cleaned up and rest while we review this?”
I was hungry again, and the sky beyond the window was drifting toward the pink of twilight. I think Lex sensed it because he came around the table, pulling my chair out for me. Maybe Omen’s manners were rubbing off.
“Grey and I need to go with the prince. Would you like to come with us, or would you rather rest?” He offered me a hand and drew me up from the seat, leaving our fingers entwined.
I wanted to go with them, but I wanted food and a nap more. Grey knew more about the station than I ever did. They didn’t need me to review records. “I’d rather rest, and I’m very hungry if they can arrange something to eat?”
Omen heard my request and said, “Of course. I’ll have Lucas show you to rooms, unless you’d prefer to share?” He looked far too interested in the answer, especially when everyone answered at once.
“Yes, we would like to share,” I said after the jumble of voices died down.
He covered his surprised reaction well, but I saw the curiosity blaze. Apparently, sharing an omega was uncommon enough to raise eyebrows here, too.
“Very well. One suite suitable for all of you, and Lucas can have food sent up. It would be better if no one else knew you were here, so please stay in your rooms if possible.” Omen said it to me, but I knew it was intended as instructions for everyone else.
Before we left, Lex leaned down under the guise of kissing my cheek and whispered in my ear, “Don’t go anywhere alone. You aren’t fully mated and it could be dangerous to wander.”
I nodded and turned my head, stealing a sweet kiss before reluctantly pulling away and heading to the door. No communication was needed between Lex and the other alphas. They knew what was expected. We followed Lucas out.




Chapter Forty-Eight

Alexi


I hated to see her go, but she’d been through a lot. Memories of what happened in that nest would play on repeat in my dreams for the rest of my life. It was the most fulfilling experience I’d ever had. Something I never thought I would want to share, but at the time, it felt like the most natural thing in the galaxy. I expected to have to tame jealous rage when I watched Axion and Valyx escort her from the room, but all I felt was gratitude and relief. No one would take better care of her than they would when I couldn’t be there.
Omen led us to the door and out into the hall. The further we strolled, the more populated the halls became, but still not like the bustle of the main corridors of the palace I’d seen on previous visits.
The prince remained silent until we entered a room lined with books with a large desk in the center.
“This is my private study. No one will bother us here,” he said as he slid the data card into the console on his terminal.
Grey spoke up for the first time. “You’ll see that it contains the entirety of their project going back multiple generations. Blood types, origin, genetic markers, current location, status, everything.”
Omen tapped the screen, and it went dark. “I’m sure it does and we’ll get to that, but there are other things to discuss as well. Your omega. I’d like to make a deal. What would it take for you to give her to me? A knighthood, a title, land? You’re a regent’s son, which means nothing if the people vote him out or choose another successor when he retires. What do you want for her?”
Grey puffed up indignantly, but I stepped between them. I was nearly as upset as Grey was, but I evened out my tone and as diplomatically as I could replied. “She’s not for sale, not for any price. Not even your crown. I don’t want anything from you, just your help keeping her safe. I think our offer is more than fair, considering your position.”
“You know, I could give her a better life here rather than your underground hovel. I can protect her. My military is exponentially larger than your meager defenses.” Omen settled in his high-backed chair behind the desk.
“Absolutely not. It’s not up for discussion. The answer is and always will be the same. She belongs with us.” I was getting sick of this line of questioning. I thought I’d been clear before.
Omen studied us both for a moment. I think he was trying to decide if he believed me.
After an extended silence, he tapped the panel on his desk, lighting up the display. “Fine, good. I had to be sure you wouldn’t be easily swayed with titles or land. I’ve known you for a long time, but people change. The Imperatrix has infiltrated my court and bought a number of my father’s counselors’ loyalty. It’s difficult to know who to trust. Sit down, we need to talk.”
I didn’t appreciate being toyed with or my omega being threatened, but I couldn’t blame him for being wary. Grey and I pulled out two chairs facing his desk and sat. Grey scowled across the surface, but Omen just grinned in that diplomatic way of his.
Once we were settled, Omen continued. “When my mother died, my father’s health deteriorated. They were Star-blessed mates, one of the last, and he did not take her passing well. As his health declined, and his mental state grew more unstable, changes were made. The Imperatrix installed her own counselors as advisors to pour poison in his ear. When I came of age, I did my best to fix the damage. I have a network in place, and the loyalty of the people, but it took years to build. I’m not willing to risk it all unless this is a sure thing.”
“It is. Let me show you.” Grey tapped on the display a few times, bringing up the roster of prisoners held on the station. “She breeds omegas like cattle, matching genetics and bloodlines. She keeps alphas like stud horses to impregnate them. If they don’t produce, she sells them as slaves.” He continued flipping through sections, illustrating his point.
Omen’s eyes scanned the information quickly, taking it in. “I see. I want to help and the potential reward is promising, but I don’t know if this is achievable. The Hive is located deep inside her territory, basically on her doorstep.”
“We found something that might be of use.” Grey flipped a few more data sets to a directory called Security. “This file has all the master override codes for the station, blueprints, troop deployment, numbers. If there was ever a time to do this, it’s now. Before they have time to alter anything.”
“How are you so certain they haven’t already been changed?” Omen asked.
Grey smiled. “Because Axion deployed code on their mainframe while we were there. Any time they make a change to the security system, rather than overwriting the previous setting, it creates a new one alongside the old. Eventually, they’ll notice and try to repair it, but that will trigger an automated response, causing malicious code to run rampant through their systems. It’ll take a while to straighten out the mess.”
“We don’t have much time then.”




Chapter Forty-Nine

Valyx


When Lucas let us into the rooms, I kept an eye on him while Saphyra explored. The look of wonder in her eyes did little to lighten my mood. Lucas was a formidable alpha, well-trained and smart, but I didn’t know him well, and the way his watchful gaze followed my omega made me wary. 
Deep down, I knew I was being paranoid. Saphyra hadn’t paid him much attention, and he seemed more curious about her than anything, but seeing her trapped under that red-haired drone, with tears staining her cheeks, almost killed me. I couldn’t protect my mother or my sister, but I sure as fuck was going to protect my mate.
Saphyra disappeared into the bathing room with Axion trailing behind her like a puppy. My focus turned to the auburn-haired Lucas. His brow lifted in question, but I kept silent.
“If the suite suits your needs, I’ll send up refreshments. Comms me if you need anything. It would be better if you stayed out of the halls to avoid unwanted attention.”
I nodded once in reply and he left, securing the exit behind him. The pent up strain lessened once the door was locked. It was going to take some getting used to having Saphyra around other alphas outside of our group. She was vulnerable in her unmated state and a target for opportunists.
Lucas was likely not a threat, but it suited me to be suspicious of everyone until we were all safely back on Verden, where my status meant more than just a soldier.
From my vantage across the sitting room and through a wide door, I watched Ax chase Saphyra as she laughed and kicked off the tiny slippers she’d found on the Imperatrix’s ship. I had a suspicion who they belonged to and who that nest was built for, but not why. I didn’t really care, but I wanted to get her out of those borrowed clothes for more reasons than one.
I tapped the panel to dim the lights and stalked to the bedroom, closing the door behind me. Someone would be by with food, but we’d get it later.
Saphyra flopped onto the mattress, her legs dangling off the side, and Ax lay beside her. Their heads were bent in quiet, smiling discussion. That was fine by me. Talking was overrated. Words could mean anything or nothing at all. Actions were better at communicating the truth.
Before heading to the bed, I kicked off my boots by the door. The carpet was silent under my steps, and when I reached the foot and knelt at Saphyra’s feet, neither of them noticed.
My hands snaked up under the skirt of her borrowed dress, skimming along the softness of her legs, pushing the fabric up. I lifted her calf to rest on my shoulder and nipped at the delicate flesh on the inner curve of her knee. Her gasp made me smile against her skin as I pressed a kiss to soothe the sting.
She propped herself up on her elbows to watch as I kissed and nibbled my way up the inside of her smooth thigh, pressing them wider so I could fit between. Axion looked down at me, but when he saw what I was doing, he caught her chin with a finger and directed her mouth to his. Better to keep her distracted as my lips met the damp silk between her legs.
She couldn’t help how wet she was for us. She wanted it as much as we wanted her. Her hips arched, opening herself to me as I kissed along the edge of the fabric. A little teasing was nice, but those panties kept me from what I wanted. I gripped the cloth in both hands and tore them with ease. The delicate cloth parted with a whisper and fell away. 
My mouth descended on her slit and I lapped up the seeping slick. She was sweeter than the sweetest honey and I would never get enough.
Her moan was muffled by Ax’s kiss as I buried my face between her legs. My tongue stroked her swollen clit until she trembled, and then I slid my fingers into her slippery channel. She writhed as I added another finger and then another, stretching her open, but her tight little pussy hungered for more. I would never deny her what she needed, and her slick cunt begged to be filled.
I tucked my thumb against my palm and pressed into her again. My lips sealed over her clit, humming and sucking as she shuddered. She was close and when I pushed my scarred knuckles past her pretty pink folds, an orgasm rolled through her, squeezing my fist as I fucked her with it.
She screamed her pleasure against Ax’s mouth while he rolled her nipples between his fingers over the ripped bodice of her dress. “That’s a good girl. Take all of his fist, just like you are going to take our knots.”
I slowed my strokes, dragging her orgasm out until she was writhing against me, unsatisfied and wanting more. My hand pulled free with a gush of slick that I licked off her thighs. She tasted so fucking good, but I knew she wanted more, and so did I. My shirt came off, displaying scenes of death and carnage, skulls and nightmares, but she looked at me hungrily and unafraid. There’s my queen, looking out of those amber eyes, the woman who knows what she wants and how to get it.
Axion ripped the rest of her dress open down the front, laying her out like a sacrifice fit for the Stars. His clothes came off in a rush as she lay there panting, watching me strip out of my pants. I gripped the back of her knee and pulled her to the edge of the bed.
I was so hard from seeing her come apart around my fist that my knot was already starting to swell when I shoved my length into her dripping pussy. Fuck, she felt so good, and her whimpered cries of pleasure spurred me on. Ax’s fingers slipped between our sweat-slicked bodies and rubbed her clit as I pounded into her, holding her hips to keep her from sliding.
She begged for more as my distended knot fucked into her sweet cunt. I was close, but I held back, letting it thicken with every stroke but pulling out just before it locked into place. She wasn’t ready. She wanted more, and more we would give her.
Scooping her up in my arms, I lifted her and she clung to me, wrapping her legs around my waist. “Did you hear her, Ax? She wants more.”
“Yeah, I heard her.” He moved up behind her while she rolled her hips, using my cock how she wanted.
“Best we give her what she wants,” I said against her throat.
His cock nudged up against mine and I held her still despite her wiggling as Ax’s shaft slid along the length and pressed into her tight opening. She panted and squirmed, but as he sunk deeper, she moaned and I could feel her whole body shaking.
“Good girl, you love both of our cocks fucking that pretty little pussy, don’t you?” Axion purred against her ear as he began to thrust.
I groaned into her hair and started to move in time with Ax’s rhythm. The friction of her hungry walls and his cock against mine was overwhelming, and my knees shook with the pleasure of it. I didn’t think I was going to last much longer. My knot was firm as it nudged up against her entrance, and I saw the excitement in Ax’s eyes as his arms came around her to stroke her clit.
“Knot her when she comes,” he said between panting breaths.
Her moans increased as she got closer and just as her walls began to quiver, I pushed my knot into her. She screamed as she clenched down. Axion’s knot slipped past, and both our cocks pulsed as thick ropes of cum poured into her. She shook and gasped for air while mumbling yes over and over again.
I could have held her like this indefinitely, but after the shared climax, the bed seemed to be a better option. Ax and I maneuvered back to the mattress and carefully lay down with her between us. He murmured praise against her ear and it made me smirk. He was going to spoil the fuck out of her when we got home. 
As long as I got to spank her, that was fine by me.




Chapter Fifty

Alexi


We’d been gone, discussing the intricacies of the station for hours, and it was late. The small amount of traffic in the halls on the way in had evaporated by the time we left. Omen let us into our suite and bid us goodnight. There was still work to be done, but we were tired and that’s what tomorrow was for.
When the door slid open, the sweet perfume of my omega filled my lungs. I saw Omen’s nostrils flare before he turned and vanished down the hall. That was going to be a problem until Saphyra let us mate her properly, but that was an issue for another day.
Grey and I found Saphyra sandwiched between Ax and Valyx, all completely naked and snoring with blankets strewn haphazardly. I bit back a laugh, not wanting to wake them.
My clothes came off in a rush. After all we’d been through in the past and more recently, my modesty was nonexistent. Grey, on the other hand, stalled. He went into the bathing room to change into the sleeping attire that had been left for us. I was tired and couldn’t be bothered, so I climbed in next to Valyx.
Saphyra’s eyes opened a crack, and a smile pulled up the corners of her mouth. That look of caring on her face did something to me. I wanted to gather it up and keep it for myself, but when she snuggled against Valyx and his arm tightened around her, it brought me peace. He didn’t show his gentle side often, and I was happy to see her bring it out of him. I leaned over the sleeping body of my lover and pressed a kiss to Saphyra’s sweetly smiling lips. When I pulled away, I saw the dark depths of Valyx’s eyes staring back.
There was no hesitation when I leaned down to kiss him, too. Our hungry mouths devoured one another and when I tasted the sweet honey of Saphyra’s slick, I growled. Not in anger, but in jealousy that I hadn’t been there to help. I savored the sugared taste of her on his lips, and my dick swelled until it ached. I wanted her that badly again, but when I looked at her, she had rolled away and was snoring softly against Axion’s chest.
Valyx chuckled quietly when he saw where my attention turned. “She’s tired. We all are. Best get some sleep and save this for later.” His hand wrapped around my engorged shaft, running his thumb along the underside and over the crown.
Fucking tease. I should have fucked his ass until he was groaning for more. But that might wake Saphyra. And from the dark circles under her eyes, I knew she needed to rest. Resigned to wait for morning, I settled in behind Valyx, my cock snug between his cheeks as a reminder of what was to come when the well-being of our omega was no longer at stake.
It was peaceful like this, stretched out against Valyx’s back, my arm draped over him and resting on Saphyra’s hip. I was beginning to think this could work with all of us together.
Grey finally made his way out of the bathroom. As he walked out, the light caught on something metallic near his collarbone.
“Grey,” I called out quietly. “What the fuck are you wearing on your neck?” I hoped it wasn’t some sort of tracking device, but surely one of us would have noticed it by now. My suspicion reminded me that maybe I still didn’t trust him entirely.
“What?” Grey patted his throat as if feeling for whatever it was but came up empty.
“A… necklace or something,” I said, hoping it was just an odd piece of jewelry and not anything worse. Now I was getting nervous. Was I being paranoid? Would he dare betray us after all we’d been through? Of course he would. He’s Altairan.
I pulled away from Valyx, who had fallen back to sleep, and rolled off the mattress. Anger ebbed off me in waves as I stalked over to the beta and tapped the control panel to turn the overhead light on. Groans came from the bed when the light was abruptly returned, but I had to make sure Grey hadn’t turned on us.
“I don’t know what you’re on about. I’m not wearing anything around my neck.” He shrugged it off.
I stopped dead in my tracks when I saw it.
Valyx strode up behind me, blinking the sleep from his eyes. “Is that what I fucking think it is?”
“Is what what you think it is?” Grey asked, panic creeping into his voice. He turned to go back to the bathroom where the mirror was, but I grabbed his shoulder, stopping him.
There, just above his collarbone, was a metallic pair of crescents, exactly the same shape and location as the bite Saphyra had left.
“It’s a Star-blessed mate mark,” I said, stunned. We all talked about how we thought we were Star-blessed mates, but there was only one way to know for sure. And here was the proof of Grey’s claim, right on his neck, just below the collar of where his shirt would lay. Green gold metallic shined back, as if mocking us.
Grey shrugged off my grip and returned to the bathroom. I could see him studying it from every angle. His fingers exploring it, fascinated.
“I never hoped it was actually possible,” Grey said in wonder.
“Obviously it is.” I tapped the light harder than was necessary, plunging the room back into darkness. I didn’t want to look at it anymore. We would deal with it tomorrow.

[image: image-placeholder]We did not deal with it tomorrow. We didn’t deal with it the day after that either.
The next two days were filled with meetings. My team met with Omen and his internal network, arranging and strategizing the mission to rescue the omegas, children, and any other hostages that needed help.
When Axion saw the mark with its metallic sheen, he had much the same reaction as the rest of us. Surprise, and then resignation. We had more than enough to worry about without concerning ourselves with something that wasn’t likely to change. Saphyra was happy and excited, but not surprised and went on with her business as if everything was the same, because to her it was. She already knew he was her mate, that’s why she’d marked him. The visual proof changed nothing in her mind.
On the third day, the Imperatrix’s squadron entered Arden’s sector. They were on their way to Verden, chasing us. With a select team of unmarked starfighters, we took care of them quietly. It was a waste but had to be done. With that final detail settled, we geared up to head for home.
Omen and his task force gathered, readying to leave for Altaira, and we boarded the Imperatrix’s ship, along with a few starfighters on loan from Arden to bolster our security while Omen was away. He sent Arkyn with us for a special mission, but I had a feeling it was to keep him out of his hair more than anything, and we left.




Chapter Fifty-One

Saphyra


The trip from Arden to Verden was relatively short. I sat with Grey on the bridge of the Imperatrix’s ship as we were escorted by a squadron of unmarked starfighters toward the orb of swirling green and gold. There was the blue of the ocean and swaths of forest and white-capped mountains, but there were also strips of black scarred terrain. There were no lights flaring from the shadowed side and no tracks of major civilization. From this distance, it looked completely barren of any sort of advanced life.
Grey answered my unspoken question. “Verden has been in the grip of severe drought for many years. Wildfires have destroyed huge sections of land. So much so that the destruction can be seen even from this far away. It won’t be an easy place to live but, together, we will find happiness.”
A low humming vibration echoed through my blood as we descended through the wispy cloud banks toward a golden field. The hills and meadows as far as the eye could see were a shimmering honey color broken by emerald stands of old oak trees and vast forests beyond. The wind and draft from the ships caused the grasses to dance in hypnotic, gleaming patterns, like a sea of burnished brass. It was beautiful.
My pulse raced in time with some unknown melody, and when the ship came to a stop on the ground, I couldn’t contain my excitement. An otherworldly impulse urged me to escape from this metal contraption and touch the ground. It was calling to me, welcoming me home.
I scrambled out of my chair and heard Grey call out to me, but I was too far gone. The control panel was locked, and I fussed and fiddled with it. The urgency to get outside overwhelmed all rational sense. I felt starved for the air and wind on my face, even though I had little memory of it.
Finally, the landing sequence completed, and the door relented and shifted open. That first breath was like fire in my lungs, burning the foul residue of the Hive away. It was freeing. I ran down the ramp into the light of the twin suns. I don’t know what compelled me, but I kicked off my shoes and let my bare feet sink into the parched dirt and dry grasses.
I felt a pain, a desperation unlike I ever had, and I fell to my knees as a flash of lightning ripped through the sky and a crack of booming thunder rolled over me. The wind whipped at my hair and a cool kiss of water landed on my forehead.
The frenzy that overwhelmed me seeped away as drop after drop of rain fell from the rapidly growing clouds above. 
People started emerging from groves of trees that surrounded this field, their faces full of wonder. I knelt in the center as the sky opened up and a storm raged, drenching me and my borrowed dress.
I tipped my head back and let the flood wash everything away. All the pain and suffering ebbed like the tide and the wind danced around me in celebration.
When the people from the forest saw us, they rushed forward. The murmurs turned into muttered conversations that turned into a roar of sound. Cheers broke out as more and more people ran into the meadow, reveling in the rain.
I heard them calling out in reverent awe.
“She brought the rain!”
“It must be her.”
“The legends are true.”
My men surrounded me like an honor guard, protecting me from the onslaught as more people streamed out from under the trees, eager to see the one who could heal their parched land.
I didn’t know what was going on, but when I rose to my feet and looked around, all the people, all my men, and even the pilots that had accompanied us dropped to their knees in the deepening mud. I spun as more and more rain fell, plastering my hair to my face, and warmth suffused my chest.
An older man with sandy blond hair and green eyes stood from the sea of kneeling people and came toward me. I tensed, thinking it was a threat, but Lex smiled at him and let him pass. I eyed him nervously, but when he wrapped me in a fatherly hug, all the trepidation fled.
I recognized him. Titus, my father’s best friend. Lex’s dad. He taught me how to ride my first pony and yelled at Lex when he was being mean. He was always with my father. The sight of him, so much older, brought back memories of my family. Tears filled my eyes, and I sobbed into his jacket, unable to control the rush of emotions.
After a moment, Titus pulled himself together and cleared his throat before he said, “Everything is going to be okay. You’re home now.” He kissed the top of my head, untangled himself from my arms, and moved away as his son approached.
The rest of my men moved in and closed ranks around us. I caught Ghost’s eye, and he smiled and winked. Grey came up beside me, lending his comforting presence. And with Shadow’s silent, reassuring strength at my back, I knew I could handle whatever awaited me in this new life, as long as they were by my side.
With adoration gleaming in his hazel eyes, Lex took my hand and pressed a reverent kiss to my palm. “Welcome home, my queen.”





Thank you for reading The Hive. 


If you want to know what happens next, book 2 is underway and accessible on Kindle Vella. New chapters are released weekly. To get right into the story from where you left off, start on episode 54.

Episode 54: Honey - Season Two Premiere
https://www.amazon.com/kindle-vella/episode/B0B75PZ7J6


	Kindle Vella is only available in the United States and is a serial reading platform provided by Amazon.
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