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Description: She dreamed of dragon fire. A feline’s claws claimed

her fate.

For twenty-three years, Aria Copenhagen secretly hoped to present

as an omega, fantasizing about being claimed by a majestic dragon

alpha. When her biology finally awakens, her dreams shatter as

territorial boundaries shift, placing her settlement under the control of

the Feline Confederacy.

Commander Fritz Clawe, a scarred and battle-hardened feline shifter,

views the newly presented omega with cold disdain. Reassigned to

border patrol after refusing to slaughter innocent humans, the once-

legendary commander has sworn never to claim an

omega—especially one who clearly despises his kind.

When Aria’s desperate attempt to flee toward dragon territory fails,

she’s captured and brought before the very creature she fears most.

His impossible flexibility, expressive tail, and predatory grace embody

everything she’s been taught to dread. But as her first heat intensifies

beyond control, Fritz faces an impossible choice—claim an unwilling

mate or risk her capture by dragons.

Their reluctant claiming becomes a battle of wills as Aria clings to her

dragon fantasies while Fritz exposes the brutal reality behind her

childish dreams. Yet as territorial conflicts intensify, Aria witnesses

firsthand the truth of both species—the casual cruelty of dragons and

the surprising honor of the feline she once despised.

When dragon forces threaten everything they’ve built, Aria must

decide: cling to fading fantasies or embrace the protection of the

predator whose barbs have marked her body and whose honor has

begun to claim her heart.

Hunter’s Barbs is the fifth book in the scorching hot Prime

Omegaverse Series! Contains explicit scenes with barbed anatomy,

dubious consent evolving to willing surrender, and an enemies-to-

lovers romance where a monster’s true nature becomes his mate’s

greatest desire. HEA guaranteed!
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PROLOGUE: THE WORLD AFTER THE CONQUEST

Ten years ago, the fabric between dimensions tore open without warning.

The rifts appeared simultaneously across major cities worldwide, disgorging creatures

humanity had relegated to myth and nightmare. Dragons soared over metropolitan

skylines. Kraken tentacles emerged from harbors and lakes. Plant beings erupted

from parks and forests. Shadow demons poured from darkened alleys and underneath

beds. Within days, the world as humanity knew it ceased to exist.

Scientists would later theorize that environmental destruction, experimental quantum

physics, or perhaps simply cosmic chance had caused these dimensional tears.

Whatever the cause, the effect was undeniable - monsters had returned to Earth, and

they brought with them biological imperatives that would reshape human society

forever.

The beings that emerged were not mindless beasts but intelligent predators with their

own hierarchies, cultures, and overwhelming biological drives. Most significantly,

they operated on an alpha/omega dynamic far more potent than the vestigial

secondary gender system that had existed in humans for millennia. Upon arrival,

these creatures - collectively termed"Primes" in official documentation - immediately

detected human omegas, whose existence had been largely marginalized in pre-

Conquest society.

Human alpha males were systematically eliminated in what became known as the

Blood Week. Military resistance crumbled when Prime alphas demonstrated abilities

beyond human comprehension - dragons that could withstand missile strikes, shadow



demons who could move through solid matter, plant creatures who could control

vegetation across entire regions. When the United Nations attempted emergency

peace negotiations, the Primes made their terms clear: surrender all omega females

for "integration" and eliminate alpha males who might compete for breeding rights.

Some nations attempted to fight. None succeeded. By the end of the first month, the

Conquest was complete. A new world order had begun.

In this new reality, human omegas face a stark truth - their biology, once a minor

footnote in human existence, now defines their entire future. The Primes operate

under Conquest Law, which grants them undisputed right to claim any unmated

omega they encounter. Resistance is futile; suppressing omega nature through

chemicals only delays the inevitable.

For ten years, humans have lived under Prime rule, the world divided into territories

controlled by different monster species. Dragons rule the Eastern Seaboard, their fire

and fury reshaping cities into nesting grounds. Nagas control the Southern

waterways, transforming swamps and bayous into breeding territories. Shadow

demons command the urban Midwest, their darkness penetrating every corner of

once-bright cities. Each Prime species has carved out its domain, establishing

hierarchies where humans serve and omegas breed.

Some humans resist, operating in secret networks to smuggle suppressants, hide

omegas, and undermine Prime authoritywhen possible. But their efforts are drops in

an ocean of change. The world belongs to the Primes now, and human society exists

at their mercy.

For omegas, life offers limited options: be claimed by a Prime alpha willing to

provide protection in exchange for breeding rights, end up in government breeding

facilities where personal identity is stripped away, or attempt to hide using

increasingly ineffective suppressants—a path that grows more dangerous with each



passing year.

This is the world of the Conquest, where ancient monsters rule with primal authority,

where human omegas are prized for their fertility, and where the boundaries between

captivity and connection blur with each passing generation of hybrid offspring. In this

world, monsters and humans forge unexpected bonds, finding that even in darkness,

connection can bloom—though never on equal terms.

For the lucky few omegas, captivity by a single powerful alpha might be preferable to

the alternatives. And for some, against all odds, what begins as forced claiming may

evolve into something neither species expected—something that might, generations

hence, bridge the divide between conqueror and conquered.

This is where our story begins.

CHAPTER 1

AWAKENING

POV: Aria

I waketo fire beneath my skin.

The sensation crawls through me like liquid heat, pooling low in my belly before

radiating outward—a slow, persistent burn I've been waiting years to feel. My fingers

clutch at sweat-dampened sheets as another wave moves through me, stronger this

time. The room spins slightly as I sit up, my heart thundering against my ribs with

both terror and exhilaration.

It's finally happening. After twenty-three years of waiting, of uncertainty, of secretly

hoping while others prayed for reprieve, my omega biology has awakened.



I press trembling fingers to my neck, feeling the spot where a claiming mark would

go. The skin there pulses with newfound sensitivity, almost bruised without being

touched. My scent is changing—I can smell it on myself, the subtle sweetness that's

always been there now intensifying into something richer, more potent. Something

designed to draw alphas from miles away.

Dragon alphas.

The thought sends a shiver of anticipation through me that has nothing to do with my

changing biology. I've spentyears watching them from afar—those magnificent

creatures with their scales that catch sunlight like living gemstones, their massive

wings casting shadows over our settlement as they patrol contested borders. Majestic.

Powerful. Unlike the feline shifters whose territories border ours on the other side,

the dragons move with imperial grace rather than predatory stealth.

I've studied them, tracked their patrol patterns from hidden observation points in the

hills, collected information others in Blackridge Settlement consider dangerous

foolishness. While other women prayed their secondary gender would remain

dormant, I calculated how I might position myself to catch a dragon alpha's attention

when—not if—my omega nature revealed itself.

Another wave of heat ripples through me, stronger than the last. My nightclothes

cling uncomfortably to my skin, suddenly too restrictive, too rough. Between my

thighs, the first embarrassing hint of slick preparation makes itself known.

I need to see Elder Nyssa. Now.

The small mirror above my washing basin reflects a face I barely recognize. My

green eyes seem brighter, almost feverish, with pupils slightly dilated. My cheeks

flush with unnatural color. Most telling is the unconscious way I've tilted my head,

exposing the vulnerable juncture where neck meets shoulder—the instinctive omega



posture of submission I've always found contemptible in others.

I force my chin level with grim determination. I may be presenting as omega, but I

refuse to become like those simpering, frightened women who shrink into themselves

when alphas pass. My omega biology might be awakening, but it doesn't have to

define me.

Outside, Blackridge Settlement has already begun its morning routine. The central

marketplace buzzes with activity as traders set up stalls, children dart between

buildings onmorning errands, and the scent of baking bread from communal ovens

mingles with woodsmoke. Everyone seems oblivious to my life-altering

transformation—all except a few omegas who look up sharply as I pass, their nostrils

flaring in recognition of what's happening to me.

I wrap my cloak tighter despite the unseasonable warmth, suddenly self-conscious.

One older woman touches her claimed mark with unconscious sympathy as our eyes

meet. I look away, refusing her pity. My destiny will be different. I've made sure of it.
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Elder Nyssa's dwelling sits apart from others, built against the settlement's eastern

wall where twisted juniper trees provide natural shelter. The small garden

surrounding it grows herbs most settlers can't name—plants that can temporarily

mask human scent from Prime detection, if you know how to use them.

I've always suspected the old woman maintains contact with resistance networks,

though I've never had proof. Not that it matters now. What I need from her isn't

rebellion but confirmation and advice.

"I wondered when you'd come," Nyssa says before I can knock, pulling her door open

with gnarled fingers. Her silver braids catch morning light, the intricate patterns

woven through them signifying her authority. The scarification patterns across her

cheekbones—ritual markings from before the Conquest—seem to deepen as she

frowns at me. "Sooner than I expected, though. Come in, girl, before you announce

yourself to every Prime within ten miles."

Inside, her dwelling smells of dried herbs and wood ash. The single room serves as

living quarters, council chamber, and healing space depending on need. I've been here

countless times—bringing trading reports, seeking treatment for minor

injuries,listening to pre-Conquest stories when the settlement children gather for

lessons—but never for this.

"You're certain?" she asks, though she clearly already knows the answer.

I nod anyway. "It started last night. The heat, the sensitivity..." I gesture vaguely at

my body, unwilling to detail the more embarrassing symptoms. "You've known,

haven't you? That I would present eventually?"



Nyssa's weathered face reveals nothing as she circles me, her experienced eyes noting

changes I'm only beginning to understand. "Suspected. Your mother showed late

too—twenty, almost twenty-one. But we hoped..." She shakes her head. "Your timing

couldn't be worse, child."

"What do you mean?"

She gestures for me to sit at the small table dominating the room's center. From a

chest near her sleeping pallet, she withdraws a bundle wrapped in faded cloth. The

Council of Nine emblem stamped into leather binding glints dully as she unwraps an

official decree.

"This arrived three days ago. The Council has redrawn territorial boundaries." Her

finger traces new lines on the accompanying map. "Blackridge is no longer contested

territory. We've been placed under feline jurisdiction."

The room seems to tilt sideways. My stomach lurches as though I've missed a step in

darkness. For weeks, I'd heard whispers among the traders about border negotiations,

but I'd dismissed them as routine posturing.

"No," I whisper, staring at the map where bold lines slash through everything I've

planned. "That's not possible. We've been neutral ground for years. The dragons?—"

"Have lost this territory in the latest Council negotiation." Nyssa's voice carries the

finality of a closing tomb. "The FelineConfederacy now claims everything east of the

Razorback Ridge, including Blackridge Settlement."

I stand so quickly the chair topples behind me. "Then I need to leave. Now.

Before?—"

"Before your heat fully manifests?" She laughs, a harsh sound without humor. "And



go where, exactly? Dragon territory is at least three days' hard travel through

mountain passes, and that's for someone not beginning their first heat cycle. You

wouldn't make it halfway."

"I have to try," I insist, panic rising alongside the persistent heat in my blood. "I've

studied the paths, mapped the patrol patterns. I know the hidden trail through

Serpent's Pass that even the traders avoid. If I leave today, before the symptoms

worsen?—"

"To what end?" Nyssa demands, suddenly looking every one of her seventy years.

"What do you imagine awaits you in dragon lands, girl? Some majestic creature

who'll treasure you as mate rather than breeding stock?"

"They're different from the felines," I argue. "More civilized, more?—"

"More prone to burning their claimed omegas from the inside out," she cuts me off

sharply. "Their dual anatomy isn't compatible with human physiology. The few who

survive claiming are never the same afterward."

A flicker of doubt snakes through me before I crush it. "You don't know that," I shake

my head in denial. "Those are just stories the felines spread to keep us afraid."

Nyssa's expression softens into something worse than anger—pity. "I treated three

omega women who escaped dragon territory during the last border dispute." Her

voice drops to a whisper. "One girl, Aria, barely older than you were when you first

started dreaming of them... they used her for target practiceafter they were done with

her heat. Said her screams were... musical."

My throat tightens. "That's—that can't be?—"

"I know what I saw," Nyssa says quietly. "The burns went soul-deep. What they did



to her..." She shakes her head. "The felines may be predators, but at least most

understand their own strength. Dragons view humans as toys to be used until broken."

A treacherous part of me whispers that she might be right, but I push it away. I can't

afford doubt now. Another wave of heat floods through me, momentarily stealing my

ability to speak. This one brings a cramping sensation, an emptiness that demands to

be filled. My thighs press together unconsciously against the sudden slick dampness

between them.

"It's progressing quickly," Nyssa observes clinically. "Given your age, that's not

surprising. Late presentations often accelerate once they begin."

She moves to her collection of dried herbs, selecting several bundles before crushing

them in a mortar. The bitter scent makes my newly sensitive nose wrinkle.

"This will help mask your scent temporarily," she explains, "and this—" she adds

another herb to the mixture, "—will slow the progression somewhat. But understand

me, Aria. These are temporary measures at best. Within three days, perhaps four,

you'll experience full heat. Nothing will stop it then."

I accept the mixture with shaking hands. "And if I'm found before then?"

"The Feline Confederacy has strict policies regarding newly presented omegas. You'll

be taken to Shadowthorn Outpost for processing." Her voice remains carefully

neutral. "Commander Clawe will determine whether you're claimed or sent to a

breeding facility."

The name sends a chill through me despite my rising temperature. Everyone in

Blackridge knows of CommanderFritz Clawe—the scarred, battle-hardened feline

whose fortress overlooks our settlement from the mountainside. I've glimpsed him

exactly twice during mandatory settlement inspections: a looming presence with cold



golden eyes and a long, muscular tail that lashed behind him like a separate entity.

His face, marked by three parallel scars running from temple to jaw, had featured in

settlement children's nightmares for weeks afterward.
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"I won't be claimed by a feline," I say, my voice steadier than I feel. "I won't."

Nyssa's expression remains grave. "Then you'd best hope for a female commander at

the breeding facility, child. The alternatives are worse."

I leave her dwelling with the herbal mixture clutched in my fist and desperation

clawing at my throat. The morning sun beats against my too-sensitive skin as I weave

through the marketplace, barely acknowledging greetings from traders I've worked

with for years. My mind races through possibilities, calculating routes and timelines.

Dragon territory lies southwest, through high mountain passes I know better than

most. I've guided enough trading expeditions to memorize the routes, including paths

no maps record. I know which rocks shift under weight, which patches of seemingly

solid ground conceal sinkholes, which streams are safe to drink from. If I leave

immediately, taking only what I can carry, I might reach their borders before full heat

renders travel impossible.

But Nyssa's story about the burned omega girl lingers, a persistent shadow behind my

determination. What if I'm wrong about dragons? What if the reality doesn't match

my dreams?

I shake my head, banishing doubt. Even if there's risk, it's my risk to take. My

choice—perhaps the only real choice I'll ever make again once my omega biology

takes full control.

Decision made, I cut through a narrow alley between storage buildings, taking the

fastest route back to my dwelling to gather supplies. So focused am I on planning that



I nearly collide with two figures at the alley's end.

Feline scouts.

I freeze, my heart stuttering painfully. They're both tall, reed-thin creatures with sleek

black fur covering their forearms and spine. Predatory yellow eyes widen as they

catch my scent—nostrils flaring, pupils contracting to vertical slits that mark their

immediate interest.

The taller one's tail goes perfectly still behind him—a hunting posture I recognize

from observation. "Human female," he says, voice carrying the distinctive rumbling

undertone all felines possess. "You will remain where you are."

I back away slowly, every instinct screaming for flight. The second scout circles to

block the alley's opposite end, cutting off my retreat. Nyssa's herbs remain clutched in

my fist, useless now that I've been discovered.

"Your scent has changed," the first scout continues, inhaling deeply. "Newly

presented omega."

His companion's tail twitches with excitement as he pulls a communication device

from his belt. "Shadowthorn will want immediate notification. Commander Clawe's

orders regarding all new omegas are explicit."

The name sends another wave of cold dread through me despite the fire in my blood.

I know without asking what those orders must be—immediate collection and

processing. My gaze darts between them, calculating odds I know are impossible.

Even at full health, no human can outrun a feline shifter. In my current state, with

biology betraying me by the minute, I wouldn't make it twenty feet.

"Come without resistance," the first scout advises, extending a clawed hand with



surprising gentleness. "It will be easier for you."

I lift my chin, refusing to show the terror coursing through me. "I need to return home

first. To gather my things and inform my?—"

"That won't be necessary," the second scout interrupts, communication device now

activated. "Shadowthorn Outpost, patrol unit seven reporting. Newly presented

omega identified in Blackridge Settlement. Awaiting transport instructions."

The static-filled reply makes both scouts' ears twitch forward attentively. I catch

fragments about "processing protocols" and "Commander's direct oversight."

Against my will, my body responds to their alpha pheromones—subtle but effective

at this distance. Another trickle of slick warmth between my thighs brings

humiliating awareness of my vulnerability. My neck aches with the instinct to bare

my throat in submission, a biological imperative I resist with clenched teeth.

This can't be happening. Not now. Not when I'm so close to everything I've planned

for.

In the distance, settlement bells ring the mid-morning signal. Traders will be tallying

their morning sales, children heading to communal lessons, beta workers rotating to

new tasks. Normal life continuing while mine shatters like dropped pottery.

I think of dragons with their jewel-bright scales and majestic wings, of the claiming

I've imagined in secret dreams. The mating I believed was my destiny. Nyssa's

warnings flutter at the edges of my mind, but I push them away. No matter what

horrors she's seen, I know what I want.

Instead, I face feline scouts with their predatory grace and cold efficiency, the first

representatives of a fate I've neverwanted and refuse to accept. As the taller scout



steps forward to escort me, one thought crystallizes with perfect clarity through the

haze of emerging heat.

I will not submit to a feline alpha. I will reach dragon territory, whatever it takes.

I just need time and opportunity. Both of which are rapidly running out as the scouts

flank me, guiding me toward the settlement gates where, presumably, transport to

Shadowthorn Outpost awaits.

Behind us, unnoticed in the shadows of the alley, a small child watches with wide

eyes before darting away—carrying news that will spread through Blackridge

Settlement like wildfire.

Aria Copenhagen has presented as omega, and the felines have claimed her.

CHAPTER 2

THE WASHED-UP COMMANDER

POV: Fritz
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The scout reportcrackles through the communication device, slicing through the

precious silence of my quarters. My tail lashes behind me, a violent pendulum of

irritation I don't bother to control when alone.

"Newly presented omega identified in Blackridge Settlement."

Three more strikes against the stone floor. Harder this time.

Another one.

I exhale slowly through my nose, pressing clawed fingertips against my temples

where a headache threatens to form. I don't need this. Not today, not when I've

already received another thinly veiled rebuke from Confederacy Command about

"settlement productivity quotas" I've refused to increase.

"Commander Clawe?" The voice through the device grows uncertain in my silence.

"Awaiting transport instructions. The omega appears to be in pre-heat, sir. Full

manifestation likely within seventy-two hours."

My jaw tightens. Seventy-two hours. Three days before more decisions I don't want

to make. Three days to processyet another frightened, unwilling human whose

biology has betrayed them as completely as their own kind has.

"Transport to processing chamber four," I finally respond, keeping my voice flat.

"Standard intake protocol. I'll review the case within the hour."

I set the device aside without waiting for acknowledgment, staring at my reflection in



the polished metal surface of the water basin against the wall. What stares back is the

monster humans whisper about when they think I can't hear.

Seven feet of predatory muscle covered with short golden-brown fur along my spine

and shoulders. Tiger-like stripes that darken when I'm angry—like now, as they shade

toward deep mahogany across my shoulders. The partial ridge of fur running along

my spine bristles with irritation, a vestigial response I've never fully suppressed

despite decades of military discipline.

My face offers no comfort to human sensibilities—golden eyes with vertical-slit

pupils and no whites, a jaw slightly elongated beyond human proportions, and the

three parallel scars running from temple to jaw that have become as much my

identifier as my name. My ears, more pointed than rounded, twitch back as I catch the

sound of footsteps approaching my quarters.

Lieutenant Thorne. His distinctive two-step-pause-step rhythm announces him before

his scent does.

"Enter," I call before he can knock, turning away from my reflection.

Thorne appears in the doorway, his sleek black fur contrasting with my tiger-striped

patterning. At twenty-eight, he's the embodiment of the new Confederacy

officer—ambitious, politically astute, and just pragmatic enough to be dangerous. His

missing left ear and partial tail speak to battlefield experience despite his youth,

though I suspect those injuriescame from challenging the wrong superior rather than

enemy combat.

"Commander." His gaze tracks my still-lashing tail, reading my mood with ease. "I've

prepared the processing chamber as ordered. The scouts report the omega is

physically healthy, if somewhat unusually built for her secondary gender. Taller than

average, more muscular."



"Relevance?" I growl, my patience already threadbare.

"Potentially good breeding stock," he replies without hesitation. "Worth noting in the

facility transfer documents... or worth considering for claiming."

My tail goes perfectly still. A hunter's instinctive response before striking.

"I have no interest in claiming anyone, Lieutenant. Particularly not an unwilling

omega from a settlement that has made their dragon preference abundantly clear."

"With respect, sir," Thorne continues, either oblivious to danger or deliberately

pushing boundaries, "this could be an opportunity. Confederacy Command has been

explicit about their preference for commanding officers to establish breeding pairs.

Your continued refusal has been noted in quarterly assessments."

Of course it has. Another mark against the washed-up commander already exiled to

this backwater outpost. Another reminder that my "reassignment" was punishment

thinly disguised as important duty.

"My breeding choices remain my own," I remind him, voice dropping to the deeper

register that makes most subordinates step back. "Confederacy Command's

preferences noted and dismissed."

Thorne doesn't retreat, which marginally improves my opinion of him.

"The settlement's inclination toward dragon protection has been rendered irrelevant

by the territorial reassignment," he points out. "Their preferences, like the omega's,

no longer matter. What matters is establishing clearer Confederacy dominance in

newly acquired territory. A claiming by the commanding officer would send the

appropriate message."



I turn to face him fully, using my height advantage. "And what message would

forcing an unwilling omega send to the settlement we need to cooperate with our

governance? What practical benefit comes from adding a resentful, dragon-fixated

human to my personal quarters?"

A strange flicker of something—disappointment? frustration?—crosses Thorne's

features before he masks it. "Sir, with respect, most omegas are initially reluctant.

Their biology?—"

"Is not an excuse for poor tactical decisions," I cut him off. "I'm familiar with omega

biology, Lieutenant. I'm also familiar with the long-term consequences of creating

hostile dependency within controlled territories. The omega will be processed

according to standard protocol and transferred to a central facility after her heat cycle

completes."

Thorne's tail twitches—the feline equivalent of a frustrated sigh. "As you command,

sir. Though may I suggest observing the subject before finalizing that decision? Some

omegas present unusual characteristics worth direct evaluation."

I dismiss him with a flick of my claws, turning back to the territorial maps spread

across my desk. The newly drawn boundaries mock me—another reminder of

political machinations happening far from this mountain outpost, decisions made by

those who will never see the consequences up close.

After refusing to slaughter three human settlements during the resistance purges last

year, I knew my career was effectivelyover. The official report called it "hesitation in

implementing security protocols." In reality, I had stared at families huddled in

terror—children clutching parents who could not protect them—and found myself

unable to give the order that would end them all indiscriminately.



Page 5

Source Creation Date: July 11, 2025, 4:46 am

The scent of fear had filled my nostrils—not the heady rush of prey-fear that triggers

predatory satisfaction, but the sour, acidic terror of innocents facing extinction. A

child had looked up at me with wide brown eyes, so different from my own golden

ones, yet filled with a humanity I couldn't ignore. My hand had paused in mid-air, the

signal to commence firing never completed.

My reward was this "prestigious border command" at Shadowthorn Outpost—close

enough to watch the consequences of Confederacy policies unfold, far enough from

central command to be effectively silenced. A glorified exile disguised as promotion,

and every feline officer in three territories knows it.

I trace the boundary lines with one extended claw, careful not to tear the parchment.

The territorial reassignment places Blackridge Settlement firmly under feline

jurisdiction after years as contested ground. No wonder they're unhappy. The dragons

at least kept their distance, content with tribute rather than direct oversight. The

settlement's preference was obvious in their trading patterns, their subtle resistance to

feline patrols, their continued use of dragon imagery in their cultural festivals.

And now one of their omegas has presented, just as the territory officially changes

hands. The timing couldn't be worse for her. Or for me.

I push away from the desk, stalking to the far wall where floor-to-ceiling windows

overlook the mountain range. From this height, Blackridge Settlement appears

deceptively peaceful—a collection of wooden and stone structures nestled in the

valley below, thin ribbons of smoke rising from communal cookfires. The humans go

about their daily routines, perhapsalready whispering about their omega being taken,

already calculating what this means for their precarious position.



My tail has settled into the slow, rhythmic sway that officers under my command

have learned to recognize as deep contemplation. The omega will arrive within the

hour. Standard protocol dictates a brief medical examination, documentation of

identifying characteristics, and assignment to a heat-proof holding chamber until

biological imperatives have run their course. After that, facility transfer or

claiming—the only two options Conquest Law permits.

I've authorized dozens of such transfers during my tenure here. Unclaimed omegas

shipped to centralized breeding facilities where they'll be assigned to compatible

alphas or used for controlled breeding programs to produce the next generation of

hybrids. It's cleaner, more efficient, and infinitely more merciful than forced claiming

by a commander with no interest in genuine connection.

My reflection appears again, this time in the tempered glass of the window. The scars

along my jaw seem to deepen in the afternoon light, three parallel reminders of how

close I once came to death. The dragon fire that nearly took my life ten years ago left

other, less visible scars—the reason I sleep poorly, the reason I sometimes wake

drenched in sweat with the scent of burning flesh in my nostrils.

What would an omega see, looking at me? A monstrous seven-foot predator, scarred

and battle-worn. A failed commander exiled to a forgotten outpost. A creature whose

very anatomy would terrify someone who has likely only seen felines from a fearful

distance.

For a fleeting moment, my alpha instincts stir at the thought of a newly presented

omega—that primal need to claim, to possess, to breed. A tightening in my gut that I

haven't allowed myself to acknowledge in years. Immediately, I crush thesensation

with practiced discipline. Duty and distaste snuff out the unwelcome flicker before it

can take hold.

The thought settles something in me. I have no interest in claiming any omega, but



especially not one who would look at me with revulsion and terror. Not one who

dreams of dragon claiming while recoiling from feline touch. My pride, what remains

of it after years of political maneuvering and eventual exile, refuses to accept such an

arrangement.

Better for everyone that she be processed according to protocol and transferred to a

facility where at least the illusion of choice might exist. Better than being claimed by

a washed-up commander no omega would willingly choose.

A knock at the door interrupts my thoughts.

"Enter," I call, not turning from the window.

"Sir," comes the crisp voice of a junior officer. "The omega has arrived at processing.

Medical examination complete. Do you wish to personally review before chamber

assignment?"

I consider declining. What difference would it make? The decision is already

made—facility transfer after her heat completes. Looking at her would only

complicate matters unnecessarily.

And yet, something about Thorne's assessment nags at me. Taller than average. More

muscular. Unusual for an omega. For all his political maneuvering, Thorne's tactical

observations are rarely wrong.

"I'll be down shortly," I find myself saying.

The polished corridor outside my quarters amplifies sound in ways the stone

architecture was specifically designed to achieve. Feline hearing, already

significantly more acute than human, can detect conversations three levels below

through the cleverly constructed air shafts that double as acoustic channels. As I



walk, I catch fragments of conversation from the processing level.

"...fighting the calming agents..."

"...keeps asking about dragon territory..."

"...later presentation than normal..."

My stride lengthens. An omega resistant to standard calming protocols presents

potential security concerns, particularly one fixated on reaching dragon territory. The

last thing we need is an escape attempt triggering territorial response from our fire-

breathing neighbors, especially with boundary lines still settling.

The processing chamber comes into view—a clinically designed space with the

sterile scent of medical supplies masking the more interesting pheromones that would

otherwise dominate. Three junior officers stand at attention as I enter, their ears

flicking forward in response to my arrival.

And there she is. The omega.

She stands with uncharacteristic rigidity for someone in pre-heat, her spine straight

despite the restraints at her wrists. Taller than I expected—perhaps 5'8", unusually

height for a human female, though still well below my own towering frame. Blonde

hair falls in a practical braid rather than the elaborate styles many settlement women

favor. Her build suggests regular physical activity—lean muscle along her arms,

calluses on her palms visible even from here.

Most striking are her eyes—green with unusual intensity, and currently fixed on me

with something beyond the typical fear I'm accustomed to seeing. There's calculation

there. Assessment. And beneath it, unmistakable revulsion as she takes in my

inhuman features.



Her nostrils flare slightly as she catches my scent, her body's involuntary response to

alpha pheromones betraying her despite obvious mental resistance. The subtle flush

across her cheekbones deepens, and I detect the first hints of responsive omega scent

breaking through the herbal masking agents she's clearly used.

"Commander Clawe," she says, her voice steadier than expected. "I've heard of you."

Not the cowering response typical of newly captured omegas. Interesting. The girl

has spine, I'll grant her that.
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"Your name," I demand, deliberately keeping my voice in the deeper register that

vibrates through my chest—a sound designed to remind omegas of their biological

place.

She swallows hard, fighting her body's instinct to submit to the vocal cue. Her throat

works visibly with the effort. "Aria Copenhagen."

"You attempted to mask your presentation with herbal suppressants," I observe,

circling her slowly. Her scent gives her away—the chemical compounds of eastern

frostleaf and midnight nettle lingering beneath her natural omega sweetness.

"Knowledge of resistance techniques is a punishable offense."

"They're common medicinal herbs," she counters, turning her head to maintain visual

contact as I move behind her. Another unusual response—most would keep their eyes

downcast, not track a predator's movements so overtly. "Used for headache relief."

"And conveniently effective at temporarily masking omega pheromones," I add,

completing my circuit to face her again. "An interesting coincidence."

"Perhaps your settlements should monitor their herb gardens more carefully if

common medicinals represent security threats." Her chin lifts fractionally—a gesture

of defiance that makes my tail lash once in surprise.

This close, I can see the rapid pulse at her throat, the dilated pupils that betray her

fear despite her verbal bravado. Her scent grows richer as pre-heat symptoms

intensify under stress, her body preparing itself despite her mind's obvious rejection.

Something about that contradictory response—the defiance inher eyes while her body



beckons—triggers an unexpected ripple of interest that I immediately suppress.

"You've been informed of the territorial reassignment?" I ask, though I already know

the answer.

"Yes." A single syllable, loaded with resentment.

"And you were planning to reach dragon territory before your heat manifested fully."

Not a question.

Her silence is confirmation enough.

"A foolish plan," I tell her bluntly. "Dragon patrols would have caught you within

hours, and their treatment of captured omegas is not the romantic claiming you've

clearly fantasized about."

Something flickers across her face—uncertainty breaking through defiance. "You

wouldn't know what they?—"

"I've spent twenty years in territorial conflicts with dragons," I interrupt, turning to

reveal the burn scars visible along my flank where my uniform doesn't fully cover. "I

know exactly what they do to claimed omegas. Their dual anatomy causes internal

damage most humans don't survive intact, and those who do are permanently altered

by fire-seed that burns human tissue from inside."

She flinches visibly, though whether from this information or my monstrous

appearance, I can't tell. For a brief moment, I catch a glimpse of the same doubt I'd

seen in her eyes when I mentioned dragon cruelty—as though someone else had

already warned her of this reality, but she hadn't fully believed it until now.

"You will be assigned to heat-containment chamber three," I continue, gesturing for



the junior officers to prepare for transport. "After your cycle completes, you'll be

processed for facility transfer."

"Facility?" Her composure cracks slightly. "You mean breeding center."

"That is the protocol for unclaimed omegas," I confirm without emotion. "Unless an

alpha of appropriate rank chooses to claim you directly."

Her eyes widen fractionally, darting over my inhuman features with poorly concealed

horror at the implication. The disgust in her expression shouldn't bother me—I've

seen similar reactions from countless humans over the years—yet something about

her obvious revulsion strikes deeper than expected. A primal rage, possessive and

absolute, claws momentarily at my control. Not because I want her, but because her

rejection stings in places I thought long calloused over.

"I have no interest in claiming unwilling omegas," I inform her coldly. "Particularly

those with dragon fixations. The facility will process you appropriately."

Relief washes visibly through her, quickly followed by new calculation. She's

reassessing her situation, looking for advantages or escape opportunities. Unusual

clarity of thought for an omega in pre-heat.

"Commander," she begins, her tone shifting to something less confrontational. "I have

valuable knowledge of trading routes through the contested territories. Information

that could be useful to the Confederacy before I'm...processed."

An attempt at bargaining. Predictable, if better articulated than most. For a moment, I

consider her offer. She clearly knows the terrain well, possibly better than our maps

indicate. In another situation, such knowledge might indeed be valuable.

"All relevant information will be extracted during standard questioning," I reply



dismissively. "Lieutenant Thorne will oversee your chamber assignment."

I turn to leave, forcing myself not to react to the spike of fear-scent that emanates

from her as the reality of her situation finally penetrates. Three days of heat in

isolation, followed by facility transfer. The biological imperatives she's likely

neverexperienced before will break through her unusual composure soon enough.

"Commander." Thorne appears at my side as I exit the processing chamber. "Your

assessment?"

My tail sways slowly behind me, considering. "Standard protocol. Heat containment,

then facility transfer."

"Not considering claiming? She presents unusual characteristics for breeding

potential. Her height and build suggest offspring with enhanced physical

capabilities."

My ears flatten against my skull. "I don't require breeding recommendations,

Lieutenant."

"Of course, sir." Thorne's tone remains neutral, but his scent carries notes of

disappointment and calculation. "Though I feel obligated to mention that Command

has specifically inquired about your claiming intentions in the latest communication."
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Of course they have. Always pushing, always reminding me that my position here

exists at their pleasure.

"My claiming intentions remain none of Command's concern," I growl. "Process the

omega according to protocol."

I stalk toward the upper levels, irritation rippling along my spine in visible waves of

bristling fur. Behind me, I hear Thorne issuing instructions for the omega's

containment. Her scent—that intriguing blend of defiance and fear, herbal masking

agents and emerging heat—lingers in my nostrils longer than it should.

Back in my quarters, I stand before the polished metal once more. The reflection

shows what I am—what humans see when they look at me. A monstrous predator

with inhuman eyes, a body designed for killing, scars that speak to violence and pain.

No omega would willingly choose this. Certainly not one who dreams of dragon

alphas with their jewel-bright scales and imperial bearing.

The fortress walls wouldn't hold back dragon scouts if her scent reached its peak. Her

distress was a beacon. But it wasmore than that. Her continued, delirious fixation on

the fire-breathers grated against my senses, a phantom challenge to my very real

claim over this territory.

I push the thoughts away. Better for everyone that she be processed according to

protocol. Better that I remember what I am—a washed-up commander serving out a

glorified exile, not a worthy alpha seeking a mate.



My tail settles into stillness as the decision solidifies. I will not claim Aria

Copenhagen. After her heat passes, she'll be transferred to a facility where her

unusual physical characteristics can be properly utilized for the Confederacy's

breeding programs.

The matter is settled. Or so I tell myself as her scent continues to haunt me, hours

after our brief encounter.

CHAPTER 3

DESPERATION

Aria POV

Fire consumes me from within.

I wake before dawn, sheets damp with sweat, my skin burning as though I've fallen

into cooking coals. Three days since my omega biology announced itself, and the

symptoms are progressing with terrifying speed. Elder Nyssa warned me this might

happen with late presentations—the body making up for lost time, rushing headlong

into the heat that should have claimed me years ago.

The herbal mixture she gave me barely takes the edge off now. Every heartbeat sends

another wave of heat pulsing through my core, settling in a liquid pool between my

thighs where the first embarrassing signs of slick preparation have begun. The fabric

of my sleeping shift feels unbearably rough against hypersensitive skin, every brush

of cloth against hardened nipples sending sparks of unwanted pleasure through my

traitorous body.

I have hours left. Maybe less.



The room spins slightly as I sit up, forcing myself to focus through the fever. The

small pack I've prepared sits by thedoor—water skin, dried meat, a spare tunic, and

the remaining herbal mixture. Not enough for a proper journey, but I won't need

much if my plans work. The mountain trails toward dragon territory are three days'

journey for regular travelers. I know shortcuts that could get me there in two, if I push

hard enough.

If my body doesn't betray me completely before I arrive.

I dress quickly, choosing layers I can shed as my temperature continues to rise. The

leather pants I use for trading expeditions, a light tunic, and sturdy boots. Over

everything, a dark cloak with a deep hood—both for warmth in the mountain passes

and concealment from patrols.

A quick glance in the small polished metal mirror confirms what I already know—my

eyes gleam too bright, pupils slightly dilated with the hormonal changes overtaking

me. A flush spreads across my cheekbones despite the predawn chill, and the pulse at

my throat beats visibly beneath skin grown impossibly sensitive.

Taking a steadying breath, I slip the pack over my shoulders and move to the

doorway. The settlement still sleeps, only a few early risers tending cook fires or

preparing for morning chores. Perfect. Less eyes to notice my departure, less people

to question where I'm headed.

I keep to the shadows, using paths between buildings I've known since childhood.

The settlement guard post at the western edge presents the first real challenge—two

beta men who take their duty seriously, even if they're no match for Prime patrols. I

could try talking my way past them, but the risk of them noticing my condition is too

great.

Instead, I circle toward the southern wall where a gap exists behind the tannery—the



wall's stones have shifted over years, creating a narrow space just wide enough for

someone of my build to squeeze through. Few know about it; I discoveredit years ago

while mapping the settlement's vulnerabilities for trading route planning.

The gap feels narrower than I remember, stone scraping against my shoulders as I

push through. Another wave of heat crashes over me as I emerge on the other side,

making my knees momentarily weak. I bite my lip to stifle a gasp, tasting blood as I

force myself upright.

Focus, Aria.

Beyond the settlement walls, the landscape opens into scrubby foothills that gradually

rise toward the mountains. In the dim pre-dawn light, I can just make out the jagged

silhouette of Razorback Ridge where Shadowthorn Outpost perches like a predatory

bird watching the valley below. Somewhere in that fortress, Commander Clawe likely

sleeps, unaware that an omega under his jurisdiction plans to escape his territory

entirely.

The thought of those cold golden eyes, that scarred face with its inhuman proportions,

sends an unexpected shiver through me that has nothing to do with the morning chill.

I've only seen him twice during mandatory inspections, but his monstrous image has

burned itself into my memory—seven feet of lethal grace, fur-covered muscle

moving with predatory intent, and that long, muscular tail lashing behind him like a

separate entity.

I shake my head to dispel the image. Dragons. I need to focus on dragons. On

reaching their territory before the heat renders me helpless. On finding the claiming

I've always believed was my destiny.

Nyssa's warnings flutter at the edges of my mind—stories of burned omegas, of dual

anatomy causing irreparable damage. For the first time, a flicker of doubt creeps in.



What if she was right? What if the dragons aren't what I've imagined?

I push the thought away. I've made my choice. Even if there's risk, it's mine to

take—perhaps the last real choice I'll ever make once my omega biology takes full

control.
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The lower trail would be easiest—a widened path used by trading caravans that

curves gradually upward into the mountain passes. But it's also regularly patrolled by

both felines and dragons, depending on whose territory currently claims it. After

yesterday's news about the border redrawing, feline patrols will likely be increased to

establish dominance.

Instead, I turn toward a nearly invisible game trail that cuts more directly upward. It's

steeper, rockier, and far more dangerous—but also less likely to be watched. I've used

it only twice before, guiding specialized traders with rare goods who preferred to

avoid official inspection.

The first hour passes in determined silence broken only by my labored breathing as I

climb steadily upward. The physical exertion helps focus my mind away from the

growing discomfort of my condition, though each step sends jolts of awareness

through increasingly sensitive nerve endings.

I navigate carefully around a patch of loose scree, knowing from past experience how

treacherous it can be. Three years ago, I watched a trader break his leg here when the

seemingly solid ground gave way. I stick to the rocky outcroppings on the right side,

using my knowledge of which stones will bear weight and which might shift.

The sun crests the eastern mountains as I reach the first natural landmark—a twisted

juniper tree growing impossibly from a crack in a massive boulder. I pause here to

drink from my water skin and check my bearings. Below, Blackridge Settlement has

awakened fully, tiny figures moving between buildings like ants in a disturbed nest.

From this distance, it looks so small, so vulnerable beneath the looming shadow of

Shadowthorn Outpost.



I wonder briefly if they've discovered my absence yet. If the felines will bother

searching for one escaped omega when they have an entire newly-claimed territory to

manage.

Another wave of heat, stronger than before, crashes through me without warning. My

legs buckle as liquid warmth rushes between my thighs, the unmistakable slick of

omega preparation soaking through my undergarments. A whimper escapes my

throat—a sound I don't recognize as my own—as my body clenches around

emptiness that suddenly, desperately needs to be filled.

No. Not yet. It's too soon.

I force myself upright, leaning against the boulder until the wave passes. Each cycle

comes stronger and closer together than the last. My carefully calculated timeline is

collapsing with each passing hour.

"Keep moving," I whisper to myself, the sound of my voice startlingly loud in the

mountain stillness. "Just keep moving."

The game trail narrows as it winds higher, skirting sheer drops that would mean

certain death with a single misstep. In normal circumstances, I'd navigate this path

with confidence born of experience. Now, my vision occasionally blurs with heat

fever, my balance compromised by waves of need that strike without warning.

By mid-morning, I've reached the first mountain pass—a narrow corridor between

towering rock faces where wind howls with mournful persistence. The temperature

drops noticeably here despite the strengthening sun, providing momentary relief from

my internal fire. The path ahead becomes less steep but more exposed, cutting across

open scree slopes visible from multiple vantage points.

I pause to consider my options. The most direct route continues across the exposed



mountainside. The safer pathdrops into a forested ravine before climbing

again—longer but with better cover from aerial observation.

The decision is made for me when another heat wave hits, this one strong enough to

drop me to my knees. My pack slides from suddenly nerveless fingers as I curl

forward, arms wrapped around my middle as though I could somehow contain the

inferno building inside. Between my thighs, slick gushes embarrassingly, soaking

through my pants in a visible stain I can no longer hide.

"Please," I whisper to no one, to anyone, as tears of frustrated humiliation burn

behind my eyelids. "Not like this."

The forested ravine, then. I need cover, need to rest, need to regain control before

continuing. With trembling hands, I retrieve my pack and force myself toward the

tree line below, each step jarring oversensitive flesh in ways that send conflicting

signals of discomfort and unwanted pleasure.

The forest embraces me with blessed dimness, dappled sunlight filtering through pine

branches in patterns that seem to sway and pulse with my fever vision. I find a small

clearing beside a narrow stream and collapse against a fallen log, fumbling for

Nyssa's herbal mixture with desperate hands.

The bitter taste barely registers as I swallow a larger portion than recommended,

hoping for any relief that might extend my window of lucidity. I splash cold stream

water on my face, neck, and wrists, though the momentary coolness evaporates

almost instantly against my burning skin.

As I wait for the herbs to take effect, I allow myself a moment to imagine what awaits

in dragon territory. I picture the alpha who might claim me—magnificent and

powerful, scales gleaming like living jewels in sunlight. Dragons stand even taller

than felines, their transformations more complete when they shift forms. Their voices



carry dual tones that vibrate throughhuman bones, their presence commands respect

rather than just fear.

But Nyssa's words intrude again—"they used her for target practice after they were

done with her heat. Said her screams were... musical."The image of burns, of flesh

seared by something beautiful yet deadly, ripples through my fantasy. What if I'm

wrong? What if my dreams are built on childish fantasy rather than truth?

I push the doubts away. Even if there's danger, I've made my choice. Better the risk of

dragon fire than the certainty of a feline breeding facility.

The herbs finally dull the edge of my symptoms, though not as effectively as before. I

rise on shaky legs, reorienting myself toward the path ahead. Two more mountain

passes separate me from dragon territory. If I push hard, I might reach the border by

nightfall, though I'll be deep in heat by then.

Better to be claimed by a dragon in full heat than processed through a feline facility.

I follow the stream upward as it narrows toward its source, using the sound of

running water to mask my passage. The forest thins as I climb, trees becoming

stunted and wind-twisted the higher I go. By early afternoon, I've reached the second

pass—a wider corridor with less wind but more evidence of regular travel.

Caution makes me pause at the tree line, scanning for any sign of patrols before

committing to the exposed path ahead. The herbs are wearing off faster than before,

my body burning through them as heat symptoms accelerate. Another hour, maybe

two, before I lose coherent thought entirely.

The pass appears empty, no movement betraying watchers or travelers. I step out

from cover, moving as quickly as my increasingly uncooperative body allows.

Halfway acrossthe exposed ground, a scent hits me—musky and sharp, with



unmistakable predatory notes.

Feline.

I freeze, scanning desperately for the source. There—at the far end of the pass, two

lean figures materialize from behind rock formations where they must have been

waiting. Scout patrols, moving with the predatory grace unique to their kind.

I back toward the tree line, heart hammering painfully in my chest. Perhaps they

haven't seen me yet. Perhaps I can make it back to cover, find another route—maybe

the narrow ledge path I'd noted on previous expeditions, the one that skirts the eastern

face of the mountain.

The wind shifts, blowing directly from me toward them. I watch in horror as both

scouts stiffen, heads lifting as they catch my scent on the breeze—omega, in pre-heat,

unmistakable to their enhanced senses despite the herbal masking agents.
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"No," I whisper, turning to flee back into the forest.

Too late. Their inhuman speed closes the distance in seconds, one circling to cut off

my retreat while the other approaches directly. They're both tall, reed-thin creatures

with sleek black fur covering their forearms and spine, nothing like Commander

Clawe's tiger-striped bulk but just as clearly not human.

"Settlement female," the taller one calls, voice carrying that distinctive rumbling

undertone all felines possess. "Stop. You're outside authorized travel zones."

I back away, searching for any escape route. "I have trading authorization," I lie,

knowing it's futile. My scent betrays me completely.

The second scout circles closer, nostrils flaring as he catches my full scent profile.

His pupils contract to vertical slits against yellow irises, his tail going perfectly still

behind him—a hunting posture I recognize from painful observation.

"Omega," he says, the word carrying unexpected weight. "In pre-heat."

Against my will, my body responds to their alpha pheromones—subtle but effective

at this distance. Another rush of slick warmth between my thighs brings humiliating

awareness of my vulnerability. My neck aches with the instinct to bare my throat in

submission, a biological imperative I resist with clenched teeth.

"I'm just traveling home," I try again, voice steadier than I feel. "My settlement is?—"

"Blackridge," the first scout interrupts. "And you're heading away from it, toward



dragon territory." His head tilts with predatory assessment. "The newly presented

omega reported missing this morning."

They know. They're looking for me specifically. The realization sends ice through my

veins despite the fire in my blood.

"I'm authorized to travel," I insist, taking another step backward.

The taller scout moves with blinding speed, suddenly behind me, cutting off my

retreat. His scent—alpha, predator, feline—triggers another wave of unwanted

response from my traitorous body. My knees weaken as slick gushes between my

thighs, the omega biology responding to alpha presence despite it being the wrong

species, the wrong territory, everything wrong.

"You will return with us to Shadowthorn Outpost," he says, not unkindly but with

absolute authority. "Commander Clawe has ordered your retrieval."

The second scout approaches, pulling restraints from his belt. "Your heat accelerates.

You need medical attention before full manifestation."

I lash out instinctively, striking at the nearest scout with desperate strength. My fist

connects with solid muscle,achieving nothing but sharp pain across my knuckles. His

reflexes are impossibly fast, catching my wrist before I can try again.

"Please," I beg, humiliation burning alongside the fever in my blood. "Not feline

territory. I need?—"

"You need proper medical support through your first heat," the scout holding my

wrist says firmly. "Dragon territory offers only breeding pens where you'd be used by

multiple alphas until conception."



Horror floods through me at his words. Not the claiming I've imagined—not the

destiny I've planned for years. The image of multiple dragons, multiple claimings,

shifts my fantasy into nightmare.No single alpha claiming me as mate, cherishing me

for my rarity? Just... breeding?

"You're lying," I whisper, even as uncertainty creeps into my conviction. "Dragons

are more civilized, they?—"

"Have dual anatomy that burns human omegas from inside," the taller scout interrupts

flatly. "Your settlement's dragon preference nearly cost you your life, omega."

The words echo Nyssa's warning, echo Commander Clawe's cold assessment just

yesterday. The repetition from different sources cracks my certainty further. Could

they all be right? Could my years of careful observation and planning have been built

on fundamental misunderstanding?

The restraints close around my wrists—not painfully tight, but secure enough to

prevent further resistance. I stand there, caught between scouts, as the reality of my

situation finally breaks through heat-fueled fantasy.

I've failed. My escape attempt, my carefully planned route to dragon territory, my

dreams of majestic claiming—all collapsed in seconds upon contact with reality.

One scout retrieves my fallen pack while the other guides me firmly back the way I

came, down toward the valleywhere Shadowthorn Outpost awaits. Each step away

from dragon territory feels like another piece of my imagined future crumbling away.

"Commander Clawe will determine your disposition," the scout leading me says, his

tone carefully neutral. "You're fortunate we found you before dragon patrols. They've

increased activity since the territorial reassignment."



I don't respond, focusing instead on remaining upright as heat symptoms continue to

intensify. The herbal mixture has completely failed now, overwhelmed by biological

imperatives strengthened through stress and alpha proximity. My vision occasionally

blurs at the edges, my skin feels tight and oversensitive, and the emptiness inside

grows more demanding with each passing minute.

We reach the tree line where a transport vehicle waits—one of the rare motorized

transports the Primes maintain for official use. The scouts help me inside, one

remaining with me while the other takes the controls. The engine roars to life, the

sound painfully loud to my heightened senses.

As we descend toward Shadowthorn Outpost, I catch glimpses of my settlement

below, growing smaller with each curve in the mountain road. Blackridge looks

impossibly vulnerable from this height, its defensive walls laughably inadequate

against the power that controls these mountains.

My body betrays me completely during the journey, waves of heat and need making

coherent thought increasingly difficult. The scout beside me maintains respectful

distance despite my scent, his training evidently stronger than biological response.

"First heat is always worst," he offers awkwardly as I curl into myself during a

particularly intense wave. "The medical staff at Shadowthorn will provide

suppressants to ease the symptoms."
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I want to snap back that I don't want their help, don't want anything from felines, but

another rush of liquid heat betweenmy thighs steals my voice. The emptiness inside

has become an ache so profound I can focus on little else, my omega biology

demanding alpha completion with increasing urgency.

The transport rounds a final curve, and Shadowthorn Outpost comes into view—a

fortress both carved into and built upon the mountain itself. Stone towers rise from

natural rock formations, creating an imposing structure that appears as an extension

of the mountain rather than separate construction. High walkways connect the towers,

designed for creatures with perfect balance and climbing abilities rather than human

limitations.

I've seen it from a distance my entire life but never this close. The scale of it is more

intimidating than I expected, the architecture clearly designed for feline physiology

rather than human comfort. Even from outside, I can see how vertical spaces are

utilized as extensively as horizontal ones, with some areas accessible only through

climbing rather than stairs.

My dream of dragon claiming collapses completely as the transport passes through

massive gates into a central courtyard. Feline soldiers move with predatory grace

across the space, some climbing vertical surfaces with casual ease that emphasizes

their inhuman nature. Their heads turn in unison as our vehicle enters, nostrils flaring

as they catch my scent even through closed windows.

Omega. In heat. Unclaimed.

The scout helps me from the transport, supporting my weight when my legs threaten



to buckle. The courtyard spins around me, heat symptoms accelerating in proximity

to so many alpha pheromones. Between my thighs, slick soaks through my pants in a

visible stain I can no longer hide or control.

"Processing chamber four," a new voice orders, and I'm transferred to different

hands—a feline female in medicaluniform who helps me across the courtyard toward

a side entrance.

As the door closes behind us, cutting off my last view of the mountains beyond, I

realize I've traded one captivity for another. The feline territory I've spent my life

avoiding has claimed me regardless of my wishes or plans.

And somewhere in this fortress waits Commander Clawe—the scarred, battle-

hardened alpha whose cold golden eyes I've feared since childhood, and who now

holds complete authority over my fate.

CHAPTER 4

HER SCENT

Fritz POV

I watchfrom the command balcony as the patrol brings in the fleeing omega. Despite

the mountain dust coating her clothing and the exhaustion evident in her posture, she

walks with her chin lifted, refusing the supportive arm offered by the female medical

officer. Pride, even in capture. Unusual.

My tail sweeps slowly behind me, measuring my thoughts as I observe her more

carefully. Lieutenant Thorne's assessment was accurate—she stands taller than most

human females, her frame suggesting lean muscle beneath travel-worn clothing. Not

the delicate, slight build typically associated with omega physiology. Her auburn hair



has partially escaped its practical braid, wild strands framing a face flushed with heat

symptoms and defiance.

Even from this distance, her scent reaches me—sweet omega pheromones

intensifying with pre-heat, layered with herbal masking agents, mountain pine, and

the sharp tang of fear she's trying desperately to hide. Beneath it all runs a current of

something distinct, something uniquely hers that catches my attention more

effectively than it should. The scent calls tosomething primal in me, a flicker of alpha

interest I immediately crush with practiced discipline.

"Bring her to the main audience chamber," I instruct the waiting officer beside me. "I

want to understand exactly what she thought she was doing."

The officer salutes crisply before departing, leaving me alone with thoughts I'd rather

not examine too closely. This omega—Aria Copenhagen—clearly believed she could

reach dragon territory before her heat manifested fully. The question is whether her

attempt stemmed from foolish romantic notions or something more calculated. Either

way, the risk she took breaking settlement boundaries during territorial reassignment

could have triggered incidents with our fire-breathing neighbors that go well beyond

one omega's fate.

I descend from the balcony with measured steps, using the private passage that

connects directly to the audience chamber through a series of ledges and narrow

corridors designed for feline agility. The vertical route allows me to arrive before the

omega and her escorts, taking my position at the raised platform that serves as

command focal point.

The chamber itself represents Shadowthorn's dual purpose as military outpost and

administrative center. Stone walls curve upward to high ceilings with deliberately

placed openings that create acoustic channels. Territorial maps line the walls,

interspersed with weapons displays from successful campaigns. The space



deliberately intimidates human visitors—everything from the oversized proportions

to the elevated temperature maintained for feline comfort serves to emphasize who

holds power here.

When the doors open, I'm seated in the command chair, deliberately positioned to

appear casual while maintaining clear dominance posture—spine straight, tail draped

with calculated indifference over the chair's arm, claws partially extendedagainst the

stone armrests. The perfect picture of controlled predatory power.

The effect on the omega is immediate and visceral. She stumbles slightly as she

enters, though whether from intensifying heat symptoms or response to the

deliberately overwhelming space, I can't tell. Her escorts position her before me,

stepping back to maintain respectful distance while remaining close enough to

intervene if necessary.

Up close, her scent is nearly overwhelming—pre-heat pheromones have accelerated

dramatically since her capture. Her skin glistens with fever-sweat, pupils dilated with

biological imperatives she's clearly fighting with every ounce of her remaining will.

Despite this, her gaze meets mine directly, a defiance that sends an unexpected ripple

of interest through me.

"Aria Copenhagen," I say, keeping my voice in the deeper register that resonates

through the chamber's acoustic design. "Escaped from settlement boundaries during

restricted movement period. Traveled toward dragon territory while actively

presenting omega biology. Explain yourself."

She swallows hard, the motion drawing my attention to the pulse pounding visibly at

her throat—the vulnerable juncture where a claiming bite would go.

Wheremyclaiming bite would go, if I were foolish enough to take an unwilling omega

with dragon fixation.



"I don't answer to feline authority," she says, voice steadier than her scent suggests

possible. "Blackridge has maintained neutral status for years."

"Your information is outdated," I reply coolly. "The Council of Nine's reassignment

of territorial boundaries was delivered to your settlement leadership three days ago.

The same day you began presenting, according to our intelligence."

Her jaw tightens, confirmation enough that she was aware of the reassignment before

her escape attempt. Not simple ignorance, then, but deliberate defiance.

"The timing is irrelevant," I continue. "Attempting to cross into dragon territory while

in pre-heat represents extreme risk to yourself and potential territorial provocation

that affects everyone in this region."

"I know exactly what I was doing," she counters, though the slight tremor in her

voice betrays growing heat symptoms. "I've studied dragon territories and patrol

patterns for years. I had a plan."

My tail lashes once, sharply, before I control it. "A plan based on childish fantasy

rather than reality. No human omega survives dragon claiming intact."
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"That's feline propaganda," she argues, though uncertainty flickers across her

features. "Dragons are more civilized, more?—"

"More prone to burning humans from inside out with fire-seed that scars internal

tissues beyond repair," I interrupt coldly. "Their dual reproductive organs cause

damage human physiology isn't designed to accommodate. We recovered three

omega escapees from dragon breeding pens last territorial dispute. None could walk

without assistance afterward."

She pales visibly, though stubborn denial remains etched in her expression. Between

her thighs, the slick dampness soaking through her pants has become visibly

apparent, her body's preparation for claiming proceeding regardless of our

conversation. The scent of it hits my sensitive nose like a physical force, triggering

instinctive responses I ruthlessly suppress.

I notice her gaze dart momentarily to my exposed fangs, then to the fur bristling

along my forearms—small tells that my control isn't as perfect as I'd like to believe.

Her scent shiftsslightly, fear mingling with something else as her body responds to

alpha pheromones despite her mind's obvious rejection.

"I don't believe you," she whispers, though her conviction wavers. "They

wouldn't?—"

"They did. They do. Your settlement's dragon preference has fed you dangerous

fantasies." My voice hardens. "Fantasies that nearly got you killed or worse."

Another wave of heat visibly sweeps through her, making her sway slightly where



she stands. Her hands clench at her sides, fighting the omega instinct to present

submission posture. The combination of biological surrender and mental resistance

creates a fascinating contradiction I find myself watching with unwanted interest.

"Please," she says suddenly, desperation breaking through pride. "Send me to dragon

territory. I was meant for them, not..." Her gesture encompasses me dismissively.

"...this."

Something in me snaps. My control slips for the first time in years.

My pupils contract to vertical slits, fur bristling visibly along my spine as a growl

builds in my chest—a sound no human throat could produce, rumbling from deep in

my diaphragm with predatory resonance that fills the chamber completely. The

escorts step back instinctively, responding to the alpha dominance display even they

rarely witness.

Aria flinches, genuine fear flickering across her face as the sound triggers primitive

responses buried in human DNA. Her head tilts slightly, unconsciously exposing her

throat in the instinctive omega submission posture she's been fighting since arrival.

The sight triggers unexpected predatory satisfaction that I immediately suppress,

disgusted with myself for the lapse. I am a commander, not an animal. Her disrespect

may be infuriating, but losing control only validates her opinion of felines

asuncivilized beasts. Yet beneath my disgust runs something darker—a primal rage,

possessive and absolute, clawing at my control. Not because I want her, but because

her rejection stings in places I thought long calloused over.

I rise in a single fluid motion, standing to my full seven-foot height. "You know

nothing of what you were 'meant for,' omega." The term emerges more like epithet

than designation. "Your romantic fantasies about majestic dragons would have ended

with you claimed by multiple alphas in succession, used until breeding was



confirmed, then discarded to whatever function your damaged body could still

perform."

I step down from the platform, approaching her with measured steps. She holds her

ground despite visible trembling, a courage I might admire under different

circumstances.

"Since you seem determined to believe feline lies," I continue coldly, "perhaps you

should hear what dragon alphas say themselves." I gesture to the communication

officer. "Play territorial communication intercept alpha-seven-three."

The recording crackles through the chamber's acoustic system—the dual-toned voice

of a dragon commander discussing omega acquisitions with cold calculation:"Human

breeding stock requires replacement every three to five cycles. Their bodies cannot

sustain fire-seed exposure beyond that threshold. Prioritize younger specimens for the

next acquisition sweep."

Aria's face drains of color. "That could be fabricated," she whispers, but doubt has

clearly taken root. I notice the same flicker of uncertainty I'd seen when mentioning

dragon cruelty—as though this isn't the first time she's heard warnings about her

precious dragons. Perhaps someone in her settlement had tried to dissuade her

fantasies before.

"We have seventeen similar communications," I inform her dispassionately. "Their

breeding program views omegas asdisposable resources, not potential mates. Your

settlement's dragon preference stems from distance—they maintain minimal direct

contact, allowing fantasies to flourish. We patrol more visibly, making us the visible

oppressors while they maintain illusions of benevolence."

Another heat wave crashes through her, stronger than before. Her knees buckle

slightly before she forces herself upright, but not before I catch the scent of fresh



slick, her body's desperate preparation for claiming accelerating despite our

confrontation. She's progressing toward full heat more rapidly than expected—likely

stress-accelerated from the failed escape attempt.

"I won't be claimed by a feline," she insists, though her voice has weakened

considerably. The statement carries both defiance and plea, her gaze darting over my

inhuman features with poorly concealed revulsion.

Her continued, delirious fixation on the fire-breathers grates against my senses, a

phantom challenge to my very real control over this territory. Her clear disgust at my

appearance shouldn't matter—I've seen similar reactions from countless humans over

the years—yet something about her specific rejection strikes deeper than expected.

"You presume I have any interest in claiming unwilling omegas," I reply, voice like

ice. "Particularly those with childish dragon fixations and settlement attitudes that

border on resistance sympathizing."

Relief washes visibly through her, quickly followed by new calculation. The omega

may be in pre-heat, but her mind remains sharper than most would manage under

similar biological pressure.

"What happens to me, then?" she asks, a slight tremor in her voice betraying the fear

beneath her continued defiance.

"Standard protocol. You'll be confined to heat-proof chambers until your cycle

completes. Afterward, transfer to a central breeding facility for processing." I deliver

this information with deliberate clinical detachment. "Lieutenant Thorne will oversee

the arrangements."

Her eyes widen fractionally, fresh fear-scent spiking through her heat pheromones.

"Breeding facility," she repeats, horror evident despite her attempt at control. "You



mean forced claiming by facility alphas."

"I mean appropriate processing according to Conquest Law," I correct coldly. "The

facility system offers greater choice than you might imagine. Compatibility testing

maximizes successful pairings. Many omegas find suitable arrangements."

"Suitable arrangements," she echoes, bitterness bleeding through heat-strained voice.

"You mean owners who might treat their property with basic decency."

Her words hit closer to my private thoughts than I care to admit. The system I enforce

is far from perfect. But a borderland commander questioning Conquest Law openly

invites consequences beyond my personal discomfort.

"Your opinions on Confederacy governance are noted and irrelevant," I reply.

"Medical staff will provide suppressants to manage symptoms until transfer.

Lieutenant, escort the omega to containment chamber three."
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Thorne steps forward, gesturing for the medical officer to assist. "This way, omega."

Aria's shoulders slump slightly, the first sign of surrender she's shown since arrival.

The sight brings no satisfaction, only a hollow discomfort I refuse to acknowledge.

As they lead her toward the exit, she glances back once, those green eyes fixing on

me with a complexity of emotion—fear, anger, and something else I can't quite

identify.

Then she's gone, leaving only her scent lingering in the chamber like an accusation.

"Sir," Thorne remains behind, his expression carefully neutral. "The omega's heat

progresses rapidly. Medical assessment suggests full manifestation within twelve

hours, possibly sooner. Standard suppressants may prove inadequate given the

acceleration pattern."

"Increase dosage as needed," I instruct, returning to the territorial maps as though the

omega's fate holds no particular interest. "Maintain security protocols on the

containment chamber. Pre-heat omegas have been known to attempt additional

escapes despite symptoms."

"Yes, Commander." Thorne hesitates, his tail swaying in the pattern that indicates

unspoken thoughts. "There's also the matter of her knowledge of mountain paths. Her

escape route utilized trails not marked on our standard maps. Potential intelligence

value before facility transfer?"

An excellent point, though I'm reluctant to admit it. Her knowledge of hidden paths,

dangerous terrain, and patrol vulnerabilities could prove tactically



significant—especially with dragon forces potentially testing boundaries.

"Schedule interrogation after her cycle completes. Full cognitive function will

provide more reliable information."

When Thorne finally departs, I allow my tail to lash freely, releasing the irritation I've

suppressed throughout the confrontation. Something about Aria Copenhagen disrupts

my carefully maintained control. Her disgust at my appearance shouldn't matter—I've

seen the same reaction countless times from humans. Her preference for dragons over

felines shouldn't surprise me—her settlement has always leaned that direction despite

being in contested territory.

Yet her dismissive gesture and words—"meant for them, not this"—echo in my mind

with unwarranted persistence.

I force my attention back to territorial maps, reviewing patrol schedules and guard

rotations with deliberate focus. The omega is merely one more administrative task to

manage, one more settlement human whose biology has complicated an already

delicate territorial transition. Her processing will follow standard protocol, her facility

transfer will proceed without incident, and Shadowthorn Outpost will continue its

border enforcement without disruption.

If only her scent would stop lingering in my awareness, hours after our confrontation.

---

Night falls over Shadowthorn Outpost, bringing the cooler temperatures that allow

feline night vision its greatest advantage. I stand at the observation platform

extending from my private quarters, surveying the darkened mountain passes with

eyes designed for nocturnal hunting.



Sleep eludes me, though I rarely require more than four hours even under normal

circumstances. My mind circles back to the omega in containment chamber three,

wondering if the suppressants are managing her symptoms effectively, if her full heat

has manifested yet, if she still clings to dragon fantasies despite evidence of their

brutal reality.

Lieutenant Thorne's evening report sits on my desk, updated patrol schedules and

supply inventories requiring my review before morning. But beneath those routine

documents lies the omega processing form, facility transfer authorization awaiting

my signature. Standard procedure. The logical choice for everyone involved.

So why does my hand hesitate each time I reach for the authorization stamp?

A sharp knock interrupts my thoughts. The pattern—two quick, one slow—identifies

the night watch commander requesting urgent attention.

"Enter," I call, turning from the observation platform.

The officer appears, saluting crisply despite the late hour. "Scout report, Commander.

Priority alpha."

I take the sealed communication, breaking the security seal with one extended claw.

The contents confirm what I've suspected since the territorial reassignment came

through—dragon forces testing the newly established boundaries, probing for

weaknesses in our patrol coverage.

"Three separate incursions along the western approach," I read aloud, tail going

perfectly still with focused attention. "Dragon scouts observed within five miles of

outer perimeter."

"Yes, sir. Significantly closer than they should be, given the new boundary lines."



The implications unfold with crystal clarity. The dragons aren't simply testing

borders—they're deliberately provoking response, perhaps hoping to create incidents

that might justify challenging the Council's reassignment decision. The timing seems

suspiciously aligned with Aria's capture, though the connection remains unclear.

"Double the western approach patrols," I order. "Rotating patterns, variable timing. I

want our presence visible but unpredictable."

"Sir." The officer hesitates. "There's one additional detail. The scout who observed

the closest incursion reported unusual interest in omega scent trails. They appeared to

be specifically tracking paths with omega pheromone signatures."

My fur bristles involuntarily along my spine. "Are you suggesting they were tracking

our captured omega?"

"Uncertain, sir. But the timing and focus suggest a possible connection."

I dismiss the officer with additional patrol instructions, turning back to the

observation platform with renewed intensity. Far below, I can just make out the edges

of BlackridgeSettlement, its cooking fires long extinguished for the night. Beyond,

the mountain passes Aria attempted to navigate stretch toward dragon territory like

dark serpents against the moonlit landscape.

Why would dragons show specific interest in one settlement omega? Unless her

escape wasn't entirely self-motivated? The possibility of resistance connections or

dragon coordination seems far-fetched for a newly presented omega, yet the

coincidental timing nags at me.
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My gaze shifts to the section of Shadowthorn where containment chamber three holds

its unwilling occupant. Even from this distance, my enhanced senses detect the subtle

change in scent profile emanating from that direction—omega heat fully manifesting

despite suppressants, pheromones so potent they penetrate even specialized

containment barriers.

The fortress walls wouldn't hold back dragon scouts if her scent reached its peak. Her

distress was a beacon. But it was more than that. Some primitive part of me

recognized her scent as something unique, something worth protecting—not just from

dragons, but from any alpha who might claim her. The thought is troubling in its

intensity.

Dragon forces testing boundaries. An omega with unusual settlement knowledge and

dragon preference. Territorial reassignment creating potential for conflict.

The facility transfer authorization on my desk suddenly seems like the simplest of my

problems. But first, Aria Copenhagen must survive her heat cycle—something that

appears increasingly complicated as both her biology and external threats accelerate

beyond expectation.

My tail lashes once, decision made. I will personally oversee the omega's security

until her cycle completes and transfer proceeds. Not out of any particular interest in

her fate, I tell myself, but because the potential connection to dragonincursions makes

her a security priority beyond standard protocol.

At least, that's what I'll document in the official report. It sounds more acceptable

than admitting her scent calls to something primal in me that I've spent decades



suppressing. Or that her obvious disgust at my appearance has lodged like a thorn

under my skin, irritating me more than it reasonably should.

Either way, I have three days of omega heat cycle to manage before the situation

resolves itself through facility transfer. Three days to maintain control while biology

and politics create a volatile combination that threatens everything from territorial

stability to my own carefully constructed indifference.

Three days to prove to myself that one omega's opinion of me matters far less than I

fear it might.

CHAPTER 5

BREAKING

Aria POV

Three days in hell.

That's what this heat-proof chamber has become—a personal inferno where time

stretches like heated metal, bending and warping until minutes feel like hours and

hours like days. The windowless stone walls press in around me, the temperature

regulation system a cruel joke against the fire burning beneath my skin.

I writhe on the narrow sleeping pallet, another wave of heat crashing through me with

such intensity that I arch off the bed, a keening sound escaping my throat that I barely

recognize as my own. My body twists in desperate search for relief, for touch, for

anything to quell the relentless throbbing emptiness between my thighs.

"Alpha," I whimper, the word torn from me against my will. "Please, alpha."



No one answers. No one has answered for three days.

The medical staff promised the suppressants would help. They lied. Or maybe they

didn't understand what a first heat at twenty-three years old truly means—biology

making up for losttime with merciless intensity, my omega system flooding with

hormones at levels meant to ensure immediate submission to the nearest alpha. Meant

to break me.

It's working.

The lightweight shift they provided is soaked through with sweat and slick, the fabric

clinging to my fevered skin like a mocking caress. My nipples have been hard for so

long they're painful, so sensitive that even the brush of fabric makes me sob. I've torn

the bedding beneath me to shreds, my fingers clawing at it during particularly intense

waves, soaking through layer after layer of absorbent material as slick gushes

constantly from my empty, aching channel.

The scent of my need fills the chamber, sweet and thick enough to choke on. I can

smell myself—the rich, honeyed smell of omega in heat, designed by evolution to

drive alphas to claiming frenzy. In this sealed room, the scent has nowhere to go,

creating a feedback loop that intensifies my symptoms with every breath.

"Please," I beg the empty air, knowing the audio monitoring will capture my

desperation. "I need... I need..."

I can't even finish the sentence, shame warring with biological imperative. What I

need is to be filled, stretched, claimed, knotted. The words feel foreign in my mind,

concepts I understood academically but never expected to experience with such

devastating intensity.

My thighs rub together, seeking friction against my swollen, aching center. Another



gush of slick escapes me, the emptiness clenching so hard it brings tears to my eyes.

I've tried everything—my fingers, the edge of furniture, rubbing against the

bedding—nothing helps. Each attempt only intensifies the need, my body recognizing

the substitute for what it is and punishing me with redoubled desperation.

I need an alpha's knot. Nothing else will satisfy the ravenous void that's consumed my

identity, reducing me to a creature of pure need and biological drive.

A sob tears from my throat as I curl into a fetal position, only to straighten

immediately as the position creates unbearable pressure on my sensitive breasts. I flip

onto my stomach, then back again, unable to find comfort in any position. My hands

move between my legs of their own accord, fingers sliding through obscene wetness

to find my entrance, to try once more to fill the emptiness that's driving me to

madness.

It's useless. Two fingers, then three, provide momentary relief before my body

recognizes the deception. The clenching emptiness intensifies, my channel desperate

for the stretch and fullness only an alpha can provide. For the knot that will lock

inside me, sealing his seed deep where biology demands it go.

The thought no longer horrifies me as it should. Three days of heat have stripped

away layers of pride and personhood, revealing the omega biology beneath—a

creature designed to be claimed, to be bred, to be filled with alpha seed. The part of

me that once dreamed specifically of dragon claiming has been subsumed by more

primitive need. At this point, any alpha would do.

No. Not any alpha.

With the last scrap of my rational mind, I remember Commander Clawe's cold golden

eyes, the predatory grace of his towering form, the way his scent had called to

something primal inside me even as I recoiled from his monstrous appearance. My



body reacts to the memory, another flood of slick soaking the already ruined bedding

beneath me.

The raw need terrifies me. How can I crave someone I despise? Someone who

represents everything I've spent years avoiding? But the omega biology doesn't care

about politics or preference. It recognizes alpha power, alpha dominance,

alphaseed—and Commander Clawe radiates all three with terrifying intensity.
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Time loses meaning as wave after wave of heat rolls through me. The lighting in the

chamber has dimmed, suggesting night has fallen, though such concepts seem

irrelevant in my personal hell of need and emptiness. I'm vaguely aware of crying, of

begging the empty room for relief, of thrashing against the bed as another powerful

contraction of emptiness leaves me gasping.

The chamber door opens with a soft hiss of hydraulics.

I struggle upright, sweat-drenched hair plastered to my face and neck, my vision

blurring before focusing on the massive silhouette against the corridor lighting.

Commander Fritz Clawe's towering seven-foot frame fills the doorway completely,

his golden eyes gleaming in the dimness like a predator's.

My reaction is immediate and humiliating. My back arches without conscious

thought, thighs spreading, neck tilting to expose my throat in instinctive submission.

Slick gushes between my legs in a hot rush, my nipples tightening to painful points

beneath the soaked shift. A sound escapes me—half whimper, half moan—a primal

omega call to alpha that transcends language.

His nostrils flare as he catches my scent, pupils contracting to thin vertical slits

against the amber background. The striped fur along his visible forearms ripples,

darkening from tawny gold to rich mahogany in seconds—a physical manifestation of

alpha response I recognize from desperate study of feline biology.

"Alpha," I whisper, the word pulled from some primitive part of my hindbrain.

"Please."



Fritz steps into the chamber, allowing the door to close behind him. In the dimmed

lighting, the predatory nature of his movement becomes even more pronounced—the

fluid grace of a hunter approaching cornered prey. His tail, which had

hungmotionless behind him, now begins a slow, rhythmic swaying that hypnotizes

my fever-addled brain.

"Three days," he rumbles, his voice deeper than I remember, vibrating through my

oversensitive skin like physical touch. "Three days fighting what your body needs."

The scent of him hits me like a physical blow—musky, sharp, with hints of leather

and something wild that triggers a cascade of biological responses. My womb

clenches so hard I cry out, another flood of slick escaping me, my body advertising

its readiness in the most primitive way possible.

"The suppressants..." I try to form a coherent thought, but another wave crashes

through me, doubling me over. My arms wrap around my middle as though I could

somehow contain the inferno within. "They don't work. Nothing works. I need?—"

"You need alpha claiming," Fritz interrupts, stalking closer. The fur along his spine

has risen visibly, his movements taking on a predatory intensity at odds with his usual

controlled demeanor. "You need to be filled. Knotted. Bred."

Each word lands like a physical touch, my body responding with eager submission

even as my mind makes one last attempt at resistance. "Not you," I sob, the denial

weak even to my own ears. "I never wanted?—"

"Your body tells a different story." He's beside the pallet now, looming over me, his

scent enveloping me completely. "Your heat calls to something primal in me, omega.

Something I've controlled for years."

His gaze drags over my sweat-soaked form, lingering on the visible outlines of my



hardened nipples, the soaked juncture of my thighs. Something in his expression

shifts, control visibly cracking to reveal the predator beneath.

"Please," I beg, beyond pride, beyond thought, beyond anything but desperate need.

"Make it stop. I can't bear this anymore. I'll do anything. Just make it stop."

Fritz's tail lashes once, sharply, the movement so fast it blurs in the dim light. "You

begged for this," he growls, voice dropping to a register so deep it feels like thunder

rolling through my bones. "Remember that."

His hands go to the fastenings of his uniform, movements no longer economical but

almost violent in their intensity. The jacket tears as he pulls it off, revealing his

powerful torso covered with golden-brown fur in tiger-like patterns that ripple with

each movement. The fur bristles visibly as another wave of my heat-scent reaches

him, his control slipping further.

I should be frightened. Some distant part of me knows I should be terrified of this

massive predator showing clear signs of rut response. Instead, my body reacts with

eager anticipation, another rush of slick preparation, my hips lifting unconsciously

from the pallet in blatant invitation.

When the pants fall away, I can't stop my desperate gaze from dropping to what's

revealed. My breath catches in my throat, a strange mixture of fear and anticipation

flooding through me. His cock stands fully erect, far larger than human

proportions—thicker than my wrist, longer than should be physically possible. The

specialized ridges along its length have already begun to emerge, the barbs that will

extend fully once inside me. The head gleams with moisture in the dim light, his own

body's preparation for claiming.

Most shocking is the already visible swelling at the base—the knot that will lock us

together, ensuring his seed floods my womb with nowhere to escape. It's massive,



impossibly so, yet my omega biology responds with eager anticipation, my empty

channel clenching painfully at the sight.

"Alpha," I whimper, the title slipping out unbidden. "Your knot... I need..."

A growl rumbles from his chest, the sound purely animal. The last of his clothing

falls away, revealing his inhuman formin full glory. Fur covers not just his torso but

runs along his powerful thighs and spine. His movements demonstrate impossible

flexibility as he approaches the pallet, his skeletal structure clearly different from

human design. In this moment of rut response, he appears more beast than man, more

predator than commander.

And gods help me, my body wants him with desperate intensity.

"Present," he commands, the single word carrying layers of meaning that trigger

responses buried deep in my omega biology.

My body obeys before my mind can process the command, turning to hands and

knees on the pallet. My back arches sharply, hips elevating, thighs spreading wide to

reveal the slick-soaked center of my need. My head drops forward without conscious

thought, neck exposed in the classic submission posture I've spent years scorning in

other omegas.

The thin shift still clings to my skin, an inconsequential barrier that Fritz dispatches

with one swipe of partially extended claws. The fabric falls away in tatters, leaving

me naked and presented before him, the ultimate omega submission posture that

declares readiness for claiming more clearly than words ever could.

"Mine," he growls, the possessive declaration sending another flood of slick between

my thighs.



The pallet dips beneath his weight as he positions himself behind me, his much larger

frame radiating heat that makes my fevered skin feel cool by comparison. One large

hand settles at the small of my back, claws carefully sheathed but their pressure still

distinctly felt. The other tangles in my hair, pulling my head back to arch my spine

even deeper.

"Look at you," he rumbles, voice barely recognizable through the growl that underlies

each word. "Dripping for me. Ready to be bred."

His tail wraps around my upper thigh, the fur-covered muscle providing both restraint

and unexpected stimulation against my sensitive skin. The touch draws a desperate

moan from my throat, my hips pushing back unconsciously, seeking the fullness my

body craves with single-minded intensity.
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I feel the blunt head of his cock press against my entrance, impossibly large against

my human anatomy despite the copious slick my body has produced. Fear flashes

through the haze of need—he's too big, it won't fit, I'll be torn apart—but the omega

biology drowns rational thought beneath waves of submission.

"Alpha," I gasp, the word half-plea, half-prayer. "Need your knot. Please..."

A shudder runs through his massive frame, control visibly slipping further at my

desperate begging. "You'll have it," he promises, voice dropping to a register so deep

it vibrates through my bones. "Every inch. Every barb. Every drop."

He enters me with one powerful thrust that tears a scream from my throat—pain and

pleasure so intertwined I can't separate them. The stretch is beyond anything I've

experienced, beyond what should be physically possible, my body forced to

accommodate his inhuman size in seconds rather than the gradual adaptation it needs.

As he seats himself fully inside me, I feel the specialized ridges along his length

begin to extend, transforming into the barbs that give feline alphas their distinctive

anatomy. What begins as uncomfortable fullness shifts into something else entirely as

those barbs press against nerve endings I never knew existed, sending confused

signals of pleasure-pain that short-circuit rational thought.

"So tight," Fritz growls against my ear, his chest pressed against my back, fur

abrading my sensitive skin in ways that heighten every sensation. "So perfect for my

cock, little omega."

He begins to move with measured thrusts, each withdrawal dragging those barbs



against my inner walls in ways that pull broken sounds from my throat. The initial

pain recedes with shocking speed, my omega biology adapting to his impossible size

with eagerness that should shame me. Instead, I find myself pushing back against

him, seeking more, deeper, harder.

"That's it," he rumbles approvingly as my body responds to his claiming. "Take what

you need. Take what you're made for."

His tail tightens around my thigh as his rhythm intensifies, the fur-covered muscle

providing additional control of our joining. His inhuman flexibility allows him to

curve over me completely, maintaining the grip in my hair while his other hand slides

beneath to find my swollen, aching center.

When his fingers apply pressure to the bundle of nerves there, I nearly collapse, only

his powerful grip keeping me in the presenting position. Pleasure cascades through

me, made more intense by the continuous drag of barbed length against my inner

walls, the fullness that satisfies the emptiness that's tortured me for days.

"Alpha," I sob, the word now a mantra, a surrender. "Your cock... your barbs... I need

everything. Please."

The shame burns through me even as the words tumble out. I'm begging for the very

things I swore I'd never want, things I convinced myself were inferior to dragon

claiming. The admission breaks something in him. His control shatters completely,

thrusts becoming harder, deeper, more primal. His growl transforms into something

ancient and terrifying, the sound of apex predator claiming mate. The hand at my

center moves back to my hip, grip tightening to the edge of pain ashe pounds into me

with force that would damage a human who wasn't in full heat adaptation.

"Mine," he snarls against my neck, the word barely recognizable through the

rumbling growl. "Mine to claim. Mine to knot. Mine to breed."



The possessive declarations shouldn't affect me as they do, shouldn't send fresh

waves of slick to ease his increasingly forceful thrusts. I should hate this claiming,

hate this alpha, hate the way my body responds so eagerly to his domination. Instead,

I find myself meeting each thrust, my channel clenching around his barbed length in

greedy welcome, omega biology triumphing completely over rational thought.

I feel it then—the growing pressure at my entrance as the base of his cock begins to

swell further, the specialized knot designed to lock us together during seed delivery.

Panic flares through the pleasure-haze—it's already so big, how can I possibly take

more?—but my body responds with eager anticipation, inner muscles relaxing to

welcome the fullness my heat has demanded for days.

"Your knot," I gasp, the words barely coherent through panting breaths. "Give me

your knot, alpha. Give me those barbs. Fill me with feline seed." The desperation in

my voice disgusts me, but I can't stop. "Need it all. Need it so bad."

"You'll take it all," he growls, the words hot against my ear. "Every inch. You were

made for this, omega. Made to take my knot."

Each thrust now drives the swelling knot against my entrance, stretching me

incrementally wider with each pass. The pressure borders on pain before something

gives way, my body surrendering completely to the invasion. With one final,

powerful thrust, the knot pushes past resistance, slipping inside before expanding

fully, locking us together completely.

The fullness is indescribable—pressure against places inside me I never knew

existed, the barbs fully extended now, the knot pressing against every sensitive spot

simultaneously. It triggers something primal in my omega biology, a cascade of

pleasure so intense it borders on pain, wave after wave crashing through me as my

inner muscles contract rhythmically around the invasion.



My orgasm hits with devastating force, ripping a scream from my throat as my body

convulses around his locked length. Inner walls clamp down on the barbed intrusion,

the pressure of the knot against sensitive spots prolonging the pleasure beyond

anything I've experienced, beyond what should be humanly possible to endure.

Fritz's control breaks completely as my inner muscles milk his length. His growl

becomes something feral and ancient, his body curving over mine possessively as his

release begins. Hot seed floods my womb in powerful jets, each new surge

accompanied by a thrust that drives his knot impossibly deeper. The barbs extend

fully, ensuring not a drop escapes, the evolutionary mechanism designed to guarantee

breeding success performing its function perfectly.

The sensation of being filled so completely, so thoroughly, satisfies the desperate

emptiness that's tortured me for days. The biological imperative that drove me to

madness finally quiets, replaced by a floating contentment that feels alien after so

much desperate need. His seed continues pumping into me in rhythmic pulses, each

new surge triggering aftershocks of pleasure that make me whimper and clench

around him, which in turn pulls more seed from his seemingly endless supply.

We remain locked together, joined in the most intimate way possible while being

emotionally worlds apart. Fritz's weight presses me into the pallet, his fur-covered

chest against my back creating strange friction against my sweat-slick skin. His

breathing gradually slows from the ragged panting of rut tosomething more

controlled, though his heart still pounds hard enough that I can feel it against my

back.

When he finally speaks, his voice has partially returned to its usual register, though

the rumbling growl still underlies each word. "The knot will subside in approximately

twenty minutes," he murmurs, his breath hot against my neck. "Your heat should

provide temporary relief after claiming."



He shifts slightly, adjusting our locked bodies to a more comfortable position on our

sides, his massive form curled around mine. The movement causes his still-barbed

length to drag against oversensitive tissue, pulling a whimper from my throat. The

knot presses against different spots in this position, sending renewed pleasure rippling

through my exhausted body.

"So responsive," he observes, a note of satisfaction entering his voice as he feels my

involuntary reaction. "Your body adapts well to feline anatomy."

Too well. Shame floods through me as I realize how completely my body has

surrendered to what my mind spent years rejecting. The barbs that should have been

painful now create pleasure beyond anything I imagined possible. The knot that

should have been too large fits perfectly, satisfying the emptiness that's tortured me.

The seed pumping into my womb feels right in ways I don't want to examine too

closely.

"It hurts less than I expected," I admit reluctantly, voice hoarse from screaming.

His chest rumbles against my back, almost like a purr. "Omega biology adapts to

claiming alpha. Each subsequent joining will be easier, more pleasurable as your

body fully accommodates mine."

Subsequent joining. The words hang between us, reminder that this is merely the first

of many such encounters my heat will demand. Not a single humiliation to be

endured, but a series ofbiological submissions that will imprint his scent, his touch,

his claiming on my body in ways that can never be undone.



Page 16

Source Creation Date: July 11, 2025, 4:46 am

I close my eyes, feeling hot tears slide down my cheeks as the reality of my situation

crystallizes with brutal clarity. This claiming, primitive and overwhelming, is nothing

like the dreams I harbored for years. The feline alpha locked inside me, pumping his

seed into my womb with seemingly endless supply, is nothing like the majestic

dragon I imagined would be my destiny.

Yet my traitorous body hums with bone-deep satisfaction, omega biology perfectly

content with what my mind still rejects. The disconnect between physical response

and emotional resistance creates cognitive dissonance I have no framework to

process.

A new shame creeps in as I realize what this means for my dragon dreams. What

dragon would want me now? The thought hits with unexpected force. I'm tainted with

feline seed, my body adapting to feline barbs and knot. If I somehow escaped, would

a dragon alpha even consider me after being claimed by a feline? Or would they

smell his seed on me, in me, and turn away in disgust? The prospect of that rejection

stings in ways I hadn't anticipated, adding another layer to my confusion.

When Fritz's knot finally begins to subside, allowing him to withdraw from my body,

the sensation creates another cascade of unwilling pleasure that leaves me trembling.

Seed and slick leak from my well-used entrance, physical evidence of claiming I can

neither deny nor embrace. The emptiness returns immediately, though muted now,

the edge of desperate need dulled by thorough claiming.

Fritz moves away, retrieving his clothing with economical movements that emphasize

his return to controlled commander rather than rutting alpha. He dresses quickly, each

piece of uniform reassembling the cold, distant leader I firstencountered, though the



darkened fur patterns and lingering scent of rut betray the intensity of what just

occurred.

"The medical staff will bring food and water," he informs me, already moving toward

the door. "Rest while the heat symptoms allow. I'll return when they intensify again."

Then he's gone, leaving me alone with the lingering scent of our joining and the

echoing emptiness his departure creates. Not emotional emptiness—I want nothing of

connection with the predator who just claimed me—but the physical absence where

he filled me so completely moments before.

I curl onto my side, pulling a relatively intact section of bedding over my naked form

in pitiful attempt at dignity. My body feels different—stretched, used, marked in

ways I can't see but can definitely feel. The ghost-sensation of his knot still pulses

inside me, my inner walls remembering the shape and size of him with disturbing

accuracy.

Exhaustion pulls at me as the heat temporarily recedes, leaving a strange clarity in its

wake. I should use this period of lucidity to plan, to think, to find some way to regain

control of my situation. Instead, I find myself cataloging the sensations of

claiming—the pleasant ache between my thighs, the places where his barbs touched

spots I never knew existed, the lingering fullness from being stretched around a knot

designed by evolution to ensure breeding success.

My body's satisfied response to feline claiming creates uncomfortable questions my

mind isn't ready to confront. If my omega biology adapted so readily to what I've

spent years dismissing as inferior, what else might I be wrong about?

I push the thought away, too exhausted for such philosophical quandaries. For now,

the relief from heat-madness is enough. I'll face the next wave when it comes, and the

next claiming after that. And perhaps, in the brief windowsof lucidity between, I'll



begin formulating what comes after this heat finally passes.

Because one thing remains clear despite the biological haze of the past three days: I

will not remain at Shadowthorn Outpost one moment longer than necessary.

Commander Clawe may have claimed my body, but he will never possess my future.

Even as the thought forms, my neck throbs where his claiming bite should be but

isn't—the one element of traditional claiming he didn't perform. The significance of

its absence follows me into exhausted sleep, a final puzzle I'm too tired to solve.

CHAPTER 6

CLAIMING

Fritz POV

Her scent reachesme before I even open the chamber door—omega in full heat, the

sweet-spice signature that belongs only to her. Twelve hours since our first claiming,

and already I find myself anticipating the moment with inappropriate eagerness. The

initial tactical necessity has evolved into something more complex, something I

refuse to examine too closely.

I pause outside the heat chamber, taking a moment to compose myself. The scout

reports confirm dragon forces continue testing our borders, their patrols pushing

deeper into disputed territory with each passing day. My claiming of the settlement

omega has deterred direct incursion, my scent markers overlaying her heat signature

creating territorial declaration they've so far respected. The tactical purpose remains

valid.

But that doesn't explain why I spent an hour in the training yard working my body to

exhaustion, trying to burn away the memory of her tight heat around my knot.



Doesn't justify why I stood under scalding water in my private bathing chamber, fist

wrapped around my length, barbs partially extended as Irecalled the sounds she made

when I drove into her. The way her body yielded while her mind continued its

rebellion.

I should be satisfied with mission accomplished, omega secured, territory defended.

Instead, I find myself craving another taste of that defiance turning to surrender, that

moment when her body betrays her pride and responds to what her mind still rejects.

The door slides open at my command code, revealing the continuation of our private

war.

Aria sits upright on the replacement pallet, arms wrapped around her knees in

defensive posture despite the visible tremors running through her. The thin shift

clings to sweat-dampened skin, her flushed face framed by auburn hair that's escaped

its usual practical braid. Her scent has intensified since morning, the heat cycle

building toward another peak.

The moment she sees me, her expression hardens into resentment so pure it nearly

masks the desperate need beneath. Nearly, but not quite. I can smell the slick already

soaking through the shift, can see the way her thighs press together seeking relief

from emptiness her body can no longer tolerate.

"Still here, I see," she says, voice impressively steady for someone clearly fighting

heat symptoms. "I thought perhaps you'd decided to process me for facility transfer

early."

"And deprive the dragons of their opportunity to rescue you?" I counter, allowing the

door to close behind me. "That would be tactically unsound."

Her eyes narrow at the mention of dragons, but another wave of heat visibly crashes



through her before she can respond. Her fingers clutch at the pallet, knuckles

whitening as she fights for control.

"I don't need this," she finally manages, the words strained through clenched teeth.

"Not from you. I can handle it myself."

"Can you?" I ask, moving closer with deliberate predatory grace. My tail sways

behind me, measuring my thoughts as I observe her more carefully. "Is that what

you've been doing while I've been away? Handling it yourself?"

The flush on her cheeks deepens, confirmation enough. I inhale deeply, sorting

through the complex layers of her scent—heat and need predominant, yes, but

beneath that the unmistakable traces of self-pleasure. Attempt at self-relief that

clearly failed to satisfy omega biology designed to accept nothing less than alpha

completion.

"I wonder," I continue, my voice dropping to the deeper register that makes her pupils

dilate despite herself, "when you touch yourself in desperate attempt at relief, is it

dragon cocks you imagine? Their dual shafts you fantasize filling you instead of

feline barbs?"
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Her sharp intake of breath confirms my barb hits its target. I shouldn't feel

satisfaction at the small cruelty, shouldn't enjoy provoking her when heat already

makes her vulnerable. But something about her continued resistance, her refusal to

acknowledge how thoroughly her body has surrendered to my claiming, triggers

possessive instincts I've spent decades suppressing.

"That's none of your business," she snaps, though another wave of slick betrays her

body's reaction to my words. The scent of it hits me like physical blow, my rut

response accelerating beyond my usual control.

"Everything about you is my business while you're in my territory," I growl, moving

closer until I stand directly over her. "Everything about you is mine until your heat

passes."

I strip my uniform with controlled violence, each piece falling away to reveal the

predator beneath commander's restraint. Her eyes widen as she takes in my naked

form, gaze dropping inevitably to my already rigid length. The barbs havebegun to

emerge along the shaft, partial extension that will become complete once inside her.

My knot already shows signs of swelling at the base, alpha biology responding to

omega heat with primal urgency.

Despite having experienced my claiming before, fear spikes briefly through her scent

at the sight. Good. She should remember that I am not human, that feline alphas bring

both pleasure and pain in equal measure. That what's about to happen between us

transcends her childish dragon fantasies with evolutionary reality older than

civilization.



"Present," I command, allowing no room for refusal in my tone.

For a moment, defiance flashes in her green eyes. "I'm still processing for facility

transfer, then? Still just tactical necessity?"

The question catches me off guard, as does the hint of something beneath anger and

resentment in her scent. Something almost like... disappointment? I push the thought

away, focusing on reasserting control of the situation.

"Your fate hasn't changed," I inform her coldly. "After your heat cycle completes,

you'll be processed according to standard protocol. Now present before I make you

present."

Her jaw tightens, but her body responds to the alpha command despite conscious

resistance. She turns to hands and knees on the pallet, back arching to elevate her

hips, thighs spreading to reveal the slick-soaked shift clinging to her center. Her head

drops forward, exposing her neck in the classic submission posture that satisfies

something ancient in my alpha biology.

I dispose of the thin shift with one swipe of partially extended claws, baring her

completely to my gaze. The sight of her presented before me, slick glistening on inner

thighs, sends another surge of rut response through my system. Mybarbs extend

further, pre-seed gathering at the tip of my length without conscious permission.

Mine. The word echoes through my mind without permission as I position myself

behind her, the pallet dipping beneath our combined weight. I shouldn't think of her

that way—she's temporary biological relief, tactical necessity rather than chosen

mate. Yet something about her continued resistance, her refusal to yield completely

despite her body's eager response, makes breaking through those barriers uniquely

satisfying.



I grip her hips with careful restraint, claws partially extended but nowhere near

breaking delicate human skin. My tail wraps around her upper thigh, the fur-covered

muscle providing both restraint and additional point of control. When the head of my

cock presses against her entrance, I feel her momentary tension before omega biology

overrides conscious resistance.

"Still tight," I observe with satisfaction, feeling her body's initial resistance to my size

despite our previous claiming. "Still fighting what you need."

"Just get it over with," she hisses, the words belied by another flood of slick

preparation that eases my entry. "I don't want this."

"Don't you?" I lean forward, using my greater size to cage her beneath me, my chest

against her back, my breath hot against her ear. "Let's test that theory."

I enter her with single powerful thrust that tears a cry from her throat—not quite pain,

not quite pleasure, but something exquisite in between. The sensation nearly shatters

my control completely—her tight channel gripping my length with perfect pressure,

slick heat surrounding me more completely than any fantasy could replicate.

"Gods," she gasps, her body shuddering around the invasion. "You're bigger than

before?—"

"Rut response," I growl against her neck, forcing myself to remain still while she

adjusts to my size. The scent of her, the heat of her, triggers biological imperatives

that intensify physical reactions. "You remember my barbs, don't you, little omega?

How they rake against spots inside you nothing else can reach?"

As if on cue, the barbs along my length begin to extend fully, pressing against her

inner walls with evolutionary precision. Her reaction is immediate and visceral—a

broken cry as her channel clenches around me, more slick easing the friction that



should be painful but clearly isn't. Her body remembers our previous claiming, adapts

more readily to my inhuman anatomy, welcomes what her mind still fights.

I establish a measured rhythm, each withdrawal dragging barbs against sensitive spots

designed to respond to exactly this kind of stimulation. Each thrust drives me deeper,

claiming territory I've already marked but need to reinforce. Her body yields with

increasing eagerness, the initial resistance melting away as omega biology triumphs

over conscious rejection.

"Tell me," I demand, voice rough with rut intensity I can no longer fully suppress.

"When you touched yourself earlier, did you imagine dragon cocks filling you? Did

you pretend it was their dual shafts stretching you open rather than feline barbs?"

She tries to pull away, a token resistance I counter by tightening my grip on her hips.

"Don't—" she gasps, but I cut her off with particularly deep thrust that makes her cry

out.

"Answer me." The growl rumbles from deep in my chest, alpha command she can no

more ignore than she could stop breathing. "Did you imagine dragons while my scent

still marked you as claimed?"

"Yes!" she admits, the confession torn from her alongside a sob as another wave of

unwanted pleasure clearly crashesthrough her system. "Yes, I imagined dragons, I

imagined anyone but you?—"

I shouldn't care. Her fantasies are irrelevant to tactical necessity, to biological relief

that satisfies heat symptoms while securing territorial boundaries. Yet the admission

triggers something primitive and possessive, something that demands I erase any

thought of other alphas from her mind completely.

My rhythm intensifies, control fracturing as rut overrides tactical purpose. I drive into



her with force that would damage a human who wasn't in full heat adaptation, who

hadn't already been claimed by me once before. My barbs fully extend within her

channel, each one catching and dragging against nerve endings with devastating

precision.

"Yet here you are," I snarl against her ear, "taking feline cock like you were made for

it. Your body knows what you need better than your stubborn mind."

As if to prove my point, another flood of slick eases my increasingly forceful thrusts.

Her resistance fractures visibly as pleasure overrides conscious rejection, small

sounds escaping her throat that have nothing to do with pain and everything to do

with unwilling pleasure.

I realize with startling clarity that I'm claiming her this way—with punishing

intensity, with deliberate domination—at least partly to prove feline superiority over

the dragons she fantasizes about. The realization should disturb me more than it does.

My history with dragons goes beyond territorial disputes; the scars along my flank

and back tell story of near-death encounter ten years ago, when dragon fire nearly

ended my military career alongside my life.
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Is that what this is? Am I using this omega as proxy in eternal conflict between our

species? The thought surfaces briefly before being driven away by more primal

concerns—the tight grip of her channel around my barbed length, the sweet scent

ofher submission mingling with the spice of continued mental resistance, the sounds

she makes as pleasure builds despite her determination to reject it.

"Not you," she sobs, even as her hips begin moving unconsciously to meet my

thrusts. "Not like this."

"Your body disagrees," I respond, punctuating the words with particularly deep thrust

that makes her cry out in what's clearly pleasure rather than pain.

The sound triggers another surge of possessive satisfaction—alpha pride in omega's

response regardless of her conscious rejection. I feel my knot beginning to swell, the

base of my cock expanding to ensure breeding success. Another evolutionary

mechanism designed to lock alpha and omega together during seed delivery,

preventing withdrawal until conception is optimized.

"No," she whimpers as the growing knot presses against her entrance with each

thrust. "Not again, not your knot?—"

"You took it before," I remind her, maintaining the relentless pace. "You'll take it

again. Your heat demands it."

Her body contradicts her verbal resistance, producing another flood of slick that eases

the growing pressure. Each thrust drives the swelling knot against her entrance,

stretching her incrementally wider with each pass. The pressure builds between us



until something gives way, her body surrendering to the inevitable.

With one final, powerful thrust, my knot pushes past initial resistance, slipping inside

before expanding completely, locking us together. The connection is absolute,

unbreakable for the next twenty minutes at minimum. My barbs extend fully within

her channel, catching against every sensitive spot simultaneously.

The sensation triggers her release despite obvious attempt to resist it. Her body

convulses around my locked length, inner walls clamping down with rhythmic

contractions that milk mycock with primal efficiency. Her scream holds notes of

surrender alongside pleasure, the capitulation her mind still fights while her body

embraces it completely.

The pulsing pressure of her channel around my knotted length shatters the last of my

control. My release hits with force that arches my spine, pulls a roar from my chest

that reverberates through the stone chamber. Hot seed pumps into her womb in

powerful jets, each surge accompanied by involuntary thrust that drives my knot

impossibly deeper.

As the initial intensity fades, I become aware of our joined bodies—her smaller form

pressed beneath my much larger frame, our scents mingling into something

intoxicating that reaffirms my claim. My tail remains wrapped possessively around

her thigh, an unconscious declaration of ownership I should probably release but

cannot bring myself to loosen.

I shift our locked bodies carefully to our sides, arranging us more comfortably while

we wait for my knot to subside. The movement causes my still-barbed length to drag

against oversensitive tissue, pulling an aftershock whimper from her throat. Her

channel clenches reflexively around me, triggering another pulse of seed that makes

me growl softly against her hair.



We remain locked together in silence broken only by gradually slowing breaths and

occasional aftershock tremors. The rightness of it disturbs me—the way her body fits

against mine despite the significant size difference, how perfectly she accommodates

my inhuman anatomy, the satisfied rumble that builds in my chest without

permission.

This is temporary biological arrangement, tactical necessity rather than meaningful

connection. In another day, when her heat cycle completes, Aria Copenhagen will be

processed for facility transfer according to standard protocol. Her body may have

yielded to feline claiming, but her mind clearly maintainsresistance to what I

represent—monster rather than mate, captor rather than chosen alpha.

Yet as my knot finally begins to subside enough for careful withdrawal, I find myself

unexpectedly reluctant to separate our bodies. The emptiness that follows feels wrong

in ways I refuse to examine too closely. Seed and slick leak from her well-used

entrance, physical evidence of claiming that satisfies something primitive in my alpha

biology.

Rather than moving away immediately as I did after our first claiming, I find myself

lingering beside her on the pallet. My hand moves without conscious permission to

trace the curve of her spine, feeling the subtle shivers that follow my touch across

oversensitive skin.

"The medical staff will bring food and water," I tell her, my voice rougher than

intended. "Rest while you can. The heat will intensify again within hours."

She curls away from me, pulling her knees to her chest in defensive posture that

shouldn't bother me as much as it does. "And then you'll be back for more tactical

necessity?" The bitterness in her tone is unmistakable.

I should leave without responding, maintain the emotional distance this arrangement



requires. Instead, I hear myself saying, "Would you prefer I send Lieutenant Thorne

next time? Or perhaps one of the junior officers would be more to your liking?"

The suggestion is cruel, deliberately provocative. I have no intention of allowing

another alpha near her while she's in heat, would tear apart any who tried to claim

what I've marked as mine. The possessive thought shocks me with its intensity, with

the primal territoriality I've spent decades keeping carefully contained.

"No." Her response comes quickly, almost involuntarily, before she can mask it with

continued defiance. The singlesyllable carries more meaning than either of us is

prepared to acknowledge.

I leave her then, retrieving my clothing with movements that emphasize my return to

controlled commander rather than rutting alpha. I dress quickly, each piece of

uniform reassembling the authority and distance this situation requires. The tactical

purpose has been reaffirmed; continuing physical contact would suggest emotional

connection neither of us wants.

Yet as I enter my private quarters and move directly to the bathing chamber, I find

the scent of her lingering on my skin despite the claiming being over. The hot water

sluices over fur and skin, but does nothing to wash away the memory of her tight heat

around my knot, the sounds she made when my barbs raked against her inner walls,

the way her body surrendered while her mind continued its futile resistance.

My cock hardens again despite recent release, barbs partially extending as I recall the

sensation of her channel gripping me with perfect pressure. I take myself in hand with

a growl of frustration, strokes becoming increasingly rough as I chase release that

should satisfy the lingering rut response.

It doesn't. The physical relief comes quickly enough, seed spilling over my fist as I

brace against the wall with my other hand. But the deeper need remains



unsatisfied—the alpha drive to claim, to mark, to sink fangs into the vulnerable

junction of neck and shoulder where a permanent claiming bite would go.

I've deliberately avoided that final step, the one element of traditional claiming I've

refused to perform. A claiming bite creates permanent bond, biological connection

that transcends tactical arrangement or temporary heat relief. Neither of us wants that

level of commitment—she with her dragon fantasies and determination to escape at

first opportunity, me with my military responsibilities and complete disinterest in

unwilling mate.

Yet the urge persists, growing stronger with each claiming rather than diminishing.

The need to mark her completely, to ensure no other alpha could ever mistake her

status or challenge my claim. I shake my head to dispel the primitive impulse,

focusing instead on tactical considerations that actually matter.

The scout reports confirm dragon forces continue probing our borders, testing patrol

patterns and response times. The territorial dispute has created perfect opportunity for

them to challenge Council rulings, particularly with omega scent trails concentrated

around Shadowthorn. As commander, my primary concern should be settlement

security, patrol deployment, and resource allocation—not the complicated satisfaction

of claiming an omega who clearly despises what I am.

I return to the command chamber with renewed determination to focus on military

responsibilities rather than biological distractions. The territorial maps spread across

my desk offer welcome distraction from uncomfortable thoughts about what awaits

when Aria's heat intensifies again in a few hours.

This is temporary arrangement, tactical necessity rather than meaningful connection. I

repeat the words like mantra, fragile barrier against the flood of anticipation already

building as I catch lingering traces of her scent on my skin despite thorough washing.
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Commander first, alpha second. Always. Even as her taste lingers on my tongue,

hours after our joined bodies separated.

CHAPTER 7

AFTERMATH

Aria POV

For three days,I've been reduced to nothing but biology and need.

Three days of Commander Clawe entering my heat chamber with cold efficiency,

claiming me with mechanical precision, then leaving without a word once his knot

subsides. Three days of my body reshaping itself to accommodate his inhuman

anatomy while my mind maintains desperate, futile resistance.

I lie curled on my side, sweat-dampened sheets twisted around my legs as another

wave of heat builds in my core. The intensity has lessened since those first desperate

days, but the need remains—a constant, gnawing emptiness that nothing but alpha

completion can satisfy.

What terrifies me isn't the lingering heat symptoms. It's how my body has begun

responding to them. The barbs that initially felt like torture now create shameful

pleasure with each drag against my inner walls. His impossible size that once seemed

like it would tear me apart now stretches me to burning fullness that sends stars

bursting behind my eyelids. The knot that I foughtagainst now triggers cascades of

pleasure when it locks inside me.



My channel has reshaped itself to accommodate his specific dimensions, like my

body is being rewritten to accept his claiming whether my mind consents or not.

Worse still are the new, unconscious behaviors I've begun developing—producing

slick at his approach before he even touches me, arching instinctively into positions

that give him deeper access, inner muscles clenching to draw him further inside.

Yesterday, I caught myself spreading my thighs and tilting my neck in submissive

display the moment I scented him outside the chamber door.

Between claimings, Commander Clawe maintains absolute detachment—providing

water and nutrition but no conversation, no comfort, nothing to suggest connection

beyond basic life support. The contrast between intimate physical joining and

emotional isolation creates cognitive dissonance I have no framework to process.

The chamber door slides open with its now-familiar hydraulic hiss. I don't need to

look to know who stands there—his scent reaches me first, musky and sharp with

hints of leather and wilderness that my traitorous body has begun associating with

relief rather than danger.

"Your heat should break today," Fritz observes, his deep voice sending unwanted

shivers down my spine. "This'll be the last claiming you need."

Relief wars with strange disappointment at his pronouncement. I hate these

claimings, hate how they've forced me to recognize depths of submission within

myself I never wanted to acknowledge. Yet the thought of them ending brings

complicated emotions I refuse to examine.

"And then to the breeding facility?" I ask, unable to keep bitterness from my voice as

I turn to face him. "To be processed like livestock for your Confederacy's programs?"

Something flashes across his expression, too quickly to identify. "That was the initial



plan."

My stomach drops at his phrasing. "Was?"

"The scout reports confirm dragon forces continue testing our borders," he explains,

moving into the chamber with predatory grace that still makes my heart rate

accelerate despite everything. "Three incursions in the past twenty-four hours, all

following omega scent patterns."

I swallow hard, processing this information. "So... what happens to me?"

"Can't risk moving you through disputed territory," Fritz says, approaching the pallet

with measured steps. "Too dangerous with dragons sniffing around."

"So I'm still your prisoner, just in a different cell," I conclude, wrapping arms around

myself in futile attempt at dignity. "How convenient for you."

His tail lashes once behind him, the only indication my words affect him at all.

"You'll stay at Shadowthorn as my claimed omega until things settle down," his tail

lashes once behind him, the only indication my words affect him at all. "Until I can

move you safely."

The pronouncement lands like physical blow. Not the clinical efficiency of breeding

facility, but continued captivity under his direct control, wearing his scent, subjected

to his will.

"And what exactly does 'claimed omega' entail?" I demand, anger providing

temporary shield against mounting heat symptoms that pulse through me with

increasing intensity. "Will I be confined to this cell forever? Brought out only when

biology demands it?"



"You'll help with trading between the fortress and Blackridge," he replies, golden

eyes studying me with unnerving intensity. "You'll have quarters near command

level."

The unexpected offer of relative freedom catches me off guard. I'd prepared for

continued imprisonment, for treatment as breeding stock rather than person.

"Why?" I ask suspiciously. "Why not just ship me off or keep me confined?"

"Your knowledge of local terrain and settlement politics represents tactical asset,"

Fritz answers, coming to stand at the foot of the pallet. "Wasting it would be

inefficient."

Always tactical. Always about strategy and boundaries and military advantage. Never

about connection or anything resembling normal human interaction. The clinical

detachment should be reassuring—far better than forced intimacy or false affection.

Instead, it creates hollow ache I refuse to acknowledge.

Another wave of heat ripples through me, stronger than the last. I curl forward, arms

wrapped around my middle as the familiar cramping emptiness intensifies. I'd

thought the worst had passed, but clearly one final surge awaits before my cycle

completes.
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Fritz's nostrils flare as he catches my changing scent, pupils contracting to vertical

slits against amber backgrounds. "Your heat's getting stronger again," Fritz growls,

pupils contracting to vertical slits against amber backgrounds as he catches my

changing scent. "Time for one last claiming before it's done."

I expect him to issue the familiar command to present—the position that's become

horrifyingly natural over the past three days. Instead, he begins removing his uniform

with deliberate slowness, each piece revealing more of the inhuman form beneath

commander's disguise.

The sight of his naked body still inspires complicated mixture of fear and unwanted

anticipation. His powerful torso covered with short golden-brown fur in tiger-like

patterns. The impossible flexibility of his movements that speaks to skeletal structure

fundamentally different from human design. The long tail that sways behind him with

hypnotic grace. And most shocking of all, his arousal already standing fully

erect—far larger than human proportions, ridges along the shaft beginning to emerge

into the barbs that have reshaped my inner walls over the past three days.

"On your back," he commands, voice brooking no argument.

I hesitate, confused by the change in routine. For three days, he's claimed me from

behind, the classic omega presentation position that minimizes contact while

maximizing breeding efficiency.

"I said, on your back," Fritz repeats, edge entering his tone that triggers instinctive

submission response. "Now."



I comply despite my confusion, lying back against sweat-dampened sheets with wary

uncertainty. The position feels unsettlingly vulnerable—more exposed, more intimate

somehow, as Fritz moves to kneel between my spread thighs.

"What are you doing?" I ask, voice embarrassingly unsteady as heat symptoms

intensify beneath his predatory gaze.

"Final claiming needs to be different," he says, leaning forward to cage me with his

much larger frame. "Your heat's ending today. Got things to take care of before that

happens."

Before I can question further, he lowers his head to my throat, inhaling deeply against

the sensitive skin where neck meets shoulder. The sensation sends cascade of shivers

through my system, slick gathering between my thighs in conditioned response to his

proximity.

"Your scent changes," Fritz murmurs against my pulse point, the rumble of his voice

vibrating through my bones. "Sweeter as heat peaks one final time. Perfect for what

comes next."

"What comes next?" I echo, unease mixing with building arousal as his weight settles

more fully against me.

Instead of answering, Fritz trails his mouth along my collarbone, then lower, until he

reaches my breast. The first touch of his tongue against sensitive nipple tears gasp

from my throat—textured roughness creating friction unlike anything I've

experienced during our previous encounters.

"What are you—" My question dissolves into shocked moan as he continues his

ministrations, alternating between gentle suction and teasing flicks of that textured

tongue that send jolts of pleasure straight to my core.



"Three days of functional claiming," Fritz says between attentions that leave me

squirming beneath him. "Necessary for heat relief, but incomplete. This final time

will be different."

He continues his downward exploration, taking time with each newly discovered

sensitive spot until I'm panting and desperate beneath him. By the time he settles

between my thighs, heat symptoms and deliberate arousal have combined to leave me

slick and ready despite my mental resistance.

"What are you doing?" I ask again, voice breaking as I push up on my elbows to look

down my body at him.

Fritz meets my gaze with predatory intensity that makes my heart stutter. "Ensuring

you never forget who claimed you during your first heat. Ensuring your body

remembers feline alpha even when heat haze fades from memory."

Before I can process his meaning, he lowers his mouth to my center. The first stroke

of his textured tongue against sensitized flesh tears cry from my throat that echoes off

stone walls. The sensation is overwhelming—pleasure so intense it borderson pain,

nerve endings responding to stimulation they were designed to receive.

"Oh gods," I gasp, falling back against the pallet as one hand moves unconsciously to

tangle in his hair. "I can't—you shouldn't?—"

My protests die as he continues with devastating precision, that rough tongue finding

exactly the right spots to send waves of pleasure crashing through my system. The

dual stimulation of heat symptoms and deliberate attention creates feedback loop of

sensation that rapidly pushes me toward edge of completion.

I should be horrified by this new intimacy, should resist this deliberate attempt to

forge conscious pleasure rather than mere biological relief. Instead, I find myself



arching into his touch, hips rising to meet each stroke of that wicked tongue as

pressure builds toward inevitable release.

When Fritz focuses his attention on the sensitive bundle of nerves at my center while

simultaneously sliding one clawed finger carefully inside me, I shatter completely.

Wave after wave of pleasure crashes through me, more intense than anything I've

experienced during previous heat claimings, clarity of sensation unobscured by

desperate need.

As I lie there gasping in the aftermath, Fritz moves up my body with predatory intent.

His eyes have gone almost black with expanded pupils, the fur along his spine

bristling visibly with arousal he no longer attempts to disguise as mere tactical

necessity.

"Remember that it was feline tongue that brought you pleasure," he growls,

positioning himself between my thighs. "Feline alpha making you come apart. Not

your dragon fantasies."

The reminder of my former dreams sends painful jolt through post-orgasmic haze.

"You don't need to mock me," Iwhisper, turning my face away as tears threaten. "I

know what you are. What this is."

Fritz catches my chin, turning me back to face him with gentle firmness that allows

no escape. "Do you? Do you truly understand what happens now, little omega?"

The question carries weight I don't comprehend, something beyond the usual clinical

detachment with which he approaches our encounters. Before I can question further,

he enters me in single powerful thrust that tears gasp from my throat.

Despite three days of repeated claiming, the initial penetration still creates burning

stretch that walks line between pleasure and pain. His size still feels impossible, his



barbs already beginning to extend along his length as he seats himself fully inside me.

"Look at me," he commands, waiting until I comply before continuing. "I want you to

see who claims you this final time. Want you to remember with perfect clarity when

heat fades."
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The vulnerability of direct eye contact during such intimate moment creates

unexpected emotional intensity I'm not prepared to handle. I try to turn away, but his

hand remains firm, holding me in place with inescapable gentleness.

"You will know it was feline cock filling you," Fritz continues, voice dropping to

register that seems to vibrate through my very bones. "Feline barbs reshaping you

from inside. Feline seed flooding your womb. Not dragon fantasy, but reality."

He establishes rhythm different from our previous encounters—slower, more

deliberate, clearly designed to maximize sensation rather than simply provide

biological relief. Each thrust drags his partially extended barbs against inner walls in

ways that build pleasure with devastating precision.

"Fight it if you must," he murmurs, pace increasing as my body responds with eager

welcome despite continued mentalresistance. "Your body knows the truth your mind

refuses to accept."

He's right, though I hate to admit it. My channel grips his barbed length with perfect

tension, inner muscles contracting to draw him deeper with each thrust. What began

as pain has transformed into pleasure so intense it threatens to consume me

completely.

"Not like this," I whisper, tears flowing freely now as pleasure builds toward

inevitable peak. "I never wanted it like this."

Something flickers across Fritz's expression—almost like pain before it's quickly

masked. "Yet here we are," he responds, voice roughening as his own control visibly



frays. "Your body yielding to mine perfectly, taking everything I give you."

I feel his knot beginning to swell, the base of his cock expanding with each thrust

against my entrance. The sensation triggers pavlovian response—inner muscles

relaxing to accommodate final expansion that will lock us together, prepared by

previous claimings to accept what once seemed impossible.

"This time will be different," Fritz says, his rhythm becoming more forceful as

control slips further. "This final claiming will mark you completely."

Before I can process his meaning, he slams forward with powerful thrust that pushes

expanding knot past initial resistance. It slips inside before swelling to full size,

locking us together more thoroughly than ever before. The pressure is immediate and

overwhelming—fullness that presses against every sensitive spot simultaneously,

barbs fully extended within me, creating pleasure that tears broken cry from my

throat.

As my inner walls contract around his locked length, Fritz bends to the vulnerable

junction of neck and shoulder. His breath is hot against sensitized skin, teeth grazing

the spotthat has throbbed with phantom sensation after each previous claiming.

Realization dawns with horrifying clarity just as pleasure crests within me. Not just

final heat claiming but permanent bonding—the claiming bite I'd noticed was

conspicuously absent from our previous encounters.

"No—" I gasp, but it's too late.

Fritz's teeth break skin as his release begins, my own climax hitting simultaneously in

perfect, terrible synchronicity. The claiming bite sends shock of connection through

my system—neurochemical bond forming in real time as his seed floods my womb in

powerful jets.



The sensation is unlike anything I've experienced—transcendent pleasure mingled

with violated rage as permanent link forms between us. Each pulse of his seed

triggers aftershock of pleasure that prolongs the connection, the biological imperative

overriding my desperate mental rebellion.

"What have you done?" I sob once speech becomes possible, body still convulsing

around his knotted length despite my horror. "You had no right!"

Fritz licks the claiming bite with gentle attention, his textured tongue both soothing

the sting and ensuring proper neurochemical transfer. "It was always going to end this

way," he murmurs against my throat. "From the moment you presented in my

territory."

Tears stream down my face as reality crashes through pleasure-haze. Not temporary

arrangement until facility transfer becomes viable, but permanent bonding to feline

alpha whose very existence represents everything I've spent years avoiding. The grief

for dreams lost mingles with rage at choices stolen without warning or consent.

"You said facility transfer," I manage through tears and lingering aftershocks as his

knot keeps us locked together. "You never said claiming bite."

"Tactical decision," Fritz replies, shifting our joined bodies to more comfortable

position without withdrawing his still-pulsing length. "Your reaction would have

introduced variables best avoided."

Even now, after violating me in most permanent way possible, he speaks of tactics

and variables rather than emotions or consent. The detachment makes violation

somehow worse—not even personal desire or alpha instinct, but cold calculation

about most efficient way to secure asset.

"I hate you," I whisper, voice breaking as claiming bite throbs with each heartbeat,



phantom sensations extending throughout my body as bond establishes itself. "I will

always hate you for this."

Something flickers across his expression—regret? Pain? Whatever it is vanishes

quickly beneath commander's mask. "Sentiment noted and irrelevant," he says, voice

controlled once more. "The claiming is complete. You are mine by Conquest Law

and biological bond alike."

The finality of his declaration brings fresh flood of tears I can't suppress. Not from

physical pain—the claiming itself brought pleasure I can't deny despite myself—but

from grief for future that will never be, for choices permanently narrowed by

biological chains I can never break.

"How long?" I ask, voice barely audible through tight throat as his knot shows no

signs of subsiding. "How long until you release me?"

"Approximately forty minutes," Fritz answers, misunderstanding my question. "The

final claiming knot persists longer to ensure proper bond formation."

Forty minutes trapped beneath him, locked together in most intimate way possible

while permanent connection forms between us. I close my eyes against fresh wave of

despair, only to snap them open when his fingers begin tracing patterns along my

sides.

"What are you doing?" I demand, trying to squirm away despite our locked bodies.

"Ensuring continued arousal during bonding period," he explains with clinical

detachment that belies the intimacy of his touch. "Neurochemical release enhances

bite effectiveness."

Before I can protest further, his fingers find their way between our joined bodies to



the sensitive bundle of nerves above where his knot stretches me open. The touch

sends jolt of pleasure so intense it borders on pain through my oversensitized system.
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"Stop," I gasp, even as my body betrays me with eager response. "I can't take any

more."

"You can," Fritz counters, continuing his ministrations with devastating precision.

"And you will. The stronger the pleasure response during bonding, the more complete

the claim."

His other hand slides beneath my hip, tilting me to angle that drives his knot against

spot inside that sends stars bursting behind my eyelids. The dual stimulation quickly

rebuilds pressure I thought impossible after such intense release.

"Why are you doing this?" I sob as pleasure mounts against my will. "Haven't you

taken enough?"

Fritz's eyes meet mine with intensity that makes breathing difficult. "This isn't about

taking," he growls, voice dropping to register that vibrates through my bones. "This is

about claiming. Completely. Permanently. Until no alpha—dragon or

otherwise—could ever question who you belong to."

His possessive declaration shouldn't affect me as it does, shouldn't send fresh wave of

slick around his knotted length. Ihate him for the violation, for the deception, for the

permanent bond formed without consent. Yet my body responds to his dominance

with eager submission that makes mockery of my conscious resistance.

"I don't want this," I whisper, even as my hips begin moving unconsciously against

his hand. "I don't want you."



"Your body disagrees," Fritz observes, increasing pressure of his fingers as he senses

my approaching climax. "Submit, little omega. Submit to what you are, to who owns

you now."

The command bypasses rational thought, triggering cascading submission response

buried deep in omega biology. Second orgasm hits with devastating force, inner walls

clamping down on his still-knotted length as pleasure crests and breaks through me in

waves that leave me sobbing and incoherent beneath him.

Fritz growls approvingly as my climax triggers another pulse of seed from his length,

the claiming bite at my throat throbbing in perfect synchronicity with each new surge.

The connection between us strengthens with each shared pulse, neurochemical bond

forming at cellular level that no force on earth can break.

"Good girl," he murmurs against my hair, the praise sending confusing warmth

through system already overwhelmed with sensation. "Perfect omega."

I turn my face away, unable to bear the tenderness that feels more violating than the

claiming itself. Tears stream silently down my cheeks as reality settles with crushing

weight. Not the dragon claiming I've fantasized about for years, but permanent

bonding to feline alpha through deception and tactical calculation.

We remain locked together as minutes stretch into eternity, his knot showing no signs

of subsiding as promised forty minutes become sixty, then ninety. My body responds

to his continued presence with small aftershocks of pleasure that makeme hate myself

as much as I hate him, weakness of flesh making mockery of mind's rebellion.

The claiming bite at my throat pulses with each heartbeat, phantom sensations

extending throughout my body as bond strengthens beyond anything I thought

possible. With each pulse, I feel growing awareness of Fritz's presence—connection

that exists beyond physical proximity, beyond conscious control, beyond anything I



ever imagined possible.

"The bond forms well," Fritz observes, fingers tracing claiming bite with surprising

gentleness. "Strong connection, proper neurochemical exchange."

"How can you tell?" I ask despite myself, curiosity momentarily overriding

resentment.

"I feel you," he says simply, golden eyes studying me with unnerving intensity. "Your

emotions, your physical state, your... presence. The bond allows alpha to monitor

omega's condition constantly."

Horror washes through me at the implication. "You can feel what I'm feeling? Read

my thoughts?"

"Not thoughts," Fritz clarifies. "Emotional states, physical wellbeing, general

location. Enough to ensure optimal protection and response to needs."

Another invasion of privacy, another layer of control I never consented to. The

claiming bite isn't just visible mark of possession but biological tether that connects

us at level I can never escape.

"And what do I get from this bond?" I ask bitterly. "Besides permanent connection to

alpha I never wanted?"

Something complicated crosses Fritz's expression before commander's mask reasserts

itself. "Security. Protection. Biological stability. Your heat cycles will regulate more

effectively, your hormonal fluctuations will stabilize, your bodywill adapt fully to

feline claiming, eliminating discomfort during future matings."

All practical benefits, all focused on physical wellbeing rather than emotional



connection. Of course. Commander Clawe approaches even permanent mating bond

as tactical arrangement, biological necessity rather than meaningful partnership.

"And if I try to run?" I whisper, needing to know the extent of my new captivity. "If I

attempt to reach dragon territory despite your claim?"

Fritz's expression hardens, pupils contracting to thin vertical slits. "The claiming bite

makes escape impossible. Physical separation beyond certain distance causes severe

neurological pain that increases until proximity is restored. You would collapse

before reaching border."

Another chain I didn't consent to, another prison with no visible bars but just as

effective as steel and stone. The knowledge settles like lead weight in my chest,

extinguishing final flicker of hope that survived these past days of captivity.

Fritz shifts above me, adjusting our locked bodies into a more comfortable position

without withdrawing his still-pulsing length. The movement causes his knot to press

against different spots inside me, sending unwanted jolts of pleasure through my

oversensitized system.

"We have considerable time before the knot subsides," he informs me, voice rough

with lingering rut. "The final claiming requires extended connection for proper bond

formation."

Before I can respond, his hand slides between our joined bodies, finding the sensitive

bundle of nerves above where his knot stretches me open. The touch sends shock of

sensation so intense I arch off the pallet with a broken cry.

"Stop," I gasp, trying to squirm away despite our locked bodies. "I can't—it's too

much?—"
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"You can," Fritz counters, continuing his merciless circles with devastating precision.

"Your body needs constant stimulation during bonding to cement the neurochemical

pathways."

His other hand moves to my breast, pinching and rolling the sensitive nipple between

his fingers. The dual stimulation quickly rebuilds pressure I thought impossible after

such intense release.

"Please," I sob, unsure whether I'm begging him to stop or continue as pleasure

mounts against my will. "Please..."

A rumbling sound starts in his chest—not a growl but something deeper, continuous,

vibrating through his entire body and into mine where we're joined. The sensation of

it against my oversensitized skin makes me shudder with unwanted pleasure.

"You're... purring," I manage between gasping breaths as his fingers maintain their

relentless rhythm.

"Feline response to successful claiming," Fritz explains, the rumbling intensifying as

he speaks. "The vibration enhances pleasure for both alpha and omega during

extended knotting."

As if to demonstrate, he shifts his hips slightly, causing the vibrations to transmit

directly through his knot to where it presses against my most sensitive inner spots.

The sensation is overwhelming—pleasure so intense it borders on pain, forcing

another climax from my already exhausted body.



I convulse around him with a scream that echoes off stone walls, inner muscles

clamping down on his barbed length. The barbs, fully extended during knotting, catch

against my channel with exquisite friction that prolongs the orgasm beyond what

should be humanly possible to endure.

Fritz's purring intensifies with evident satisfaction as my climax triggers another

pulse of seed from his length. "Good omega," he murmurs against my hair, the praise

sendingconfusing warmth through me despite my hatred for this forced connection.

"Taking my knot so perfectly."

The tears flowing down my cheeks are both physical release and emotional

devastation—body surrendering to pleasure while mind rebels against violation. Fritz

licks them away with surprising gentleness, his textured tongue rasping against my

skin in way that makes me shudder despite myself.

By the time his knot finally begins to subside, I've lost count of how many times I've

shattered beneath him. My throat is raw from screaming, my body trembling with

exhaustion, my mind floating in strange disconnected space that isn't quite

consciousness or unconsciousness.

Fritz withdraws with careful movements that nonetheless send aftershocks of

pleasure-pain through my oversensitized system. Seed and slick leak from my well-

used entrance in obscene volume, physical evidence of claiming I can neither deny

nor embrace.

Unlike previous encounters where he immediately retrieved his clothing and

departed, Fritz remains beside me on the pallet, one hand tracing claiming bite with

possessive satisfaction that makes me want to scream. The tenderness of the gesture

contrasts sharply with violation it represents, creating cognitive dissonance I have no

framework to process.



"The medical staff will arrive shortly to check the claiming bite," he informs me,

voice returned to its usual controlled register. "After confirming proper bond

formation, you'll be moved to permanent quarters adjacent to command level."

The mundane practicality of his response creates jarring disconnect against life-

altering violation that's just occurred. How can he speak so calmly of schedules and

arrangements when he's permanently altered my existence without consent? When

biological bond now connects us at level that transcends conscious choice or rational

thought?

"I will never forgive you for this," I tell him, voice steady despite tear-streaked face

and trembling limbs. "Never."

Fritz studies me for long moment, something almost like regret crossing his

expression before commander's mask falls back into place. "Forgiveness was never

tactical objective," he says finally, rising from the pallet with fluid grace that

emphasizes his inhuman nature. "Security and territorial stability were primary

concerns."

As he retrieves his clothing and dresses with military efficiency, I curl into myself on

the pallet, one hand rising to claiming bite that throbs with each heartbeat. The mark

pulses beneath my fingertips, reminder of chains I did not choose but cannot break.

With each pulse, I feel growing awareness of Fritz's presence even as he moves

across the chamber—connection that exists beyond physical proximity, beyond

conscious control.

Not the claiming I dreamed of, not the future I planned, but prison constructed of

biology and neurochemistry rather than steel and stone. Commander Clawe has

claimed my body and marked me as his through deception and tactical calculation,

but I silently vow he will never possess the core of who I am.



Even as the thought forms, claiming bond pulses between us with uncomfortable

awareness that makes me wonder if anything can truly remain my own now that his

mark rests upon my throat.

CHAPTER 8

NEW REALITY

Fritz POV

Two weeks since the claiming,and I still find my attention drawn to the bite mark at

her throat.

The wound has healed cleanly, pink scar tissue forming the distinctive pattern of my

dental structure—a visible declaration of ownership more effective than any collar or

chain. When Aria moves her head a certain way, light catches the marking, drawing

my eye despite my determination to maintain professional distance.

I force my focus back to the territorial maps spread across my desk. Dragon

incursions have decreased since the claiming became permanent, my scent markers

overlaying her omega signature creating territorial declaration even their arrogance

respects. The tactical necessity has been satisfied. There's no reason for continued

awareness of her presence that extends beyond basic command responsibility.

Yet I find myself tracking her movements through Shadowthorn's corridors via the

claiming bond—that persistent awareness that connects us at neurochemical level.

The connection transmits general emotional states rather thanspecific thoughts,

though the intensity of her hatred requires no supernatural link to perceive. It radiates

from her in waves whenever I enter her presence, scent souring with bitterness that

shouldn't bother me but somehow does.



A knock at my office door interrupts these unproductive thoughts. Lieutenant

Thorne's distinctive pattern—two sharp, one soft—identifies him before he enters.

"Commander," he says, saluting crisply. "The omega has completed her orientation

tour of the command level as instructed."

"Her name is Aria," I correct without looking up from the maps. "If she's to function

within command structure, proper designation is required."
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Thorne's subtle scent shift betrays his surprise at my correction, though his expression

remains neutral. "Of course, sir. Aria has completed her orientation. Medical staff

confirms the claiming bond has stabilized effectively. Dr. Merrin recommends

assigning duties to establish routine."

I nod once, decision already made. "Send her in."

As Thorne departs, I rise from my desk, moving to stand before the floor-to-ceiling

windows overlooking the valley below. Blackridge Settlement appears from this

height as collection of toy-like structures, humans moving between buildings like ants

in organized colony. My reflection in the glass reminds me of what Aria sees when

she looks at me—inhuman predator with golden eyes that hold no whites, just vertical

slits against amber backgrounds. The scars running from temple to jaw only enhance

the monstrous appearance. No wonder she flinches when I move too suddenly.

The door opens again, bringing her scent to me immediately—that unique sweet-

spice profile now permanently marked with my own muskier notes. The claiming bite

ensures ourscents remain mingled regardless of physical proximity, another

biological mechanism designed to warn off competing alphas.

"You summoned me, Commander?" Her voice carries carefully controlled neutrality

that doesn't match the resentment flooding through our bond.

I turn from the window, studying her with deliberate thoroughness. The standard

fortress uniform fits her tall frame adequately, though the cut designed for beta

females doesn't quite accommodate her more athletic build. Her auburn hair has been

pulled back into practical braid, emphasizing the clean lines of her face and the



claiming mark visible at her throat. Despite everything, she maintains remarkable

composure—spine straight, chin lifted in subtle defiance that contradicts the

submissive posture claiming biology attempts to impose.

"Your heat has settled down," I observe, watching her reaction carefully. "Medical

staff says your hormone levels are back to normal."

Her jaw tightens almost imperceptibly. "Yes. The claiming bite ensures that, doesn't

it? Among other things."

The bitterness in her tone shouldn't rankle me as it does. The claiming was tactical

necessity, not desired connection. Her resentment is both expected and irrelevant to

command operations.

"We need to figure out your place here," I continue, deliberately ignoring her

provocation. "Keeping you locked away would waste your intelligence and what you

know about the area."

Surprise flickers across her features before she can mask it. She clearly expected

continued restrictions rather than functional integration. "What did you have in

mind?"

I move to the desk, indicating the settlement maps spread across its surface. "You'll

handle trade with Blackridge. Your experience as guide and negotiator is valuable.

It'llhelp Shadowthorn's operations while keeping the settlement cooperative."

Her expression shifts through multiple emotions too quickly to catalog—suspicion,

interest, calculation, and something else I can't quite identify. "You'd trust me with

that level of settlement contact? After I tried to escape your territory entirely?"

My tail sways once behind me, measuring my thoughts as I consider my response.



"The claiming bite makes escape impossible beyond certain distance. And your

knowledge of local trade routes and settlement politics gives us advantages that

outweigh the risk."

"Always tactical," she murmurs, just loud enough for my enhanced hearing to catch.

"Always about military advantage."

I let the comment pass, focusing instead on operational details. "You'll report directly

to me instead of through the usual chain. Weekly trade assessments, daily settlement

reports. Lieutenant Thorne will go with you at first until we've worked out security."

As I explain her duties in more detail, I notice her watching my tail with increased

attention. The realization that she's studying my unconscious tells—the movements

that betray emotions I keep carefully controlled in expression and voice—creates

unexpected tension between my shoulder blades. Few humans bother learning feline

body language beyond the most obvious aggressive displays. The fact that she's

making the effort suggests attention to detail that both impresses and unsettles me.

"Your quarters are near command level," I continue, forcing my tail into deliberate

stillness. "You'll have access to common areas and training facilities, though some

restricted zones remain off-limits."

"A larger cage, but still a cage," she observes, green eyes meeting mine directly

despite the claiming bite's biological pressure toward submission. "With you holding

the key."

The continued resistance shouldn't surprise me. Two weeks is insufficient time to

process permanent life alteration, particularly one forced rather than chosen. Yet

something about her persistent defiance triggers feline instincts I've spent decades

suppressing—the urge to demonstrate dominance until submission becomes genuine

rather than merely biological.



I suppress the impulse ruthlessly, maintaining commander's detachment despite

alpha's irritation. "Your perspective is noted and irrelevant. Your position has been

determined based on military necessity and optimal resource allocation."

A flash of genuine anger breaks through her careful composure. "Of course.

Everything about me is just resource allocation to you. Just another asset to be

cataloged and assigned appropriate value."

The accusation hits with unexpected force, though I keep my expression carefully

neutral. "You prefer sentimental alternatives? Forced affection? Pretense of

connection beyond biological necessity?"

"I prefer dragons," she snaps, the declaration clearly designed to provoke. "They at

least possess majesty alongside their power. Something beyond cold calculation and

military precision."

My control slips fractionally, tail lashing once behind me with irritation I cannot fully

suppress. The reaction doesn't escape her notice—her eyes tracking the movement

with evident satisfaction at having provoked response.

"Dragons," I repeat, allowing edge to enter my tone. "The same dragons who burn

omega captives from inside with fire-seed? Who maintain breeding pens where

omegas servicemultiple alphas until conception, then discard them once damage

becomes too severe?"

Her chin lifts slightly, doubt warring with stubborn commitment to fantasy. "More

feline propaganda. You have every reason to paint them as monsters while presenting

yourselves as the more civilized option."

"I've seen it with my own eyes," I counter, stepping closer with deliberate

intimidation I normally avoid with humans. "During territorial dispute three years



ago, we recovered seven omega captives from dragon breeding facility. Three died

from internal injuries despite medical intervention. Two suffered permanent

reproductive damage from repeated fire-seed exposure. The remaining two required

extensive rehabilitation before facility placement."

The graphic details clearly unsettle her, though stubborn resistance remains.

"Convenient anecdotes I can't verify. For all I know, those injuries occurred during

feline 'rescue' rather than dragon captivity."

My fur bristles along my spine, anger rising despite years of discipline. Without

conscious thought, I stretch to full height, skeleton shifting with feline flexibility that

no human could match. The movement displays predatory nature I usually take care

to minimize around humans, emphasizing the inhuman difference between us.
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Aria flinches visibly, instinctive fear response her conscious mind clearly resents. Her

scent spikes with momentary terror before she forces it back under control, though

her elevated heart rate betrays continued unease.

"Your body knows the truth even when your mind refuses it," I observe, deliberately

maintaining the inhuman posture. "Your instincts recognize the predator regardless of

what fantasy you cling to."

Color rises in her cheeks—anger rather than embarrassment. "My body reacts to

threat displays regardless of the source. That's survival instinct, not species

judgment."

The response shows unexpected insight and adaptability. Despite her continued

resistance, she's learning to navigate interaction with non-human alpha with

remarkable speed. The realization triggers curiosity I haven't felt toward a human in

decades. What else might she observe that others miss? What other adaptations will

she develop to survive her new reality?

I return to more neutral posture, allowing tension to dissipate slightly. "Your duties

begin tomorrow. Settlement escort will arrive at 0800. Lieutenant Thorne will

provide necessary documentation and communication protocols."

She nods once, accepting the subject change while clearly recognizing the minor

victory in our verbal skirmish. "Will that be all, Commander?"

"Fritz," I correct without premeditation, the directive emerging before strategic

consideration. "When we are alone, you will use my name rather than rank. The



claiming bite demands greater intimacy than military protocol requires."

Surprise flickers across her features before settling into calculating assessment. "Why

would that matter if our arrangement is purely tactical? Surely military protocol better

suits commanding officer and asset."

The question is deliberately provocative, designed to expose inconsistency in my

approach. I find myself oddly appreciative of the strategy, though I maintain neutral

expression.

"The claiming bond creates biological expectation of certain intimacies," I explain

with clinical precision. "Adherence to formality places unnecessary strain on

neurochemical processes. Medical staff recommends appropriate naming conventions

to maintain optimal bond health."

The explanation is partially true, though I don't mention Dr. Merrin's additional

observations about my own potential responses to the claiming bond. The medical

report suggesting alpha instincts might override command training given sufficient

bond stress remains classified information she has no need to know.

"As you wish... Fritz," she concedes, my name emerging with faint emphasis that

transforms compliance into subtle challenge.

The sound of my name on her lips creates unexpected satisfaction despite the obvious

reluctance behind it. The alpha in me responds to even this token submission with

approval I cannot entirely suppress. My tail sways once behind me before I force it

into deliberate stillness.

Too late—she's noticed the tell, eyes tracking the movement with evident curiosity.

She's cataloging my responses, I realize with mingled irritation and respect. Learning

to read signals most humans ignore, building knowledge base that might provide



advantage in future interactions.

"You're studying me," I observe, curious to see her reaction to being caught.

Rather than denying it, she meets my gaze directly. "You study me constantly. Seems

only fair to return the favor."

The unexpected honesty almost pulls smile from me, an expression so rarely used the

muscles feel stiff at mere suggestion. I suppress it immediately, maintaining

commander's detachment despite grudging appreciation for her tactical approach.

"Dismissed," I say, returning to my desk with deliberate focus on maps rather than

her retreating form. "0800 tomorrow. Don't be late."

She exits without further comment, though the claiming bond transmits complicated

mixture of emotions I choose not toexamine too closely. The door closes behind her,

yet her scent lingers in the air, subtle reminder of her presence that persists despite

physical absence.

I find myself wondering what she'll learn about me through careful observation, what

conclusions she might draw beyond the careful control I maintain in public

interactions. The thought should concern me—knowledge represents potential

vulnerability—yet I find myself oddly intrigued by the possibility of being truly seen

rather than merely feared.

Such thoughts serve no tactical purpose. I force my attention back to territorial maps

and patrol schedules, the familiar rhythm of command responsibility. Aria

Copenhagen represents asset to be utilized for settlement relations, nothing more. The

curious mixture of defiance and intelligence she displays remains irrelevant beyond

its impact on operational effectiveness.



Yet I find my gaze drawn repeatedly to the window overlooking Blackridge

Settlement, my thoughts returning to the challenging discussions awaiting tomorrow's

initial trade assessment. The prospect creates anticipation I haven't felt toward routine

duty in longer than I care to examine.

My tail sways behind me, measuring thoughts I refuse to acknowledge even to

myself.

CHAPTER 9

THE SETTLEMENT

Aria POV

The settlement gatesloom before me, weathered wood and stone that once represented

home now appearing strangely diminished after weeks at Shadowthorn. I smooth the

front of my uniform—feline-issued but deliberately unmarked to avoid antagonizing

the settlement residents—and reach unconsciously for the claiming bite at my throat.

The mark throbs beneath my fingertips, a constant reminder of the chains I didn't

choose but cannot break. The sensation intensifies as my anxiety rises, the bond

transmitting emotional states Fritz can likely sense despite the physical distance

between us. The thought makes me drop my hand immediately, though I know the

gesture does nothing to diminish his awareness.

"Standard trade protocols," Lieutenant Thorne reminds me, his sleek black form

keeping careful distance as we approach the gates. "The settlement council convenes

at midday. Elder Nyssa has been informed of your new position."

I nod acknowledgment without bothering to reply. For all his attempts at professional

courtesy, Thorne remains one ofthem—a predator playing at civilization, a conqueror



pretending benevolence while maintaining iron control. The fact that he's not actively

cruel merely makes the captivity more insidious.
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The settlement guards recognize me immediately, surprise and complicated emotion

crossing their faces as they take in my uniform and, more significantly, the claiming

mark visible at my throat. One of them—Daven, who I've known since

childhood—steps forward with an uncertain gesture that falls somewhere between a

greeting and a condolence.

"Aria," he says, eyes darting between me and Thorne. "You're... back."

The hesitation speaks volumes. Not returned home butback—visiting rather than

belonging, an outsider now rather than a community member. The realization stings

more than I expected, despite my preparation for precisely this reception.

"Official trade liaison," I explain, keeping my voice professionally neutral. "I'm here

to meet with Elder Nyssa and the council regarding new exchange protocols between

Blackridge and Shadowthorn Outpost."

The formal language feels foreign on my tongue, as though someone else speaks

through me—a stranger wearing my face, using my voice, occupying the space where

Aria Copenhagen once belonged. The settlement guards' expressions shift from

uncertainty to something closer to suspicion, the wariness of people confronting

something that appears familiar but has fundamentally changed.

"I'll escort her from here," Daven tells Thorne, clearly uncomfortable addressing the

feline directly. "The council chambers are off-limits to Prime forces without special

authorization."

Thorne's tail sways once behind him, measuring his thoughts in a way I've begun



recognizing from observing Fritz. "I'll wait at the gates. Commander Clawe expects

her back by sundown."

The casual reminder of my captivity—couched in professional courtesy but clear in

its meaning—sends a flush of humiliation up my neck. Not free to determine my own

schedule, my own movements, but a pet on an extended leash expected to return

obediently to a master's call. Only the claiming bite's throbbing presence reminds me

that the leash extends much further than Thorne's watchful gaze—the bond itself

ensuring I cannot stray beyond Fritz's reach regardless of distance or intention.

As I follow Daven through familiar streets that suddenly feel alien, I become acutely

aware of eyes tracking my progress—settlement residents pausing in their daily

activities to stare at the marked omega in their midst. The claiming bite might as well

be a brand burned into my flesh for how visibly it announces my status to everyone

we pass.

Some look at me with naked pity, expressions softening with sympathy for a fate

they've spent lives avoiding. Others observe with thinly disguised envy, noting the

quality of my clothing, the healthy glow of my skin, the privileged position of trade

liaison rather than common laborer. Most disturbing are those whose eyes narrow

with suspicion or outright hostility, as though my claiming represents collaboration

rather than captivity, choice rather than coercion.

"Ignore them," Daven advises quietly as we pass a cluster of women whose whispers

aren't quite low enough to escape notice. "They don't understand."

"What's to understand?" I ask with a bitterness I can't entirely suppress. "The bite

speaks for itself."

"Does it?" His sideways glance holds unexpected insight. "There are worse fates than

being claimed by the fortress commander. Everyone knows Commander Clawe



maintains stricter standards than most feline officers. The settlementquotas remain

reasonable, the punishment for infractions proportionate."

The observation surprises me, though I'm careful not to show it. During my years in

Blackridge, I'd barely acknowledged the feline presence beyond avoiding their patrols

and fantasizing about dragons instead. The idea that settlement residents might have

developed a nuanced understanding of different Prime leadership styles had never

occurred to me.

The council chambers appear ahead—a circular stone building with a distinctive red-

tiled roof that serves as Blackridge's administrative center. Unlike every other

structure in the settlement, it predates the Conquest, one of the few original buildings

permitted to remain standing when Primes reorganized human territory. The ancient

stone feels strangely comforting as we approach, a reminder of continuity despite

world-changing upheaval.

"I'll wait outside," Daven informs me, gesturing toward the carved wooden doors.

"Elder Nyssa requested a private meeting before the council convenes."

I nod thanks before squaring my shoulders and entering the familiar space. The

central chamber maintains a traditional circular design, with stone benches arranged

in concentric rings around a central fire pit. Morning light filters through high

windows, illuminating the intricate tapestries adorning the walls—each one telling a

story from settlement history, continuing a tradition of record-keeping that predates

written language in these mountains.

Elder Nyssa awaits beside the banked fire, her silver braids catching light as she turns

at my entrance. Her weathered face reveals nothing beyond polite welcome, though

her experienced eyes immediately locate the claiming mark at my throat.

"So," she says simply, gesturing for me to approach. "You survived."



The blunt assessment startles an unexpected laugh from me—the first genuine

amusement I've felt since the claiming. "Barely," I admit, moving to join her beside

the fire. "Though not as I'd planned."

"Few do." Her gnarled fingers reach toward my throat, pausing with an unspoken

question. When I nod permission, she examines the claiming bite with a professional

detachment that speaks to experiences I hadn't known she possessed. "Clean healing.

Proper placement. No infection or neurological complications." Her head tilts

slightly, reassessment in her gaze. "You survived intact. That one controlled himself

better than most felines would."

The observation triggers a cascade of contradictory emotions—defensive anger that

anyone would suggest Fritz showed restraint during the violation, alongside

uncomfortable acknowledgment that the claiming could indeed have been worse. The

barbs that reshaped my inner walls, the knot that stretched me beyond what should be

possible, the extended claiming that left me sobbing beneath him—all brutal in their

execution yet executed with a precision that prevented lasting physical damage.

"He was... efficient," I manage, the word inadequate yet least complicated option

available.

Nyssa's expression suggests she hears what remains unspoken. "And now you return

as a trade liaison rather than a breeding facility transfer. An interesting choice for a

commander known to maintain emotional distance from claimed omegas."

The comment startles me. "You know him? Personally?"

"I've negotiated with Commander Clawe since his assignment to Shadowthorn five

years ago," Nyssa replies, lowering herself onto a stone bench with a slight grimace

that betrays aging joints. "Before you presented, before you wereeven assigned to

trading expeditions. The settlement council maintains necessary relations with



whatever Prime species claims our territory."

Another revelation I hadn't expected—that Blackridge leaders navigated a complex

political landscape while I dreamed of dragon rescues and romantic claimings. My

ignorance feels suddenly childish, my years of dragon fascination embarrassingly

naive.

"He's cold," I say, unsure why I feel compelled to offer assessment. "Calculating.

Everything reduced to tactical advantage and resource allocation."

"Yet you wear his mark rather than a facility transfer band," Nyssa observes

neutrally. "And return as a liaison rather than a breeding omega. Curious decisions

for one supposedly ruled entirely by tactical considerations."

I have no response to an observation that strikes uncomfortably close to questions I've

avoided examining. Instead, I change subject to safer territory. "The trade protocols

Fritz—Commander Clawe—proposes would actually reduce tribute requirements

while establishing a more consistent exchange schedule. He believes settlement

cooperation improves with predictable expectations rather than arbitrary demands."
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Nyssa's expression shifts slightly at my unconscious use of Fritz's given name, though

she makes no direct comment. "A sensible approach. One I've suggested to previous

commanders without success." She studies me with an uncomfortably perceptive

gaze. "You'll present these proposals to the full council?"

I nod, grateful for a return to professional concerns rather than personal

circumstances. "I've brought documentation and schedule projections for review.

Commander Clawe authorizes provisional implementation pending council

approval."

"And what does Fritz authorize beyond official protocols?" Nyssa asks, using his

name with a deliberate emphasis that makes heat rise in my cheeks.

"Nothing," I snap, irritation flaring at her insinuation. "The claiming was a tactical

necessity, nothing more. A biological chain to ensure territorial security."

"If you say so." Her tone suggests she hears the defensive protest for what it is—a

reaction too strong for a simple statement of fact. "Though most tactical necessities

don't result in an alpha using a given name with a claimed omega, nor granting a

position of responsibility requiring trust."

Before I can formulate a response, shouting erupts outside the council chambers—the

distinctive cadence of warning calls I recognize from settlement drills. Nyssa rises

with surprising speed for her age, moving toward the windows overlooking the

northern ridge.

"Dragon scouts," she states flatly, pointing toward distant figures silhouetted against



the morning sky. "The third sighting this week. They've grown bolder since the

territorial reassignment."

I join her at the window, breath catching as I glimpse the distinctive forms perched on

a rocky outcropping above the settlement borders. Even at this distance, their majestic

presence sends complicated emotions spiraling through me—the lingering fascination

I'd harbored for years now tainted by Fritz's graphic descriptions of omega treatment

in dragon territories.

"Are they... observing the settlement?" I ask, studying their positioning with a

newfound tactical awareness Fritz would probably approve of.

"You specifically, I suspect," Nyssa replies with a bluntness that sends a chill down

my spine. "An unclaimed omega escaping toward their territory, then returning

claimed bya feline commander? You represent a political curiosity at minimum, a

potential intelligence asset at worst."

The assessment transforms the distant figures from objects of fascination to a genuine

threat. Fritz's words echo uncomfortably in my memory:Their breeding program

views omegas as disposable resources, not potential mates.For the first time, I

consider the possibility that his warnings contained truth rather than mere

propaganda.

"You should return to Shadowthorn," Nyssa advises, watching my expression with

uncomfortable perception. "The council can review trade protocols without a formal

presentation today. Your presence creates unnecessary complications while dragons

observe."

The suggestion triggers immediate resistance—return to captivity without completing

my assigned task, crawl back to Fritz with failure rather than accomplishment. Yet

Nyssa's assessment aligns uncomfortably with the growing knot of unease in my



stomach as I watch the distant dragons shift positions for better vantage.

"I'm not afraid of them," I insist, though the claiming bite throbs with increasing

intensity, as though responding to a potential threat Fritz himself can sense through

our bond.

"Perhaps you should be," Nyssa responds quietly. "Your claiming mark protects you

from most alphas, but dragons recognize few boundaries beyond their own. A

claimed omega with settlement knowledge and fortress access represents a tempting

target regardless of biological status."

The warning lands with unsettling weight. Not the romantic rescue I once fantasized

about, but potential abduction for intelligence value rather than personal desire. The

reality of my current political position emerges with sudden clarity—neither fully

human nor truly Prime, but a dangerous hybrid of both that makes me valuable

beyond mere breeding capacity.

When I finally exit the council chambers an hour later, trade protocols handed to a

secondary council member for review rather than formally presented, I find myself

scanning surrounding ridgelines with newfound wariness. The distant dragon scouts

have vanished, but their absence provides no comfort.

Lieutenant Thorne straightens as I approach the gates, reading my expression with

surprising accuracy. "Trouble?" he asks, hand dropping casually to the weapon at his

side.

"Dragon observers on the northern ridge," I report, the information flowing naturally

despite my continued resentment of feline authority. "Elder Nyssa suggested an

expedited return to the fortress."

Thorne's tail goes perfectly still behind him—the hunting posture I've learned



indicates focused attention rather than relaxation. Without comment, he shifts

position to place himself slightly before me as we exit the settlement gates, creating a

defensive formation that would once have irritated me but now registers as an

appropriate precaution.

The walk back to Shadowthorn passes in tension-filled silence, my awareness

extending to every rustling leaf, every distant bird call, every shadow that might

conceal a threat. Not just to me, I realize with unsettling clarity, but to the feline

lieutenant whose duty includes my protection. The thought that I might genuinely

prefer Thorne's survival over dragon intervention represents a shift in perspective I'm

not prepared to examine too closely.

As fortress walls appear ahead, the massive stone structure built into the

mountainside with an intimidating presence that once represented prison but now

registers strangely as sanctuary, I notice my posture has changed without conscious

thought. Back straighter, senses alert, movements measured

anddeliberate—unconsciously adopting a more vigilant stance when outside protected

walls.

The realization brings uncomfortable insight—my body recognizing Fritz's claiming

as safety rather than simply captivity, the bond between us providing security

alongside restriction. The claiming bite at my throat pulses with the thought, as

though acknowledging a truth I refuse to voice aloud.

When Thorne reports directly to Fritz upon our return, I find myself watching the

commander's reaction with a new perspective. The slight bristling of fur along his

spine, the momentary stillness of his tail before it lashes once with controlled

aggression, the narrowing of golden eyes to vertical slits—all signs of genuine

concern rather than merely territorial possessiveness.

"You will not return to the settlement until dragon patrols relocate beyond



observation range," he informs me, voice brooking no argument. "Trade protocols

will proceed via messenger rather than direct liaison until the security assessment

changes."

I should feel resentment at the restriction, at freedom granted then immediately

revoked. Instead, understanding of the political complexities Nyssa illuminated

creates reluctant acknowledgment of legitimate security concerns beyond mere alpha

possessiveness.

"The settlement remains vulnerable to observation," I point out, the tactical

assessment emerging before I consider how it might sound. "If dragons target claimed

omegas for intelligence value, other settlement residents with fortress connection face

similar risk."

Fritz's gaze sharpens at my analysis, something almost like approval flickering across

his normally impassive features. "A valid assessment. Security protocols for

settlement contacts will be reevaluated immediately."

The moment passes quickly, professional distance reasserting itself as he returns

attention to the territorial maps spread across his desk. Yet the brief connection—the

sense of being genuinely seen and heard rather than merely commanded—lingers

uncomfortably as I retreat to my assigned quarters.

The claiming bite at my throat pulses with each step, a reminder of a bond I did not

choose but increasingly cannot deny serves purposes beyond mere captivity. As I

pass a reflective surface in the corridor, I catch a glimpse of myself—feline uniform,

claimed mark, alert posture—and barely recognize the woman staring back.
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Not a settlement trader dreaming of dragon rescue, not a breeding omega awaiting

facility transfer, but something more complicated emerging from trauma and

adaptation. Who that woman might become remains unclear, but she bears little

resemblance to the girl who once believed majestic dragons represented freedom

rather than a different form of exploitation.

That night, I dream of ridge-top observers with burning eyes and dual anatomy that

causes pain rather than pleasure. In the dream, Fritz's claiming mark burns at my

throat, keeping dragons at bay while I stand at the fortress walls, neither fully captive

nor truly free but something undefined between.

I wake with the claiming bite throbbing in rhythm with my heartbeat, the bond

transmitting an emotional echo I refuse to acknowledge might be genuine concern

rather than mere territorial protection. The bitter comfort of simplistic hatred has

begun dissolving beneath a more complex reality I lack the framework to fully

process.

CHAPTER 10

TERRITORY

Fritz POV

The scentof blood hits me before they even reach the gates.

I snap my head up from the trade reports I've been reviewing, nostrils flaring as the

metallic tang cuts through the usual fortress smells. Then the alarm sounds—three



short bursts followed by the longer tone that turns my stomach cold. Injured patrol

returning.

My body reacts before my mind fully processes it. I launch myself across the

command center, muscles bunching as I spring fifteen feet up to the observation

platform in a single bound. My claws click against the stone as I land, tail whipping

behind me for balance.

From this height, I can see them emerging from the forest cover on the western

approach. Four figures—three upright, dragging a fourth between them. Even from

here, I can see the blood matting Kinrick's sleek black fur. One of my best scouts,

now hanging limp between his companions, leaving a dark trail on the ground behind

them.

"Medical team to the west gate," I bark into my wrist communicator. "Full trauma

protocol. Get Thorne to the command center now."

My heart pounds against my ribs as I leap down, bypassing the stairs entirely. I hit the

courtyard with knees bent to absorb the impact, already sprinting toward the gates as

they creak open.

The smell is worse up close. Dragon fire mixed with blood and fear-sweat. They've

laid Kinrick on a stretcher, and the sight of him freezes something in my chest. Deep

gashes tear across his torso and face. His left flank bears the unmistakable burn

pattern of dragon fire—flesh charred and fur singed away. His breathing comes in

ragged gasps, ears flattened to his skull.

"Report." My voice comes out rougher than intended as I turn to Maren, the patrol

leader. Her own uniform is scorched, dark spatters of Kinrick's blood turning the

fabric stiff.



"Dragons at Broken Ridge," she says, not wasting time with preamble. Her tail

slashes the air behind her. "Not scouts. A full tactical unit with fire specialists and

aerial support. We ran into their advance patrol two miles inside our territory."

My fur bristles along my spine, electricity seeming to crackle beneath my skin.

"Numbers?"

"At least twenty combat-ready that we could track. Probably more staged beyond the

ridge." Maren's golden eyes narrow. "They weren't hiding, Commander. They wanted

us to find them."

A deliberate provocation. Not random testing but calculated escalation. The timing

sits like a stone in my gut—too perfectly aligned with Aria's settlement visit to be

coincidence.

"Did they attempt communication?" I already know the answer.

"They attacked the moment we approached identification distance." Her tail lashes

again, betraying the rage she's keepingfrom her voice. "Targeted Kinrick

specifically—the fire specialist focused on him while the others engaged the rest of

us."

Cold settles in my blood. Targeting our most experienced scout suggests intelligence

on our patrol composition—information they shouldn't have unless they've infiltrated

deeper than we've detected.

"Command center. Now." I turn toward the fortress interior. "I want every

detail—terrain, positions, engagement patterns. Everything."

Thorne meets us at the command level entrance, his nostrils flaring as he catches the

scent of blood and battle pheromones.



"Scout positions?" His question is immediate, already grasping the situation.

"Compromised," I confirm, a growl threading through my voice. "Dragons at Broken

Ridge, well inside our territory."

Movement in the adjacent corridor catches my attention—familiar scent reaching me

before I fully process the visual. Aria stands by the tactical display, her eyes widening

as she takes in the blood-spattered patrol.

"Back to your quarters." I keep my voice flat, fighting the pull of the claiming bond

that always tugs at me when she's near. "This doesn't concern you."

Her chin lifts, green eyes flashing with challenge. "If dragons have crossed

boundaries at Broken Ridge, it absolutely concerns me."

The specific knowledge catches me off-guard. She shouldn't know that location by

name.

"This is military business," I say, though the conviction wavers in my voice.



Page 29

Source Creation Date: July 11, 2025, 4:46 am

"Military business requires accurate terrain knowledge," she fires back. "I know those

mountains better than anyone here. I guided traders through Broken Ridge for five

years before presenting."

Thorne's ears flick forward with interest, his posture shifting subtly. "Commander, if

she has direct experience?—"

"Fine." I cut him off, torn between tactical advantage and the risk of involving her.

"But you observe only. Speak when spoken to." The command comes out with more

force than intended, and I see her jaw clench as she falls in behind us.

The command center erupts with activity as the patrol spreads out around the central

holographic display. They mark enemy positions, describing the engagement with

military precision as a three-dimensional map builds before us. Through it all, I watch

Aria from the corner of my eye. She's studying the projection with analytical focus,

none of the wistful dragon-admiration I half-expected.

"This position gives them no tactical advantage," Thorne says when the initial report

concludes. "Broken Ridge has minimal defensibility compared to heights just two

miles east."

"Unless defense isn't their goal." I study the elevation patterns, the cover options.

"They're staging for advance, not holding ground."

"There's something missing from your map." Aria's voice cuts through the tactical

discussion, quiet but certain.



Every head turns toward her. I give a short nod, granting permission despite my

earlier restriction.

She steps forward, fingers hovering over the projection. "Broken Ridge has a cave

network through its eastern face. A natural formation, probably ancient volcanic

vents. They're invisible to aerial survey because of the forest canopy, but they run

through most of the ridge's internal structure."

My eyes meet Thorne's across the table. His tail has gone perfectly still—his tell for

intense focus.

"You've been in these caves?" I can't keep the edge from my voice, the thought of her

in such dangerous terrain making something twist in my chest.

"Many times." She nods. "The settlement uses them for emergency shelter during bad

storms, sometimes as a trading waypoint when the valley floods."

Without asking permission, she approaches the control panel, hands moving with

surprising confidence across the interface. "May I?"

I nod, watching as she adjusts the projection parameters. The terrain map shifts,

revealing subsurface features that indeed suggest an extensive cave system beneath

the forest canopy.

"Main entrance here," she points, marking a spot half a mile from the dragon

encampment. "Secondary entrances along this ridgeline. All three connect to a main

chamber system that runs nearly to the valley floor on the eastern slope."

My blood runs cold as the implications hit me. Not a random incursion but a

calculated position that gives them access to a hidden route directly into the heart of

our territory. A path our standard defenses would never detect.



"If they get into these caves," she continues, oblivious to how she's just upended our

entire strategic assessment, "they could move substantial forces within striking

distance of both Shadowthorn and Blackridge before your perimeter sensors would

ever detect them."

The observation shows military thinking no settlement trader should possess. Worse,

it reveals dragon strategy that's far more sophisticated than their usual brute-force

approach. Someone in their command knows the terrain better than they should.

"We need to adjust patrol patterns," Thorne says immediately, professionalism

overriding any hesitation about taking intelligence from a claimed omega.

"Monitoring at all cave entrances, seismic sensors throughout the projected pathway."

I nod agreement while studying Aria with new eyes. Her knowledge represents a

tactical asset I never anticipated when claiming her to secure my territory. The irony

burns—keeping her from dragons has given me the very tool I need to defend against

them.

"Prepare three strike teams," I tell the assembled officers. "Primary force at the main

entrance. Smaller units at secondary access points with comms relay capability. Full

tactical loadout including fire suppression gear."

As I outline the response, I remain hyperaware of Aria's presence—her scent, the way

she stands, the subtle shift in how the others now look at her. No longer just my

claimed omega but someone with value beyond her biological status.

The realization brings complicated satisfaction. Pride in her capabilities wrestles with

lingering suspicion about trusting someone who made her dragon preference

abundantly clear. The claiming bond pulses between us, carrying emotional currents I

refuse to examine too closely.



When the planning concludes and my officers disperse to prepare their teams, I find

myself alone with Aria and Thorne in the suddenly quiet command center.

"Your terrain knowledge proved valuable." The words feel awkward on my tongue,

approval rarely offered so directly. Surprise flickers across her face.

"Survival required it," she says simply, the practicality somehow more impressive

than any elaborate explanation. "Knowledge meant safe passages, reliable shelters,

fewer confrontations with patrols and predators."

"Knowledge that now serves Shadowthorn's defense," Thorne observes, his scent

carrying new notes of respect. "Commander, should we integrate her expertise into

regular intelligence protocols?"

The suggestion makes tactical sense despite the complications. Using Aria's

knowledge systematically would mean deeper integration into command structure,

more access, more opportunities to observe our operations.

More chances for her to identify vulnerabilities if she still harbors dragon sympathies.

"Limited consultation basis," I decide, splitting the difference between advantage and

security. "Settlement terrain features relevant to the current dispute only. Thorne will

coordinate through secure channels."
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Aria's face reveals nothing, but the bond between us transmits a tangle of

emotions—satisfaction at recognition alongside resentment at continued restrictions.

The complexity of her response fascinates me more than it should.

"Go back to your quarters," I tell her, deliberately softening my tone. "Lieutenant

Thorne will escort you."

After they leave, I stand before the projection, staring at the cave network she

revealed. My claws extend and retract unconsciously as I consider what it means. Not

just an immediate threat, but evidence of dragon intelligence-gathering far beyond

what previous encounters suggested.

The most troubling question—how did they learn about geological features the

settlement has kept hidden from us? Information exchange suggesting either coercion

or willing cooperation, neither option reassuring given Aria's previous preferences.

Though I incorporated her knowledge into our defense plans, caution demands

maintaining reservations about its complete reliability. She made her feelings about

dragons versus felines abundantly clear. The claiming bond creates a biological

connection, but it doesn't erase years of conditioning or emotional attachments.

That night, I collapse onto my bed between patrol deployments, exhaustion dragging

me under. But sleep brings no peace. Instead of tactical scenarios or strategic

projections, I dream of the claiming—Aria beneath me, her body yielding while her

mind fought against it. Her voice echoes with haunting clarity: "Not you, not like

this."



I jerk awake with fur bristling, tail thrashing against the bedding. The claiming bond

pulses between us despite the physical distance, carrying emotional echoes I can't

fully interpret. Is she dreaming too? Remembering our joining with the same

conflicted feelings that haunt me?

A question I've avoided rises unbidden. Did I make a mistake keeping her instead of

sending her to a breeding facility as originally planned? Does her knowledge of our

terrain, fortress layout, and now defense deployments create a security vulnerability

that outweighs the benefits?

My body revolts at the very thought. Muscles tense across my shoulders, fur rising

along my spine, tail slashing the air with aggression I can't control. My biology

rejects even the possibility of releasing her now that the claiming is complete, the

scent-bond established, my bite permanently marking her as mine.

More disturbing than the physical reaction is the hollow ache that spreads through my

chest at the thought of sending her away. Not just alpha territoriality or biological

imperative, but something deeper I refuse to name even to myself.

I throw back the covers and stalk to the window overlooking the valley. Moonlight

transforms the landscape into silvers and shadows, my feline vision piercing the

darkness to reveal the hidden movements of nocturnal creatures. In the distance,

Blackridge Settlement lies quiet, while the border forest conceals the subtle

movements of our patrols.

Beyond those borders, dragon forces advance with precision that unsettles me. Not

random testing but coordinated strategywith an objective I can't yet see clearly. Their

interest in Aria during her settlement visit, followed by positioning near a hidden

infiltration route, suggests a connection I need to understand.

Whatever they're planning, she's become a critical variable—her knowledge, her



settlement ties, her position between human community and Prime authority. Keeping

her close is tactical necessity now, regardless of the personal complications the

claiming bond introduces.

I press my palm against the cold glass, watching my own reflection—the vertical

pupils, the scars running from temple to jaw, the monster humans see when they look

at me. The monster she sees, despite our bond.

Dawn breaks over the eastern ridge, painting the sky blood-red. I turn away from the

window, decision made. Whatever doubts plagued my dreams are buried beneath

clearer strategic imperative. Aria stays under my protection and authority, her

knowledge incorporated into our defenses under appropriate security measures.

The claiming bond pulses with something like satisfaction, alpha instinct approving

the decision that aligns with both biological imperative and tactical necessity. That it

also satisfies something deeper, something I refuse to acknowledge even to myself,

remains carefully unexamined as I prepare to face whatever our fire-breathing

neighbors have planned.

CHAPTER 11

CRUELTY

Aria POV

"Staylow and don't move unless I signal you."

Fritz's voice comes as a barely audible breath against my ear, his massive body

crouched beside me on the rocky outcropping. We've been in position for nearly an

hour, watching the valley below where dragon forces have intercepted a small group

of human travelers caught between their patrols and feline territory.



When the emergency beacon activated three hours ago, Fritz organized the rescue

mission with frightening speed. What shocked me more was his insistence that I

accompany the team—not as a captive omega but as a terrain guide through the

treacherous mountain passes I know better than any of his scouts.

"They're moving the prisoners," I whisper, tracking the distant figures through the

specialized vision enhancers Fritz provided. Unlike standard binoculars, these adjust

automatically to feline visual ranges, revealing details human eyes would never catch

at this distance.

Five humans—three men, two women—stumble forward under dragon guard. Their

wrists are bound with what appears to be glowing restraints that leave smoking trails

on exposed skin. Even from here, I can see the terror on their faces as they're herded

toward a clearing where larger dragon figures await.

"Traders," Fritz murmurs, his tail completely still beside me—the hunting posture

I've learned indicates intense focus. "An independent caravan based on their clothing

and equipment. Likely unaware of the territorial reassignment."

A flash of movement draws my attention to the eastern edge of the clearing, where a

sixth human—a man I hadn't noticed before—tries to break away from the group. He

makes it perhaps ten steps before a massive dark shape drops from above, slamming

him to the ground with enough force that I hear the impact despite the distance.

The dragon that pins him rises to full height—at least eight feet tall with scales that

gleam midnight blue in the afternoon sunlight. Wings half-extended from its back

catch the light in iridescent patterns I once would have found beautiful. Now the

display sends chills down my spine as I recognize the threatening posture for what it

is.

"Commander Pyrax," Fritz says, his voice hardening with recognition. "The dragon



forces field commander. Known for... excessive methods."

As if to illustrate Fritz's understated warning, Pyrax grabs the fallen human by his

throat, lifting him one-handed until his feet dangle helplessly above the ground. The

dragon's other hand begins to glow with internal fire, a heat shimmer distorting the air

around his clawed fingers.

"No," I breathe, horror dawning as I realize what's about to happen. "He can't?—"
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Fritz's hand covers mine where I've unknowingly reached for the enhancer controls,

as though adjusting the view mightsomehow change the reality below us. His touch is

surprisingly gentle despite the tension evident in his rigid posture.

"Don't look if you don't want to see," he says quietly. "But this is what they are. What

they've always been."

I should take his advice. Should turn away, preserve the last remnants of my dragon

fantasies against the brutal reality unfolding. But some masochistic compulsion keeps

my eyes fixed on the scene, needing to witness the truth I've spent years denying.

With a casual indifference that makes the act somehow more horrifying, Pyrax brings

his glowing hand to the struggling human's chest. There's a moment of awful stillness

before flames erupt, not from an external attack but from within the man's body—fire

spreading beneath his skin, illuminating him from inside like some grotesque lantern

as he screams.

The sound carries across the valley, raw human agony that tears through me as

viciously as a physical attack. The other captives fall to their knees, either forced

down by guards or collapsing in terror as they witness their companion burning from

the inside out.

When it finally ends—the man's body falling to the ground as a charred husk that

crumbles to ash upon impact—Pyrax turns to address the remaining prisoners.

Though too distant to hear the words, I can see the cruel smile that stretches across

his face, exposing teeth designed for rending flesh rather than human speech.



"Why?" I manage, voice cracking on the single syllable. "The man was no threat. Just

a trader who took a wrong turn."

"Entertainment," Fritz answers with a blunt honesty that feels like a physical blow.

"A demonstration of power. An establishment of dominance hierarchy. Choose

whichever explanation makes most sense to you, but the outcome remains the same."

As though the casual execution wasn't horrifying enough, the dragons begin

separating the remaining prisoners—moving the women to one side, men to another. I

focus the enhancers on the women's faces, noticing for the first time the distinctive

flush of heat-influencing hormones on one's skin, the subtle posture changes that

mark early omega presentation.

"That woman—the younger one," I say urgently. "She's presenting. Early stages of

heat."

Fritz's entire body tenses beside me, fur bristling visibly along his exposed forearms.

"This operation just became time-critical. Their intent becomes clear."

Before I can ask what he means, one of the dragons—a slightly smaller male with

burnished copper scales—approaches the presenting omega. He circles her slowly,

inhaling deeply, before turning to address the larger group with evident satisfaction.

Again, the words are lost to distance, but the predatory anticipation in his stance

requires no translation.

"They're using her as bait," Fritz explains, his voice dropping to the dangerous

register I've only heard during our most intense claimings. "A presenting omega's

scent carries for miles. Any unmated alphas in the vicinity will be drawn to

investigate, creating an opportunity for additional captives."

"Or a territorial challenge," I realize with sudden clarity. "They're staging this barely



inside feline territory. If you respond..."

"Exactly. A provocation disguised as an opportunity." Fritz's tactical assessment

carries cold precision despite the obvious anger building beneath his controlled

exterior. "They win regardless of the outcome—either capture additional humans and

omegas, or trigger a territorial confrontation on ground they've prepared."

I watch with growing horror as the dragons position the presenting omega at the

clearing's edge, deliberately exposingher to open air currents that will carry her scent

farther. The cruel calculation of it—using desperate biological need as a tactical

advantage—creates cognitive dissonance against everything I once believed about

dragons. The majestic creatures I'd fantasized about claiming me with passion and

power now revealed as calculating predators with no concern for the suffering they

cause.

"We need to move now," Fritz says, shifting into military commander mode so

completely it's like watching a different person emerge from within the familiar form.

"The northern extraction route is compromised by their positioning. We'll need to use

the river canyon approach."

"That's at least twenty minutes longer," I point out, understanding the implications

immediately. "She'll be in full heat by then."

"Which means we'll have one chance at this." Fritz meets my eyes directly, his golden

gaze holding mine with an intensity that makes breathing difficult. "I need your

complete cooperation. Not a settlement trader with dragon fantasies, but a terrain

guide who knows every rock and shadow between here and those captives. Can you

be that for me?"

The question strikes deeper than he likely intends, cutting to the heart of the identity

crisis that's been building since my claiming. Who am I now? A settlement trader



turned fortress captive? An unwilling mate to a feline commander? Or something else

emerging from trauma and adaptation?

"Yes," I answer simply, surprising myself with the conviction in my voice. "I know a

route through the karst formations that will bring us up beneath their position. It's

tight—designed for human passage—but it's completely sheltered from aerial

observation."

Fritz studies me for another heartbeat before nodding once. "Lead on."

What follows is the most terrifying forty minutes of my life. Guiding an elite feline

strike team through treacherous mountain terrain while dragon forces patrol

overhead, knowing the slightest mistake means death or worse for the captives below.

Through it all, Fritz stays close behind me, his presence simultaneously intimidating

and reassuring as we navigate crumbling limestone passages and near-vertical

descents.

The assault, when it comes, happens with a precision that leaves me breathless. One

moment the dragons stand confident in their superiority, the next they're fighting for

their lives as feline forces emerge from seemingly impossible angles. Fritz himself

moves with a lethal grace I've never witnessed before—his massive form somehow

both fluid and devastating as he engages Pyrax directly.

From my concealed position, I watch the battle unfold with conflicting emotions

churning through me. The dragons I once admired now appear monstrous even in

their beauty—a dual nature revealed in wings that catch sunlight while claws

disembowel, scales that shimmer like jewels while jaws crush bone. The felines I

once feared fight with disciplined coordination—protecting humans rather than

simply securing territory, creating extraction paths rather than pursuing personal

glory.



The moment Fritz breaks through the dragon line to reach the captives, I see

something I hadn't expected—the commander yielding tactical advantage to prioritize

human safety. With Pyrax momentarily stunned from a particularly vicious

counterattack, Fritz could have pressed forward to potentially eliminate the dragon

commander. Instead, he turns immediately to the presenting omega, wrapping her in a

specialized cloak designed to mask pheromones before organizing a retreat formation

that places rescued humans at the protected center.

The extraction proceeds with controlled urgency—feline forces providing covering

fire while we guide traumatized humans through the concealed retreat path. The

presenting omega stumbles frequently, heat symptoms accelerating under stress. Each

time, Fritz pauses to ensure she's stabilized before continuing, his behavior toward

her revealing a patience and concern I hadn't thought him capable of.

By the time we reach the secured transport waiting at the predetermined extraction

point, the omega has collapsed completely into heat-delirium, whimpering with a

need that cannot be satisfied under current circumstances. The medical officer

administers an emergency suppressant—a stronger formulation than anything

settlement healers possess—while explaining treatment protocols to the other female

captive with a calm professionalism that seems surreal after the violence we've just

escaped.

"She'll require monitoring through the full cycle," the officer tells Fritz as they secure

the transport for the return journey. "Heat triggered by trauma often resists standard

suppressant protocols."

Fritz nods acknowledgment, then turns to me with an unexpected question. "Will you

stay with her? Your presence as a female omega might provide comfort during

transport."
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The request surprises me—both the consideration it represents and the implicit trust

in allowing me near a vulnerable omega when I've spent months under suspicion as a

potential security risk. More shocking is my immediate desire to agree, to provide

comfort to someone suffering through biology I understand all too intimately.

The journey back to Shadowthorn passes in a tense silence broken only by medical

updates and occasional communication with forward scouts. I sit beside the sedated

omega, watching Fritz manage both the tactical retreat and the humanitarianresponse

with an efficiency that speaks to experience beyond what I'd attributed to him. His

protective behavior toward these rescued humans—strangers with no strategic value

beyond their immediate intelligence potential—reveals a complexity I hadn't

acknowledged in my simplistic characterization of him as a cold, calculating

predator.

That night, returned to fortress safety while rescued humans receive medical

treatment below, I find myself unable to sleep despite bone-deep exhaustion. Every

time I close my eyes, I see the trader burning from inside out, hear his screams

echoing across the valley, smell the horrific scent of charred flesh that lingered in the

clearing.

When dreams finally claim me, they're filled with fire and claws—but the threatening

shapes wear dragon wings, not feline features. I thrash awake in darkness, my heart

pounding against my ribs, sweat soaking the bedding beneath me. My body

instinctively seeks heat that isn't there, turning toward the empty space beside me

where Fritz's higher temperature would provide comfort.

The realization freezes me mid-movement. I'm seeking Fritz—not just any alpha, but



specifically him—in a moment of vulnerability and fear. The claiming bond pulses at

my throat as though responding to the thought, sending phantom warmth through me

despite his physical absence.

He maintains separate sleeping quarters except during my heat cycles, a professional

distance that should reassure me but suddenly feels like deprivation. The cognitive

dissonance is jarring—wanting comfort from the very alpha I've spent months

resenting for claiming me against my will. Preferring his protective presence to

solitude after witnessing firsthand the cruelty of creatures I once idealized.

I curl into myself, arms wrapped around my middle as though holding together a

fragmenting identity. The worldI thought I understood has inverted

completely—dragons revealed as monsters, felines as complex beings capable of both

violence and protection, my own heart as a treacherous landscape I no longer

recognize.

The claiming bite throbs at my throat, the connection to Fritz pulsing with emotional

currents I lack a framework to interpret. Is he awake too? Reviewing battle outcomes

with clinical precision while I fall apart? Or does some echo of my distress reach him

through a bond neither of us fully understands?

I find myself pressing fingers against the mark, seeking a sensation that grounds me

in present reality rather than nightmare memories of burning flesh and tortured

screams. The pressure sends unexpected comfort through me—not just physical relief

but emotional stabilization, as though the connection itself provides security

independent of Fritz's physical presence.

This new reality terrifies me more than dragons ever could—the growing suspicion

that the claiming bond might represent safety rather than imprisonment, that the alpha

I've resisted might embody protection rather than threat. The implications shatter the

foundation of resentment I've clung to since presentation, leaving nothing solid



beneath me as I navigate this transformed world.

As dawn approaches, I stand at the window overlooking the fortress courtyard,

watching feline patrols move with a measured precision that now registers as

reassuring rather than intimidating. In the distance, mountains where dragons make

their territory catch the first light—beautiful still, but a beauty I now recognize

contains deadly deception.

My reflection stares back at me from the darkened glass—a claimed omega in a feline

fortress, throat bearing the mark of an alpha she once despised. The woman I was

three months ago wouldn't recognize this version of myself, wouldn't understandthe

complicated gratitude beginning to form alongside lingering resentment.

When Fritz appears in the courtyard below, supervising the medical transfer of

rescued humans to the settlement transport, I find myself tracking his movements

with unwanted fascination. The power in his massive frame, the authority in his

posture, the unexpected gentleness as he assists the still-sedated omega into a

specialized containment vehicle—all aspects of a complexity I refused to

acknowledge in my simplistic hatred.

The claiming bite pulses as though sensing my attention, the connection between us

transmitting emotional awareness that transcends physical proximity. His head turns

suddenly, golden eyes finding my window with unerring accuracy despite distance

and shadow. For a brief moment, our gazes lock across that separation—alpha and

omega, predator and prey, captor and captive—roles that no longer fully encompass

what we've become to each other.

He nods once, an acknowledgment of shared experience that has forever altered how

I view the creatures I once dreamed would be my salvation. Then he turns back to his

duties, leaving me with an uncomfortable revelation that continues to unfold in my

chest like a poisonous flower—the possibility that Fritz's claiming might represent



not the worst fate that could have befallen me, but among the best.

The thought follows me back to my rumpled bed, where I collapse into exhausted

sleep finally free of dragon nightmares. Instead, I dream of golden eyes watching

over me, a barbed claiming that reshapes rather than destroys, and protection I never

wanted but increasingly cannot deny I need.

THE UNEXPECTED

Fritz POV

"Dragon forces moving through North Pass, Commander. Three strike teams with air

support. They'll reach settlement borders by nightfall."

The scout's words hit my gut like a stone. His fur still drips with sweat from his sprint

back to the fortress, the scent of his exertion mixing with the sharp tang of fear he's

trying to mask.

I lean over the terrain map, claws clicking against the surface as I trace the enemy

movements we've been tracking since the rescue operation. My jaw tightens. The

pattern is obvious now—not random testing of our boundaries but coordinated

strikes, each one pushing closer to Blackridge Settlement.

"They're trying to see if we'll actually protect the humans or just secure the fortress,"

I tell Thorne, whose perfectly still tail tells me he's already calculating scenarios in

his head. "Conquest Law only requires us to defend Prime installations, not the

settlements."

"So we focus on fortress defense," he says immediately. "Pull our perimeter back to

the first ridge line. We don't have enough forces to spread out that far."



Three days ago, I'd have agreed without hesitation. Military logic is clear—secure

strategic positions, don't overextend your forces. But three days ago, I hadn't watched

Aria's face shatter as she witnessed firsthand what dragons are capable of. Hadn't

seen Blackridge through her eyes as we passed through after the rescue.

"No." I straighten to my full height, fur rippling along my spine as I make the

decision. "We defend the settlement too."

Thorne's ears flick forward, surprise breaking through his professional mask. "Sir?"

"Defensive perimeter includes Blackridge." My claws extend as I make adjustments

to the map interface. "Alpha team at the valley entrance. Bravo and Charlie on these

ridge positions for covering fire. Aerial sensors along the northern approach."

Thorne's tail twitches once—the only outward sign of his disagreement. Most officers

wouldn't notice it, but I've served with him long enough to read the subtle tells.

"Commander, with respect, that stretches our forces dangerously thin." His voice

drops slightly. "The settlement isn't strategically necessary. We could defend just the

fortress more effectively."

Heat rises under my fur. "The humans are under our protection," I growl, unable to

keep the edge from my voice. "Not just the structures or the resources they provide,

but the people themselves."
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"The Council of Nine directive doesn't require?—"

"I know what the directive requires." The snarl escapes before I can stop it, my fangs

flashing. "I also know what happens when Prime forces abandon settlements to

dragon incursion."

My claws score the edge of the tactical display, leaving deep gouges in the reinforced

material. Suddenly I'm back there—walking through the smoking ruins of settlements

leftunprotected, the stench of charred flesh, the hollow eyes of survivors who flinched

away from us as much as they had from their attackers. The sound of a child crying

beneath collapsed rubble, too late to save...

I force the images back, digging my claws deeper into the table to anchor myself in

the present. The memory burns like a brand I can never escape, a failure that wasn't

even mine but haunts me nonetheless. My chest tightens with an old, familiar ache.

"Conquest without protection is just destruction," I tell Thorne, my voice dropping to

a register that vibrates through my chest. "I won't become what I despise."

The statement hangs between us, revealing more than I intended about principles I

usually keep buried beneath the commander's mask. Thorne studies me, his scent

shifting through surprise into something like respect before he nods once.

"I'll adjust patrol rotations," he says, professional again. "We'll need additional

munitions at the forward positions if we're extending coverage that far."

A new scent catches my attention—sweet spice with underlying notes that have



become as familiar to me as my own. Aria stands in the doorway, her green eyes

slightly widened. How long has she been there? How much did she hear? The

claiming bond pulses with her proximity, sending an unbidden wave of

possessiveness through me that I ruthlessly suppress.

"Do you need something?" My voice comes out sharper than intended, fur bristling

along my spine as I try to recover my composure.

She approaches the tactical display with that careful confidence that still catches me

off guard. She's changed since the rescue mission—holds herself differently, watches

me with more assessment than fear.

"I was scheduled to review the trade reports," she explains, holding up her data tablet.

"But this seems more urgent."

I nod once, trying to keep my tail from betraying my discomfort at her having

witnessed that momentary crack in my control. "Dragon forces approaching from

North Pass. We're adjusting defense to include settlement protection."

"Why?"

The bluntness of her question catches me off guard. No careful phrasing, just direct

curiosity that demands an equally direct answer.

"The settlement has no strategic value to fortress operations," she continues, moving

to stand across from me at the display. "Most Prime commanders would secure their

assets and leave human territories to defend themselves."

My ears twitch in surprise at her understanding of military thinking. Another piece of

her I'm still discovering.



"I'm not most commanders," I mutter, turning back to the map to avoid the intensity

of her gaze. "Tactical advantage isn't the only consideration in deployment

decisions."

"What Lieutenant Thorne said," she presses, stepping closer. "About becoming what

you despise. What did you mean?"

The claiming bond pulses between us, stronger with her physical proximity. The

practiced responses rise automatically—classified information, need-to-know basis,

none of your concern. The armor I've worn for decades.

But something shifts in my chest, and instead, I find truth spilling from my mouth. A

momentary hesitation grips me—this vulnerability feels more dangerous than any

battlefield—but I push through it.

"My reassignment to Shadowthorn wasn't a demotion," I say, forcing myself to meet

her eyes directly. "It was punishment for refusing to slaughter innocent settlements

during resistance purges."

Her scent shifts—surprise, disbelief, confusion swirling together. "The official report

called it 'strategic redeployment to secure contested border territories,'" she says

quietly.

A bitter laugh escapes me. "The official report lied." Old anger rises hot under my

fur, making my tail lash once before I force it still. "I was ordered to eliminate three

settlements suspected of harboring resistance members. No evidence, no

confirmation—just suspicion based on anonymous reports. The directive included all

inhabitants, regardless of status or involvement."

I move away from the table, suddenly needing space as memories crowd in. "When

we arrived at the first settlement, I found exactly what I expected—ordinary humans



trying to survive. Farmers, craftspeople, families with children. Not resistance

fighters, not threats to Confederacy security."

The scene burns behind my eyes, as fresh as the day it happened. The small cluster of

buildings against the forest edge. The humans freezing in terror as feline forces

surrounded them. The children hiding behind parents who couldn't possibly protect

them. A small girl clutching a cloth doll, her eyes wide with fear that still haunts my

dreams.

"I refused the order." My voice drops so low I'm not sure her human hearing will

catch it. "Recommended targeted investigation instead of mass elimination. When

Command insisted, I withdrew my forces rather than comply."

Aria's eyes widen, understanding what such insubordination means in military

hierarchy. The claiming mark at her throat pulses visibly with her quickened

heartbeat. "And they let you live?" Real confusion colors her voice, not accusation.

"My combat record provided certain... protection." I bare my fangs in a grim smile

that feels strange on my face. "Too valuable to execute, too dangerous to court-

martial publicly. So theyburied me here—remote outpost where my 'problematic

ethics' wouldn't interfere with Confederacy objectives."

I turn back to face her, finding her expression transformed. The wariness is still there,

but something new has joined it—consideration that borders on respect.

"You could have followed orders," she says slowly. "Secured your position, advanced

your career. Most would have."
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My chest tightens. "I've killed in battle more times than I can count," I admit, the

confession surprisingly easy after keeping it buried for so long. "But I won't slaughter

innocents to advance my standing. Not even when ordered."

For the first time since her claiming, Aria's eyes meet mine without flinching

away—not avoiding the inhuman gold, the vertical pupils that mark me as predator.

The moment stretches between us, fragile and unexpected, neither of us willing to

break it first.

The claiming bond pulses with something dangerously close to understanding.

Something shifts in my chest—a tight pressure I've carried so long I'd forgotten it

wasn't a natural part of breathing.

The warning horns shatter the moment—three long blasts echoing through the

fortress. Dragon forces spotted in the valley, closing faster than predicted.

"I need to go." I'm already moving toward the armor station, body shifting into

combat readiness with practiced efficiency.

"Let me help," Aria calls, determination threading through her voice. "I know the

valley terrain better than your scouts. I can guide defensive positioning for maximum

coverage with minimal exposure."

I pause, caught between tactical advantage and the instinct to keep her far from

danger. The strategic benefit is clear, but a possessiveness I shouldn't feel wars

against commander's pragmatism. The thought of her anywhere near dragon

forcessends a primal surge of protective rage through me, startling in its intensity.



Another horn blast decides for me—three short, one long. Enemy forces breaching

the first sensor perimeter. No time for debate.

"Stay with Charlie team on the eastern ridge," I snap, fastening combat armor across

my chest. "Observation only. Do not engage under any circumstances."

She nods once, all business now. "The ridge has three blind approaches dragons

might exploit. I'll make sure the team covers them all."

As I check my weapons, I catch Thorne watching our exchange, his expression

carefully neutral though his scent betrays curiosity.

"Forces in position, Commander," he reports. "Settlement evacuation to underground

shelters in progress. Estimated completion within twenty minutes."

"I'll lead the valley defense personally," I tell him, checking my weapons with

practiced movements. "You coordinate from the fortress. If we're overrun, priority is

settlement evacuation, not holding ground."

Thorne's tail twitches once—surprise at orders that place human safety above

territorial defense. He keeps any objection to himself, responding with crisp "Yes,

sir" that reveals nothing of his personal assessment.

As we move toward deployment, I catch Aria watching me, her scent a complex

mixture I can't fully decipher. The claiming bond transmits emotions I didn't

expect—concern, curiosity, and something that feels surprisingly like admiration.

"Be careful," she says simply.

The words hit me harder than they should. I nod once, acknowledging concern I have

no right to expect from a claimed omega who never wanted a feline alpha. Another



horn blastcuts short any response I might have given, driving us to our positions as

dragon forces close in.

Combat comes as release—no time for reflection or emotional complexity. My body

surrenders to the predator I normally keep carefully contained, all restraint abandoned

as I lead my forces against the dragon strike teams.

From the ridge where I've stationed her with Charlie team, Aria watches as I become

the monster I truly am. My speed lets me cover ground no human could traverse in

twice the time. My flexibility allows me to dodge dragon fire by bending in ways that

would shatter a human spine. My strength sends enemies flying with single blows

from claws I've kept carefully sheathed around her.

I launch myself twenty feet up a cliff face without pause, intercept an aerial attack

with a mid-air collision that should be impossible for my mass, land on all fours

before springing immediately into the next engagement. My troops follow with

disciplined coordination, implementing the defensive strategy that prioritizes

settlement protection without sacrificing tactical advantage.

The dragons, expecting us to abandon human territory, find themselves caught in

crossfire from positions they never anticipated we'd secure. After sustaining

significant casualties, their primary force retreats beyond the ridge line.

Satisfaction burns through me—not just at driving back the enemy, but at succeeding

in a strategy that protected both military assets and human lives. This victory feels

different, more complete than simple territorial defense.

As I climb back toward the observation ridge, I spot Aria standing with Charlie team

leader. The expression on her face as she watches my approach contains none of the

revulsion I expected after displaying my monstrous combat capabilities.Instead, I find

fascination—a reassessment of assumptions that no longer fit what she's witnessed.



The claiming bond pulses between us with something I still don't have words for. Not

submission or mere acceptance, but something more complex building between

reluctant claiming and genuine connection. It sends an unfamiliar warmth through my

chest that I don't dare examine too closely.

I push the thought aside, focusing on immediate concerns as dragon forces regroup

beyond the ridge. Whatever shifted between us today—during revelations about my

past or my combat display—must wait for a calmer moment, if such a moment ever

comes in this endless territorial war.

"Status report," I demand of Charlie team leader, deliberately avoiding direct

interaction with Aria while combat adrenaline still burns through my system. The

predator remains too close to the surface, control not yet fully restored after

unleashing my true nature.

As the officer delivers his summary, I find my attention repeatedly drawn to Aria

despite my attempts at professional focus. She studies me with new eyes—seeing not

just the commander who claimed her against her will, but the warrior who risked

himself to protect settlements with no strategic value beyond their inherent right to

exist.

The realization hits me like a physical blow—I care what she thinks. Her opinion

matters beyond tactical assessment or claimed omega status. The claiming bond

throbs between us with silent recognition of a boundary crossed, a perspective

shifted, a connection expanded beyond biological imperative to something neither of

us anticipated when heat biology forced our paths to intersect.

Whatever comes next, the distance between reluctant alpha and unwilling omega has

narrowed—not eliminated, but transformed into something neither of us fully

understands,something with potential I dare not examine too closely as dragon forces

regroup beyond the horizon and war continues its relentless progression.



As I turn to lead my troops back to the fortress, I catch her scent once more—the

subtle notes of her emotions have shifted again. The fear that once dominated her

response to me has receded further, replaced by something that feels dangerously like

trust.
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I shouldn't want it. Shouldn't crave that trust or the connection it implies. But the

alpha in me—not just the commander or the warrior, but the primal being beneath all

those careful layers—responds with fierce satisfaction that I can neither deny nor

fully suppress.

One battle ends. Another, far more personal one, continues within me.

CHAPTER 12

HEAT

Aria POV

The first signhits me while I'm going over trade reports in my room. A sudden flash

of heat runs through my body, no mistaking what it means. My hand stops mid-turn

of a page, my breath caught in my throat.

Six weeks since my first heat. Right on schedule, my body's getting ready to betray

me again.

I push my hands against the cool desk, trying to stay grounded while memories flood

back. Not the fuzzy, half-remembered bits from those first desperate days, but the all-

too-clear memories of what came after—Fritz's teeth breaking my skin, the

impossible feeling of his body reshaping mine from inside, his knot locking us

together for what felt like forever.

My body remembers too, with slick already gathering between my thighs. The



claiming mark on my throat pulses like it's alive, suddenly hot and impossible to

ignore when I'd almost managed to forget about it these past weeks.

"Not yet," I whisper, hating my own biology. "It's too soon."

But nobody gets to argue with omega biology. Now that the claiming bond has set in,

my heat cycles will follow a pattern—four to six weeks apart, each one linked to my

alpha's scent and his body chemistry. Each one demanding his specific claiming, his

unique anatomy that my body has changed to fit.

I stand up, needing to move to shake off the prickling heat under my skin. The room

Fritz gave me after claiming me is bigger than I expected—bedroom, sitting area, and

private bathroom all flowing together with more comfort than I'd imagined in a

military fortress. The windows look out over eastern mountains where dragons keep

testing our borders.

Those mountains once meant freedom to me—the path to the fantasy life I'd built up

in my head. Now, after seeing what dragons really do to people, they only mean

danger. That realization sits heavy in my chest, another piece of my old self

crumbling away as I try to figure out who I'm becoming.

A knock at my door snaps me out of my thoughts. "Trade meeting in fifteen minutes,

Command Level," calls one of Thorne's junior officers.

"Got it," I answer, the fortress talk already becoming natural after weeks of working

here.

I splash cold water on my face, trying to ignore how my skin tingles at even that

gentle touch—another sign my heat's coming that I can't pretend isn't happening. The

mirror shows changes I still haven't fully accepted—the claiming mark on my throat,

now healed into a silvery scar that sometimes seems to glow in certain light. The way



I hold myself differently now, more alert and confident than the settlement trader who

once dreamed dragons would save her.

What bothers me most is how my eyes always go to the claiming bite first, like it's

become the most important part of who I am. The mark keeps showing up in my

dreams more and more—sometimes burning with pain, other times pulsing with a

warmth that scares me even more than the pain does.

The command level is buzzing with activity when I arrive—feline officers moving

with that predator grace between stations, communication systems tracking patrols

along the borders, tactical screens updating with real-time intelligence. I've gotten

used to the hot temperatures they keep for feline comfort, the subtle scent markers

that label different operational zones, the special lighting for eyes that see differently

than human ones.

Fritz stands at the center display with Thorne, both focused on a map showing recent

dragon movements along the northern pass. Even from across the room, my body

recognizes his scent, the specific alpha smell that wakes up something wild in my

omega biology. The claiming mark flares hot against my throat, sending another

wave of heat through my body that makes my knees almost buckle.

I force myself to walk over professionally, clutching my data tablet maybe a bit too

tight against my chest. "The settlement reports are done," I announce, proud that my

voice stays steady despite being so close to my alpha while my pre-heat symptoms

get worse. "Resource exchanges are going according to the updated schedule."

Fritz looks up, golden eyes narrowing as they meet mine. His nose flares, taking in

my scent with that inhuman sharpness that misses nothing—not my rising

temperature, not the hormone shifts, not the first traces of omega scent that tell him

heat is coming.



Something flickers across his face, there and gone before I can read it. The muscles in

his massive shoulders tense visibly. "Noted," he says, his voice carefully neutral

though I notice his claws have come out slightly against the table. "Leave the reports.

Lieutenant Thorne will go over them with me later."

I put the tablet on the edge of the display table, careful to keep my distance so I don't

trigger either a biological response or break fortress rules. But as I turn to leave, I find

myselflingering, watching Fritz go back to the tactical display with that intense focus

that I used to think was cold detachment but now seems different after what he told

me yesterday about refusing to kill innocent settlers.

His movements have a power I'm only now starting to really see—the controlled

strength of a predator always holding back power that could easily break stone, the

precise way he moves that shows decades of military training. When he reaches to

point at a distant mountain pass, his spine bends in ways no human body could ever

move, the fur on his forearms rippling as his muscles shift underneath.

Six weeks ago, seeing him move like that would have disgusted me. Now I find

myself watching with a fascination that I can't quite shake, noticing details I used to

actively avoid—the way his fur patterns darken when he's concentrating, how his tail

moves in ways most humans never learn to read, the dangerous grace in how his

claws come out and retract as he works with the tactical screen.

"Was there something else, Aria?"

The question startles me out of my staring. Fritz hasn't turned around, but his ear has

swiveled toward me, catching either my movement or maybe my changed breathing

that gave me away.

"No," I answer quickly, feeling my cheeks heat up at being caught watching him.

"Just... wondering about all the increased dragon activity near the eastern border."



Now he does turn, looking at me with an intensity that makes the claiming mark pulse

harder against my throat. "Their movements match up with certain biological

patterns," he says quietly, his voice low enough that only I can hear him despite the

busy command center. "Patterns they've apparently learned to track with scary

accuracy."

The realization hits me like cold water. My approaching heat. The dragons are

watching for it, positioning their forces to take advantage of any weakness in fortress

security when it happens. A chill runs down my spine despite the warmth building

under my skin.



Page 36

Source Creation Date: July 11, 2025, 4:46 am

"I see," I manage to say, trying to keep my composure as I think through what this

means. "Should I... change my duties during this time?"

"We'll talk about arrangements," Fritz answers, keeping up the professional distance

despite talking about something that should be intensely personal. "Keep to your

normal schedule for now."

I nod and turn to leave before my body betrays me any more in this public place

where we both have to maintain our careful roles—him as commander, me as trade

liaison, neither of us acknowledging the claiming bond that pulses stronger between

us as my heat gets closer.

The next few days pass in a weird tension, my body's preparation speeding up despite

my attempts to ignore it. The symptoms feel both familiar and different from my first

heat—less desperate panic, more focused awareness. My skin gets more and more

sensitive, like my nerve endings are reaching for a touch I both crave and fear. My

temperature keeps climbing, giving me a constant flush that gets knowing looks from

the few other claimed omegas working in the fortress.

The worst part is the dreams—vivid ones that leave me gasping awake in tangled,

sweat-soaked sheets. Not nightmares about being claimed against my will, but

shamefully detailed dreams of pleasure I never wanted to admit to. In these dreams, I

arch eagerly into Fritz's touch, welcome the burning stretch of his body inside mine,

beg for his knot with a desperation that horrifies me when I wake up.

I jolt awake from one such dream to find my own fingers between my thighs, my

body trying to find relief that my mind still fights against. The realization sends me



stumbling to the bathroom where I stand under cold water until I'm shivering instead

of burning up.

It doesn't help. Nothing helps except what my body really wants—the alpha whose

bite marks my throat, whose scent has worked its way into my own, whose body has

changed mine to fit him.

The choice hangs over me with growing urgency as my symptoms get worse. I could

give in again, accept what the claiming bond demands now that I better understand

what's coming. Or I could run—try to escape toward dragon territory even knowing

the truth behind my old fantasy, even knowing the claiming bond would punish me

with pain that would get worse and worse until I came back.

Not much of a choice, but somehow having even the illusion of one matters.

I find myself standing at the western gate as sunset turns the stone walls blood-red,

staring down into the valley where Blackridge's lights start to glow in the growing

darkness. Beyond them, mountain passes lead to territories where dragons wait—not

the majestic saviors I once imagined but predators whose calculated cruelty I've seen

with my own eyes.

The claiming mark throbs at my throat, warning me that Fritz is coming before I can

hear or smell him. He moves with that creepy silence that makes no sense for

someone his size, appearing beside me without a sound that would've made me jump

a few weeks ago.

"Thinking about running?" he asks, keeping his voice low so the guards ten feet away

can't hear us.

I don't bother lying. What's the point? "Is it still running when there's nowhere to

go?"



"There's always somewhere." His answer surprises me. "Even terrible options are still

options."

I turn to look at him fully. His face is more open than I've ever seen it outside our

most intense moments together. The claiming mark pulses between us, carrying

feelings I'm still figuring out how to read—his control, my confusion, both of us

knowing what's coming.

"What choice did I have when you claimed me?" I don't say it with the bitterness I

would have six weeks ago. I honestly want to know how he saw it.

"You didn't." His blunt honesty somehow stings less than a comforting lie would

have. "I took that from you. But now..." He gestures toward the valley, the mountains

beyond. "Now you know what's really out there. Now you have choices, even if they

all hurt."

His acknowledgment catches me off guard. I didn't expect this from the alpha who

claimed me against my will, who could command me through biology or military

authority but instead gives me this weird space to decide.

"I could run," I say, testing how far this goes. "Try to reach one of the settlement's

hidden shelters before the full heat hits. Hide until it passes."

Fritz doesn't growl or flash his fangs like I half-expected. He just nods. "You could. I

know there are several hidden shelters in Blackridge's records. You know paths my

scouts haven't mapped. With enough supplies, you might survive it alone."

The way he lays out my escape possibilities both gives me power and unsettles me.

"You've thought about this."

"I've thought about everything," he says, a low rumble entering his voice. "Including



what happens when a claimed omega rejects the bond."

"And you'd just let me go?" I need to understand where the limits are in this

unexpected freedom.

His eyes lock with mine, pupils shrinking to thin slits in the fading light. "I wouldn't

chase you—not right away." Something shifts in his scent—stronger, wilder. "The

bond would do that for me. The pain would drive you back long before being alone

killed you."

The cold way he says it should terrify me—reminding me of chains I can't break no

matter what choices he pretends to give me. Instead, I find a weird comfort in his

honesty. No false promises, no manipulation. Just truth I can work with, coming from

the same commander who refused to kill innocent people despite orders, who

protected Blackridge when others would have abandoned it.

"Or I could stay," I whisper, feeling the weight of those words. This isn't just about

biology anymore. "I could face this with my eyes open instead of lost in heat-

madness."

"You could." His voice drops deeper, sending shivers across my skin that have

nothing to do with the evening chill. "It would be different. A real choice rather than

just biology."

That difference matters more than it should—the gap between being forced to submit

and choosing to surrender, between taking and giving. My body responds with

another flood of slick between my thighs, my scent changing in a way that makes

Fritz's nostrils flare, his pupils shrink to thin lines.

"When?" I ask. When will I lose myself? When will the omega take over the woman

I'm trying to become?



"Two days." The certainty in his voice comes from experience and those inhuman

senses. "Less if something speeds it up."
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Two days of losing control as heat takes over my mind. Two days to get ready for a

claiming that'll make this bond even stronger—a bond I'm still trying to accept. Two

days to make sense of this commander who captured me but now looks at me like I'm

more than just a problem to solve.

"I need to think," I tell him, stepping back from his overwhelming presence.

He nods, respecting my space even though his alpha instincts must be screaming at

him to take charge. "My room or yours," he says simply. "Your choice. Though the

medical staff says familiar surroundings help."

The practical reminder brings me back to reality. Whatever emotional mess I'm

dealing with, my body's needs can't be ignored. "I'll tell you tomorrow," I say,

needing room to breathe, to think.

As I turn to go, Fritz speaks again, his voice rough like he's fighting something inside

himself. "Aria." He waits until I look back. "Whatever you decide, I'll keep you safe.

That's not negotiable."

His words shouldn't comfort me—this is possession, not caring. Alpha instinct, not

connection. Yet something in his eyes, in the way his massive shoulders are set, in the

careful distance he keeps despite what his biology must be demanding, suggests

there's more going on than just dominance.

My mind flashes back to yesterday's battle—Fritz launching himself against dragon

forces not to protect military stuff but to defend human settlements with no strategic

value. His words echo in my memory: "Conquest without protection is just



destruction. I won't become what I despise."

For the first time since my claiming, I wonder what Fritz truly wants beyond tactical

advantage and territory. What desires the alpha beneath the commander's mask might

have if given choice instead of duty. Whether what started as biological necessity

might become something neither of us saw coming.

The claiming bond pulses between us, carrying questions without answers,

possibilities without guarantees, choice that matters precisely because it changes

nothing about the physical realities awaiting us both.

I leave him at the gate, returning to quarters that feel simultaneously like sanctuary

and prison as heat builds beneath my skin with inexorable patience. Whatever I

decide tomorrow, biological imperatives will soon overtake rational thought—not

with the desperate madness of first unclaimed heat, but with focused need for the

specific alpha whose claiming bite has marked me as his.

The realization that I'm beginning to think of Fritz asmyalpha rather thanthealpha

who claimed me creates the most disturbing symptom yet—not physical preparation

but emotional shift I never anticipated when fighting so hard against a claiming I now

find myself reluctantly anticipating.

As I curl into bed, my hand drifts to the claiming mark at my throat, fingers tracing

the pattern of teeth marks that once represented captivity. Now they feel like

something else—a connection I don't understand but can no longer pretend to hate.

CHAPTER 13

CHOSEN SURRENDER

Fritz POV



Her scent slamsinto me before I even reach the eastern corridor—sweet, heady, and

unmistakable. Aria's heat is coming on strong, way more intense than this morning.

My body reacts instantly, a deep growl rumbling in my chest that I don't bother

holding back. There's nobody else around to hear it anyway.

Something feels different. Her choosing to stay—to face this claiming rather than

run—has changed things between us. I can't stop thinking about finding her at the

fortress gate last night, weighing her options. I watched her eyes calculate, measuring

those dragon fantasies against the feline reality in front of her.

"You could run," I told her, looking right into her eyes. "I won't stop you."

I meant it completely. I wouldn't have chased her. What's the point of a mate who

doesn't want to be there? I've lived decades without that kind of connection anyway.

But she stayed.

Now I stand outside her door, my tail swishing behind me in slow, deliberate

movements that would instantly give away my anticipation to any feline passing by.

This claiming needs tobe different. It has to be. The first was just cold necessity. The

second was slightly better but still driven by raw instinct rather than anything deeper.

This time, I've got my own choice to make.

I walk in without knocking. She's mine by claiming right, and her scent is already

driving me half-mad with need. Her room is warmer than the rest of the fortress,

heated for human comfort instead of feline preference. She sits on the edge of the bed

wearing only a thin shift, her skin already flushed pink with early heat.

She looks up at me without fear, for the first time since I claimed her. The disgust

that used to shadow her face whenever she saw me is completely gone, replaced by

something more complicated—uncertainty mixed with a reluctant hunger.



"It's starting again," she says, her voice steady despite her trembling hands.

"Yes." I move toward her slowly, careful not to trigger the prey response her human

instincts still harbor. "This time will be different," I promise, "if you'll let it be."

Her pulse jumps—I can see it fluttering at her throat, right next to my claiming mark.

The scar has completely healed now, a permanent silvery brand declaring her as mine

to anyone who might see it.

"Different how?" Wariness in her question, but curiosity too.

Instead of trying to explain, I drop into a crouch before her, bringing my face level

with hers—a position no feline would ever take with their claimed mate. It leaves me

vulnerable in a way I've never allowed myself to be with her, deliberately

surrendering the dominant posture my instincts scream for.

"Felines don't just breed when we claim," I explain, my voice rougher than I intended

as her scent grows stronger. "There are... ways of connecting we rarely share with

human mates."

Her eyebrow quirks up. "Ways of connecting?"
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"Trust me."

Two simple words hanging between us with unexpected weight. She studies my

face—the scars she once flinched away from, the golden eyes with their predator

pupils, all the features that once made her skin crawl.

Then, deliberately, she tilts her head to expose my claiming mark. "Show me."

My chest tightens at this simple gesture of trust.

I move closer, bringing my face to hers. Our previous times together had none of this

closeness—no kissing, no real connection beyond what our bodies demanded. Those

things seemed pointless during what I saw as just biology at work.

My mouth hovers just above hers, giving her one last chance to pull away. She

doesn't. Instead, her eyes hold mine with a steady resolve I've come to respect. When

I finally close that last inch between us, it creates a feeling entirely different from

anything we've shared before.

My lips are firmer than a human's, slightly textured in a way she'll notice

immediately. The scent glands near my mouth—ones she can't even see but that

every feline has—activate at the contact, instinctively marking her with my scent in a

way no human could detect but any Prime would recognize instantly.

She gasps against my mouth but doesn't pull away. Instead, her hand rises hesitantly

to my face, fingers tracing the three long scars that run from my temple to my

jaw—battle wounds that once made her cringe now explored with gentle curiosity.



I deepen the kiss, letting her feel the slight rasp of my tongue—rougher than a

human's, perfect for both grooming and pleasure. When my longer canines gently

graze her bottom lip, she makes a little sound of surprise that quickly shifts into

something else entirely.

Feline kissing isn't just about mouths. I nuzzle against her cheek, my jaw brushing

lightly against hers in an instinctivemarking behavior I've never shared with a human

mate. The subtle exchange of scent reinforces my claim in ways more primal than

words could ever express.

She responds with surprising instinct, tilting her head to expose more of her throat

and face. That willing vulnerability from a human to a predator's mouth shows a trust

I've done nothing to earn but suddenly find myself desperate to deserve.

When my tongue traces her lips before dipping deeper to taste her, she opens to me

eagerly. The flavor of her—sweet with hints of the berry tea she likes—mixes with

her natural taste to create a connection I hadn't anticipated.

"Felines take our time," I murmur against her skin. "Not like humans. Definitely not

like dragons."

That earns me a soft laugh that quickly melts into a moan as I nip gently at her

earlobe. "I'm starting to see the benefits."

With deliberate slowness, I pull away the thin shift covering her body, truly seeing

her for the first time. The strong, athletic build unusual for an omega. The power in

her limbs from years of actual work rather than protected existence. The small scars

and calluses that tell of a life lived on the edges of this broken world.

Beautiful, in a way I never let myself notice before.



I shed my own clothes next, letting her look her fill. Her eyes trace over the scars

mapping my body, evidence of decades of fighting, lingering on the fresh wounds

from our recent battle that haven't fully healed. When her gaze reaches my

cock—already much larger than any human's and showing the first signs of the ridges

that will become barbs inside her—I catch a spike of nervousness in her scent.

"I won't hurt you," I promise, then correct myself with honesty she deserves. "Not

more than I have to."

The qualifier gets me another laugh. "Honesty from the monster. That's new."

Monster. The word doesn't sound like a curse anymore. Almost... affectionate.

"There'll be some discomfort," I admit, guiding her back onto the bed. "My body isn't

built for humans. But yours has already started adapting. And this time, I'll make it

good for you first."

I keep that promise by focusing entirely on her pleasure. My tongue—with that same

roughness that surprised her during our kiss—now traces down her body toward more

sensitive territory. The scent of her slick hits me like a physical blow, rich and sweet

with the unmistakable notes of omega fertility. My pupils shrink to thin slits as I

breathe her in deeply, burning this specific scent that's hers alone into my memory.

I push her thighs apart, exposing her completely to my gaze. She's already wet and

glistening, her body getting ready for claiming despite any hesitation in her mind.

The sight triggers a deep, rumbling purr in my chest that I don't even try to hold back.

"Already so wet for me," I growl, letting her hear how much that pleases me. "Your

body knows exactly who it belongs to."

Her cheeks flush darker, but she doesn't deny it. That's progress.



I lower my face between her legs, and my first taste of her nearly breaks me. Sweet,

tangy, with undertones of her unique scent—something no human alpha could truly

appreciate. My senses pick up the subtle changes in her body chemistry that signal

perfect fertility, triggering instincts that scream at me to claim her immediately. I

push them down, determined to make this different.

My rough tongue drags against her sensitive flesh, making her cry out and arch off

the bed. What's designed for grooming fur turns out to work devastatingly well on

human skin, especially here where every nerve ending seems concentrated.Each

stroke gathers more of her taste, the flavor growing stronger as her excitement builds.

"Fritz," she gasps, her voice higher than I've ever heard it, strained with pleasure she

can't hide. "That's—that feels?—"

"I know exactly how it feels," I murmur against her, letting the vibration of my voice

add to the sensation. "Your scent tells me everything. Every. Little. Thing."

I emphasize each word with a careful stroke that has her writhing beneath me, her

thighs trembling around my head. My hands grip her hips with controlled pressure,

claws just slightly extended—enough to remind her of what I am without actually

marking her skin.
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"Please," she whimpers, the sound firing through my blood like lightning. An omega

begging—not from desperation, not from heat-madness, but from pleasure I'm

deliberately giving her. That distinction matters.

"Please what?" I lift my head to look up the length of her body. The sight nearly

destroys my control—her skin flushed pink, pupils huge with desire, my claiming

mark standing out against her throat. "Tell me what you need, little omega."

"More," she manages, her hips trying to rise toward my mouth.

I hold her firmly in place, denying the movement with casual strength that reminds us

both of the reality between us. "More what? Use your words. Tell your alpha what

you need."

The term slips out without thinking. Your alpha. Not the commander, not the monster

who claimed her, but her alpha. The possessive phrase hangs between us, loaded with

meaning neither of us is ready to fully face.

"Your tongue," she finally whispers, surrender in her voice that has nothing to do

with biology and everything to do with choice. "I need your tongue. Please."

Her surrender ignites something primal in me. I dive back down with renewed

purpose, tracing patterns designed to drive her toward release. Her whimpers grow

continuous, punctuated by sharp gasps when I find particularly sensitive spots. The

wet sounds of my mouth on her mix with her increasingly desperate moans, creating

a symphony that feeds something deeper than mere rut instinct.



My tongue pushes inside her, tasting the source of her slick directly. Another

growling purr rumbles through me as I savor her most intimate taste. Her body

clenches around the intrusion, already adapting from our previous claimings to

welcome penetration. That evidence of her body changing for me only intensifies my

satisfaction.

"You taste like mine," I tell her, my voice dropping to the deeper register that signals

approaching rut. "Sweet and ripe and ready for claiming."

Her only response is a broken moan as I return to the sensitive bud that will trigger

her release. My tail lashes behind me with anticipation I can't fully control anymore,

the fur bristling slightly as my restraint begins to crack.

When her orgasm hits, it's glorious—her back arching off the bed, thighs gripping my

head with surprising strength, a cry tearing from her throat that echoes off the stone

walls. My name falls from her lips over and over as pleasure wracks her body. The

unconscious submission of her bared throat—exposing my claiming mark

completely—triggers a surge of possessive satisfaction that has nothing to do with my

own pleasure and everything to do with her surrender.

I ease her through the aftershocks with gentler attention until she lies boneless and

panting beneath me. This is what claiming should be. Not cold biological transaction,

but mutual surrender.

My cock strains painfully now, fully emerged and already showing the beginning

ridges that will become barbs once inside her. The size would intimidate any

human—thicker than her wrist and proportionally long to match my larger frame.

Pre-fluid glistens at the tip as I move up her body to position myself above her.

Unlike our previous claimings, I hold her gaze as I align our bodies, my larger form

casting her into shadow. The trust in her eyes—fragile but definitely there—creates



an unexpected warmth in my chest.

"Look at me," I command, my voice dropping to the rumbling growl of approaching

rut. "I want you to see who's claiming you this time."

She doesn't look away, doesn't close her eyes like she did that first time. More

progress.

"This will stretch you," I continue, letting her see my pupils contract to thin slits as

rut takes hold. "But your body was made for this. Made to take me, made to milk

every drop of my seed, made to breed with your alpha."

A shudder runs through her at the words, but her scent spikes with arousal rather than

fear. Her omega biology responding to dominant alpha talk exactly as nature

intended.

"Yes," she whispers, no longer fighting the biological truth that once made her so

angry. Her hands reach for me, pulling me closer instead of pushing away.

I press my cock against her entrance, the head already much larger than any human

male's would be. The heat radiating from her core is intoxicating, calling to the most

primal parts of me. I push forward slowly, watching her face as I breach her.

The sensation nearly shatters my control. Wet, tight heat engulfs the head of my cock,

her body yielding with reluctant ease. The slick from her arousal helps, but nothing

can completely eliminate the stretch required to take my size.

"Fuck," I growl, the crude word escaping as pleasure surges through my body. "So

tight. So perfect."

Her gasp holds pleasure alongside the inevitable discomfort, her body arching to



better receive me. I continue pressing forward, each inch claiming territory that

belongs to me alone. Her inner walls squeeze around my length, adjusting to the

intrusion with increasing ease. Her previous heat cycles have trained her body to

accept me, to welcome dimensions that once caused her pain.

"That's it," I praise as she takes more of me, her body relaxing to accommodate what

should be impossible. "Taking your alpha's cock so well now."

When I'm halfway seated inside her, I feel the specialized ridges along my length

begin to emerge fully, barbs extending as pleasure triggers their development. It's an

involuntary response, biology designed to ensure successful breeding. The barbs

create friction against her inner walls with each subtle movement, stimulating her

while ensuring my seed reaches its target.

She cries out at the sensation, her nails digging into my shoulders with surprising

strength. "Fritz! What—it's different this time—they're?—"

"The barbs are fully extending," I explain through gritted teeth, fighting for control as

pleasure threatens to overwhelm thought. "Your surrender is triggering my full rut

response."

Her eyes widen at this revelation—learning that her willing participation has

unleashed aspects of my biology that stayed partially suppressed during our previous

claimings.

"Too much?" I manage to ask, shaking with the effort of holding still when every

instinct demands I thrust forward and claim completely.

"No." Her answer comes between panting breaths, pupils blown wide with pleasure

and need. "Don't stop. Please don't stop."



Page 40

Source Creation Date: July 11, 2025, 4:46 am

That's all I need to hear. The growl I've been holding back tears free as I drive

forward, burying myself fully inside her in one powerful thrust. The sound she

makes—part cry, part moan—sends another surge of dominance through my system.

Mine. Claimed. Bred.

"Take all of me," I growl against her ear, my voice barely recognizable. "Every inch.

Every barb. Everything I am."

I set a rhythm designed to maximize the sensation of the barbs—pulling back just

enough to drag them against her sensitive inner walls before driving deep again. Each

thrust pulls sounds from her I've never heard before, high whimpers mixed with

broken moans that feed my alpha pride.

"So tight around me," I murmur, letting the words flow without filtering them now.

"Perfect omega body, made to take my cock, made to be filled with my seed."

She responds with pleas for more, her body moving to meet my thrusts. No longer

just taking it but actively participating in our joining. My inhuman flexibility lets me

maintain deep penetration while still maneuvering to taste her claiming mark, to

whisper filthy praise against her ear, to watch every expression as pleasure builds.

"You're mine," I growl, letting her hear the possession I've always kept carefully

contained. "Say it. Tell me who you belong to."

"Yours," she gasps, the admission torn from her as my barbs stroke some particularly

sensitive spot inside her. "I'm yours, Fritz."



My tail, no longer lashing with unacknowledged feelings, wraps around her thigh

with deliberate purpose. The muscular appendage gives me additional control over

our angle,positioning her for deeper penetration while creating another point of

connection entirely foreign to human experience.

Her slick heat surrounds me completely, the wet sounds of our joining filling the

room alongside her increasingly desperate moans and my continuous growling purr.

The scent of our combined arousal saturates the air—her omega sweetness and my

alpha musk creating an intoxicating blend that feeds the rut instinct.

"Fritz," she moans, using my actual name rather than calling me "commander" or

"feline" for the first time without anger attached. The sound of it—breathless with

pleasure rather than cold with contempt—triggers something deeper than rut,

something I've carefully avoided acknowledging until this moment.

My pace increases as her responses intensify, my control fracturing further as her

willing surrender triggers the full dominance of my nature. My hands grip her hips

harder, claws partially extended to create pinpricks of sensation without actually

breaking skin. I allow more of my weight to press her into the mattress, my larger

form pinning her completely as claiming instinct takes over.

Even in this primal state, I keep awareness of her limits—easing the depth when I feel

her tense slightly, adjusting angle when her scent indicates discomfort, allowing brief

respite when intensity threatens to overwhelm. The balanced control represents

everything that separates claiming from mere rutting—the ability to dominate

completely while still protecting what belongs to me.

"I'm going to knot you soon," I warn, feeling the familiar pressure building at the

base of my cock. "Going to lock us together, pump you so full, make sure every drop

of my seed stays deep inside where it belongs."



Her eyes, hazy with pleasure, focus on mine at these words. The knot remains the

most alien aspect of claiming for a human omega—the expansion designed to ensure

breeding success, to lock seed deep within the womb where it belongs. No human

alpha could ever provide this.

I feel it swelling already, the base of my cock expanding with each thrust. Soon it will

be too large to withdraw, binding us together for hours of continuous breeding. The

thought sends another surge of savage satisfaction through me.

"Just breathe through it," I tell her, my voice barely recognizable through the

rumbling growl of approaching completion. "Your body remembers what to do even

if your mind doesn't."

She nods, trust evident despite the apprehension in her scent. When the partially

expanded knot presses against her entrance, beginning the stretch that will join us

completely, I feel her momentary hesitation. Then, remarkably, she bears down

against me, her body yielding to the intrusion with deliberate intent rather than just

biological response.

"That's it," I praise, the words coming between clenched teeth as pleasure threatens to

overwhelm coherent thought. "Taking your alpha's knot like you were made for this."

With a final powerful thrust, the knot pushes past initial resistance, her body

stretching impossibly to accommodate the fullness. The sensation of being locked

completely inside her triggers my release with overwhelming force. My seed pulses

deep within her, each wave accompanied by a full-body shudder I can't control.

The pressure of my knot against her most sensitive inner spots triggers her own

climax in response, her inner walls squeezing rhythmically around me, intensifying

my pleasure to near-unbearable levels. The pulsing of her body milks

additionalwaves of release from me, her omega biology instinctively maximizing



breeding potential.

"Mine," I growl against her throat, fighting the urge to renew my claiming mark at

this vulnerable moment. "My omega."

"Yours," she gasps between shuddering breaths, surrender complete in both body and

voice. "Your omega."

The joining goes beyond mere physical relief—a completion that satisfies something

deeper than reproductive instinct. We remain locked together, her body continuing to

squeeze my knot with aftershocks of pleasure that trigger additional pulses of seed.

As the intense waves of pleasure gradually subside, I'm acutely aware of our

position—my larger form still pinning her completely, my knot firmly locked inside

her, ensuring not a drop of seed escapes its destination. The fullness must be

overwhelming for her, yet her scent carries satisfaction rather than distress.

During our previous claimings, I maintained this locked position only as long as

strictly necessary before withdrawing to separate sleeping quarters, providing water

and food but never comfort. Clinical and cold, like a medical procedure rather than

mating.

This time, I make a different choice.

"We'll be locked together for hours," I tell her, my voice returning gradually to

normal as the intense rut response subsides. "The knot won't go down until it's done

its job."

She nods against my chest, a small shiver running through her despite the heat of our

joining. With careful movements that avoid disturbing the knot still binding us, I

maneuver us onto our sides, cradling her smaller form against me. The position



requires flexibility no human spine could manage, another reminder of the inhuman

nature she once feared.

My higher body temperature—several degrees above human normal—radiates heat

that envelops her completely. Another evolutionary advantage, designed to keep an

omega carrying my offspring at the perfect temperature. My tail adjusts its position,

still wrapped around her thigh but no longer for control—now for continued

connection, the fur-covered muscle providing additional warmth and stability.

She stiffens momentarily at this unexpected intimacy before gradually relaxing

against me. The vulnerability of this position—exposing my throat and belly while

still joined—communicates trust no words could express. In feline society, such

exposure is reserved only for those within innermost circles.
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"This is different," she murmurs, fatigue evident in her voice as the heat temporarily

recedes. Her fingers hesitantly trace patterns through the short fur along my forearm,

exploring rather than just enduring.

"Yes." I don't elaborate further. The change speaks for itself.

As my knot continues to pulse inside her, releasing additional waves of seed with

each heartbeat, I feel a contentment that goes beyond mere biological satisfaction.

Her body accommodates me completely now, adapted to my inhuman dimensions in

ways that would have seemed impossible during our first reluctant joining.

We remain locked together in the silence that follows, her breathing gradually

steadying as the intensity of heat temporarily subsides. The claiming has momentarily

satisfied her omega biology, though I know from experience it will flare again within

hours, demanding another joining, and another after that. Heat cycles typically last

three to four days, nature ensuring multiple breeding opportunities for optimal

conception.

"Do you still wish for dragons?" I find myself asking, the question emerging

unbidden in this moment of unexpected vulnerability.

Her laugh holds no bitterness, only tired amusement. "And burn from the inside? I've

seen what they do to humans now." Her hand tightens slightly on my arm. "This is...

not what I expected. But it's not what I feared either."

High praise from the omega who once looked at me with undisguised revulsion.

Progress indeed.



As sleep gradually claims her, I remain awake, listening to the steady rhythm of her

breathing. The claiming mark stands prominent against her throat, the silvery scar

catching moonlight from the narrow window. Once it represented mere possession,

territorial marker establishing boundaries other alphas must respect.

Now it symbolizes something more complex—a connection forged through conflict

and reluctant respect, evolving toward something neither of us anticipated when this

began. Not love—that human concept seems inadequate for what exists between

predator and former prey. But partnership, perhaps. Chosen rather than merely

endured.

The knot will bind us together until morning, biology ensuring optimal breeding

conditions. My seed continues its work deep inside her, the specialized chemistry

triggering changes in her body to maximize fertility. If conception occurs—and the

odds increase with each claiming—her body will adapt further to accommodate

hybrid offspring with elements of both our natures.

For the first time, that possibility creates anticipation rather than mere biological

satisfaction. My instincts recognize her strength would complement my own, her

strategic mind balancing my tactical experience. Strong offspring, with her adaptation

skills and my predatory advantages. Evolution atwork, creating the next generation

better suited to this new world order.

But for now, in this moment of temporary peace between biological storms, I allow

myself to acknowledge what her choice to remain has awakened in me. Not just

possession, not just primal satisfaction, but something approaching contentment I'd

long since abandoned hope of finding in this grim existence.

My tail tightens slightly around her thigh in unconscious response to the thought.

Mine. Not just by conquest, but by choice.



CHAPTER 14

STRATEGIC PARTNERSHIP

Aria POV

The claimingmark on my throat throbs with my pulse as I study the map spread

across the command table. It's been three weeks since my last heat, three weeks since

everything changed between us. The silvery scar—visible proof of Fritz's

ownership—catches the afternoon light filtering through the narrow windows of the

command chamber.

But I'm not here as his property anymore. Not really.

"The southern ridge gives you better visibility than your current patrol route," I say,

tracing the line with my finger. "From up here, you can watch both the main pass and

that side trail the dragons have been sneaking scouts through."

Fritz's golden eyes follow my movement, his pupils narrowing slightly as he

considers what I'm showing him. His tail sways gently behind him—not agitated, just

thinking. I've learned to read these small movements over the past weeks, a language

more honest than his carefully controlled face.

"The ground isn't stable after the spring thaws," he points out, his claws extending

slightly to tap a section of the ridge. "Heavy patrols might trigger rockslides."

"Not if you use the game trails here." I tap a spot on the map that no fortress

cartographer has properly documented. "The deer and mountain goats have already

found the stable paths. I've used them myself, guiding traders before the territory

changed hands."



Fritz's pupils contract to thin vertical slits—a sign of intense focus I once mistook for

anger. The fur along his shoulders ripples slightly, reminding me that his predator

nature is always just beneath the surface of his controlled demeanor.

"Show me," he says. Not an order, but a request for knowledge he knows I have.

Pride surges through me—unfamiliar and uncomfortable. I shouldn't feel good about

his acknowledgment. Shouldn't care about his approval. Yet here I am, straightening

my shoulders as I explain the hidden paths I've traveled since childhood.

Lieutenant Thorne walks in with patrol reports, his sleek black fur a stark contrast to

Fritz's tiger-like patterns. He pauses briefly, clearly surprised to find me still in the

command chamber, actively participating rather than just observing.

"The settlement reports more dragon sightings near the eastern orchards," Thorne

announces, his missing ear twitching slightly in what I've learned means he's worried.

"That's near the water collection system," I realize out loud. "If they contaminate that

source, the settlement loses almost a third of its drinking water."

Fritz's tail goes completely still—a danger signal. "How quickly can they develop

other sources?"
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This is why I'm here, I realize. This seamless blending of military strategy and

civilian knowledge. My understanding of settlement needs matched with his tactical

expertise creates a defense neither of us could manage alone.

"The secondary spring could be expanded within two weeks if you provide workers,"

I answer without hesitation. "But they'llneed protection during construction. It's too

exposed to dragons flying overhead."

Fritz nods once, decision made. "Thorne, reassign the eastern patrol to provide

construction security. Make sure they have plenty of dragon-penetrating bolts."

"Yes, Commander." Thorne's gaze flicks between us, something like respect in his

yellow eyes before he leaves.

We continue working as daylight fades, candles eventually providing the only light in

the stone chamber. The dancing flames cast strange shadows across Fritz's features,

highlighting the inhuman angles of his face—the pronounced cheekbones, the slightly

elongated jaw, the scars running from temple to chin that once disgusted me.

Now I find myself studying these features with something closer to curiosity than

fear.

"You're staring," he says without looking up from the patrol schedules he's adjusting.

Heat rises to my cheeks, caught watching him without realizing I was doing it. "Your

night vision," I deflect. "Can you see clearly in this light?"



His mouth quirks slightly—not quite a smile, but close. "Better than in daylight. Your

human adjustments to darkness are... not great."

"One of many human shortcomings, I'm sure," I respond dryly, aware of all the ways

my human limitations must frustrate him.

"Your knowledge of human settlements balances those limitations," he says,

surprising me with what almost sounds like a compliment. "It's... valuable."

Valuable. Not quite belonging, not quite equality, but far beyond the initial contempt

when he first claimed me. I'll take it as progress.

Night patrol training in the fortress courtyard draws me from my quarters the

following evening. I tell myself I'm just there to observe tactical coordination that

might affect settlement security. The truth I'm not ready to admit sits heavier in my

chest.

From my spot on the elevated walkway, I can perfectly see Fritz demonstrating

combat moves to newer recruits. His massive body moves with impossible grace,

showing off the flexibility that once creeped me out but now fascinates me. He turns

his head completely backward while still moving forward, his spine bending in ways

that would snap a human's.

When he leaps from standing position to a ledge fifteen feet up, landing without a

sound or apparent effort, my breath catches. The raw power of his form—the muscles

moving beneath his fur-patterned skin, the controlled strength that could tear enemies

apart yet has never left so much as a bruise on me during our most intense

claiming—creates an unmistakable heat low in my belly.

"Quite the sight, isn't he?"



I jump, turning to find Elder Nyssa beside me, her silver braids catching the

moonlight. I hadn't heard her approach, too captivated by the training below.

"I'm observing patrol protocols," I lie, the words sounding fake even to my own ears.

Nyssa's weathered face creases with a knowing smile. "Of course you are." Her gaze

drops to my claiming mark, visible above my tunic collar. "The scar has healed well.

His control must be exceptional."

"What do you mean?"

"Feline alphas can easily tear through human skin during claiming frenzy. The fact

that your mark is so clean, so precise... it shows remarkable restraint." She studies me

with eyes that have seen both pre-Conquest freedom and post-Conquest reality. "Not

what you expected from the monster, is it?"

"He's not—" I stop myself, shocked at my instinctive defense of the alpha I once

hated.

"Not what?" Nyssa prompts, knowing exactly what she's doing.

"He's not what I expected," I finally admit, turning back to watch as Fritz

demonstrates a defense against dragon fire—the quick, rolling movement that uses a

Prime's own momentum against them.

"Few things in this conquered world are," Nyssa observes cryptically before slipping

away as quietly as she came.

Below, Fritz's head turns toward our position, his enhanced senses undoubtedly

picking up my scent even from this distance. Our eyes meet across the courtyard, his

golden gaze glowing in the darkness. He doesn't acknowledge me otherwise,



returning his attention to the trainees without breaking stride.

Yet I know he's aware of me watching. Just as I've become constantly, uncomfortably

aware of him.

---

The changes in my physical responses to Fritz disturb me more than I want to admit.

My body has adapted to his inhuman nature in ways that go beyond mere heat

biology.

I find myself automatically stepping to his right side during patrol inspections,

unconsciously allowing room for his tail's movement. The appendage that once

seemed so alien now registers in my awareness as naturally as an arm or leg.
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When temperatures drop in the mountain evenings, I catch myself drifting toward his

higher body heat during outdoor strategy sessions. The warmth that radiates from

him—severaldegrees above human normal—pulls me like a magnet, my body

seeking comfort from the very source I once rejected.

Most alarming is my response to his scent. Where I once found the musky, predatory

notes repulsive, my brain now categorizes them as safety. Security. Protection. When

the wind shifts during border inspections, carrying his distinctive alpha smell, my

tension visibly eases—a reaction I can't seem to control no matter how hard I try.

"The settlement's grain storage isn't good enough for winter," I point out during one

such inspection, deliberately focusing on practical matters rather than my body's

betrayal. "Another early frost like last year's would create food shortages by

midwinter."

Fritz surveys the wooden structures clustered against the settlement's northern wall.

"The fortress has stone storage chambers we haven't used since the territorial

reassignment. Properly sealed, they would protect against temperature changes."

I turn to him in surprise. "You'd share fortress resources with the settlement? That's...

unusual for Primes."

His tail lashes once—annoyed, though whether at the generalization or the

implication that he's doing something special, I can't tell. "Practical leadership means

sustainable resources. Starving settlements create unnecessary problems."

"Practical leadership," I repeat, comparing the concept against what I know of other



territories. "Is that what they taught you at the Feline Military Academy?"

The question slips out more sarcastic than intended. To my surprise, Fritz doesn't

bristle. Instead, his expression shifts to something almost resembling humor—a slight

relaxation around his golden eyes, a subtle quirk of his mouth showing the tip of one

long canine.

"They taught conquest without thinking about aftermath," he answers with

unexpected honesty. "I learned sustainability through eighteen years of border

conflicts and civilian management. The hard way."

The admission creates a strange weight in my chest. He's sharing experience, not just

giving orders. The revelation of his learning process—the acknowledgment that he

grew and adapted rather than just knowing everything instinctively—makes him seem

more... real. The line between monster and man grows increasingly blurry.

Late evening wraps the map room in amber shadows, the flickering braziers casting

dancing light across the walls. Fritz's presence fills the space, making the chamber

feel smaller, more intimate with each passing hour. My skin prickles with awareness,

the air between us charged with something I can't name but feel in every breath.

"If we reroute the northern deliveries through this valley," I murmur, leaning over the

worn parchment. The map smells of age and smoke, its creases telling stories of

countless strategy discussions before ours. My finger traces the proposed path, the

ridge lines like veins beneath my touch. "We avoid the worst of the early snowfalls

and the rockslide zones."

Fritz moves closer, his massive form radiating heat that washes over my skin. His

shadow falls across me, not threatening as it once would have been, but somehow

sheltering. My pulse quickens traitorously.



"The terrain is steeper." His voice rumbles from deep in his chest, the sound vibrating

through the small space between us. I catch the faint scent of pine and leather that

clings to his skin,mixed with that distinctive musk that's uniquelyhim. "Your human

transporters would struggle with the grade."

"Not with the draft horses from the eastern settlement." I look up, finding his golden

eyes much closer than expected. The vertical pupils widen slightly in the low light,

focusing on me with an intensity that steals my breath. "They're bred for mountain

work."

We both reach for the eastern settlement on the map at the same time. Our fingers

collide—and gods help me—lightning races up my arm. His skin is fever-warm

against mine, the brief contact sending waves of sensation through my body that pool

low in my belly. A gasp escapes before I can stop it.

Fritz goes completely still. His tail, usually in constant subtle motion, freezes mid-

sweep. In the sudden silence, I can hear the steady rhythm of his breathing

change—quickening just enough to tell me I'm not alone in this reaction. His nostrils

flare, drinking in the sudden change in my scent that I can feel burning through my

veins but can't smell myself.

My claiming mark pulses at my throat, a phantom echo of his teeth against my skin.

Not the biological drive of heat, but something wilder, more dangerous.

Somethingchosen.

We pull back simultaneously, the space between us suddenly vast and not nearly

enough all at once.

"The eastern settlement has suffered heavy dragon raids." Fritz's voice is carefully

controlled, but I catch the slightest roughness around the edges, like velvet over

stone. His claws extend and retract once—a tell I've learned means he's fighting for



composure. "Their horse population may be depleted."

My mouth is dry, my heartbeat a frantic drumming in my ears. "Then we should send

observers to check their available resources before finalizing the route." The words

come out steadier than they have any right to be, given the chaos inside me.

The silence that follows feels like standing on the edge of a cliff, both of us teetering

on the brink of something we dare not name.

"You'll lead the assessment team," he finally says, and though his words sound like

pure military command, his eyes tell a different story. Something molten flickers in

those golden depths—something hungry and fierce that has nothing to do with

conquest and everything to do with desire.

"Commander." I incline my head, using his title as a shield against the vulnerability

spreading through my chest like wildfire.

As I turn to leave, his scent surrounds me one last time—not just the alpha musk that

once repelled me, but notes I now recognize: sandalwood from the soap he uses,

leather from his armor, pine from the forest patrols, and beneath it all, something

uniquely Fritz. A scent that my treacherous body now recognizes ashome.

I feel his gaze following me as I cross the chamber, heavy and heated on my skin like

a physical touch. When I chance a final glance back, what I see steals the breath from

my lungs—Fritz watching me with naked longing, stripped of commander's authority

or alpha's dominance. Just a being whose connection to me has somehow grown

beyond the claiming bite at my throat.

My fingers rise unconsciously to touch the mark, and his eyes track the movement.

Something passes between us, unspoken but deafening in its intensity.



This thing growing between us terrifies me more than his fangs or claws ever did. I

feared the monster, prepared myself to endure the beast. I never prepared for the way

his mind challenges mine, the respect in his eyes when I offer solutions he hadn't

considered, the careful way he says my name when no one else is listening.

I never prepared for wanting.

Each step down the winding fortress stairs takes me physically away from him, yet

somehow pulls me closer to a truth I'm not ready to face. The claiming mark at my

throat throbs in time with my racing heart, no longer a brand of ownership but a

connection to the alpha whose complexity continues to unravel everything I thought I

knew.
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The space between conqueror and conquered, predator and prey, has become

something else entirely. Something without name or boundary. Something that feels

terrifyingly like falling.

And the most frightening part isn't that I'm falling.

It's that I don't want to stop.

CHAPTER 15

DRAGON ASSAULT

Fritz POV

I smellthe scout's blood before he even reaches the fortress gates. Sharp and metallic,

mixed with fear-sweat and burned flesh that sets off all my predator instincts. I'm

already moving toward the courtyard when the warning horn sounds, my body

reacting to the threat before my mind can catch up.

The young feline—barely out of his teens with spots still visible on his flanks—falls

from his mount as soon as he makes it through the entrance. His fur is singed down

his left side, the skin underneath blistered and raw. Dragon fire. The sulfur stench

tells me that before he says a word.

"Ambush," he gasps, his eyes wide with shock. "Eastern ridge. They took Ferral and

Kiv. Would've taken me too if..."



My growl silences the entire courtyard. "Get him to the infirmary. Thorne, get the

response team ready. Full tactical gear."

My mind is already calculating distances, response times, positions. Dragons don't

take prisoners without a reason. They're planning something beyond their usual

territory-testing. My tail lashes behind me, muscles coiling with the need toact now.

The soldier's burns need treatment, but his escape would've been prevented if the

dragons didn't want us to know.

A trap. But why?

Aria appears at the edge of the growing crowd, her scent immediately standing out

from the felines around her. Worry tightens her face as she looks at the wounded

scout, but she doesn't turn away from the injuries. She's gotten tougher since coming

here, learning to face the harsh realities of territorial warfare head-on.

"What happened?" she asks, falling into step beside me as I stride toward the

command chamber.

"Dragon ambush. Two scouts captured, one got away with a warning."

Her mind works quickly—one of the things I've come to appreciate beyond her

omega biology. "An ambush that lets someone escape on purpose isn't really an

ambush."

"Exactly." I push open the heavy oak door to the command chamber, breathing deep

to make sure no unfamiliar scents are hiding inside. Paranoia keeps commanders

alive in contested territories. "They wanted us to know."

Thorne arrives with patrol reports from the past three days. His missing ear twitches

with tension as he spreads the documents across the table.



"The pattern's clear now, Commander," he says, his claws extending to point at

specific patrol routes. "They've been targeting our scouts near the settlement

boundary, especially those paths used by..."

"By omegas," I finish, the realization hitting me like a punch. "They're hunting scent

trails."

Aria stiffens beside me. "Human omegas? Why would they?—"

"Strategic assets," I cut in, fighting to keep the protective rage from making my voice

too rough. "They're using claimed omegas to draw territorial responses."

Thorne nods, his yellow eyes narrowing. "The captured scouts were following routes

near where settlement omegas gather healing herbs. Routesyousuggested we watch

more closely after your last heat."

Aria's scent shifts sharply—distress and dawning horror as she puts it together.

"They're using me—usingmysuggestions—to target your patrols?"

"Not you specifically." My hand moves toward her automatically before I catch

myself. Not the time for touching, not with Thorne watching. "Any omega in heat

leaves traces that can be detected for weeks, especially by dragons. They've figured

out that our patrol patterns adjust to protect areas where omegas gather."

"Those dragons aren't tracking omegas for claiming," Thorne adds bluntly. "They're

using them as bait."

The color drains from Aria's face as my warnings about dragon brutality suddenly

transform from just words to real threat. All those fantasies she once had about

majestic dragon alphas crumble in the face of cold military tactics using omegas as

expendable resources.



I turn to the territory map, forcing myself to focus on immediate strategy. "They'll

expect us to concentrate on rescuing our captured scouts. That leaves the settlement

exposed, especially on the eastern side."

"Where the water project is happening," Aria realizes, her practical mind pushing

through the shock. "Thirty workers, mostly betas, all out in the open if dragon

forces?—"

"They won't hit the water project," I interrupt, studying the terrain with eyes that see

far better in dim light than any human's. "Too obvious. They'll?—"
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"The northern grain storage," she says at the exact same time I do.

Our eyes meet across the table, the shared tactical insight creating a connection that

goes beyond alpha/omega biology. Something shifts in her gaze—recognition,

maybe, of how completely our thinking has aligned despite coming from such

different worlds.

"Evacuate the water project workers as a distraction," I order Thorne. "But position

our archers along the northern ridge. Triple the guard on the grain storage."

"The dragons will have the advantage in the air over the ridge," Thorne points out.

"Not if we use the cave network." Aria's finger traces a path across the map, showing

features no official maps have documented. "There's a system of connected caves that

runs under the northern ridge. The vent holes are too small for dragons to enter, but

perfect for positioning archers. They'd never expect attacks from below."

Thorne looks to me for confirmation, clearly surprised by both her suggestion and the

fact that I'm actually considering it. Five weeks ago, I would have dismissed any

tactical input from a recently claimed omega. Now, I find myself planning how to

implement her idea.

"Show me these caves," I demand, pulling a blank piece of parchment forward.

Her hands move confidently across the page, sketching the underground network with

the precision of someone who's been through it many times. As she works, I notice

changes in her that go beyond tactical cooperation. The omega who once feared



everything about me now stands comfortably at my side, no longer flinching when

my tail moves in her peripheral vision or when my claws extend to point at map

positions.

More importantly, she smells of territorial protection—that distinctive scent when

someone defends what they considertheirs. Not just survival instinct, but active

investment in our collective security. She's defending Shadowthorn and Blackridge

not as a reluctant prisoner, but as someone who has claimed this place as home.

"The main passage can easily fit your scouts," she explains, indicating the larger

caves. "But the advantage comes from these smaller offshoots. They create perfect

firing positions with almost complete cover."

"You know these caves extremely well," I observe, studying both the map and her

face. "Potential escape routes, perhaps?"

She doesn't flinch from the implied question. "Yes. I mapped every possible way out

of feline territory after my claiming." Her honesty surprises me. "But I'm showing

them to you now, so what does that tell you?"

What indeed. The question hangs between us, loaded with implications neither of us

is ready to fully address. The omega who planned escape routes now reveals them to

better defend the territory she once tried to flee. Evolution, adaptation... or something

else entirely?

My strategic assessment shifts to include a dimension I've previously refused to

acknowledge—the growing connection between us that goes beyond heat-driven

biology or commander/subordinate practicality. It creates a vulnerability I can't

afford, yet can't seem to suppress.

"I need to see these caves firsthand," I decide, watching her reaction carefully. "The



information is valuable, but I need to verify it myself."

"I'll guide a scouting unit tomorrow," she offers immediately.

"No." The word comes out sharper than I intended, my protective instinct flaring

beyond tactical necessity. "Too dangerous with dragon activity increasing."

Her chin lifts in that stubborn angle I've come to recognize. "I'm the only one who

knows these passages completely. Partial knowledge gets your scouts lost—or worse,

trapped if dragons detect them."

"Then provide detailed maps."

"Maps don't show the false passages, the unstable sections, the places where sounds

carry to the surface." Her tone stays respectful but firm—not directly challenging my

authority, but asserting her expertise with growing confidence. "You need me there in

person."

The problem becomes painfully clear. Her knowledge gives us invaluable tactical

advantage—the kind that changes battle outcomes and saves lives. But using that

knowledge means putting her at risk, directly in dragon path if our movements are

detected.

"Commander," Thorne says carefully. "The omega's knowledge could mean the

difference between successful rescue and more losses. We can provide enough

protection with a specialized unit."

I recognize the wisdom in his assessment, but something primal in me rejects the cold

calculation that would risk Aria's safety, no matter how tactically sound. This isn't

just commander's protectiveness toward a valuable asset. The barbs of possessiveness

dig deeper than that, tearing at the professional distance I've maintained through



decades of military service.

"You'll stay behind protective lines at all times," I finally agree, my tail giving away

my discomfort with a single sharp lash. "First sign of dragon activity, you get out

immediately. No heroics, no exceptions."

"Understood." Her acceptance comes too quickly, too easily.

"I mean it, Aria." I use her name deliberately, forcing her to meet my eyes. "Your

safety is non-negotiable."

Something flashes in her eyes—surprise at my directness, maybe, or recognition of

the concern beneath my tactical considerations. "I understand, Commander."

Thorne leaves to start preparations, leaving us momentarily alone in the command

chamber. The silence stretches between us, filled with unspoken complications

neither of us seems ready to address directly.

"They really use omegas as bait?" she finally asks, her voice quieter. "Not as mates?"

"Dragons view omegas as resources, not partners," I confirm, letting genuine regret

color my voice. This disillusionment was inevitable, but I take no pleasure in

watching her face it. "Their dual biology makes human omegas unsuitable for long-

term claiming. The damage is... extensive."
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She nods, absorbing this final confirmation of truths she's gradually been accepting

since seeing dragon brutality firsthand. "I was such a fool."

"You were human," I correct her, surprising myself with the gentleness in my voice.

"Humans look for saviors when conquered. Dragons just seemed like a better fantasy

than felines."

Her scent shifts again—gratitude mixed with lingering shame and something newer,

something I hesitate to name even in the privacy of my own thoughts.

"We need to extend patrol coverage to the eastern hunting grounds," she says,

deliberately getting back to strategic matters. "If the dragons are tracking omega scent

trails, that area will be especially vulnerable. Three unmated omegas from the

settlement gather mushrooms there every week."

"Noted." I silently marvel at how completely she's integrated into our defense

planning. Not a claimed omega offering occasional insight, but a full strategic partner

identifying vulnerabilities and solutions with increasing sophistication.

Our planning continues deep into the night, the immediate crisis demanding complete

focus. Yet beneath the tactical discussions, awareness of our evolving relationship

persists like a second conversation happening beneath the words we actually speak.

By the time we finalize the defense strategy, exhaustion has begun to dull even my

enhanced senses. Aria's human limitations show more visibly—dark shadows under

her eyes, slight tremor in her hands as she indicates final patrol positions.



"Rest," I order, no longer just commander but something more complicated.

"Tomorrow will demand full alertness."

She nods, gathering the notes she's made about cave positions. As she moves toward

the door, a sudden impulse makes me speak again.

"Your quarters are exposed on the eastern side," I say, trying to keep my tone neutral,

practical. "If dragons breach our outer defenses, that section would be vulnerable to

direct attack."

It's true, but not my complete motivation. The thought of her sleeping alone in the

path of potential dragon attack creates a physical discomfort I can't entirely suppress.

"What do you suggest?" she asks, her expression guarded.

I indicate the adjoining chamber to my own quarters. "The secondary commander's

room is better protected. Stone walls, interior location, multiple escape routes if

needed."

The room has been empty since my assignment to this forgotten outpost. No second-

in-command has been appointed to Shadowthorn—further evidence of my political

disgrace within the Confederacy hierarchy.

Her scent spikes with momentary surprise before settling into something more

measured. "You think the threat is that serious?"

"I think preparedness preserves options." I hold her gaze steadily. "The room has its

own entrance and privacy. I'm only suggesting proximity for security, nothing more."

Nothing more. The words ring hollow even as I speak them, but protocol demands the

pretense. She is my claimed omega, but forced proximity beyond necessary heat



servicing represents a boundary I've carefully maintained since her initial claiming.

Until now.

She studies me for a long moment, reading more from my scent and posture than my

carefully chosen words convey. "Security makes tactical sense," she finally agrees.

"I'll have my things moved there tomorrow."

I nod once, agreement reached on the surface while deeper currents remain

unacknowledged between us.

After she leaves, I move through the fortress with restless energy, checking defenses,

reviewing guard placements, assessing our readiness for whatever dawn might bring.

My sensitivity to Aria's scent has only increased since her claiming, letting me track

her movement to her current quarters, her brief washing up, her eventual settling into

restless sleep.

The distance between us—the stone walls and winding corridors separating my

chambers from hers—suddenly seems unbearable in ways that have nothing to do

with tactical vulnerability and everything to do with instincts I've denied for decades.

In my private quarters, I make one final adjustment before trying to rest myself. The

heavy wooden door connecting my chamber to the secondary room—long blocked

and unused—creaks slightly as I remove the bar blocking it. I don't open it fully. That

would be presuming too much for our careful balance right now.

But I leave it unlocked, the barrier between us reduced if not completely removed.

The dragons' assault has escalated more than just territorial conflict. It has forced me

to acknowledge protective instincts I can no longer completely separate from tactical

necessity. Aria is not merely a claimed omega or valuable intelligence source. She



is?—

The thought remains unfinished as I settle into the restless alertness that passes for

sleep among veteran commanders. My senses stay partially attuned to potential

threats, to fortress sounds, to approaching dangers.

And to the scent of the omega who will occupy the adjoining chamber tomorrow,

separated from me by a single unlocked door rather than fortress walls. Close enough

for immediate protection if needed. Close enough for her scent to permeate my

private space, where no human has been permitted since my assignment to this

outpost.

Close enough for something more dangerous than dragon fire to continue growing

between conquered and conqueror, predator and prey.

Close enough for transformation neither of us anticipated when claiming necessity

first forced us together.

CHAPTER 16
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FIELD MISSION

Aria POV

The mountain airbites at my face as we climb higher into the disputed territory. Five

feline scouts move through the underbrush ahead of me, barely making a sound or

leaving footprints on the damp ground. Lieutenant Thorne takes up the rear, his black

fur occasionally catching the sunlight filtering through the thick trees.

My claiming mark throbs against my throat, a ghostly reminder of Fritz's teeth. He

hadn't wanted to authorize this mission—I could tell from his stiff shoulders, the

angry lashing of his tail, and the subtle growl under his final instructions. But he'd

given in because he had to. These observation posts were too important, even though

his protective instincts were getting harder for him to ignore.

"The main path curves west here," I tell Thorne quietly, veering off the visible trail

toward a nearly invisible gap between two huge boulders. "But the dragons would

expect watchers on the obvious route. This passage gives us better coverage."

I squeeze my body through the narrow opening, rough stone scraping against my

sides. The path beyond isn't on any officialmap—it's one of dozens of secret routes

I'd memorized during my years guiding traders through these contested mountains.

The knowledge that once represented my escape plan now helps fortress defense. The

irony isn't lost on me.

"Scent markers," Thorne says quietly, his nose flaring as he follows me through the

gap. "Dragons have passed through here recently."



A chill that has nothing to do with the cold air slides down my spine. "How

recently?"

"Three days, maybe four." His yellow eyes narrow in concentration, his missing ear

twitching slightly. "A scouting party, not a full patrol. Three, maybe four

individuals."

The precision of his assessment reminds me how alien these Primes really are

beneath their somewhat human appearances. His senses work on levels mine can't

even comprehend, picking up information from the environment that my human

limitations can't detect.

We continue in tense silence, moving steadily higher along trails not meant for easy

travel. My muscles burn with the effort, but I push through the pain. I can't show

weakness, not when I insisted I was necessary for this mission. Not when Fritz's

reluctant trust depends on me proving I can handle it.

By mid-afternoon, we've identified three good observation points—small caverns

with narrow viewing slits overlooking key dragon approach routes. The scouts set up

basic communications equipment at each location—reflective metal panels for

daylight signaling, specialized lamps for night warnings.

"We should reach the northern overlook before sunset," I tell Thorne as we finish

securing the third position. "There's a sheltered valley nearby perfect for overnight

camp."

He nods, his expression giving away nothing of the fatigue that must be affecting

even his enhanced body. "The weather's turning. Storm moving in from the western

peaks."

I glance at the horizon, noticing the dark clouds gathering over the distant mountains.



My weather sense isn't bad, but I'd completely missed the signs his feline instincts

picked up easily. Another reminder of the differences between us.

"The valley has cave systems," I assure him. "We'll have shelter if it hits before

dawn."

The northern overlook proves perfect for our purposes—a narrow ledge hidden by

thick vegetation with clear views of three major dragon approach routes. From this

spot, fortress scouts could provide almost thirty minutes of early warning for any

significant dragon movement.

"Almost a perfect position," Thorne acknowledges as the scouts begin setting up the

final observation equipment. "You've done well, Omega Copenhagen."

The formal title—neither disrespectful nor particularly warm—highlights the strange

position I occupy in the fortress hierarchy. Not quite soldier, not merely claimed

omega, but something undefined that sits between multiple categories.

"We should head down to the valley," I suggest as the first distant rumble of thunder

reaches us. "That storm's moving faster than expected."

By the time we reach the valley floor, fat raindrops have already started falling,

quickly turning into a full downpour that makes it hard to see more than a few feet

ahead. Lightning splits the dark sky, lighting up the landscape in stark detail before

plunging it back into darkness.

"There!" I shout over the howling wind, pointing toward a dark opening in the cliff

face. "The main cave entrance!"

We sprint the remaining distance, water streaming down our faces and bodies. The

cave mouth suddenly appears before us,a black void cut into gray stone. I duck



inside, the sudden shift from howling storm to enclosed silence almost disorienting.

"Everyone accounted for?" Thorne demands, doing a quick headcount as the scouts

file in behind us.

"All present," confirms a young feline with leopard-like markings. "No pursuit

detected."

The cave goes deeper than the entrance suggests, narrowing into a passage that leads

to a larger chamber. Glowing moss clings to the damp walls, providing just enough

light to see by. The scouts move confidently through the darkness, their night vision

needing no extra light.

"We'll set up here," Thorne decides when we reach the inner chamber. "Defensive

positions at the narrow point. Krill, first watch."

The cave protects us from the storm but forces us into close quarters that makes my

skin prickle with awareness. Six feline alphas in an enclosed space, their natural

musk intensified by rain and exertion. My omega biology registers their presence in a

way I can't fully suppress, despite Fritz's claiming mark.

I settle against the far wall, trying to create what distance the limited space allows.

Though I've worked with these scouts for weeks now, we've never been confined

together in such tight quarters. The subtle changes in their scents as they notice my

discomfort trigger an instinctive unease I haven't felt since my early days at the

fortress.

"Rations," Thorne announces, handing out preserved meat and hardtack from his

pack. The normal activity breaks some of the tension, giving everyone something to

focus on besides our uncomfortable proximity.
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As the storm rages outside, turning the cave entrance into a curtain of water, the

scouts establish a perimeter and settle into their assigned positions. I chew the tough

meat slowly, trying to ignore the low-level awareness humming beneath my

skin—theway my body automatically catalogs each feline's distinct scent, identifying

potential threats or allies in some primal part of my brain.

My claiming mark pulses with renewed sensitivity, the scar tissue seemingly alive

with awareness of Fritz's absence. The sensation isn't painful, just... present. A

constant reminder of the bite that changed everything.

Hours pass, the storm showing no signs of letting up. The close quarters grow

increasingly uncomfortable as body heat and moisture create a humid atmosphere

within the stone walls. I shift restlessly, trying to find a comfortable position on the

hard ground.

Thorne approaches silently, his movements cat-like even in his more human form. He

settles nearby—close enough for conversation but keeping a careful distance that

suggests intentional consideration.

"You should rest," he says quietly. "We move at first light regardless of weather."

"I know." I draw my knees up to my chest, making myself smaller in the enclosed

space. "I'm fine."

His yellow eyes study me with unsettling directness. "Your scent says otherwise."

The observation makes me stiffen. "Excuse me?"



"You're uncomfortable with our proximity." His tone holds no judgment, just stating

a fact. "It's natural. Claimed omegas develop sensitivity to alpha pheromones besides

their mate's."

"I'm not uncomfortable," I lie automatically. "Just not loving the accommodations."

Thorne's mouth quirks in what might be amusement. "Your body knows the

difference between your alpha and potential competitors. It's biology, not weakness."

The frankness of his assessment disarms my defensiveness. "Does it... does the

claiming mark really signal that much to other felines?"

He considers the question with unexpected seriousness. "Commander's claim runs

deep," he explains, his voice lowering to keep our conversation private from the other

scouts. "Stronger than most markings I've scented. Every feline in this cave could

smell his claim from twenty paces. None would challenge it."

Something in his wording catches my attention. "What do you mean, 'stronger than

most'? How can one claiming be stronger than another?"

Thorne's expression shifts slightly, showing momentary uncertainty about how much

to tell me. "Claiming strength varies with intent and... connection. Just biological

claiming carries one scent signature. Claiming with deeper instinctive recognition

creates another."

"And Fritz's claiming of me..."

"Is unmistakable." Thorne's gaze drops briefly to the scar at my throat before meeting

my eyes again. "Commander has marked you more thoroughly than I've witnessed in

seventeen years of service. It's why the fortress accepted you so quickly in command

positions. His claim carries... weight."



The revelation sends a strange warmth spreading through my chest despite the damp

chill of the cave. I'd assumed Fritz's claiming was just practical—a necessary

biological transaction to prevent dragon intervention. The possibility that something

deeper, more instinctive might have driven it even from the beginning creates

questions I'm not ready to face right now.

"I should check the cave entrance," I murmur, standing abruptly. "See if the storm's

passing."

Thorne doesn't try to stop me, though his knowing expression suggests he recognizes

my retreat for what it is.

The narrow passage leading to the cave mouth gives me blessed solitude after the

crowded main chamber. Rain still pours heavily outside, the occasional lightning

flash lighting up the valley in harsh white light before plunging it back into darkness.

The steady rhythm of water dripping from stone creates a hypnotic backdrop to my

racing thoughts.

I run my fingers absently over the claiming mark, tracing the permanent impression

of Fritz's teeth against my skin.Stronger than most markings.What does that mean for

us? For the strange partnership that's grown between claimed omega and reluctant

commander?

A flash of lightning reveals something that snaps me instantly from my thoughts to

high alert—a distinctive pattern of scratches on the stone just inside the cave

entrance. Three parallel lines, too deliberate to be natural. I crouch for a closer look,

my fingers tracing the shallow grooves.

"Thorne," I call softly, my voice carrying just far enough to reach the main chamber.

"Come look at this."



He appears beside me almost immediately, moving with that unnerving feline silence.

"What is it?"

"Dragon markers." I point to the scratches. "Recent ones."

His pupils contract to vertical slits as he examines the marks. "Territory claim.

Routine scouting signature."

"Yes, but look at the depth." I run my finger along the grooves. "These weren't made

by casual passage. They spent time here. Recently."

Thorne breathes in deeply, his nose detecting scents my human senses could never

pick up. His expression darkens. "You're right. They used this shelter within the past

day. Possibly as recently as this morning."

The realization of how narrowly we missed a direct confrontation sends ice through

my veins. "If the storm hadn't driven us here earlier than planned..."
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"We might have encountered them returning to their shelter." Thorne's tail goes

completely still—the feline equivalent of intense focus. "We need to check the entire

cave system for more signs."

The next hour is spent carefully examining every passage branching from the main

chamber. We find more evidence of dragon presence—remnants of rations, a

discarded scale, another set of territorial markings deeper in the cave system.

"A forward scouting position," Thorne concludes as we return to the main chamber.

"They're establishing presence on this side of the disputed border."

"Which means they're planning something bigger than routine territory testing," I

finish his thought, the strategic implications immediately clear. "These caves give

access to three approaches to Shadowthorn."

Thorne nods grimly. "We've established our observation posts just in time. Maybe not

a moment too soon."

Sleep is impossible that night, despite exhaustion weighing down my limbs. Every

sound from the storm outside makes me instantly alert, my mind creating scenarios

where dragon scouts return to their shelter only to find it occupied by their enemies.

Thorne establishes a doubled watch rotation, making sure at least two sets of eyes

monitor the cave entrance at all times.

When first light finally filters through the rain-washed sky, we break camp in

efficient silence. The storm has passed, leaving behind mud-slicked trails and fallen

branches across our path. The descent proves more treacherous than the climb up,



requiring careful navigation around newly formed washouts and unstable slopes.

By mid-afternoon, the fortress comes into view, its stone walls blending almost

seamlessly with the mountainside. Relief floods through me at the sight—a reaction

that would have beenunthinkable months ago when those same walls represented my

prison rather than safety.

The guards at the gate snap to attention as our patrol approaches, one immediately

disappearing inside—no doubt to report our return to Fritz. We've barely made it into

the courtyard when his imposing form emerges from the main keep, his movements

showing the controlled urgency he's trying to hide.

His golden eyes find me immediately, scanning for injuries with open concern he

doesn't bother to disguise. The intensity of his gaze—the raw relief evident in his

posture as he confirms I'm safe—creates a warmth in my chest that has nothing to do

with omega biology and everything to do with the connection that's grown between

us.

"Report," he demands of Thorne, his voice carefully controlled even as his tail

betrays his agitation with a single sharp movement.

"Observation posts established as planned," Thorne answers crisply. "Evidence of

significant dragon presence throughout the target zone. They're positioning for

something substantial, Commander."

Fritz's gaze returns to me, something unreadable flickering in his golden eyes. "You

found their markers?"

"In the cave system where we sheltered during the storm," I confirm. "They've been

using it as a forward base. We missed direct contact by hours at most."



A rumbling growl builds in his chest, quickly suppressed but not before I catch the

protective rage behind it. "Inside. Full debriefing immediately."

As we follow him into the keep, I notice the subtle changes to his quarters visible

through the partially open door—my belongings moved from my previous chambers

as ordered, but arranged with unexpected care. The connecting door betweenhis room

and what will now be mine stands partially open, changed from barrier to passage.

The claiming mark at my throat pulses with renewed awareness as Fritz's scent

surrounds me once more—that distinctive mix of pine, leather, and feline musk that

once repelled me but now registers as security. As home.

Stronger than most markings,Thorne had said.Deeper instinctive recognition.

I touch the scar lightly as I pass the threshold into the command chamber, the

significance of what awaits after this debriefing—separate quarters connected by an

open door, proximity without forced intimacy—creating both excitement and

nervousness.

The mission has succeeded. The observation network established. The physical

distance from Shadowthorn safely traveled.

But the distance I've traveled from reluctant captive to willing defender—the

emotional territory I've crossed from dragon fantasy to feline reality—feels far more

significant than any mountain path.

And far more dangerous to navigate.

CHAPTER 17

MIDNIGHT CONFESSION



Fritz POV

Sleep won't come tonight.My body begs for rest, but my mind refuses to shut down. I

pace my quarters, claws leaving thin scratches in the stone floor with each turn. The

scents from the mission still fill my nose—dragon markers, territorial claims, the

stink of their ambition.

Even worse is the imagined smell my brain keeps conjuring up—Aria's blood, her

fear, her screams if the dragons had found her. If they'd arrived at that cave just hours

earlier. My fangs extend without me willing it, a growl building in my chest that I

barely manage to keep in.

But under these violent thoughts lies something else, something I've been avoiding

for weeks. A subtle change in her scent, a shift in her body's chemistry that my

enhanced senses picked up long before she could possibly know. The knowledge

burns in my throat, unspoken.

Through the partially open connecting door, her scent drifts from the adjoining

room—the familiar smell of her soap, her skin, her claimed status. But I don't hear

the steady breathing of sleep. She's as restless as I am, though for different reasons.

Her claiming mark had stood out during the debriefing, the silvery scar catching the

torchlight whenever she moved. Something hot and primal had surged through me at

the sight—satisfaction that my claim remains visible, unmistakable. But that

satisfaction mixes with guilt. The change in her body is my doing, my seed taking

root. And I haven't told her.



Page 50

Source Creation Date: July 11, 2025, 4:46 am

The walls feel like they're closing in, suffocating despite how large my quarters are. I

need air. Space. Perspective.

The observatory tower offers solitude, clear views of our territory, and enough

distance from her scent that I might clear my head. But when I climb to the top of the

spiral staircase, I find her already there.

Aria stands at the western parapet, her outline sharp against the midnight sky. The

mountain wind pulls at her blonde hair, now loose from its usual practical braid.

Moonlight turns her skin silver-pale and almost ghostly. My breath catches, an

embarrassingly teenage reaction for a commander with my experience.

She doesn't jump at my arrival—her senses have sharpened during her time here. She

knew my scent before I even reached the top of the stairs.

"Commander," she says without turning, her voice carrying easily in the night air.

"You should be resting." The words come out as a low rumble, my control fraying

under the competing instincts racing through my body. Protect. Possess. Claim. Tell

her.

"I could say the same to you." She turns to face me finally, moonlight highlighting

the claiming mark on her throat. My eyes fix on it, tracing the permanent impression

of my teeth against her skin. Without meaning to, my gaze drops lower, searching for

the changes my senses have detected but which her clothing still hides.

Her hand rises to her throat, fingers tracing the scar. "Does it still look the same to



you?"

The question throws me off. "The mark?"

"Yes." Her fingers follow the indentation pattern. "Thorne said something during the

mission... about your claiming being stronger than most he's seen. I wondered if it

looks different to feline eyes."

My mouth goes dry. I move beside her at the parapet, keeping careful distance while

deciding how much to tell her. Her scent hits me full force now—pine and night air

mixing with her omega notes. Beneath it all lurks the subtle chemical markers of my

claiming... and something newer, something that stirs protective instincts I've spent

decades pushing down.

"Not visibly different," I manage, fixing my gaze on the distant mountains rather than

her face. "To feline senses, it carries... extra information."

"What kind of information?"

My claws extend without me meaning to, scraping against stone. "Intention.

Connection. Compatibility." My tail lashes behind me, giving away the emotion my

face doesn't show. "There are... instinctive recognitions that happen between

compatible pairs."

Her scent shifts—curiosity, surprise, and something warmer blooming beneath her

skin. "Even in forced claiming?"

"Even then." The honesty burns, but I owe her this much. "Though normally such

recognition would prevent forced claiming altogether. A feline who senses true

compatibility typically approaches with more... consideration."



"But you didn't have that luxury," she observes, no accusation in her voice. "Dragon

proximity forced your hand."

"Yes."

Silence stretches between us, filled with all we're not saying. She turns her attention

to the star-filled sky, seemingly contentto let the moment pass. But the unspoken

knowledge burns inside me, demanding to be acknowledged.

"Your scars," she says suddenly, breaking the silence. "How did you get them?"

My hand rises to my face, tracing the three parallel lines that run from temple to jaw.

No one has asked directly about them since my assignment to this outpost. The

question suggests curiosity beyond tactical assessment.

"Dragon commander," I answer, memory surfacing with physical clarity—the searing

pain, the smell of my own blood, the roar that still sometimes haunts my dreams.

"Territorial dispute in the southern mountains during early Confederation expansion."

"You fought a dragon commander directly? And survived?" Real surprise colors her

voice.

A bitter laugh escapes me. "Barely. I was... younger then. More confident in my

abilities than was smart."

"Were you always a commander?"

The memories flood back—blood and fire, the stench of battlefields, the weight of

decisions that cost lives. "No. I started as border patrol, like most felines with combat

skills. My tactical assessments caught the attention of regional command during the

eastern campaigns."



"The ones against human resistance strongholds?" Her tone stays carefully neutral,

though I catch the slight tension underneath.

"Yes." No point hiding this part of my history. "I led thirty-six successful operations

against armed resistance cells. Eliminated seventeen rebel commanders between my

third and seventh year of service."

She absorbs this without visible reaction, though her scent reveals complicated

emotions churning beneath her composed exterior. "You killed humans."

"Many." I see no benefit in softening this truth. My claws extend further, scraping

deeper grooves into the stone. "In direct combat, facing armed opponents. Not

civilians. Never non-combatants. That distinction eventually ended my advancement

within Confederation command."
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"What happened?" She turns fully toward me now, moonlight illuminating genuine

interest in her expression. Not judgment or disgust, but desire to understand.

For the first time in years, I find myself explaining the full circumstances of my

"reassignment" to someone who has no reason to care beyond curiosity. Someone

who, against all logic, seems to genuinely want to know.

"The Northern Purge." The words taste like ash. "Intelligence suggested resistance

leaders were hiding among civilian settlements in the contested northern valleys.

Standard protocol called for elimination of entire communities to ensure no targets

escaped."

"Elimination," she repeats, understanding immediately. "Slaughter."

"Yes." My tail lashes once, sharp and controlled. "I refused the direct order.

Suggested targeted extraction using intelligence assets instead. My... disagreement

with command strategy was deemed insubordination."

"So they sent you here," she concludes. "To this backwater posting, away from where

your principles might infect other officers."

The accuracy of her assessment burns like truth often does. "Officially, I was given

important border responsibility fitting my experience."

"And unofficially?"

"Exiled to a forgotten outpost where my career would quietly end, far from any



meaningful command decisions." The truth Irarely acknowledge even to myself

comes out without bitterness. It simply is.

"I've killed in battle more times than I can count," I continue, meeting her gaze

directly. "But I won't slaughter innocents to advance my standing. Not even when

ordered."

Something shifts in her expression—recognition, perhaps, of the core principle that

cost me everything I'd built within Confederation hierarchy. Her scent changes

subtly, warmer notes emerging that suggest respect rather than the fear or disgust my

appearance typically brings out in humans.

"That's why you extended defense to Blackridge," she realizes. "When most

commanders would have secured only the fortress against dragon incursion."

"Strategic defense includes civilian stability," I respond, falling back on practical

justification rather than admitting the deeper principle driving my decisions.

"Conquest without protection is just destruction."

"Not exactly the Prime philosophy taught in settlement history," she says, a hint of

something like amusement in her voice.

"Most Primes aren't particularly philosophical."

The unexpected observation draws a genuine laugh from her—the sound vibrating

through me like physical touch. The claiming mark at her throat catches moonlight as

her head tilts back, exposing the vulnerable line of her neck in a display of trust that

stirs something primitive in my chest.

"We've come a long way," she observes after her laughter fades, "from that first

claiming."



The reference to our initial joining—my cold efficiency, her reluctant

submission—hangs between us, acknowledged directly for perhaps the first time

without anger or resentment coloring the memory.

"Yes," I agree simply, uncertain what more to add.

She turns her gaze back to the distant mountains. "I used to watch the dragons flying

over those peaks and imagine what it would be like to be claimed by one of them.

How majestic and powerful they seemed from a distance."

The admission stirs complicated emotions I can't fully identify. Not quite

jealousy—the dragons never had her, after all—but something next to it. Protective

possessiveness mixed with satisfaction that her fantasies proved false.

"And now?" I find myself asking.

She considers the question seriously before answering. "They're still beautiful," she

acknowledges with honesty that surprises me. "But now I see the cruelty behind the

majesty. The calculation in how they use omegas as resources rather than... partners."

The word choice—partners rather than mates or property—creates another surge of

that strange warmth in my chest. She moves slightly closer, the careful distance we

typically maintain outside of heat necessity shrinking without either of us consciously

deciding it.

"I never thought I'd say this," she admits, voice barely above a whisper, "but I'm

grateful it was you who claimed me, not them. Even at the beginning, when it was

cold and clinical... you never treated me as expendable."

The admission creates complicated satisfaction I'm not entirely comfortable

examining. My claiming was hardly a gift, regardless of her reevaluation given what



she now knows about dragon brutality. But before I can respond, the wind shifts,

bringing her scent to me more directly. And with it, the undeniable confirmation of

what I've suspected for weeks.

My nostrils flare involuntarily, my pupils contracting to vertical slits as I process the

scent markers that no human nose could detect but which are unmistakable to my

enhanced senses. My hand moves before conscious thought can intervene,reaching

toward her middle before stopping just short of contact.

"What is it?" she asks, noticing my sudden tension, the frozen position of my

outstretched hand.

The moment of truth arrives whether I'm prepared for it or not. "Your scent has

changed."

Her brow furrows. "Changed how?"
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"In a way that only happens when..." The words stick in my throat. How do I tell her?

What right do I have to be pleased by what she might consider the ultimate violation?

"When what, Fritz?" She uses my name, not title, the intimacy of it surprising us

both.

"When an omega is carrying young." The words finally come out, raw and honest.

"You're pregnant, Aria. Have been for about three weeks now."

Her eyes widen, her hand instinctively dropping to her still-flat stomach. "I'm...

pregnant?"

"Yes." I brace for disgust, for rage, for renewed hatred of the feline alpha who's

inflicted this final indignity upon her.

Instead, her scent blossoms with something unexpected—not horror or revulsion, but

a complex mixture of shock, wonder, and something that smells remarkably like...

satisfaction.

"I thought my cycle timing was off," she murmurs, looking down at her own body as

though seeing it anew. "I assumed stress from the territorial conflicts had disrupted

it."

"You're not... horrified?" I can't keep the question contained, my tail betraying my

agitation with sharp, jerky movements.

Her eyes rise to meet mine, the moonlight reflecting in them like silver fire. "I should



be, shouldn't I?" A small, puzzled laugh escapes her. "The reluctant omega, claimed

against her will, now carrying the child of her captor. It's the perfect nightmare."

I remain silent, uncertain how to navigate this unexpected reaction, afraid to hope for

what her scent suggests.

"But I'm not," she continues, wonder coloring her voice. "I'm not horrified or

disgusted or any of the things I should logically be." Her hand remains pressed

against her abdomen. "This feels... right, somehow. Like the next step in whatever

strange journey we've been on since that first claiming."

The admission steals the breath from my lungs. My restraint—maintained through

weeks of detecting the changes in her body, the growing life within her—finally

breaks. My hand completes its arrested motion, coming to rest gently against her

middle. The warmth of her seeps through the thin fabric of her clothing, and beneath

it, the faintest trace of a new life—my offspring—growing within her.

"I should have told you sooner," I admit, my voice dropping to that deeper register

that comes out when emotion threatens my control. "I've known for weeks. But I

feared your reaction."

"How long have you known?" Her hand covers mine, keeping it pressed against her

stomach rather than pushing it away as I'd expected.

"Since just after your last heat. Feline senses detect the chemical changes almost

immediately."

"And you said nothing." Not an accusation, merely an observation.

"I thought you'd see it as the final violation. The ultimate proof of your captivity."

My claws retract fully, ensuring not even the slightest pressure against her skin as my



palm spreads wider over where our child grows. "I couldn't bear to see the disgust in

your eyes."

"Fritz." My name again, spoken with a gentleness I've never heard from her before.

"Look at me."

I raise my eyes to hers, finding not disgust but something that makes my breath

catch—acceptance. Perhaps even pleasure.

"I'm carrying your child," she says, as though testing the words. "Our child. A hybrid

born of claiming that began as necessity but has become... something else entirely."

The simple acknowledgment shatters something inside me—some final barrier

between commander and omega, between captor and captive. My free hand rises to

cup her face, my thumb tracing the line of her cheekbone with a gentleness few

would believe possible from a battle-scarred feline commander.

"Something else entirely," I agree, my voice barely recognizable even to myself.

When she leans into my touch rather than pulling away, the last thread of my control

unravels. The knowledge that she carries my offspring, that her body nurtures our

shared legacy, triggers instincts I've suppressed since that first claiming. Protect.

Provide. Possess. Claim.

I step closer, eliminating the careful distance we've maintained for weeks. My tail

moves of its own accord, wrapping lightly around her waist in a possessive gesture I

would never have dared before this moment. When she doesn't tense or pull away,

something primal and satisfied rumbles in my chest.

"Your scent," she murmurs, her pupils dilating slightly. "It's changing."



Of course it is. The knowledge that she carries my young, combined with her

acceptance rather than rejection, triggers responses I can't control. My scent would be

broadcasting unmistakable possessive claim, territorial dominance, and—most

dangerously—arousal.

"I should go," I manage, though every muscle in my body screams against retreating.

"This is... overwhelming for both of us."

"Don't." Her hand rises to my chest, pressing against the spot where my heart

thunders beneath muscle and bone. "Stay."

The single word destroys the last of my resistance. My mouth finds hers with hunger

I've never allowed myself to show during our previous claimings. This isn't the

methodical breeding of heat cycles, but something deeper, more primal—the claiming

of what is mine not merely by circumstance but by choice.

Her lips yield beneath mine, soft where I am hard, giving where I am demanding. My

tongue, rougher than a human's, traces the seam of her mouth before she opens to me

with a sigh that vibrates through my entire body. The taste of her—sweet with

undertones unique to her chemistry—floods my senses, creating an intoxication more

potent than any battle rage.
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My hands span her waist, lifting her effortlessly until she's seated on the stone

parapet, our heights more evenly matched in this position. The night air surrounds us,

carrying our mingled scents across the mountain peaks—a declaration to any Prime

within miles that this omega is claimed, protected, carrying the next generation of her

alpha's bloodline.

"Fritz," she gasps as my mouth leaves hers to trace the path of my claiming mark at

her throat. My tongue rasps against the silvery scar, renewing my scent markers with

deliberate intent. "What are you?—"

"Marking what's mine," I growl against her skin, the words coming without conscious

thought. "The mother of my offspring. My mate. Mine."

The possessive declaration should anger her, should remind her of captivity and

forced claiming. Instead, her scent spikes with unmistakable arousal, her body

arching toward mine with an instinctive response that has nothing to do with heat

biology and everything to do with choice.

"Yes," she breathes, her fingers tangling in my hair, finding the sensitive spot where

ears meet scalp with uncanny accuracy. "Yours."

The simple acknowledgment breaks the last barrier of restraint. My hands move from

her waist to her thighs, pushing beneath the thin fabric of her sleeping shift with

urgent need. The scent of her arousal hits me like a physical blow—sweet omega

slick, distinctive markers of early pregnancy, and beneath it all, the unmistakable note

of desire directed specifically at me. Not alpha in abstract, not biological imperative,

but personal want.



"Here?" she asks, glancing around the exposed tower top. "Anyone could?—"

"Let them," I rumble, past caring about propriety or protocol. "Let them all know

you're claimed. That you carry my offspring. That you've chosen this."

Her eyes widen at the raw possessiveness in my tone, but her scent reveals no

fear—only increasing arousal and something warmer that I hesitate to name even in

the privacy of my own thoughts.

"I have chosen this," she affirms, her hands moving to the fastenings of my clothing

with surprising skill. "Chosen you."

The admission ignites something beyond mere desire—a consuming need to claim

her again, to mark her as mine in ways that go beyond the original claiming bite. My

clothing falls away under her determined fingers, exposing my body to the night air

and her gaze.

Unlike our previous joinings, she looks at me directly, taking in the features that once

repulsed her—the patches of fur along my spine, the inhuman musculature, the

obvious alien nature of my arousal. Where once I saw disgust or reluctant acceptance,

now I see only hunger.

"I want to see all of you," I tell her, tugging at her thin shift with careful restraint to

avoid tearing it with claws I can barely keep sheathed.

She raises her arms, allowing me to pull the garment over her head in one fluid

motion. Moonlight bathes her skin in silver, highlighting the subtle changes my

enhanced vision can detect—the slight fullness to her breasts, the barely perceptible

rounding below her navel where our child grows.

My hand covers that spot again, reverent in a way I've never allowed myself to be



before. "You're beautiful," I tell her, the simple truth coming out without calculation

or strategy. "Carrying my young makes you even more so."

Color rises in her cheeks at the raw honesty, but she doesn't look away. "Show me,"

she demands instead, her voice stronger than I'd expected. "Show me what claiming

can be when it's chosen, not forced."

The invitation—the challenge—sends heat coursing through my veins. I lift her from

the parapet, turning to press her back against the tower wall. Her legs wrap around

my waist instinctively, the position aligning our bodies perfectly.

Unlike our previous joinings, I take time to ensure her readiness, my fingers

exploring the slick heat between her thighs with deliberate patience. The evidence of

her arousal coats my hand, the scent of it driving my own need higher. When my

clawed thumb finds the sensitive bundle of nerves at her core, her head falls back

against the stone with a gasp that echoes in the night air.

"That's it," I encourage, watching her pleasure with primal satisfaction. "Show me

what you need."

Her body responds with increasing urgency, her hips rocking against my hand in a

rhythm that speaks to something beyond conscious thought. When her release finally

comes, her cry carries across the mountain peaks—a sound of surrender and triumph

combined.

Before the aftershocks have fully subsided, I position myself at her entrance. My

arousal, significantly larger than humanproportion and already showing the ridges

that will become barbs once inside her, presses against her core with insistent

pressure.

"Look at me," I demand, needing to see her face for this claiming that means



something beyond biology or necessity.

Her eyes meet mine, pupils blown wide with desire and something deeper. "Fritz,"

she whispers, my name a prayer on her lips. "Please."

The single word breaks the last thread of hesitation. I drive forward in one powerful

thrust, seating myself fully inside her with a motion that makes her gasp. The tight

heat of her body around mine—familiar from previous claimings yet somehow

entirely new—sends pleasure coursing through my system that borders on pain.

"Mine," I growl against her throat, setting a rhythm that speaks to the primal need

roaring through my blood. "My omega. My mate. Mother of my young."

"Yours," she agrees, her nails scoring lines down my back that would barely register

as sensation on my tougher hide but which send satisfaction through me nonetheless.

"My alpha. My protector."

The words create connection beyond physical joining, beyond the biological lock of

my knot that will soon bind us together. My inhuman flexibility allows me to

maintain our position against the tower wall while still accessing every sensitive spot,

my tail providing additional support wrapped around her thigh.

As pleasure builds toward inevitable conclusion, I feel the specialized ridges along

my length begin to extend fully, barbs emerging as release approaches. Unlike our

first claiming, when these caused her pain and distress, now her body welcomes

them—omega biology adapted to my alien anatomy in ways that create mutual

pleasure rather than mere submission.

"I'm going to knot you," I warn, my voice barely recognizable through the rumbling

growl that accompanies each thrust. "Lock us together. Ensure my seed takes root

beside the life already growing inside you."



Rather than tensing at the prospect, she arches toward me, taking me deeper. "Yes,"

she moans, the sound vibrating against my chest where our bodies press together.

"Claim me, Fritz. Completely."
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The permission—freely given, not forced by heat or circumstance—shatters the last

barrier of control. With a final powerful thrust, my knot presses past initial resistance,

her body stretching to accommodate what should be impossible. The sensation of

being locked completely inside her triggers my release with overwhelming force,

seed pumping deep within her in primal satisfaction despite knowing she already

carries my offspring.

The pressure of my knot against her most sensitive inner spots triggers her own

climax in response, her inner walls clenching rhythmically around me in a way that

prolongs and intensifies my pleasure to near-painful levels.

"Mine," I growl against her claiming mark, the word coming from deepest instinct

rather than conscious thought. "My omega."

"Yours," she gasps between shuddering breaths, surrender and triumph combined in

her voice. "Your omega."

We remain locked together in our precarious position, the tower wall supporting her

back while my inhuman strength holds us both secure. The knot will bind us for

hours, biology ensuring optimal breeding conditions despite conception having

already occurred.

With careful movements that avoid disturbing our connection, I maneuver us to the

stone floor, cradling her in my lap to minimize discomfort during the extended

joining. Mytail remains wrapped possessively around her thigh, while my higher

body temperature shields her from the mountain night's chill.



As our breathing gradually steadies, her hand returns to the slight swell below her

navel. "Our child," she murmurs, wonder still coloring her voice. "Half feline, half

human. Neither one nor the other."

"Something new," I agree, my own hand covering hers. "Like what we're becoming

together."

"What are we becoming?" she asks, voicing the question that's hovered unspoken

between us for weeks.

"Something without precedent," I answer honestly. "Something beyond commander

and claimed omega. Beyond conqueror and conquered."

"Partners," she suggests, echoing her earlier word choice that stirred such response in

me.

"Partners," I agree, the term inadequate yet better than any alternative.

As the knot continues to bind us together beneath the star-filled sky, I allow myself to

acknowledge what her acceptance of our child—of me—has awakened. Not just

possession, not just primal satisfaction, but something I'd long since abandoned hope

of finding in this grim existence.

My tail tightens slightly around her thigh in unconscious response to the thought.

CHAPTER 18

ATTACK AT DAWN

Aria POV



Warninghorns rip me from sleep—three short blasts followed by one long, the signal

for attack. My body moves before my brain fully wakes up, hands grabbing for the

clothes I'd laid out just in case. The stone floor feels like ice against my bare feet as I

dress as fast as I can, fumbling with the unfamiliar fastenings in the dark.

Fritz is already gone, his scent hanging in the doorway between our rooms. The

knowledge of what's growing inside me—his child, our child—makes everything

more urgent as I tie my boots. I'm not just protecting myself anymore, but the little

life we've made.

The fortress hallways buzz with controlled chaos—feline soldiers moving with

deadly purpose, officers shouting orders, medical staff getting ready for the wounded.

I catch bits of reports as I hurry toward the command room.

"Western approach... multiple entry points... using the ridgeline we thought

impassable..."

The map room shows me how bad things really are. Fritz stands at the central table,

golden eyes narrowed to thin slitsas he takes in all the information. His tail lashes

once—the only sign of the tension I can smell coming off him in waves.

"Dragon forces broke through the outer perimeter at three points," Lieutenant Thorne

reports, pointing to markers on the map. "They're using information from our

captured scouts to target our weak spots."

"Numbers?" Fritz's voice stays steady, but I catch the undertone of controlled rage.

"At least seventy ready to fight. Maybe more."

Ice runs through my veins. Our defense plans expected forty at most. This isn't just

testing our borders—it's a full-on invasion.



Fritz's eyes meet mine across the room, acknowledging me without breaking his

focus. "Settlement evacuation," he orders, speaking directly to me. "Get them into the

caves beneath the fortress."

I nod, understanding the trust this shows. He's putting me in charge of saving my own

people while he handles the military defense.

"Rotation defense on the western wall," he continues, turning back to Thorne. "Draw

them toward the northern approach where our archers have the high ground."

His mind works in ways I'm still learning to appreciate—balancing immediate battle

needs with longer-term defense planning. Even in crisis, he thinks three steps ahead.
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I slip out of the command room without needing more instructions. I know my role

now—not claimed omega, not strategy advisor, but the bridge between feline military

and human civilians. Connecting two worlds that once seemed impossibly far apart.

The path to Blackridge takes eleven minutes at a run, the trail slick with morning

dew. By the time I reach the settlement gates, the horizon has exploded into chaos.

Dragon fire lights up thewestern sky in sick orange bursts, the roars of combat

carrying across the valley. Smoke rises in thick black columns from the fortress's

outer walls.

Elder Nyssa meets me at the gates, her silver braids hastily tied back, face lined with

the grim knowledge of someone who's seen invasion before.

"Evacuation," I tell her without wasting time. "Move everyone to the caves beneath

the fortress."

"The direct path will expose us to the western ridge," she points out, years of survival

experience showing in how quickly she grasps the situation.

"We'll take the eastern ravine," I say, my mind racing through other routes. "It adds

twenty minutes but keeps the mountain between us and their main force."

Nyssa's weathered face shows a flash of surprise—maybe at my strategic thinking, or

maybe at how completely I've taken on fortress defense priorities. No time to think

about that now.

The settlement moves with practiced efficiency born from years of living in contested



territory. Families grab essentials, community leaders organize the most vulnerable,

lookouts report dragon positions from hidden spots. I feel a surge of pride for these

humans who keep surviving despite everything.

Thirty-two minutes after the first warning horn, we start moving—127 humans in

organized groups through the eastern tributary. The sounds of battle grow louder as

we go, dragon roars mixed with the battle cries of feline warriors.

"They're pushing harder than expected," whispers Markus, one of the settlement

scouts watching our rear. "The fortress defense is falling back to the second wall."

My hand touches my stomach without thinking, a protective gesture toward the secret

I'm carrying. If Fritz is giving up territory, things are worse than we thought. I force

myself tofocus on the civilian column ahead, on getting these people to safety.

The ravine narrows as we get closer to the mountain, forcing us into a vulnerable

single-file line. Above us, the fortress's northern tower sometimes becomes visible

through gaps in the trees, smoke now pouring from multiple defense positions.

A child's terrified cry cuts through the tense silence. I turn to see a dragon scout

perched on the ravine edge, its scales catching the morning light in blood-red flashes.

Smaller than a full warrior, but still more than able to tear human flesh to pieces

without trying.

"Keep moving," I order the column, keeping my voice low but firm with authority

I've learned from Fritz. "Steady pace. Don't run."

Panic spreads visibly through the group despite my command—the smell of human

fear so sharp that even my limited senses can pick it up. The dragon's head swivels,

tracking our movement with predatory focus.



It hasn't called for backup yet. Hasn't alerted the main attack force that we're here.

That means it's either lost or an advance scout separated from its unit. Either way, we

have precious seconds before our position is discovered.

I slip back through the column toward the threat, gripping a knife—pathetically small

against dragon scales—in my hand. Not to fight, but to distract if necessary. To draw

it away from the civilians while they reach the cave entrance just fifty yards ahead.

The dragon jumps down into the ravine with a crash that shakes the ground, landing

twenty feet in front of me. Its forked tongue tastes the air, head tilting in that reptile

way as it processes the scents.

"Omega," it hisses, voice crackling like burning wood. "Claimed, but still valuable."

It knows. It can smell both Fritz's mark on me and the pregnancy my human

companions can't yet detect. Cold fear spikes through my body.

"Run," I shout to the column behind me, giving up on stealth now that we're spotted.

"Get to the caves!"

The evacuation group surges forward in desperate flight, people dropping possessions

as they sprint for safety. The dragon's attention splits between the fleeing group and

me, calculations visibly working behind its slitted eyes. I back away slowly, keeping

its focus while the others escape.

"Commander will pay for his prize," it says, taking a step toward me with predatory

grace. "Or watch you burn. Either works for us."

Behind it, I see a mother stumble, her two small children separated from her in the

chaos. They freeze in terrified confusion, directly in the dragon's path if it turns

around.



Time collapses into a single impossible choice. The cave entrance is thirty yards

behind me. The children stand exposed fifteen yards beyond the dragon. If I run, they

die. If I stay, we all might.

I dart left suddenly, away from both cave and children, drawing the dragon's attention

with deliberate movement. "You want an omega? Come get one!"

The creature takes the bait, lunging after me with startling speed. I skid down a

graveled slope, putting distance between the predator and the children while their

mother desperately pulls them toward safety.

Ten seconds. That's all they need to reach the cave mouth. Ten seconds I need to stay

alive.

The dragon's clawed hand catches my ankle, sending me sprawling across sharp rocks

that tear through my clothes to the skin beneath. Pain flares white-hot along my side

as I roll to my feet, knife still clutched in bloodied fingers.

"Nowhere to run, little breeder," it taunts, closing the distance with casual confidence.

"Your alpha isn't here to protect his investment."
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I back against the ravine wall, knife raised in pitiful defense against a creature that

could snap my spine without trying. The children have disappeared from view—safe,

I hope—but that doesn't help much as I face my own death or capture.

The dragon inhales deeply, nostrils flaring as it really takes in my scent. "Interesting.

You carry mixed blood already." Its scaled hand reaches toward my stomach with

terrible purpose. "Commander's offspring. Even more valuable than we thought."

My grip on the knife tightens, the blade ridiculously small against armored scales, but

I'll die before I let this monster touch my unborn child. The thought becomes crystal

clear—not submission, not surrender, but protective rage unlike anything I've felt

before.

A blur of motion erupts from the rocks above—so fast my human eyes can barely

track it. One moment the dragon towers over me, the next it's slammed sideways with

bone-crushing force. Fritz lands in a predatory crouch between us, transformed by

battle fury into something barely recognizable.

His fangs have grown to stick past his lips, ears flattened against his skull in primal

aggression. The fur patterns I've traced with curious fingers now bristle across his

entire body, no longer just decorative markings but protective armor. His spine curves

in ways that would break a human's back, while his tail whips with deadly precision.

This isn't the controlled commander who rules Shadowthorn with strategic brilliance.

This is the feline predator in its purest form—a killing machine made for speed and

savage efficiency.



The dragon recovers quickly, scales flashing as it rises to face this new threat.

"Commander," it hisses, recognition in its voice. "Come to protect your breeding

stock?"

Fritz doesn't answer with words. His attack is pure violence—inhumanly fast

movements that put him inside the dragon's guard before it can fully stand. Claws

fully extended, he tears through scaled armor at the vulnerable spot where neck meets

shoulder, drawing first blood with merciless precision.

The dragon roars, fire blooming in its throat as it prepares to unleash burning death.

Fritz anticipates the attack, twisting his body in an impossible contortion that takes

him beneath the gout of flame. His tail wraps around the dragon's ankle, unbalancing

it as his claws find the tender flesh beneath its jaw.

Two more dragons appear at the ravine edge, drawn by their comrade's roar of pain.

They leap down in coordinated attack, forcing Fritz to abandon his first target to face

multiple threats.

What follows defies human understanding—a blur of motion, blood, and primal

sounds that trigger flight instinct in the deepest parts of my brain. Fritz moves with

impossible speed between three opponents, using their size and strength against them

in ways no combat training could teach.

When the first dragon falls, throat torn out by elongated fangs, the smell of blood fills

the air—hot, metallic, and strangely purple-black where Fritz's own injuries seep

through fur. The second dragon's spine snaps with an audible crack as Fritz uses his

flexibility to maneuver behind it, delivering the killing blow with terrifying

efficiency.

The third—the one that found me—tries to escape, wings spreading as it prepares for

aerial flight. Fritz's leap carries him an impossible distance up the ravine wall,



catching the dragon mid-flight with claws that tear through wing membranes with

practiced precision. They crash back to earth together, the impact sending shudders

through the ground beneath my feet.

Their final struggle is brief but vicious. Fritz pins the larger creature with impossible

strength, ignoring burns along his flank where dragon fire caught him. When his jaws

close aroundthe dragon's throat, the killing bite comes with cold efficiency that

speaks to decades of combat experience.

Then silence, broken only by Fritz's labored breathing and the distant sounds of battle

from the fortress beyond.

He rises slowly from the dragon's corpse, blood soaking his fur in patterns that will

feature in my nightmares. His eyes remain contracted to vertical slits, his posture still

more beast than commander as he turns toward me.

This is the monster I once feared—the predator I believed would devour me when

first claimed. The savage reality beneath civilization's thin veneer.

But I see beyond the blood and fangs now. See the precision in his violence, the

control maintained even in killing rage. He fought not for territory or dominance, but

for protection—for me, for our unborn child, for the humans he could have

abandoned to dragon slaughter.

When he approaches, still half-wild from battle, I don't back away. Instead, I move

toward him willingly, closing the distance with deliberate steps. His nostrils flare,

taking in my scent—checking for injury, for fear, for the continued safety of what

grows inside me.

Instinct drives my response. I tilt my head, exposing my throat and the claiming mark

that declares his ownership. The gesture acknowledges the predator while trusting the



protector beneath the savagery.

A rumbling growl comes from his chest—not a threat but recognition. His blood-

covered hand rises with surprising gentleness to touch my face, claws carefully pulled

back despite battle rage still visible in his posture.

"You're hurt," he says, voice barely recognizable through the growl that underlies

each word.

"Just scrapes," I indicate the cuts along my side from my fall. "The children?—"

"Safe. The cave entrance is secured." His eyes scan the ravine, still looking for threats

even as he checks my condition. "You risked yourself. For them."

The simple observation carries complex meaning. In his world, omegas are protected

assets, not protectors themselves. Yet he doesn't sound angry—if anything, there's

something like respect beneath the growling rumble of his voice.

"I couldn't let them die." The answer seems too simple for the choice I made, but it's

the only truth I have.

His hand drops to my stomach, the gesture possessive yet questioning. Asking if our

child remains safe without forming the words.

"We're both fine," I assure him, my own hand covering his in a rare moment of

chosen contact. "Your timing was... perfect."

"Not perfect. I tracked your scent." The admission carries weight beyond the simple

words. He followed me specifically, prioritized my safety amid fortress-wide attack.

Blood still drips from his fangs, his fur matted with evidence of the lives he's taken. I



should be terrified of this predator—this killer—who stands before me in all his

monstrous glory.
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Instead, I find myself reaching toward him, hand steady as I touch the fur along his

jaw, feeling the thundering pulse that shows both predatory fury and protective focus.

"We need to move," he says, visibly working to bring his battle form under control.

The extended fangs retract slightly, his posture becoming marginally more human.

"The main force is being pushed back. These scouts were just the beginning."

I nod, battlefield practicality taking over. Survival first, processing later.

As we move toward the cave entrance, Fritz's larger form positioned protectively

between me and potential threats, I realize how completely my perception has

changed. The monsterI once feared now represents safety. The predator I once hated

now protects what I value most.

The claiming mark at my throat throbs with sudden, insistent heat—an omega

response to alpha protection that courses through me like wildfire. My body

recognizes what my mind is still processing—he fought for me, for our child, with a

savagery that should terrify but instead ignites something primal in my core.

When we reach the cave entrance, Fritz pauses, nostrils flaring as he processes the

complex mixture of scents inside. "Stay with your people," he orders, commander's

authority reasserting itself as battle fury recedes. "I'm needed at the northern

perimeter."

"Be careful," I say, the words coming out without thinking. Simple, human concern

for his safety that would have been unthinkable months ago.



Something shifts in his golden eyes—surprise, maybe, at the genuine emotion behind

my words. Before rational thought can stop it, my omega instincts surge to the

surface, overwhelming months of careful distance. I reach for him, hands clutching

the blood-matted fur at his chest.

"Fritz," I whisper, using his name instead of title—a deliberate choice that

acknowledges the alpha beneath the commander.

A growl builds in his chest, vibrating against my palms. His pupils contract to vertical

slits, battle-rage still simmering beneath fragile control. For one breathless moment, I

think he'll push me away, maintain the battlefield focus needed for survival.

Instead, he pulls me against him with devastating suddenness, one clawed hand

tangling in my hair while the other wraps possessively around my waist. His mouth

claims mine with hunger that borders on violence—fangs still partiallyextended, the

taste of dragon blood metallic on his tongue as it demands entrance.

I yield without hesitation, omega instinct surrendering to alpha dominance in ways

my rational mind would have fought weeks ago. The scent of battle clings to

him—blood and fire and primal fury—yet beneath it pulses the distinctive markers

that my body recognizes as mate, protector, father of the life growing inside me.

The kiss deepens, going beyond mere physical connection to something raw and

honest—acknowledgment of what we've become to each other beyond claiming

necessity or strategic alliance. His claws prick gently against my scalp, careful even

in passion, while his tongue claims mine with possessive thoroughness.

When we finally separate, his eyes have cleared somewhat—the feral rage receding

enough for the commander to resurface. His thumb traces the line of my jaw with

surprising gentleness, claws fully retracted despite the battle still visible in the tension

of his muscles.



"Protect what's ours," he says, the possessive plural acknowledging what grows

inside me as shared legacy rather than mere biological outcome.

Then he's gone, moving with that impossible feline speed back toward the battle that

still rages around the fortress walls. I watch until his form disappears among the

rocks, my fingers rising to touch lips still burning from his claim, the taste of him

lingering as my pulse gradually steadies.

Behind me, the settlement humans huddle in fearful groups, their whispered

conversations falling silent as I turn toward them. They saw Fritz in his battle form.

Witnessed the savagery he's capable of. Their eyes reflect the horror my own once

held when first confronting his monstrous nature.

But they also saw him fight to protect what could have been abandoned. Saw him

prioritize human lives when strategic calculation might have suggested otherwise.

"The northern access remains secure," I tell them, voice steady despite the battle still

raging beyond our shelter. "Commander Clawe has eliminated the immediate threat."

Commander Clawe. Not the monster, not the feline, not my reluctant captor. The

name carries weight now—connection rather than division. Respect rather than fear.

The claiming mark at my throat pulses with my heartbeat as I move among the

humans, organizing supplies and checking injuries. Each throb a reminder of the

predator whose blood-soaked fur and elongated fangs no longer trigger revulsion but

recognition.

I've seen the monster beneath the commander now. Witnessed the savagery beneath

the strategy.

And found myself moving toward it rather than away—accepting the predator while



trusting the protector those fangs and claws can serve.

CHAPTER 19

BATTLE WOUNDS

Fritz POV

Pain ripsthrough my side with every breath. My vision blurs around the edges, the

world shrinking to just what's right in front of me as I tear through another dragon's

throat. Blood sprays across my face—hot, metallic, enemy red mixing with my own

purple-black leaking from a dozen wounds. I barely hear the dragon's death scream

over my own heartbeat pounding in my ears.

How many hours since dawn? The sky has gone from pink morning to blazing

afternoon, but time doesn't matter anymore. There's only the next attack, the next

defense position, the next kill.

Fire erupts to my left. I twist—too slow—and dragon flame catches my side. Pain

sears through muscle and fur, the smell of my own burning flesh filling my nose. I

snarl through fangs still dripping with enemy blood, pushing through the pain to bury

my claws in scaled flesh.

"Commander!"
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Thorne's voice cuts through the battle fog. I blink away blood and sweat, trying to

focus on his face. When did he get here?

"Northern perimeter secured." His voice sounds far away even though he's right

beside me. "Settlement civilians safe in the cave network."

Aria. Safe. The thought cuts through my pain-clouded mind with sudden clarity. I

breathe in, testing the air for threats, ignoring the stabbing protest from what must be

broken ribs.

"Keep archer coverage on... the retreating forces." My voice comes out rough,

strangled. "They'll regroup at the ridge line."

My vision swims suddenly, darkness creeping at the edges. I slam a hand against the

stone wall, claws digging into the surface to stay upright. Can't show weakness. Not

yet. Enemies watching. My soldiers watching.

Blood drips from my fur onto the stone beneath—steady, dark, too much of it mine.

"Commander, you need medical help." Thorne's tone shifts, careful. I catch the

worried smell coming off him. "The battle is stabilizing. Positions are holding."

I bare my teeth, automatically challenging the suggestion of weakness. "I'll go when

perimeter security is fully set."

His missing ear twitches—he's about to risk making me angry. "With respect, sir,

you're bleeding out on the fucking wall. Even you have limits."



The bluntness startles me. Thorne rarely talks this way. I must look worse than I

thought.

"Status," I demand, ignoring both his concern and the violent shaking that's started in

my left leg.

He gives me the field report with quick precision. Casualties lower than expected.

Three positions need reinforcement. No civilian losses.

Civilians safe. Aria safe. The knowledge settles something in me, lets me finally

admit what my body's been screaming. The burns along my side have eaten through

muscle. My back feels shredded, blood matting my fur in thick clumps. Each

breathsends shards of pain through my chest—ribs not just cracked but broken.

"You have command until morning." The words cost me more than the wounds.

"Maintain defensive rotation. Reposition archers for likely attack points."

Relief floods his scent. "Yes, Commander."

The walk from wall to courtyard becomes its own battle. Each step threatens to

collapse me. The fortress swims around me, walls shifting and doubling in my vision.

My blood marks my path in dark splatters, the smell of it heavy in the air.

By the time I reach my quarters, I'm moving on instinct alone. The door swings open

under my weight.

Aria.

She stands in the middle of my private room, medical supplies spread on the table

beside her. Her scent hits me first—worry, determination, and something deeper,

something that makes my alpha instincts stir even through the pain.



"Fuck, Fritz." No title. No careful distance. Just raw shock as she sees my blood-

soaked body. "You're torn apart."

"Not as bad as it looks." The lie comes automatically, alpha pride refusing to admit

weakness even as blood pools beneath my feet.

"Bullshit." She moves toward me without hesitation, not afraid despite how I must

look—blood-matted fur, extended claws, fangs still partially bared from battle. "Sit

down before you fall down. You're painting my floor purple."

Something in her tone—the authority, the lack of omega submission—cuts through

my stubbornness better than Thorne's concern. I sink onto the bed, the movement

sending fresh pain through my injured side.

"The settlement–" I begin.

"Is fine." She's already reaching for my armor fastenings, fingers moving with

surprising confidence. "Everyone's safe in the caves. Thorne sent word an hour ago."

Of course he did. Presumptuous bastard. Right now, I'm pathetically grateful for his

disobedience.

"I can handle this myself," I growl, instinct still fighting against needing help even as

my vision threatens to black out completely.

She pauses, eyes meeting mine directly. "Yeah, and I could have stayed in the caves

instead of waiting here. We both know where our priorities are, so shut up and let me

help you."

The honesty of it—her admission that she chose to be here—creates a tightness in my

chest that has nothing to do with broken ribs. I stay quiet as her fingers return to the



armor fastenings, efficiently working clasps designed for claws rather than human

hands.

Each plate removed reveals more damage. The heavy copper smell of my blood fills

the room, mixed with the burnt stink of scorched fur and flesh. Dragon fire has seared

a path across my left side, the skin beneath blistered and weeping. Claw marks stripe

my back in parallel furrows that cut to muscle.
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"Jesus," she breathes, seeing the full extent of the damage. "You fought all day like

this?"

I try a dismissive shrug that sends lightning pain through my shoulder. "Feline

biology allows?—"

"For you to be a stubborn idiot, apparently." There's anger in her voice, but not at

me—for me. "This goes beyond duty, Fritz. This is fucking self-destruction."

The criticism should offend my alpha pride. Instead, it creates warmth beneath the

pain—knowing she cares not just for the commander, not just for the fortress's

defense, but for me specifically.

Her hands move across my injuries with careful precision, but there's nothing clinical

in her touch. Each contact feels like more than medical necessity—feels like

connection. The antiseptic burns, but I keep perfectly still, not wanting to make her

job harder.

"This needs the burn salve," she mutters, examining the scorched flesh along my side.

"Nyssa gave me something special for dragon fire. It'll hurt like hell going on."

"Do it," I manage, voice steadier now that battle rage has fully faded.

Her fingers scoop the green-tinged paste and apply it to the burned area. Fire ignites

beneath my skin, worse than the original injury. My claws gouge deep furrows into

the bed, my body going rigid with the effort not to pull away from her touch.



"Sorry," she whispers, real regret in her scent. "Almost done with this part."

I catch her wrist with my least injured hand, stopping her. "Don't apologize for

necessary pain."

Her eyes meet mine, something shifting in their depths. "Necessary pain is still pain,

Fritz. It's okay to admit that."

The simple statement—permission to be affected rather than stoic—creates cracks in

armor I've maintained since my earliest military training. I let go of her wrist, letting

her continue while I process this unexpected insight.

Her hands move to the claw wounds across my back, cleaning each with methodical

care. The strange purple-black of my blood stains her fingers, so alien against her

human skin.

"Your blood's different," she notes, watching it clot with inhuman speed. "Thicker.

Almost like oil with how it moves."

"Evolutionary advantage," I explain, grateful for the distraction of talking. "Rapid

clotting prevents blood loss during long fights."

"Smart design," she says with a hint of dark humor. "Though clearly not foolproof,

given how you look right now."

As she works, her fingers find the older scars beneath fresh wounds. Her touch

changes, becomes exploratory, almost reverent. She traces the raised tissue with

deliberate care, mapping the history written across my body.

"This one looks nasty," she says softly, following a dramatic scar that curves from

shoulder to mid-back. "The dragon commander you mentioned?"



"Yes." The memory flashes—pain, blood, the certainty of death before I managed a

killing blow.

Her fingers find another set of scars, three parallel lines identical to those on my face.

"Same fight?"

"Same fight," I confirm, surprised by my willingness to share. "I was young. Thought

I was invincible."

"Apparently you nearly were." There's something like admiration in her voice.

She continues exploring, each scar prompting questions I find myself answering with

unexpected honesty. The intimacy of it—her fingers on my battered body, my willing

sharing of battle history—creates heat beneath my skin that has nothing to do with

injuries.

"These circular ones?" she asks, tracing burns along my spine.

"Oni weapons," I reply, the words coming easier now. "Superheated metal. Even

feline healing can't erase them completely."

Her touch lingers, warm against my skin. "You've survived more than seems

possible."

"Had to," I say simply.

Then her scent shifts, subtle but unmistakable to my senses—the warm notes of

arousal mixing with concern. She's affected by this contact, by the intimacy of

tending my wounds, by thevulnerability I've never shown anyone else. My alpha

instincts respond, even through the pain and blood loss.



"Your hands are steady," I observe, my voice dropping lower despite myself. "Most

humans would flinch from how different my body is."

"I'm not most humans." Her fingers trace along uninjured fur between wounds, the

touch no longer strictly medical. "And you're not the monster I once thought you

were."
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Her words create hunger deeper than the pain. I catch her wrist again, holding her

hand against my chest where my heart pounds beneath muscle and bone. "What am I,

then?"

She goes still, eyes meeting mine with unexpected boldness. "You're mine. As much

as I'm yours."

The claim—so simple, so powerful—breaks something inside me. Without thinking, I

pull her closer, ignoring the protest from my injuries. Her body heat radiates against

my fur, her scent filling my senses with notes of concern, desire, and something

deeper I hesitate to name.

"I could have lost you today," she whispers, hand rising to cup my face, fingers gentle

against the scars that mark my features. "When they said how bad the fighting was at

the western approach..."

"I'm not so easily killed," I murmur, leaning into her touch despite myself.

"No," she agrees, thumb tracing my jawline. "But you're not invincible either, no

matter what you want your soldiers to believe."

Her closeness, her touch, her willing care for my battered body creates need that goes

beyond physical pain. When she leans forward, pressing her lips to my forehead in a

gesture of such unexpected tenderness it steals my breath, my restraint crumbles

completely.

My hand slides to the back of her neck, guiding her mouth to mine. The kiss has none



of the battlefield desperation of our earlier moment outside the caves—this is slower,

deeper, connection beyond mere claiming. Her taste floods my senses, sweet and

warm and tinged with the metallic hint of my own blood.

She responds with unexpected hunger, careful of my injuries yet unwilling to pull

away from this newfound intimacy. When we finally part, her pupils are dilated, her

pulse visibly racing at her throat where my claiming mark stands stark against her

skin.

"You need rest," she says, voice husky with emotion she doesn't try to hide. "Actual

healing, not... this."

"This is healing too," I admit, the truth easier in this moment of shared vulnerability.

"Different kind."

Her smile—genuine, unguarded—creates warmth that pushes back the darkness

creeping at the edges of my vision. Exhaustion and blood loss fight against the desire

to maintain this connection, to explore this new territory between us.

"Sleep," she urges, going back to bandaging with gentle efficiency. "The fortress is

secure. Thorne has command till morning."

I should protest, should assert alpha strength rather than give in to weakness. Instead,

I find myself trusting her judgment, trusting her presence, trusting her in ways I've

trusted no one in decades of lonely command.

"Wake me if the dragons return," I manage, consciousness already slipping despite

my efforts.

"I will." Her promise carries weight beyond the simple words.



As darkness takes me, I feel one final sensation—her hand resting against my head,

fingers sliding through the fur between my ears in a touch reserved for deepest

intimacy among mykind. The gesture speaks volumes, creating safety I haven't

known since earliest childhood.

My vigilance—the constant alertness that has kept me alive through combat and

politics and betrayal—surrenders completely under her protective watch. My last

thought before unconsciousness claims me is amazement at how completely our roles

have reversed from that first claiming—the monster now vulnerable, the captive now

protector, the forced claiming evolved into something I've never dared to seek.

Something I hesitate to name, even in these final private thoughts before darkness

takes me completely.

CHAPTER 20

HEALING TOUCH

Aria POV

Three days.Three days since the dragon attack. Three days since I've left Fritz's room

for more than minutes at a time. Three days watching over the most feared

commander in the Feline Confederacy as he lay wounded and vulnerable in a way no

one at Shadowthorn has ever seen.

Morning light slips through the narrow window, casting harsh shadows across the bed

where Fritz lies still except for the shallow rise and fall of his chest. Blood has soaked

through the bandages I put on last night, dark purple-black stains spreading like

spilled ink across the white fabric. Time to change them again.

I gather fresh supplies from the table where I've lined up herbs and bandages in neat



rows. The medicine smells—sharp yarrow, bitter blackthorn bark, sweet

comfrey—have filled the room so completely that even my limited human nose can

pick out their different scents.

"Fritz," I say quietly, approaching the bed. My hand touches his shoulder, feeling

heat radiating through his fur attemperatures that would mean dangerous fever in a

human. "I need to change your bandages."

His eyes snap open instantly, pupils shrinking to vertical slits as battle instinct surges

even through his weakness. For a heartbeat, he's pure predator—all primal response

and deadly intent—before recognition fills his golden eyes.

"Aria." His voice comes out as a rough growl, dry from days of barely drinking and

constant pain. "Report."

Still the commander, even flat on his back with wounds that would have killed any

human three times over.

"Fortress walls secure," I answer, reaching for the water flask beside the bed.

"Dragons have pulled back beyond the ridge. Thorne has kept the defensive positions

just like you ordered."
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The military update seems to satisfy something essential in him. His muscles relax

slightly, letting me slide an arm behind his shoulders to help him drink. The weight of

him—the solid mass of muscle beneath matted fur—reminds me how different our

bodies really are. What looks like lean strength when he's moving reveals itself as

dense, powerful muscle when I'm supporting his injured body.

"Settlement status?" he asks after drinking, still thinking beyond immediate battle

concerns to the human village under his protection.

"Everyone returned to Blackridge yesterday with guards. We're giving them food

from fortress stores to make up for the crops they couldn't harvest." I set the flask

down and begin unwrapping the dirty bandages around his chest. "Elder Nyssa sends

thanks for the guards. And more healing salve."

Something that might be satisfaction flickers across his face before pain takes over as

I peel away bandages stuck to raw flesh. The dragon fire burns along his left side

have started to heal, but slowly—the magical properties of the flame specially

designed to cause maximum damage to rival Primes.

During these intimate nursing sessions, I've discovered things about his body I never

noticed during our heat times. How his temperature rises when healing, several

degrees higher than his already hot feline normal. The way his fur patterns get more

pronounced when he dreams, black stripes darkening against the golden-brown

background as if his body prepares for battle even in sleep. The subtle differences in

his bone structure visible through damaged skin—denser, with unique ridges for

muscle attachment that no human skeleton would have.



Most revealing are the extensive scars that map his body like a physical history book.

Beyond the fresh wounds, his skin carries evidence of decades of warfare—older

burns from previous dragon fire along his right side, claw marks across his shoulder

blades that could only come from other felines during dominance fights, and most

disturbing, a series of thin, precise knife wounds that could only have been made by

human weapons at close range.

"What are you thinking?" Fritz asks, his keen senses no doubt catching the change in

my scent as I look at these physical records of violence.

"That your body tells more stories than you ever say out loud," I answer honestly,

fingers working to apply fresh salve to the healing burns.

His tail twitches slightly—the only movement he allows himself despite the pain I

know my touch causes. "War leaves marks."

"These weren't all from war." My fingers trace the pattern of knife wounds across his

stomach—too deliberate to be battlefield injuries, too precise to be accidents. "These

were... interrogation, weren't they?"

His eyes hold mine for a long moment before he answers. "Early resistance capture.

Before proper integration of Prime territories."

The simple answer creates complex understanding. He doesn't explain further, doesn't

need to. I can read the implications in the scars themselves—captured by human

resistance fighters, subjected to questioning that left permanent marks even on his

enhanced body. Yet here he lies, allowing those same human hands to tend his

wounds with complete trust.

"You've never feared humans," I realize suddenly. "Even when you should have."



A sound that might be a laugh in a less injured being rumbles through his chest.

"Respect isn't fear."

The distinction matters—explains his approach to leadership, his treatment of the

settlement, his refusal to kill civilians despite Confederation orders. What I once saw

as cold indifference turns out to be something more complicated—respect for

potential threat rather than dismissal of lesser beings.

"These need fresh wrapping," I say, refocusing on the practical task of wound care.

"The salve is working, but slowly. Dragon fire is designed to linger."

As I lean across his body to reach the worst of the burns, his scent surrounds me—the

distinctive musk of alpha feline now mixed with medicine herbs, blood, and the

unique smell of healing. Despite the circumstances, my body responds

embarrassingly, a flush of heat spreading beneath my skin that has nothing to do with

the room's temperature.

His nostrils flare slightly, definitely catching my involuntary reaction. Even injured,

his senses stay unnaturally sharp.

"Your scent has changed," he says, voice dropping to a lower register that vibrates

through me like an actual touch. "Since finding out about your pregnancy."

My hand pauses against his side, the reminder of what grows inside me—our

child—creating fresh awareness of theconnection between us that goes beyond captor

and captive, commander and claimed omega.

"Has it?" I keep my tone neutral, though the rapid beating of my heart would give me

away to his sharp hearing.

"Sweeter. Richer." His eyes track my movements with predatory focus that belies his



injuries. "More... mine."

The possessive claim should anger me, should remind me of forced circumstances

and biological urges beyond my control. Instead, it creates an answering heat low in

my belly, a response that has nothing to do with heat cycles and everything to do with

the complicated reality we've created between us.

"The settlement healers say pregnancy changes many things." I try to redirect the

conversation as I finish applying the last fresh bandages, trying to ignore how my

fingers tremble slightly against his fur.

"Pregnancy is only part of it." He catches my wrist as I pull back, moving startlingly

fast for someone so injured. "Your body knows what your mind still struggles with."

The contact sends electricity racing up my arm. His claws remain carefully sheathed

despite the predatory grip, his control of his dangerous nature so complete that not

even half-conscious defense reflexes override it.

Three days of tending his wounds, of seeing vulnerability no one else at Shadowthorn

has been allowed to witness, of putting together the history written in scars across his

body—it's created understanding I never expected when first claimed by this

supposed monster.

"And what is that?" I ask, voice barely above a whisper.

His thumb traces small circles against my pulse point, feeling the racing beat beneath

my fragile human skin. "That we've become something neither of us expected."

The simple truth breaks through my carefully maintained distance. I've spent three

days caring for his battered body,discovering the physical reality beneath command

presence and alpha dominance. The warrior capable of tearing dragons apart with



bare hands who wakes from fever sleep with enough control to pull back lethal claws

before they can scratch my skin. The commander who pushed himself beyond

reasonable limits to protect not just his fortress but human settlements under his care.
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"I should finish changing these bandages," I say, not pulling away from his grip but

not giving in to it either.

"You should," he agrees, though his hold doesn't loosen. "But that's not what either of

us really wants right now."

The bold statement hangs between us, charged with possibilities neither has directly

acknowledged before this moment. His injuries make any physical claiming

impossible—or should, if feline biology followed human limitations.

"You're wounded," I remind him, though the protest sounds weak even to my own

ears. "Badly."

"Not everywhere," he counters, voice dropping to that rumbling register that seems to

vibrate directly through my core. "And your scent tells me exactly what your body

wants, little omega."

The term that once felt like insult, like reduction to biological function, now carries

different weight—acknowledgment of connection beyond rational choice, of

compatibility neither of us looked for but both now recognize.

"This is a bad idea," I murmur, even as I lean slightly closer, drawn by something that

goes beyond conscious decision.

"Most battlefield victories require bad ideas." His hand releases my wrist, instead

rising to cup my face with surprising gentleness. "The question is whether the

potential gain justifies the risk."



The calculated risk assessment, so typical of his strategic mind, somehow makes this

moment more intimate than purepassion would. He's considering this—considering

us—with the same tactical precision he applies to military operations. Yet beneath the

strategic thinking, I detect something rarer, something his guarded nature rarely

shows.

Want. Need. Desire beyond biological imperative.

My decision crystallizes with sudden clarity. I lean forward, pressing my lips to his

deliberately. Not the desperate battlefield kiss outside the caves, not the tender

contact as he drifted into injured sleep, but something claiming in its own right. His

response is immediate, mouth opening beneath mine with hunger that defies his

weakened state.

The kiss deepens, his tongue—rougher than human, made for grooming and claiming

rather than just pleasure—exploring my mouth with thorough intent. The rasp of it

against my own tongue sends shivers down my spine, a sensory reminder of his alien

nature that now excites rather than repels. The taste of him floods my

senses—medicine herbs and something uniquely feline, wild and powerful even in

injury.

When we finally break apart, both breathing harder, his eyes have darkened to

burnished gold, pupils expanded in the low light and heightened emotion.

"You aren't strong enough for this," I say, my words undermined by my hands

already moving to unfasten my clothing, my fingers trembling with an urgency I don't

try to hide.

"Then you'll have to do the work," he counters, a flash of the commanding alpha

emerging through the injured warrior. "Take me, omega. Show me what you need."



The challenge ignites something within me—not submission but its opposite. Power.

Control. The ability to reduce this fearsome commander to something vulnerable

beneath my hands. My core clenches at his words, slick already gathering between

my thighs embarrassingly fast.

I strip efficiently, practical rather than seductive, though his gaze tracks each revealed

inch of skin with predatory appreciation. When I stand naked beside the bed, his

nostrils flare wide, drinking in my scent with visible satisfaction.

"Gods, you're dripping for me already." His voice drops an octave, rumbling from

deep in his chest. "The pregnancy makes you even sweeter down there. I can smell

how wet you are from here."

The crude words from his usually controlled mouth send another rush of heat through

me. I've never heard him speak so explicitly outside of rut-driven claiming.

"Come here," he growls, one hand reaching toward me while the other moves to

unwrap the simple covering around his hips. "I need to feel you, to be inside you."

I comply, but on my terms—carefully straddling his hips while avoiding his worst

injuries. The position puts me above him, a reversal of our previous encounters that

feels significant beyond mere practicality. His cock springs free, already fully hard,

the specialized ridges that will become barbs clearly visible along its impressive

length. My mouth goes dry at the sight—no longer something to fear but something

my body has come to crave with embarrassing intensity.

"You're so fucking beautiful," he murmurs, hands settling at my waist with deliberate

gentleness. "Carrying my cub, your breasts fuller, your scent richer. Take what you

need, Aria."

The use of my name—not "omega," not "mate," but my actual name—creates



intimacy more potent than the dirty talk. I reach between us, wrapping my fingers

around his thick shaft, feeling it pulse against my palm. The heat of him burns against

my skin, his temperature several degrees higher than human normal.

"Careful," he warns, muscles tensing beneath me as I position him at my entrance.

"My control is... not great when you're this close. When you're this wet for me."

The admission of vulnerability, of potential weakness, creates trust I never expected

to feel toward my captor. I lower myself slowly, taking him inside with careful

movements. The stretch is exquisite—burning pleasure-pain as my body

accommodates his inhuman size. The ridges along his length catch against my inner

walls, stimulating nerves with precision that draws a broken moan from my throat.

"Fuck," I gasp, the crude word escaping before I can stop it. "You're so deep."

His pupils contract to vertical slits at my profanity, hands tightening slightly on my

hips. "That's it. Let me hear how good I make you feel."

When I'm fully seated, his cock filling me so completely I can feel him against my

cervix, we remain motionless for a breathless moment. The sensation is

overwhelming—the ridges pressing against places inside me that make my thighs

tremble, the heat of him radiating through my core.

"Move," he growls, the single word vibrating through his chest beneath my splayed

hands. "Ride me. Take what you need."

The permission—the command that is also invitation—breaks something open inside

me. I begin to rock against him, finding an angle that grinds my clit against the base

of his shaft with each movement. Each roll of my hips sends lightning pleasure

spiraling through my pelvis, building with ruthless intensity.
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"That's it," he encourages, voice barely recognizable through the rumbling growl

underlying each word. "Use me. Use my cock to make yourself come."

The explicit direction floods me with fresh heat. I move faster, lifting myself nearly

off his length before sinking back down, feeling every ridge and vein drag against my

sensitive inner walls. Sweat beads between my breasts, my thighs burningwith

exertion, but the pleasure building at my core makes everything else irrelevant.

His hands guide my movements without controlling them, strength carefully

restrained even in passion. One slides from my hip to between my thighs, his thumb

finding my clit with perfect accuracy. The contact sends a shock through my system,

my inner walls clenching around him involuntarily.

"You're so fucking tight," he groans, the crude words strange from his usually

controlled mouth. "Your body squeezing mine like it never wants to let go."

With each thrust, the specialized ridges along his length extend further, the barbs

creating almost unbearable friction against my most sensitive spots. It's too much and

not enough simultaneously, pleasure so intense it borders on pain but which my body

craves with animal need.

"Fritz," I gasp, abandoning any pretense of control as I chase my release. "I need—I

can't?—"

"I know exactly what you need," he growls, his thumb circling my clit with merciless

precision. "Come for me. Come all over me, let me feel that sweet body milk me

dry."



The explicit command paired with the dual stimulation shatters me completely.

Orgasm crashes through me like a physical force, my back arching, walls clamping

around him in rhythmic pulses that tear a scream from my throat. Wave after wave of

pleasure radiates from my core, vision blurring at the edges as my body surrenders

completely to sensation.

As I convulse around him, I feel it beginning—the distinctive swelling at the base of

his cock. My body responds instinctively, inner walls fluttering around him as the

knot grows.

"You're going to take my knot," he growls, hands tightening on my hips as the

swelling grows more pronounced. "Going to let me lock inside you, keep you filled

with my seed."

The pressure against my entrance is intense, bordering on too much. Yet my body

yields, craving this final joining despite rational thought.

"Fritz—" I gasp, torn between caution and overwhelming need. "Your injuries?—"

"Need this," he grits out, pupils contracted to mere slits in pools of molten gold.

"Need to knot you. Feel you take all of me."

With a deliberate downward thrust of my hips and an upward surge of his, the knot

pushes past initial resistance, stretching me to burning fullness. The sensation of

being so completely filled triggers a second climax that crashes through me with even

greater intensity than the first.

The contractions of my inner walls around his knot trigger his own release, his cock

pulsing as seed floods me in hot spurts. With a roar that would terrify me in any other

context, he bucks upward despite his injuries, instinct temporarily overwhelming

pain.



"Mine," he growls, the possessive claim punctuated by another pulse of his release.

"My mate. My omega."

The word no longer feels like reduction to biology but acknowledgment of

connection beyond rational choice. My inner walls continue to squeeze his knot,

milking every drop of his seed, our bodies communicating on a level far more honest

than words.

Locked together, I carefully adjust my position to avoid putting pressure on his

wounds, settling against his chest as aftershocks of pleasure continue to pulse through

me.

"I can feel your heartbeat," he murmurs, one hand sliding to rest over my lower

abdomen where our child grows. "From inside. Your pulse around my knot."

The intimate observation creates warmth that has nothing to do with physical

exertion. I press a kiss to his chest, tasting salt and that distinctive flavor that is

uniquely Fritz.

"I should finish changing your bandages," I say eventually, though I make no move to

leave the shelter of his arms.

"You should," he agrees, though his hold doesn't loosen. "But not yet."

His cock, still inside me, gives a twitch that shouldn't be possible given his injured

state and recent release. I lift my head to look at him in disbelief, finding his golden

eyes watching me with unmistakable hunger.

"Felines recover a lot faster than humans," he explains, a hint of smug satisfaction in

his voice. "Especially when properly motivated."



"You're wounded," I remind him, though my body has already begun responding to

the renewed hardening inside me.

"Then you'll just have to keep doing all the work," he counters, hands sliding to my

ass to guide me into gentle rocking motion against him. "Unless you'd prefer to

stop?"

The question is genuine—I can see it in his eyes, the willingness to yield to my

preference despite his obvious desire. This, perhaps more than anything, shows how

far we've come from that first claiming—the alpha offering choice rather than

demanding submission.

In answer, I roll my hips deliberately, drawing a groan from him that's half pleasure,

half pain. "I'm not finished with you yet, Commander."

As aftershocks subside, I carefully lift myself from him, mindful of his injuries

despite post-pleasure haze. His hands guide me to lie beside him rather than withdraw

completely, arranging my smaller form against his uninjured side with protective care

that belies his fearsome reputation.

"Your wounds," I murmur, suddenly remembering the purpose of my presence in his

quarters.
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"Will heal," he finishes, arm curling around me with possessive security. "This was

healing too."

The simple statement creates warmth beneath my ribs that has nothing to do with

physical pleasure. I rest my head against his chest, listening to the steady rhythm of

his heart—faster than human normal but strong, resilient, like everything else about

this alpha I once feared and now... what?

Not love—that human concept seems inadequate for what exists between predator

and former prey. But partnership, perhaps. Connection forged through conflict and

reluctant respect, evolving toward something that transcends both our expectations.

His breathing gradually steadies, sleep reclaiming him as his body's healing demands

rest. Even in unconsciousness, his arm remains curved around me, protective despite

his vulnerable state. I should rise, should complete my nursing duties, should

maintain the careful distance we've established outside of heat necessity.

Instead, I find myself relaxing into his hold, my own exhaustion from days of

constant care finally catching up. The claiming mark at my throat—once symbol of

captivity—pulses with my heartbeat, recognition of the profound shift that has

occurred between us.

The commander whose monstrous aspects once terrified me now lies injured beneath

my hands, his lethal strength carefully controlled even in semi-conscious state. The

predator whose claiming I once resisted now creates security I never expected to find

in this conquered world.



Most confusing of all, the captor whose domination I once endured now invites my

control, my pleasure, my active participation in whatever strange partnership we've

begun to forge between conquest and surrender, between dominance and choice.

As sleep claims me alongside the injured alpha, my hand rests protectively over the

slight swell below my navel whereour child grows—living evidence of how biology

can create connections even when minds resist. The physical proof of the bridge

forming between conquered and conqueror, between human and Prime, between

reluctant mates becoming something neither tradition nor conquest has prepared us to

name.

CHAPTER 21

DEEPER CONNECTION

Fritz POV

Pain gnaws at my flank,a hot, throbbing reminder of dragon fire that refuses to heal.

Five days since the attack. Five days since I nearly lost everything. Five days of

showing a weakness I've spent decades burying beneath cold command.

I lower myself into my chair, swallowing a growl as my muscles protest. The scent of

blood—my own—still seeps from bandages hidden beneath my clothing. A

commander can't show weakness. Especially not now, with reports of dragon scouts

testing our borders again.

I catch her scent before the door opens—sweet omega mixed with the newer, richer

notes of pregnancy. My child growing inside her. The thought still hits me like a

physical blow each time it surfaces, a mixture of fierce protectiveness and disbelief

that this has become my reality.



Aria steps into my quarters, her eyes immediately narrowing as she takes me in.

"You're pushing too hard," she says, no deference in her tone. Not commander and

claimed omega anymore, but something else entirely. "I can smell the fresh blood."

Fuck. Of course she can. Even with her limited human senses, she's learned to detect

the subtle changes in my scent, the markers of pain I try to hide. The realization that

she's studied me so closely creates an unexpected warmth in my chest.

"Fortress needs leadership," I mutter, reaching for a report and failing to hide the

wince as my side burns in protest.

She moves closer, no fear in her approach. The omega who once trembled at my

presence now stares me down, unflinching. "The fortress needs a commander who

isn't about to collapse from reopened wounds."

Her challenge should anger me. Instead, my chest tightens with something

dangerously close to admiration. I watch as she scans the reports spread across my

desk, her mind working through tactical implications with speed that matches my

own.

"They're establishing a containment perimeter," she says, finger tracing the pattern of

dragon sightings on the map. "Testing our recovery while preparing for another

strike."

My tail flicks in approval before I can control it. "My assessment as well."

"Then delegate the physical response," she counters, the stubborn set of her jaw

making my blood heat in ways that have nothing to do with battlefield strategy.

"Your mind is what we need, not your body breaking itself open again."



I can't stop the growl that rises in my throat. "Dragons don't retreat because of clever

plans. They understand blood and fire."

Instead of flinching from my display, she steps closer. Close enough that her scent

engulfs me—omega, pregnant, mine. Her hand hovers just above the desk, inches

from where my claws have unconsciously extended.

"And you think you'll give them more of your blood?" The softness in her voice

strikes deeper than any challenge. "We've all bled enough."

Something in my chest cracks open. When did this human—this omega I claimed by

necessity—start to matter beyond tactical advantage? When did her concern begin to

pierce the armor I've worn since my first command? Her words carry a weight no

battle-hardened warrior could dismiss, wrapped in a care I've never allowed myself to

need.

The laugh that escapes me is rough, rusty with disuse. "Using my pride against my

pride. Clever strategy."

Her smile hits me like a physical blow, the genuine pleasure in her expression making

my breath catch. My tail, the traitor, curls toward her of its own accord, seeking a

connection my conscious mind still hesitates to acknowledge.

We work through the afternoon, tactical plans flowing between us with seamless

efficiency. No longer commander dictating to subordinate, but partners building

defense through shared strengths. She sees vulnerabilities I would overlook—the

medicinal gardens vital to settlement healing, the secondary evacuation routes that

require specialized protection. I provide context she couldn't know—the way dragon

scouts communicate through flame patterns, why their thermal vision makes certain

approaches deadlier than others.
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Her insights cut through established military doctrine with a clarity that both

impresses and, if I'm honest with myself, occasionally humbles me. Where my

training taught rigid responses, her fresh perspective offers alternatives I would never

have considered. Not just an omega offering suggestions, but a strategic mind

complementing my own in ways I never expected to value.

As daylight fades, hunger growls in my belly, the healing process demanding more

resources than my body has to give. She notices—of course she does—her gaze

flicking to my midsection before meeting my eyes.

"You need to eat. Your body's burning through everything just keeping you upright."

The concern in her voice, practical yet intimate, makes me reckless. "Join me."

Her pulse jumps at my invitation—I can see it fluttering at her throat where my

claiming mark stands stark against her skin. Not forced necessity this time. Choice.

"I'll have something brought," she says, the slight hitch in her voice betraying her

understanding of the shift between us.

When food arrives, we sit across from each other at the small table in my quarters.

The domesticity of it feels foreign, dangerous in its unfamiliarity. Yet conversation

flows with surprising ease between bites of rare venison and hearty bread.

"Tell me about feline military training," she asks, eyes bright with genuine curiosity.

"How does a cub become a commander?"



The question catches me off guard. Not tactical necessity but real interest in my

culture, my past. When did she begin seeing the feline beneath the monster? More

surprising still is my willingness to answer.

"We begin young," I tell her, watching her expression as she absorbs this. "Twelve

human years for cubs showing combat aptitude."

"So young," she murmurs, dismay flickering across her face.

"Not by our measures." I find myself explaining context I've never bothered sharing

with humans before. "We mature faster. Full growth by fifteen where humans need

twenty."

"It changes how you'd see the Conquest," she observes, insights cutting to truths I

rarely examine. "Different lifespans mean different perspectives on the same events."

Heat blooms in my chest that has nothing to do with healing or hunger. Her

mind—quick, perceptive, unburdened by feline military doctrine—creates

connections my training never taught me to see.

I tell her things I've never revealed to a human—the brutal trials young felines endure

to prove combat readiness, the specialized training pathways that determine

advancement potential, the complex territorial instincts that both help and hinder

command structure.

Her questions aren't the fearful probing of prey seeking predator weakness, but

genuine curiosity about a culture she's found herself embedded within. She asks about

Confederacy politics, about inter-Prime relations, about how territorial instincts

manifest within military hierarchy.

"The Feline Confederacy existed before the Conquest?" Surprise colors her voice. "I



thought Prime cooperation began only after arriving on Earth."

"A common misconception." Satisfaction rumbles through me at correcting this

particular human error. "Our species maintained complex alliances long before the

dimensional breach. The Council of Nine merely formalized existing relationships."

As the meal ends, comfortable silence settles between us. Her scent has softened into

contentment that mirrors my own unexpected ease. The pain in my side has receded

to dull throb, overwhelmed by the simple pleasure of shared presence without

demand or defense.

The change comes without warning. She rises suddenly, approaching my chair with

purpose that triggers instinctive alertness. My muscles tense, battle-ready despite

rational knowledge that she presents no threat.

Instead of retreating from this predatory response, she moves closer, standing directly

before me. Her hand rises slowly—deliberately telegraphing intent to avoid triggering

defensive reflex. When her fingers reach toward my face, I freeze, uncertain until

contact.

The touch sends electricity down my spine—her fingertips tracing gently along my

jawline in gesture any feline would instantly recognize. Grooming initiation. The

offering of intimate trust that transcends mere territorial sharing. Though her

technique lacks instinctive understanding—human fingers less effective than feline

tongue—the symbolic significance steals my breath.

No human has ever attempted this connection with me. None has bothered learning

this silent language of mutual acceptance. Yet here she stands, fingers exploring

hesitantly along my jaw and behind my ears where grooming naturally begins.

"Am I doing this wrong?" Uncertainty flickers across her features as she registers my



stillness. "I've seen the lieutenants do something similar after training."

The explanation—that she's been observing, learning, attempting to bridge the gap

between us—tightens my chest until breathing becomes difficult. I swallow hard,

voice emerging as rough growl.

"Not wrong. Just... unexpected."

Her hand pauses, hovering near my face. "Should I stop?"

"No." The word bursts out before I can moderate it, desperate in its speed. I force

control back into my voice. "It's... acceptable."

More than acceptable. It's everything I'd abandoned hope of finding when

circumstance forced our initial claiming. Not submission to biological imperative, but

genuine attempt to reach across the divide between our species.

Her fingers resume their exploration, growing more confident as I remain receptive.

The tension in my muscles melts beneath her touch, replaced by contentment I

haven't known since cubhood. When the purr starts vibrating through my chest, her

scent spikes with delighted surprise.
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"You purr," she says, wonder in her voice.

The involuntary response—normally suppressed around humans who misunderstand

its significance—should embarrass me. Instead, I find myself surrendering to the

honest reaction. No human had ever... I hadn't realized she'd observed them so

closely, understood so much. The tentative touch of her fingers against my jaw was a

more potent claim than any heat-driven coupling.

As her fingers move lower, tracing the line of my throat, something shifts in her

scent. The contentment deepens, layered now with rising arousal that hits my senses

like physical blow. Her pupils dilate slightly, her breathing changing rhythm as her

hand continues its exploration.

"Fritz," she murmurs, voice dropping to intimate register that vibrates through my

overwrought senses. "Let me take care of you."

The request contains layers of meaning beyond the simple words. She sinks to her

knees before me, position of submission that somehow conveys power rather than

capitulation. Her hands rest on my thighs, the heat of her palms burning through the

fabric.

"You're still healing," she continues, fingers tracing patterns that send electricity

straight to my core. "Let me do the work this time."

Understanding dawns as her intent becomes clear. My cock stirs in immediate

response, hardening against the confines of my clothing with embarrassing speed.



"You don't need to—" I begin, the protest weak even to my own ears.

"I want to," she interrupts, hands already working at the fastenings of my breeches. "I

want to taste you."

The crude directness from her lips shatters what remains of my resistance. My hips

shift involuntarily, aiding her efforts as she frees my rapidly swelling length from its

confinement.

Her sharp intake of breath as she takes in my fully aroused state sends another surge

of blood southward. The specialized ridges along my shaft—already beginning to

extend with my growing excitement—catch her attention, pupils widening further as

she studies the alien anatomy she's previously experienced only in the midst of

claiming heat.

"You're magnificent," she whispers, the genuine appreciation in her voice creating

heat that has nothing to do with physical arousal.

When her fingers wrap around the base, the contact wrenches a growl from deep in

my chest. Her human hand barely spans my girth, the heat of her skin burning against

my flesh like brand of possession.

"I've never done this," she admits, honesty layering her arousal with vulnerability that

creates unexpected tenderness amid raw need. "Tell me what feels good."

The request—direct yet yielding control of her education to me—makes my cock

pulse against her palm. I've become fully hard now, the barbs partially extended

along my length, pre-fluid already gathering at the tip.

"Start slowly," I manage, voice barely recognizable through the rumbling growl

underlying each word. "Mind the barbs—they're sensitive."



She nods, eyes locked with mine as she leans forward. The first touch of her tongue

against the head of my cock sends lightning through my system. Wet heat glides

experimentally along the crown, her curiosity evident in the exploratory nature of the

contact.

"Like this?" she asks, trailing her tongue along one of the more prominent ridges.

"Yes," I hiss, claws extending to dig into the arms of my chair. "Just like that."

Encouraged by my response, she grows bolder, tongue tracing patterns along the

sensitive underside before returning to circle the head. When she finally takes me into

her mouth, the wet heat engulfing the first few inches of my length, my vision nearly

whites out from the intensity.

"Fuck," I growl, the crude word escaping without conscious thought.

She knelt before me, not in submission, but in offering. An offering of pleasure, of

care, of a connection that defied every rule of conquest and claiming I had ever

known. Her mouth stretches wide to accommodate my girth, the visual of her lips

wrapped around my cock creating satisfaction deeper than mere physical pleasure.

My claimed omega, on her knees by choice rather than command, pleasuring me with

enthusiasm that has nothing to do with biological compulsion.

She establishes rhythm with surprising intuition, using her hand to work what won't

fit in her mouth, tongue exploring the ridges and barbs with deliberate attention. Each

discovery of particularly sensitive spot draws rumbling growl from my chest, my

reactions guiding her education in real time.

"Your taste," she murmurs, pulling back momentarily before returning to her task.

"Different than I expected. Better."



The admission—that she's thought about this, wondered about it—sends fresh surge

of arousal through my system. My hips thrust forward involuntarily, pushing deeper

into her mouth than intended. To my surprise, she doesn't pull away but relaxes her

throat, taking me deeper with determination that makes my blood burn.

"Careful," I warn, hands moving to cradle her head with gentleness at odds with the

predatory need coursing through me. "I don't want to hurt you."

Her response is to take me deeper still, eyes watering slightly but determination

unwavering. The sight of her—my claimingmark visible on her throat as she

swallows around my cock—pushes me dangerously close to edge I'm not ready to

cross.

"Aria," I growl, the warning clear in my tone. "I'm close."

She pulls back just enough to speak, lips brushing against the sensitive head with

each word. "I want to taste all of you. Let go, Fritz. Let me take care of you."

The permission—offered freely, eagerly—breaks something open inside me. My

control fractures as she takes me deep again, her tongue working along the sensitive

ridges as her hand continues its steady rhythm at the base. When her other hand

gently cups the swelling beginnings of my knot, pressure perfectly calibrated to

heighten without overwhelming, the last thread of restraint snaps.
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My release hits with blinding intensity, seed pumping in hot pulses down her throat

as my body bows with the force of it. She swallows determinedly, taking everything I

give her with unexpected skill for someone who claimed inexperience. The

contractions seem endless, pleasure radiating outward from my core in waves that

leave me gasping.

When she finally pulls away, a thin strand of fluid connecting her swollen lips to my

still-pulsing cock, the sight nearly triggers another round of completion. She wipes

her mouth with the back of her hand, expression holding none of the disgust or

resignation I might have expected. Instead, satisfaction shines in her eyes, pride in the

pleasure she's given evident in the slight curve of her lips.

"Better?" she asks, voice husky from exertion.

"Understatement," I manage, reaching down to cup her face with gentleness that

surprises us both. My thumb traces her lower lip, feeling the slight swelling from her

efforts. "Come here."

I help her rise from her knees, drawing her into my lap with careful awareness of my

healing injuries. The intimacy of theposition—her smaller form cradled against my

chest, my scent mingling with hers—creates connection beyond physical release.

When I kiss her, tasting myself on her tongue, the primal satisfaction of it rumbles

through me in renewed purr.

"Now I need to dress you for patrol," she says when we finally separate, her practical

tone at odds with the intimate moment.



"That was not what I expected when you offered to help me prepare," I admit, the

honesty easier in this moment of shared vulnerability.

Her laugh—bright and genuine—creates warmth in my chest that has nothing to do

with physical pleasure. "Consider it motivation for a quick recovery."

When she helps me into armor minutes later, the context has shifted entirely. Each

touch carries deeper significance, her fingers working confidently across clasps

designed for claws rather than human hands. The efficiency speaks to days spent

learning my equipment, adapting to designs never intended for her species—just as

I've adapted command structure to incorporate her perspective.

"The chest plate needs adjustment," she observes, fingers working at the straps to

accommodate bandages still covering my healing wounds. "The weight distribution is

wrong with your current limitations."

As she secures the commander's cloak across my shoulders, her hands linger

momentarily in touch that transcends practical necessity. The connection—freely

given, without fear or biological compulsion—creates bond unlike anything our heat-

driven coupling achieved.

"Ready?" she asks, stepping back to assess the final presentation of command

authority.

The question carries layers beyond the simple word. Ready to resume leadership

despite lingering injury. Ready to face whatever dragon movements signal for our

territory. Ready forthis evolving partnership neither of us anticipated when fate

forced our joining.

"Yes," I answer, honesty foreign but necessary between us now. For the first time in

my long military career, I don't stand alone facing enemies at our border. We are



becoming partners in ways I never imagined possible—not just commander and

claimed omega, but something more complex, more powerful.

Ready for whatever comes next, as long as she remains at my side.

CHAPTER 22

UNEXPECTED HEAT

Aria POV

It hitsme like a punch to the gut—that first telltale flush crawling up my spine.

"No," I whisper, pressing my hand against the wall to steady myself. "Not now."

But my body doesn't care about timing or tactical vulnerability. The heat spreads

under my skin like wildfire, my breath coming faster as sweat beads along my

hairline. Between my thighs, the first slick gathers, my core already aching with the

hollow emptiness that only an alpha can fill.

This shouldn't be happening. I'm already pregnant. But the warning signs are

unmistakable—my nipples tightening painfully against my tunic, my skin flushing

hot then cold, my thoughts scattering like autumn leaves in a storm.

Stress-triggered heat. I've heard other omegas whisper about it—how danger can

shock our bodies into second cycles, desperate to ensure survival through multiple

pregnancies. Evolution's brutal insurance policy.

"Fuck," I mutter, cupping my slightly rounded belly protectively. Our child already

grows there, evidence of Fritz'sseed taking root. But with dragon forces circling our

borders like vultures, my omega biology screams for reinforcement of the bond.



I need to find Fritz. Now. Before rational thought dissolves completely.

Each step down the fortress corridor feels like wading through honey, my legs

already shaky with building need. Guards eye me as I pass, nostrils flaring as they

catch my changing scent. Their polite nods can't hide the understanding in their

eyes—they know exactly what's happening to their commander's claimed omega.

Unlike my previous heats, I'm not fighting this one. The thought of Fritz's claiming

doesn't fill me with dread but anticipation that burns through me alongside the rising

biological imperative. My body remembers—the way his barbed cock creates friction

against spots inside me that make me see stars, how his knot stretches me to the edge

of pain before locking us together in pleasure so intense it borders on unbearable.

I catch myself pressing my thighs together, trying to ease the growing ache as slick

dampens my leggings. Gods, I've become one of those omegas—the ones who crave

their alpha's touch. When did that happen? When did the monster who once terrified

me become the only one who could soothe this fire in my blood?

The command chamber door looms ahead, two guards standing at attention on either

side. Their eyes widen as I approach, the scent of my pre-heat undoubtedly washing

over them in waves even my dull human nose can detect.

"I need to see the commander," I manage, hating how breathy my voice already

sounds.
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They step aside without a word. They don't need to be told what happens when an

omega in heat approaches her alpha.

Fritz stands hunched over the tactical table, his powerful body tense as he discusses

patrol positions with Thorne. The moment I step through the doorway, his head snaps

up, nostrils flaring wide. His golden eyes lock onto mine, pupils contracting instantly

to thin vertical slits. Every muscle in his body goes rigid, his tail freezing mid-

motion.

The hunger in his eyes is primal, but beneath it, I see a new conflict – the commander

warring with the mate, strategy battling instinct. This isn't the cold, calculating

commander who claimed me during my first heat. This is something more complex –

an alpha torn between his duty to protect the territory and his overwhelming need to

claim his mate.

"Out," he growls, not looking away from me. "All of you. Out. Now."

The chamber empties in seconds, soldiers recognizing the barely contained alpha

response rippling beneath their commander's controlled exterior. Thorne is the last to

leave, shooting a knowing glance between us before pulling the heavy door shut.

The silence hangs thick in the air, broken only by my quickening breath.

"I didn't expect this," I say, my voice already roughening as another wave of heat

washes through me. "It shouldn't happen during pregnancy."

"It's the stress." Fritz approaches slowly, his movements deliberate and controlled



despite the hunger I can see burning in his eyes. His voice drops to that deeper

register that seems to vibrate directly through my bones. "Your body senses the

danger and wants more protection."

"The dragons." I nod, sweat trailing down my neck as understanding flickers through

the growing fog. "They're too close."

He stops just beyond arm's reach, his chest rising and falling with deliberately

measured breaths. I can see the battle raging inside him—the alpha wanting to claim,

the commander needing to strategize.

"Your scent will carry beyond the walls," he says, claws extending slightly before he

forces them to retract. "The dragons will smell you."

Even through the growing haze of need, I grasp what he's saying. My heat is a beacon

in the darkness, broadcasting vulnerability to enemies circling our territory. The very

thing that makes me weak could become our strength.

"How long until it hits fully?" Fritz asks, his voice rougher than usual.

I swallow hard, trying to focus as another wave rolls through me. "An hour. Maybe

less." I press my thighs together, feeling slick threatening to soak through my

leggings. "It's coming on fast."

Fritz's nostrils flare again, drinking in my changing scent. His tail begins lashing

behind him in short, sharp movements that betray his struggle for control.

"We have two options," he says, hands clenching into fists at his sides. "I can claim

you immediately in secured quarters, or..."

The pause stretches between us. I can almost see the tactical calculations running



behind his eyes.

"Or what?" I prompt, struggling to focus as heat pools in my core.

"We use it." His face shifts from hungry alpha to calculating commander. "Your heat

scent could create opportunities we haven't considered."

Understanding breaks through the fog clouding my mind. "Bait," I whisper. "The

dragons track omega scent."

"Exactly." Fritz begins pacing, every movement tightly controlled. "We could use

your scent to lay false trails. Lead them directly into our ambush points."

The plan's brilliance hits me even through the growing haze of need. Dragon scouts

specifically target omegas, using our scent to track patrol patterns. By deliberately

leaving trails in strategic locations, we could manipulate their movements, draw them

right into our waiting claws.

But the risks...

"You'd let me go out there?" I ask, genuinely shocked. "Like this?"

The Fritz I first met would never have considered risking his claimed omega,

especially not while in heat, when his possessive instincts should be at their peak. The

fact that he's even suggesting this speaks volumes about how our relationship has

transformed.

"I'd protect what's mine," he corrects, the possessiveness in his voice sending a shiver

through me that has nothing to do with fear. "Always within reach, never outside

immediate extraction range."



Another wave of heat crashes through me, stronger than before. My knees nearly

buckle as my core clenches around nothing, desperate to be filled. I grab the edge of

the tactical table to steady myself.

"What if they catch me before you can reach me?" The question tumbles out as I fight

to maintain focus.

Fritz closes the distance between us, his massive form blocking out the torchlight.

One clawed hand rises to cup my face with surprising gentleness, deadly weapons

cradling my skin with perfect control.

"They won't." The absolute certainty in his voice settles something inside me. "No

dragon will ever touch what belongs to me."
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His possessiveness no longer feels like a cage but like armor wrapped around me.

The claiming mark at my throat pulses in response, my omega instincts recognizing

the protection offered by this alpha who walks the razor's edge between monster and

mate.

"When?" I manage to ask, unconsciously leaning into his touch.

"Now. While your scent is building but before you're completely gone." His thumb

traces my lower lip, the careful restraint of lethal claws making my heart stutter. "The

early pheromones carry furthest, attract the most attention without screaming

immediate availability."

Even through the thickening fog of need, I recognize what this plan means. He's

offering me an active role in our defense despite my condition. Not just omega. Not

just mate. Partner. The trust in this gesture nearly steals my breath.

Another wave crashes through me, stronger than before, pulling a whimper from my

throat. Slick soaks through my leggings, embarrassingly obvious. Fritz's nostrils flare,

his pupils now thin as paper cuts.

"If we're doing this, we need to move fast," I pant, fighting to hold onto coherent

thought. "Before I'm just a dripping mess begging for your knot."

The crude description draws a rumbling growl from deep in his chest.

"You're never just anything," he says, his hand sliding from my face to rest over our

growing child. "This plan simply uses what's already valuable in new ways."



The distinction matters. I cover his hand with mine, the connection anchoring me

against the tide of need rising inside. Once, I might have seen this plan as Fritz using

me as a tool. Now I understand it's an acknowledgment of my strength, my

contribution to our shared defense.

"Then let's use me," I agree, surprised by the clarity of my decision despite my body's

growing demands. "While I can still walk straight."

Fritz's approval shows in the slight upturn at the corner of his mouth. He steps back,

the distance visibly painful for him to maintain, but his commitment to our plan

overrides biological imperative.

"Thorne," he calls, voice carrying through the closed door. It opens instantly—the

lieutenant must have been waiting right outside. "Prepare elite patrol. Full gear.

Immediate deployment."

Thorne's eyes dart between us, taking in my flushed face and Fritz's rigid posture.

"Extraction detail, Commander?"

"No. Ambush preparation." Fritz's tail lashes once. "We're using omega scent as

dragon bait."

To his credit, Thorne's only reaction is a slight widening of his eyes before his

military training kicks in. "Understood. Deployment locations?"

"Three zones." Fritz turns to the map, claws extending to mark positions.

"Southeastern ravine, western approach, northern ridge. Archers here, here, and here.

Support units ready for immediate reinforcement."

I watch them plan, each passing minute making it harder to focus. My skin burns,

hypersensitive to even the light fabric of my clothing. My pulse races with a cocktail



of fear and need—fear of the danger we're walking into, need for the alpha standing

so close yet too far away.

When Fritz turns back to me, the commander has receded, the protective alpha taking

over. "You stay within arm's reach at all times. No solo movements, no matter what

opportunity presents itself. Clear?"

"Clear," I nod, absurdly grateful for parameters that acknowledge both my agency

and my vulnerability.

Another wave of heat slams into me, stronger than the others, drawing a gasp that

makes both males turn sharply. Fritz's hand catches my elbow as my knees threaten to

give out, his touch both steadying and inflaming the need pulsing through me.

"We move now," he says, voice dropping to that rumbling register that makes my

inner walls clench. "Your scent is intensifying too quickly."

The door opens again as Thorne returns. "Patrol units in position, Commander.

Extraction team at perimeter marker."

Fritz nods once. "We move in three minutes. Full defensive formation, modified for

scent distribution."

As Thorne withdraws, Fritz turns back to me, his gaze softening despite the tactical

tension. His fingers trace my claiming mark, the deliberate pressure sending

electricity racing down my spine.

"This will work," he says, certainty wrapped around each word. "Trust me to protect

what's mine."

"I do." The admission surprises us both with its simple truth. I no longer fear his



claiming or doubt his protection. Somewhere between forced necessity and chosen

partnership, trust has grown like stubborn mountain flowers through stone.

Another wave hits, drawing a moan I can't suppress as slick drips down my inner

thigh. Fritz's nostrils flare, his control visibly fraying at the edges.

"Move," he growls, guiding me toward the door with that careful strength that never

hurts despite the lethal potential in his hands.

As we step into the courtyard, the eyes of every feline soldier track our movement.

They can smell my condition, understand exactly what their commander risks by

using omega heat scent as tactical bait rather than exercising his claiming rights.

Fritz's hand settles possessively at the small of my back, the touch sending a clear

message to anyone watching. Mine. Protected. Not available despite what her body

broadcasts.
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"Stay close," he murmurs, voice for my ears alone. "The second your heat peaks

fully, we abort and head back to quarters. No exceptions."

I nod, words becoming slippery as another wave rushes through me. My skin burns

everywhere fabric touches it, my breasts aching, the emptiness between my legs

sharpening to physical pain. Every instinct screams for completion, for Fritz's barbed

length stretching me open, his knot locking us together.

But beneath the biological imperative burns something equally

powerful—determination to use even this aspect of myself to protect what we're

building. This heat isn't just biology betraying me anymore. It's a weapon I choose to

wield, a tactical advantage I offer freely.

The gates swing open, revealing the mountain paths beyond. Fritz's powerful body

presses closer to mine as we cross the threshold, his scent enveloping me in

protective promise.

The claiming mark at my throat pulses in time with my racing heart as we step into

territory where dragons might catch my scent at any moment. Fritz's presence beside

me doesn't feel like captivity anymore but partnership. Not the monster who once

terrified me, but the protector I've chosen to trust with both my heat and my life.

This heat would not rule me. If my body was to betray me with its ill-timed demands,

then I would turn that betrayal into a weapon, wielded alongside the alpha I now,

impossibly, trusted.

Not conquest, but coordination.



Not surrender, but strategy.

Not possession, but partnership.

The final transformation from reluctant claiming to chosen alliance.

CHAPTER 23

FINAL CONFRONTATION

Fritz POV

Blood poundsin my ears as I chase Aria's scent through the thick forest. Her heat

hangs in the air like visible mist to my heightened senses, sweet and heavy despite

her pregnancy. Our plan is working too well. Dragon scouts have taken the bait,

following her trail exactly as we hoped. But something's changed. Something I didn't

see coming.

"Commander." Thorne's voice cuts through my focus, urgent but steady. "Scouts

report movement from the eastern pass. At least thirty dragons, heavily armed."

My stomach drops as I keep moving, claws out as I climb terrain too steep for most

soldiers. "Not scouts then."

"No, sir. This looks like a planned attack."

Cold realization washes over me. And at the center of this approaching force, a scent

I recognize from battles past—the distinctive sulfur-metal stink of Dragon

Commander Pyrax himself.

Pyrax being here changes everything. This isn't just border testing anymore—it's a



direct challenge, with Aria caught in themiddle. Every protective instinct screams at

me to find her and get her back to safety. I was a fool to risk her like this.

"Get to your positions," I order, my tail lashing once. "Extraction. Now."

My team scatters instantly while I push forward alone. With Pyrax involved, I can't

trust anyone else to reach her in time. All that matters now is finding Aria before he

does.

Her heat scent grows stronger as I near the ravine where we separated twenty minutes

ago. Our careful trap meant for a few scouts has turned into a potential disaster. Pyrax

never travels without significant protection. We're outnumbered.

I should regret my mistake, but all I feel is a burning need to protect what's mine

from a predator whose cruelty I've witnessed firsthand. Pyrax. Just thinking his name

fills me with rage. The dragon who dares threaten my mate, my unborn child.

The first warning comes as purple smoke curling above the trees—dragon fire. I

abandon stealth for speed, tearing through the underbrush. Aria's scent changes,

threads of fear now woven through her heat.

I reach the ridge above the ravine just in time to see three dragon scouts closing in on

Aria and her guards. My soldiers have formed a defensive circle, but they're

outmatched in open ground.

No time for planning. I launch myself from the ridge, using gravity and momentum to

power my attack. My claws find the first dragon's throat before he even knows I'm

there, dark blood spraying as I tear through scale and flesh.

The second dragon turns, flame building in his throat, but I'm already

moving—twisting beneath the fire jet, feeling heat singe my back as I drive upward,



claws finding the soft spot under his jaw.

The third dragon—smarter than his friends—tries to retreat, wings spreading for

takeoff. My tail coils and springs, propellingme upward to catch his ankle before he

can rise. I use his own weight against him as I drag him down, claws punching

through his armored chest to the softer parts beneath.

Three threats eliminated in seconds. But these were just scouts. The real danger

approaches from the east—Pyrax and his battle-hardened force, drawn by Aria's heat

and the chance to expand his territory.

I find her pressed against the ravine wall, eyes wide but stance steady. Her scent has

intensified dramatically since we separated—full heat coming fast despite our careful

timing. Her skin flushes with both fear and need, sweat beading along her hairline as

her body continues its relentless cycle regardless of the danger.



Page 71

Source Creation Date: July 11, 2025, 4:47 am

"Pyrax is coming," I tell her, already mapping escape routes in my head. "With a full

attack force."

To her credit, fear doesn't cloud her thinking. "The ambush won't hold against those

numbers."

"No." I take her arm, supporting her as another wave of heat visibly hits her. "We

need to move. Now."

Our planned retreat route is now compromised. Dragon forces approach from both

east and south, potentially cutting off our path to the fortress. The backup route

through northern caves would take too long—time Aria's rapidly advancing heat

won't allow.

"I can still walk," she insists, though her unsteady legs tell a different story. "What

about the western path?—"

"Probably watched already." I stretch my senses to their limits, sorting through scents

and sounds no human could detect. "We go through the ravine. Underground

portion."

Her face pales slightly. The underground stream passage is our most dangerous

option—tight spaces, limited movement, and complete darkness for human eyes. For

Aria in advancing heat, it will push her already strained body to its limits.

"I can do it," she says, reading my concern without me having to voice it. Our

connection has grown beyond words to something instinctive and unbreakable.



I gather the remaining guards with quick hand signals. "Defensive retreat. Pattern

seven. Maximum protection on the omega."

They respond immediately, forming a protective formation around Aria as we move

toward the narrowest part of the ravine where water has carved a passage beneath the

rock. I take the lead position, claws extended to navigate the treacherous descent into

darkness.

We're halfway to the underground entrance when the air suddenly turns scorching

hot. Dragon fire. Too close.

"Down!" I shout, shoving Aria against the ravine wall as superheated flame washes

over our position. The guard nearest the edge takes a direct hit, his scream cutting off

as fire consumes fur, flesh and bone in seconds.

When the flame clears, I look up to see them—five dragons arranged along the ravine

edge, with a larger form at the center. Pyrax. His gold-red scales gleam in the

sunlight, massive wings partly extended in a show of dominance, his unnatural

double-voice echoing as he surveys our position.

"Commander Clawe." My name sounds like a death sentence in his mouth.

"Territorial violations carry severe penalties under Council law."

"As does unprovoked assault on established settlements," I counter, positioning

myself between Aria and the dragon force. "Your scouts crossed our boundaries three

days ago."

Pyrax's laugh—cold and dual-toned—echoes through the ravine. "Boundaries shift

with power, feline. Always have." His nostrils flare, drinking in the scents rising from

our position. "Especially when the prize justifies... reinterpretation."



His gaze shifts to Aria, reptilian hunger evident as he processes her condition. "The

omega who sought dragon territory, carrying feline offspring now. Fascinating

adaptation."

Cold fury rises through my chest at his casual assessment of what's mine. Alpha rage

threatens to overwhelm tactical judgment as ancient rivalry between our species feeds

instinctive hatred. I force control through decades of military discipline, analyzing

rather than reacting.

Pyrax outweighs me by at least two hundred pounds. His fire breath exceeds any

feline defense. His scale armor resists standard claw attacks. Direct confrontation

means near-certain defeat.

Yet retreating means exposing Aria to potential capture if dragon forces circle behind

us. With her heat approaching peak intensity, her condition creates vulnerability I

cannot ignore.

"The omega is claimed," I state, my voice dropping to a dangerous growl that signals

imminent violence to any Prime familiar with feline warnings. "Under Council law,

that claim supersedes territorial disputes."

"Council law," Pyrax repeats, contempt dripping from every syllable. "Another

boundary that shifts with convenient interpretation." His massive form shifts, wings

extending further as he prepares to descend into the ravine. "I recognize no claim that

prevents appropriate resource allocation."

The way he phrases it—reducing Aria to a resource rather than a person—confirms

everything I've told her about dragon attitudes toward omegas. Not potential mates

but tactical assets to be used for advantage. The fury building in my chest finds new

focus, sharpened by the certainty that Pyrax views her as nothing more than a weapon

to be pointed at enemies.



I catch Thorne's eye, silent communication passing between us from years of

battlefield coordination. He understandsimmediately, signaling remaining guards into

a modified defensive pattern that will adjust to my next move.

The solution clicks into place with sudden clarity—the perfect blend of tactical

necessity and protective instinct creating a strategy neither Pyrax nor his forces will

expect.

"Ravine defense," I order, voice pitched for feline ears alone. "Full containment

protocol. On my mark."

The guards shift position slightly, preparing for coordinated action they've drilled but

never used in actual combat. The maneuver risks everything on perfect timing, but

creates potential for both secure extraction and devastating counterattack.

"You speak of resources," I address Pyrax, deliberately drawing his attention while

the guards make final positioning adjustments. "Yet waste them through arrogance

rather than efficiency."

His eyes narrow at the insult, exactly as I intended. Pride has always been dragon

weakness—their belief in their own superiority blinds them to tactical vulnerability.

"Your claimed omega sought dragon territory of her own choice," he counters, seeing

my talk as stalling rather than strategic positioning. "Her preference was clear before

your... intervention."
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The statement contains deliberate provocation, designed to trigger alpha insecurity

about forced claiming. Instead, it creates the opening I've been waiting for.

"Ask her preference now," I challenge, nodding toward Aria whose face shows

nothing but contempt for the dragon commander.

Pyrax's attention shifts to her for a crucial second—the distraction I need. I launch

upward with explosive force, using the ravine wall as a springboard while

simultaneously signaling the guard detail into action.

"Mark!" I shout as I reach maximum height, claws extended toward Pyrax's exposed

throat.

The ravine erupts into coordinated chaos. Guards deploy flash grenades specifically

designed to disrupt dragon vision without affecting feline senses. Simultaneously,

Thorne grabs Aria, pulling her toward the underground passage entrance as planned.

Pyrax recovers quickly from the momentary distraction, but not quickly enough to

prevent my initial attack. My claws find purchase against golden scales, tearing

through the thinner protection beneath his jaw. Not a killing blow, but first blood

drawn against a commander rarely challenged in direct combat.

He roars in fury, wing sweeping toward me with force that would shatter human

bones. I twist mid-air, using flexibility no dragon can match to avoid the blow while

maintaining attack position. My tail whips forward, the unexpected direction

confusing draconic battle instincts evolved for predictable opponents.



We crash together onto the ravine floor, his greater weight driving breath from my

lungs but my superior agility allowing me to roll away before he can bring full weight

to bear. Dragon fire erupts where I stood moments earlier, superheated flame

scorching rock to glassy smoothness.

The battle transforms into lethal dance—his superior strength and destructive power

against my speed and precision. I dart beneath wing strikes, twist beyond tail swipes,

target vulnerable points with surgical attacks rather than trying to overpower him

directly.

Blood—mine and his—spatters the ravine floor as combat intensifies. His scales

provide significant protection, but I find the gaps between armor plates, the

vulnerable junctions where flexibility requires reduced coverage. My own

injuriesaccumulate—claw rake across shoulder, burn along left flank, bruising impact

from glancing wing blow.

Through it all, I track Aria's movement toward the underground passage. Thorne

guides her steadily closer to safety while remaining guards maintain defensive

perimeter against other dragon forces attempting to circle our position.

Pyrax realizes their objective seconds too late. With a roar of frustrated rage, he tries

to disengage from our combat to intercept Aria's extraction. The moment his attention

divides, I exploit the opening with ruthless precision.

I dart beneath his defensive posture, using the low attack angle dragons habitually fail

to protect. My claws find the vulnerable throat junction—the gap between chest

plates and jaw armor where scales thin to allow vocal flexibility.

Blood sprays in a superheated arc as I tear through vulnerable flesh, the purple-red

dragon blood coating my fur in steaming patterns. Pyrax's dual voice breaks into

discordant shriek, wings beating frantically to create distance he no longer controls.



I press the advantage without mercy, driving forward with lethal intent honed through

decades of combat experience. My next strike targets the exposed tendons beneath his

primary wing joint—not immediately fatal but tactically devastating. Grounded

dragons lose their greatest advantage, their size becoming a weakness rather than

strength in confined spaces.

Pyrax stumbles as his right wing collapses, damaged beyond immediate use. His

eyes—burning with hatred and disbelief—lock onto mine as he processes the reality

of imminent defeat. Dragons rarely experience vulnerability, their size and

destructive capability normally enough to overcome any challenger.

"You can't possibly—" he begins, cut off as I launch my final attack.

My claws find his throat again, this time with precision born from perfect

understanding of draconic anatomy. I tear through scaled protection to the vital

structures beneath, severing connections between brain and body with surgical

efficiency that belies the savagery of the action.

Blood fountains from the catastrophic wound, coating the ravine floor in a steaming

pool that hisses against stone. Pyrax's massive form collapses with a ground-shaking

impact, wings twitching in final nervous response as brain functions cease.

Dragon Commander Pyrax—terror of eastern territories, architect of countless

settlement slaughters—dead by feline claws within six minutes of combat.

I stand over his corpse for a crucial moment, blood-soaked and battle-wild, making

sure he's dead and not just injured. Only when I'm certain of victory do I turn toward

the underground passage where Aria waits with the extraction team.

The remaining dragon forces, witnessing their commander's fall, retreat rather than

press attack against unexpected defeat. Their confidence—built on assumption of



draconic superiority—shatters in the face of Pyrax's death. Without unified

command, their greater numbers become liability rather than advantage as each

soldier prioritizes individual survival over collective victory.

I approach the passage entrance, aware of my appearance—blood-matted fur,

extended claws, battle rage still evident in my posture and movements. In this

moment, I embody every monstrous aspect Aria once feared, the primal predator

barely contained beneath civilized exterior.

She stands at the entrance, supported by Thorne's steady grip as heat continues its

relentless progression through her system. When her eyes meet mine, I expect fear or

disgust at the evidence of violence written across my form.

Instead, she pulls away from Thorne's support, moving toward me with steady

purpose despite her condition. When she reaches me, she doesn't retreat from the

blood and death-smell that clings to my fur. Instead, she tilts her head deliberately,

exposing her throat and the claiming mark that declares my ownership.

She doesn't flinch. Doesn't recoil from the blood, the scent of death clinging to me.

Instead, she moves toward me, offering the vulnerable line of her throat, a gesture of

absolute trust that shatters the last traces of my battle rage and leaves me aching with

a different kind of hunger.

The gesture—submission freely offered rather than biologically forced—creates

tightness in my chest that has nothing to do with battle injuries. She acknowledges

the predator while trusting the protector, recognizes the violence I'm capable of while

accepting it as necessary part of the safety I provide.

"Yours," she whispers, the single word carrying weight beyond its sound. Not

possession claimed through force, but partnership chosen despite initial resistance.



I gather her against me, careful of the blood staining my fur and the injuries from

combat. Her heat scent has reached peak intensity now, biological imperative

demanding immediate attention despite the danger of our position.

"Mine," I acknowledge, the word transformed from simple ownership to complex

recognition of what she's become to me. Not tactical asset or biological necessity, but

essential counterpart to all I am.
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As I lift her into my arms, her body yielding against mine with complete trust, I

survey the battlefield once more. Dragon Commander Pyrax lies dead by my claws,

his forces scattered without unified leadership. The territorial dispute thatthreatened

both fortress and settlement now resolves decisively in our favor.

Victory through perfect understanding of my own capabilities and limitations—using

flexibility and speed against greater size and destructive potential. The same balanced

approach that characterizes what has grown between Aria and myself—adaptive

partnership rather than rigid domination, strength through complement rather than

brute force.

I carry her toward extraction point, my larger form curved protectively around her

smaller one. She shivers against me, heat fever beginning in earnest now that

immediate danger has passed. Her fingers tangle in my blood-matted fur, biological

need and conscious choice merging into single imperative to maintain connection

between us.

"Home," I tell her, the word encompassing more than physical location. Home to the

fortress where she no longer lives as captive but partner. Home to the claiming that

no longer represents force but choice. Home to the life taking shape between

conquered and conqueror, predator and prey.

She nods against my chest, understanding without need for explanation. Another

shudder runs through her—heat biology progressing despite the chaos surrounding

us. Her scent calls to everything primal in my nature, but I maintain control,

prioritizing her safety over biological satisfaction.



Time enough for claiming once secure within fortress walls. Time enough for the

intimacy that now represents connection rather than mere reproductive imperative.

Time enough to seal with actions what we've both come to recognize through battle

and blood and unexpected alliance.

As I carry her away from dragon corpse and ravine battlefield, my senses remain alert

for any threat that might emerge from surrounding forest. But my awareness centers

on the woman in my arms—the omega who once feared mymonstrous nature now

pressing closer to the very aspects she previously recoiled from.

The blood on my fur, the extended claws, the battle rage still simmering beneath

conscious control—all accepted without reservation by the human whose initial

claiming represented everything she dreaded. The transformation seems impossible

yet undeniable, written in the trust of her body against mine and the certainty of her

scent.

Not prey captured by predator, but partner protected by counterpart. Not possession

claimed through conquest, but alliance forged through mutual choice.

The final evolution from reluctant claiming to chosen bond.

CHAPTER 24

CLAIMING HEAT

Aria POV

The fortress doorslams behind us, cutting off the mountain wind and dragon stench in

one decisive moment. Fritz's arms never loosen as he carries me through the

corridors, his blood-matted fur sticky against my overheated skin. The heat that had

been building all day now rages through me unchecked, my body recognizing we're



finally safe enough to surrender to its demands.

"Alpha," I whimper, the word escaping without permission. My body burns from the

inside out, every nerve ending screaming for relief only he can provide. The slick

between my thighs has soaked through my leggings, dripping down to leave a trail

behind us as Fritz strides toward his quarters.

His nostrils flare continuously, drinking in my scent. The rumbling growl that's been

vibrating through his chest since we left the ravine deepens, becoming something

primal and possessive that makes my inner walls clench around emptiness.

"Almost there," he murmurs, voice barely recognizable through the rumble of

approaching rut. The restraint he's showing—carrying me to safety rather than

claiming meimmediately—speaks to control I once thought impossible from a Prime

alpha.

His quarters appear ahead, the heavy door standing open where some forward-

thinking soldier must have prepared for our return. Fritz kicks it shut behind us, the

lock engaging with a decisive click that signals safety and privacy in equal measure.

The moment we're alone, his demeanor shifts. The careful restraint fractures,

revealing the predator beneath. He sets me on my feet, letting me feel the full

impressive height of him as he looms over me. Blood still coats his fur in drying

patches, the evidence of battle adding to rather than detracting from his alpha

presence.

"Mine," he growls, clawed hands moving to my clothing with barely restrained

urgency. The fabric tears beneath his careful strength, my ruined garments falling

away to leave me naked and shivering despite the fever burning through my veins.

"Yours," I agree, the admission no longer feeling like surrender but like a claiming of



my own. I reach for him, hands tangling in the blood-matted fur of his chest. "Need

you, Fritz. Need you now."

His pupils contract to vertical slits at my words, nostrils flaring as he processes my

intensifying scent. I can see his control hanging by a thread, can feel the tension

vibrating through his powerful form as he forces himself to maintain some semblance

of restraint.

"On the bed," he orders, voice dropping to a register that seems to vibrate directly

through my bones.

I comply without hesitation, crawling onto the sleeping platform with deliberate

slowness, knowing exactly what the display of my slick-coated thighs does to his

control. A growl confirms the effect, the sound sending another flood of wetness

between my legs.

When I turn to face him, I find he's shed his own torn clothing, his massive form fully

revealed in the chamber's torchlight. His cock stands fully erect, already alarmingly

large even before the specialized barbs fully extend during claiming. The base shows

early swelling that will become his knot, designed to lock us together and ensure

breeding success.

Despite carrying his cub already, my body responds to the sight with primal need. My

channel clenches around nothing, desperate to be filled by the alpha whose seed has

already taken root inside me.

"You're in full heat," he observes, moving toward the bed with predatory grace that

makes my heart race. "Dangerous, with dragons so close to our borders."

"But worth it," I counter, spreading my thighs in blatant invitation. "We used it

against them."



His eyes track the movement, focusing on the slick that coats my inner thighs. "And

now I'll use it to claim you properly," he growls, the last thread of his control visibly

fraying. "To remind every Prime within scenting distance who you belong to."

He crawls onto the bed, his larger form completely dwarfing mine as he positions

himself above me. His tail lashes behind him with anticipation he no longer tries to

hide, the fur-covered muscle betraying the excitement his controlled expression

attempts to mask.
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When his rough tongue drags along my throat, passing deliberately over his claiming

mark, I arch into the contact with shameless need. The texture—slightly raspy in a

way no human could achieve—creates sensation that draws a broken moan from my

lips.

"You're soaked," he murmurs against my skin, one clawed hand trailing down my

body to find the wetness between my thighs. "Dripping for me. For your alpha."

"Yes," I gasp as his fingers explore my slick-covered folds. "For you. Only you."

His touch is precise despite the lethal claws, the careful restraint with which he

handles my fragile human form somehow more arousing than the raw power he's

capable of unleashing. When one finger circles my entrance, testing my readiness

without penetrating, I whimper with frustration.

"Please," I beg, past caring about the desperation in my voice. "I need you inside me."

"Patience, little omega," he growls, lowering his head to my breast. His tongue rasps

across the sensitive peak, creating friction that sends lightning pleasure through my

system. "I'll fill you properly. Claim you completely."

His attention shifts to my rounded belly, tongue tracing gentle patterns across the

slight swell where his first cub grows. "Already carrying my offspring," he says,

voice dropping with possessive satisfaction. "But your body demands more, doesn't

it? Needs reinforcement of our bond."

"Yes," I admit, heat flushing my cheeks at the admission. "Need your seed. Need



your knot."

The crude words draw another rumbling growl from his chest. His hand moves from

my entrance up to cup my breast, thumb brushing across the nipple in a way that

makes me arch toward his touch.

"These will grow fuller," he predicts, gentle possessiveness in his touch. "As our first

cub develops. And then again with the second. I'll keep you constantly bred,

constantly claimed."

The promise should terrify me, should remind me of forced claiming and biological

imperatives beyond my control. Instead, it creates answering heat in my core, omega

instincts responding to alpha promise of protection and provision.

"Yes," I agree, hands moving to tangle in the fur at his nape. "Keep me full. Keep me

claimed."

Something in my willing submission breaks the last of his restraint. With a single

fluid movement, he positions himself between my thighs, the head of his cock

pressing against my entrance with insistent pressure. I feel the specialized ridges

already beginning to extend along his length, the barbs that will create unimaginable

friction once inside.

"Mine," he growls one final time before driving forward.

The penetration steals my breath, my body stretching around his impossible girth

with burning fullness that hovers on the edge between pleasure and pain. He's

massive, bigger than should be physically possible for my human form to accept. Yet

my omega biology accommodates him with eager willingness, inner walls yielding to

the invasion they've evolved to crave.



"Fritz," I gasp, fingers digging into his shoulders as he seats himself fully inside me.

"So big. So deep."

"Made to take me," he rumbles, holding perfectly still as my body adjusts around

him. "Made to be claimed by your alpha."

When he begins to move, I gasp as the world narrows to just this—the drag and push

of him inside me, stretching me open. Those ridges along his cock catch against my

inner walls with each thrust, sending sparks of pleasure so intense they border on

pain. My body yields to him completely, slick gushing around his length as he drives

deeper.

"Fuck," I whimper, my nails digging into his shoulders as he hits a spot inside me that

makes my vision blur. "Right there, please?—"

"Here?" he growls, angling his hips to strike that same spot again. His tail tightens

around my thigh, the fur tickling sensitive skin as he uses it to adjust my position.

"Your sweet little cunt squeezes me so tight when I touch you there."

Each word from his mouth, crude and possessive, sends another flood of wetness

between us. The sounds of our joining fill the room—wet, obscene slaps that should

embarrass me butonly drive me higher. I'm nothing but need now, nothing but the

place where he fills me.

"Harder," I demand, surprising myself with my boldness. "Need more of you."

His eyes flash at my command, pupils narrowing to thin black slashes in pools of

molten gold. "Greedy little omega," he purrs, the sound vibrating through his chest

against my breasts. "Always so hungry for my cock."

He pulls almost completely out—I feel every ridge, every barb dragging against my



sensitive flesh—before slamming back in with force that steals my breath. The

impact jars something deep inside me, pleasure blooming outward like wildfire

through dry brush.

"Yes!" I cry out, my back arching off the bed. "Like that, just like that!"

Fritz sets a punishing rhythm, each thrust more powerful than the last. The control

he's showing—fucking me with abandon while still keeping his claws carefully

retracted, his fangs away from vulnerable places—only makes it hotter. This predator

who could tear me apart instead uses all that lethal power to bring me pleasure.

His rough tongue drags along my throat, catching on the claiming mark he's left

there. The raspy texture sends shivers racing down my spine, my nipples tightening to

aching points where they brush against the fur of his chest.

"You taste like mine," he growls against my skin. "Sweet and ripe and claimed."

I wrap my legs around his waist, trying to take him deeper though it seems

impossible. He's already so deep I swear I can feel him in my throat. My hands slide

into his fur, fingers tangling in the thick mane along his spine where it bristles with

his arousal.

"I can feel you getting wetter," he murmurs, voice dropping to that register that seems

to vibrate directly through my bones. "Your body knows what's coming. Knows my

knot is going to lock us together."
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The base of his cock has begun to swell, the beginning of his knot catching against

my entrance with each thrust. The extra width stretches me further, the burn of it

sending confused signals of pleasure-pain racing through my nerves.

"Look at me," he demands, one hand moving to grip my chin. "Look at your alpha

while he breeds you."

I force my eyes open, meeting that predatory golden gaze. What I see there steals my

breath—possessiveness, yes, but something deeper too. Something that looks

dangerously close to devotion.

"Already carrying my cub," he says, his free hand sliding between our bodies to rest

against the slight swell of my belly. "And soon you'll take my seed again. Your

perfect omega body will nurture both, keep them safe while they grow."

The image his words paint sends another rush of slick coating his cock. My inner

walls clench around him involuntarily, drawing a rumbling growl from deep in his

chest.

"You like that thought," he observes, sharp teeth flashing in the torchlight as his lips

pull back in something between smile and snarl. "My mate carrying multiple cubs.

Marked and claimed and bred so thoroughly that no one could mistake who you

belong to."

"Yes," I admit, past shame, past pride, reduced to pure honesty by the pleasure

building inside me. "Want to be full of you. Full of your cubs."



Something in my admission breaks his control. His movements become harder, faster,

the wet sounds of our joining growing obscene as he pounds into me with abandon.

The headof his cock hits my cervix with each thrust, the slight pain only heightening

the pleasure.

"Going to fill you up," he promises, his breathing growing ragged. "Going to knot

you so deep you'll feel me for days. Pump you so full of my seed your belly swells

with it."

His knot grows larger with each thrust, stretching my entrance beyond what should be

possible. The burn transforms into something exquisite, my body yielding to the

impossible intrusion with eager willingness that would horrify me if I could think

clearly.

"Please," I beg, the word a broken sob as tension coils tighter in my core. "Need your

knot. Need it now."

Fritz's tail unwraps from my thigh to curl around my calf instead, using the new

leverage to tilt my hips at a different angle. The change in position lets him push

deeper, his cock hitting spots inside me I didn't know existed.

"Mine," he growls, the word a claim and a promise and a prayer all at once. "My

omega. My mate."

"Yours," I agree, the truth of it settling into my bones. "Always yours."

His hand slides between us again, calloused thumb finding my clit with unerring

accuracy. The touch is perfectly calibrated—firm enough to drive me higher but not

so hard it hurts. The dual sensation of his thumb circling my clit while his barbed

cock drives into me is too much.



"Fritz!" I scream as pleasure explodes outward from my core. My inner walls clamp

down around him in rhythmic waves, my body milking his length as though desperate

for his seed despite already carrying his child.

The contractions of my climax trigger his rut response. With a roar that would terrify

me from anyone else, he drives forward one final time, his knot pushing past the last

resistance to lockus together completely. I feel him pulse inside me, hot spurts of seed

flooding my womb in quantities that seem impossible.

The pressure of his knot against spots inside me that no human cock could reach

triggers a second orgasm that crashes through me without warning. My vision whites

out at the edges, my body seizing with pleasure so intense it borders on pain.

"Taking me so perfectly," he praises, his voice wrecked with his own release. "Such a

good omega, taking all your alpha's seed."

His knot continues to swell inside me, locking us together so completely that not a

drop of his seed can escape. The fullness is overwhelming, stretching me to my

absolute limit. I can feel each pulse of his release, each throb of his cock as it empties

into me.

"So much," I gasp, feeling my belly distend slightly from the sheer volume. "So full

of you."

"That's it," he growls, hips making tiny grinding motions that shift his knot against

my sensitive inner walls. "Take every drop. Let your body use it to nurture our cubs."

The possessiveness in his voice sends aftershocks of pleasure rippling through me.

My channel continues to squeeze his length, involuntary contractions milking him for

every last drop of seed. His tail curls tighter around my leg, the fur-covered muscle

quivering with the same pleasure coursing through the rest of his powerful body.



When he dips his head to my throat, I tilt my chin up instinctively, offering my

claiming mark without hesitation. His fangs graze the sensitized skin there, the threat

of those deadly weapons held in perfect control making my pulse race. When he bites

down, renewing the mark with careful precision, another miniature orgasm washes

through me.

"Fritz," I whimper, overwhelmed by sensation and emotion alike. "Alpha."

"I've got you," he murmurs against my throat, tongue lapping at the fresh mark to

soothe the sting. "My omega. My mate."

Locked together by biology designed for optimal breeding, we have no choice but to

remain joined. His knot will take almost an hour to subside, nature ensuring his seed

stays exactly where it's meant to be. Despite already carrying his cub, my body

responds as though fresh impregnation remains possible, inner walls continuing to

ripple around him in gentle waves that draw soft growls of pleasure from his chest.

With careful movements that avoid disturbing our connection, Fritz maneuvers us

onto our sides, his larger form curled protectively around mine. One arm slides

beneath my head as a pillow while the other wraps around my waist, hand splayed

possessively over my slightly rounded belly.

His tongue rasps against my claiming mark again, the slightly rough texture soothing

rather than arousing now. The steady rhythm of his breathing against my back

gradually slows as the most intense rut response subsides, though his knot remains

firmly locked inside me.

As his knot finally begins to subside, allowing minimal movement without

separation, he shifts to look down at me. His golden eyes—still contracted to vertical

slits in aftermath of rut—study my face with intensity that once frightened but now

creates security.



Page 76

Source Creation Date: July 11, 2025, 4:47 am

"You fought for me," I murmur, mind finally clearing enough for coherent thought.

"Against Pyrax."

"I protected what's mine," he corrects, clawed hand settling possessively over the

slight swell of my abdomen. "You and our cubs."

The distinction matters—not possession for the sake of ownership, but protection of

conscious choice and shared future. What began as claiming of necessity has evolved

intopartnership neither of us anticipated when circumstance forced our initial joining.

"I never thought I'd choose this," I admit, fingers tracing patterns through the blood-

matted fur of his chest. "Never thought I'd want a feline alpha when I dreamed of

dragons."

His chest rumbles with something between growl and laugh. "Dragons would have

destroyed you. Used you as bait and breeding stock, nothing more."

"I know that now." I press closer to his warmth, feeling the steady rhythm of his heart

beneath my hand. "I was naive about so many things."

"And I was cold," he acknowledges, surprising me with the admission. "Viewing you

as tactical necessity rather than partner. We've both evolved beyond initial

perspectives."

His knot continues to pulse inside me, releasing additional waves of seed with each

heartbeat. The biological imperative—to breed, to claim, to ensure genetic

continuation—now represents choice rather than compulsion. What began as forced



submission has transformed into willing partnership, the monster becoming mate

through blood and battle and unexpected alliance.

"The dragons will retreat now," I observe, practical concerns penetrating even post-

claiming haze. "With Pyrax dead and their forces scattered."

"For a time." Fritz's arms tighten around me, protective even in aftermath of decisive

victory. "But territorial disputes never truly end in this conquered world. We've won

breathing space, nothing more."

The assessment should create fear, should remind me of constant danger lurking

beyond fortress walls. Instead, it creates strange comfort—the certainty that this alpha

will continue protecting what belongs to him, will maintain vigilance that ensures our

security.

"Then we'll face the next threat together," I say, the words emerging with surprising

conviction. "As we faced this one."

He purrs in response, the sound vibrating through his chest against my cheek. The

involuntary reaction—sign of contentment he once carefully suppressed in my

presence—creates warmth in my chest that has nothing to do with heat biology or

post-claiming intimacy.

"Together," he agrees, the single word containing commitment beyond territorial

protection or biological claiming. "Always."

The promise settles something inside me I didn't realize needed resolution. My hand

finds his, guiding it to rest over the slight swell where our first cub grows. In this

moment of vulnerability and connection, the distinction between conquered and

conqueror, between human and Prime, between omega and alpha blurs beyond

recognition.



What remains is something new, something created through blood and battle and

biological claiming transformed by conscious choice. Something without precedent in

this post-Conquest world. Something worth protecting through whatever threats may

emerge from beyond our borders.

Not possession, but partnership.

Not submission, but alliance.

Not monster and captive, but mate and counterpart.

The final evolution from reluctant claiming to chosen bond.

EPILOGUE: HUNTER'S LEGACY

Aria POV

A year changes so much. And so little.

The fortress walls still stand imposing against the mountain backdrop, unmoved by

passing seasons. But within those walls, everything has transformed.

I stand at the highest observation platform, watching the expanded settlement bustle

below. Three new structures rise where there was only forest before—a school, a

larger healing center, and expanded food storage that will see us through even the

harshest winter. Fritz's influence with Confederation leadership has grown since

Pyrax's defeat, allowing resources previously unimaginable for human settlements.

The soft weight against my chest shifts, drawing my attention from the vista below.

Selene, our youngest at barely ten months old, fusses against my breast, tiny feline

markings already visible along her spine. Her brother Kieran, almost a year old now,



sleeps in the carrier on my back, his soft purrs vibrating between my shoulder blades.

Two cubs in less than a year—a miracle of feline biology that human doctors insisted

was impossible until I provedthem wrong. I'd fallen pregnant with Selene while still

carrying Kieran, my stress-triggered heat creating the perfect conditions for what the

healers now call "double breeding." The months carrying both had been challenging,

but worth every difficult moment when I look at them now.

And a third already grows beneath my heart.

I cup my belly, still flat but carrying unmistakable signs my enhanced senses now

detect. Fritz knew before I did, his nose picking up the subtle changes in my scent

days before my suspicions began. His smug grin when I finally confirmed it still

makes me roll my eyes.

"Thought I'd find you up here."
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His voice drifts up from behind me, deep and familiar. I don't turn, knowing he's

already moving toward me with that silent grace that makes even his heaviest steps

whisper against stone. His scent reaches me—pine and leather and that distinctive

musk that's uniquely his—before his warmth does.

"Hiding from your fanclub again?" I tease, leaning back against his larger form as his

arms encircle me. His chin rests atop my head, his body curving protectively around

mine and our children.

"Those territorial reps are worse than dragon scouts," he grumbles, though I hear the

smile in his voice. "Confederation leadership is freaking out about our settlement

model."

"You mean they're shocked humans can be productive without living in constant

terror."

His laugh rumbles through his chest against my back. "Something like that."

His hand moves to cover mine where it rests against my belly, his touch gentle

despite the lethal claws I know he could extend in an instant if danger threatened his

family. The claiming mark at my throat pulses with comforting warmth, the bond

between us strengthening with each passing day.

"How's our newest troublemaker?" he asks, voice dropping to that register that still

makes my knees weak.

"Growing. Strong." I turn in his arms, adjusting Selene to let her continue nursing



while I face her father. "Like her siblings."

Fritz's eyes—golden with those vertical pupils I once found so alien—soften as he

looks at our daughter. One clawed finger gently brushes her downy head, touch so

delicate it wouldn't disturb a butterfly's wings. The contrast between his capacity for

violence and his tenderness with our cubs creates an ache in my chest that has

nothing to do with nursing.

"Blackridge will be fully self-sufficient by winter," he tells me, eyes meeting mine.

"The expansion has made it the most productive human settlement in the eastern

territories."

Pride fills me—not just for what we've built, but for how we've built it. Not through

conquest or domination, but through partnership and protection. The model we've

created here—feline and human cooperation rather than subjugation—has begun

spreading to other border territories.

"You've changed everything," I tell him, meaning it with every fiber of my being.

"We did it together," he corrects, tail curling around my ankle in that possessive

gesture I've come to treasure. "Equal credit, remember?"

The word "together" echoes in my mind as I remember how far we've come from that

first reluctant claiming—from captive and captor to partners and mates. The journey

seems impossible when viewed in its entirety, yet each step followed logically from

the one before.

Selene finishes nursing, her tiny mouth releasing my nipple with a contented sigh. I

adjust my clothing as Fritz takes her, his massive hands cradling her with practiced

ease that still makes my heart flutter. The sight of him—fearsome

commander,ruthless warrior—holding our tiny daughter with such reverence never



fails to move me.

"That council meeting can wait," he decides, eyes darkening as they move from our

daughter to me. "I've got more important things to do first."

The hunger in his gaze sends heat pooling between my thighs, my body responding to

him with embarrassing predictability. Even after a year, after two cubs and a third on

the way, he affects me like this—with just a look, just a shift in his scent.

"Your commander duties can't wait," I protest, though the words lack conviction even

to my own ears.

"My mate needs attention," he counters, voice dropping to a rumbling growl that

makes my knees weak. "Everything else can wait."

He leads me down from the observation platform, through corridors that have become

as familiar as my own heartbeat. The fortress that once represented captivity now

feels like home, its stone walls offering protection rather than confinement.

In our quarters—expanded now to accommodate our growing family—he places

Selene in her cradle beside Kieran's larger bed. Our son doesn't stir, secure in sleep as

only children who know they're protected can be.

The moment the door to our private chamber closes behind us, Fritz's demeanor

shifts. The careful restraint he maintains in public falls away, revealing the predator

beneath—the alpha whose hunger for his omega hasn't diminished despite multiple

claims.

"Been thinking about you all day," he growls, backing me against the wall with

delicious inevitability. "About how wet you get for me, even when you're already

carrying my cub."



The crude words still shock me sometimes—this cultured, controlled commander

speaking with such raw possession. Andgods help me, I love it. Love the way he

claims me with words as thoroughly as with his body.

"Prove it," I challenge, boldness I never possessed before him rising to the surface.

"Show me how much you've been thinking about me."

His growl vibrates through the air between us, pupils contracting to vertical slits as he

catches my scent—the arousal I can no longer hide from his enhanced senses. But

instead of pinning me to the wall as I expect, he sinks to his knees before me.

"First," he rumbles, hands sliding up my legs beneath my dress, "I'm going to taste

you until you can't remember your own name."

My breath catches as his claws carefully hook into my undergarments, shredding

them with controlled power that sends heat flooding through me. The contrast—those

deadly weapons so gentle against my vulnerable flesh—never fails to arouse me

beyond reason.

When his rough tongue makes first contact with my already-slick folds, my head falls

back against the wall with a thud. The texture—slightly raspy in a way no human

could achieve—creates sensations that send lightning up my spine.

"So sweet," he murmurs against my most intimate flesh, the vibration of his voice

adding a new dimension to the pleasure. "My mate. My omega. The mother of my

cubs."
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His hands grip my thighs, lifting me effortlessly until my legs rest over his shoulders,

my weight supported entirely by his strength. The position leaves me completely

open to his mouth, vulnerable in a way that would terrify me with anyone else.

"Fritz," I gasp as his tongue delves deeper, finding places inside me that send sparks

dancing across my vision. "Please?—"

"Please what?" he teases, pulling back just enough to meet my eyes. "Tell me exactly

what you need."

"More," I manage, past shame, past pride. "Don't stop."

His rumbling purr of approval vibrates against my core as he gives me exactly what

I've asked for. His tongue—longer and more flexible than any human's—pushes

inside me, reaching places that make my thighs tremble around his head.

The pleasure builds with ruthless efficiency, his instinctive understanding of my body

making resistance futile. When his thumb finds my clit, circling with perfect pressure

while his tongue continues its devastating exploration, the climax crashes through me

without warning.

"Fritz!" I cry out, fingers tangling in his fur as waves of pleasure radiate outward

from my core. My inner walls clench around his tongue, body greedy for fullness it

won't find until he claims me properly.

He works me through the aftershocks, gentling his touch as sensitivity peaks but not

withdrawing completely. When he finally pulls away, his chin glistens with evidence



of my pleasure, his eyes burning with hunger not yet sated.

"Beautiful," he murmurs, rising to his full impressive height before me. "Love

watching you come apart for me."

Without warning, I push him backward toward our bed, surprising him enough that

he allows the movement. When his legs hit the edge, I press harder, and he sits,

eyebrow raised in silent question.

"My turn," I tell him, reaching for the fastenings of his clothing with growing

confidence. Once, I would have hesitated to show such boldness with an alpha. Now,

I know it drives him wild to see me take what I want from him.

His cock springs free as I open his breeches, already fully erect, the specialized ridges

along its length partially extended in anticipation of claiming. The sight still makes

my mouth go dry—his size significantly larger than human norm, the alien features

that once frightened now arousing beyond reason.

"You're magnificent," I tell him, enjoying the flash of surprise that crosses his

features. Fritz receives praise for his military prowess, his strategic mind, his

leadership capabilities—but rarely for his physical form. "Perfect for me. Made to fit

inside me."

His growl of approval sends fresh heat between my thighs as I straddle him,

positioning myself above his impressive length. The head presses against my

entrance, already slick from his earlier attentions and my own arousal.

"Mine," he growls as I begin to sink down, taking him inside with deliberate slowness

that tests both our control.

The stretch is exquisite—burning pleasure-pain as my body accommodates his



inhuman girth. The ridges catch against my inner walls, creating friction that draws a

moan from deep in my throat. When I'm fully seated, his cock filling me completely,

I pause to adjust to the fullness.

"Look at you," he praises, hands settling at my hips with careful restraint. "Taking me

so perfectly while carrying our cub."

His words send another flood of wetness coating his length, the crude praise affecting

me as strongly as physical stimulation. I begin to move, establishing a rhythm that

builds pleasure with every rise and fall.

"You were made for this," he continues, voice dropping to that register that seems to

vibrate directly through my bones. "Made to take my cock, to carry my cubs, to rule

at my side."

The last part—the acknowledgment of partnership beyond mere biological

claiming—pushes me closer to the edge. My movements become more erratic as

pleasure builds, the ridges along his length fully extended now to create almost

unbearable friction against my most sensitive places.

"That's it," he encourages, one hand moving to where we're joined, thumb finding my

clit with unerring accuracy. "Come for me again. Show me how much you need this."

The combination of his words, his touch, and the fullness of him inside me shatters

my control completely. The orgasm tears through me with blinding intensity, inner

walls clamping down around his length as wave after wave of pleasure radiates

outward from my core.

"Fritz!" I cry out, back arching as sensation threatens to overwhelm me entirely.

"Alpha!"



My release triggers his own, his control finally breaking as his hands tighten on my

hips. His knot swells inside me and I feel him pulse, seed pumping deep.

"Mine," he growls, the word containing truth neither of us questions anymore. "My

mate. Mother of my cubs. My omega."

"Yours," I agree, collapsing against his chest as aftershocks continue to pulse through

me. "Always yours."

His arms wrap around me, holding me against him as our breathing gradually

steadies. His heart thunders beneath my ear, the sound creating security I never

expected to find in this conquered world.

"We've built something real here," I say, shifting to look into his golden eyes.

"Something beyond what either of us imagined when you first claimed me."

"Partnership," he agrees, clawed hand rising to trace my claiming mark with reverent

touch. "Protection through strength rather than submission. The evolution our kinds

need to survive in this new world."

The assessment cuts to the heart of what we've created—not merely family or fortress

security, but a model for coexistence that challenges assumptions both human and

Prime hold about their places in post-Conquest hierarchy.
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"Our cubs will grow up in a world different from the one we knew," he continues,

hand sliding to rest over my belly where our third child grows. "They'll understand

integration rather than domination. Partnership rather than subjugation."

"They'll be neither fully human nor fully feline," I observe, thinking of Kieran's

emerging fur patterns and Selene's vertical-pupiled eyes. "Something new entirely."

"Like what we've built between us," Fritz agrees, understanding flowing between us

without need for elaboration. "Something nobody's ever seen before."

As I lie in his arms, listening to our cubs' soft breathing from the adjoining room, I

marvel at the journey that brought us here. From captive and captor to partners and

mates. From forced submission to chosen alliance. From enemies to family.

The claiming mark at my throat—once symbol of imprisonment—now represents

connection freely chosen and fiercely protected. What began as biological necessity

has evolved into partnership that transcends species boundaries and territorial

disputes.

Not conquest, but coordination.

Not submission, but strategy.

Not possession, but partnership.

The future stretches before us—uncertain as always in this conquered world, but

faced together rather than alone. Whatever threats emerge from beyond our borders,



whatever challenges arise within them, we will meet them as we've met all others.

Together. Always together.

CHAPTER 25

THE PRIME OMEGAVERSE CONTINUES…

Don’t stop now!Every species in the Prime Omegaverse has its own unique features

(wink wink) and enticing storyline. Keep reading and check out the next novel,

Chimera’s Prisoner

She hid her omega status for years. Now she's been claimed by the one predator who

owns the skies.

For eight years, Amelia Miller has survived as the head nurse of a human settlement,

using black market suppressants to hide her omega biology. One failed dose destroys

everything when a routine inspection reveals her secret, marking her as valuable

breeding stock for the central facilities.

When her transport crashes in the treacherous Convergence Peaks during a violent

storm, Amelia's suppressants wash away in the rain. As heat symptoms surge through

her body, something massive circles overhead—Vex, a territorial Chimeric

Dominator whose powerful wings and predatory instincts make him the apex hunter

of the mountains.

Captured and claimed against her will, Amelia discovers the terrifying truth of

Chimeric anatomy—a primary shaft witha pronounced knot and a secondary suction

organ designed specifically for omega pleasure. Her body betrays her completely as

Vex claims her in flight, hundreds of feet above the jagged peaks, creating a bond she

cannot escape.



When Captain Kain of the Feline Enforcers tracks her to Vex's territory, Amelia faces

a choice worse than death—return to the breeding facilities or accept protection from

the winged predator whose bite marks now decorate her neck and collarbone. As her

pregnancy reveals itself, the stakes climb higher, with Council forces hunting the

valuable medical omega now carrying a Chimeric heir.

Against all expectations, Vex teaches her to survive in his harsh domain, showing

glimpses of intelligence and honor that contradict everything she's been taught about

Primes. When specialized Gargoyle binders arrive to permanently ground Vex and

reclaim her for breeding, Amelia must decide—fight for the freedom she's always

wanted, or defend the winged alpha whose savage claiming has somehow evolved

into something neither of them expected.

Chimera’s Prisoner is the sixth book in the scorching hot Prime Omegaverse Series!

Contains explicit scenes with unique Chimeric anatomy, aerial claiming, dubious

consent evolving to mutual surrender, and a dark romance where captivity transforms

into a partnership forged by choice rather than force. HEA guaranteed!

My heart hammers against ribs so violently I fear they might crack. Cold rain soaks

through my thin clothing. Plastering fabric to fever-hot skin. The contrast makes both

sensations unbearable. I should be freezing, but the heat transforms icywater to steam

where it touches me. Creating a personal weather system of my body's making.

We punch through the cloud layer into impossible calm. The transition steals what

little breath remains, lungs struggling with thin air. Above us, stars pierce the

darkness in patterns invisible from below, brilliant and clear without atmospheric

interference. Below, the storm churns like a living entity, lightning illuminating its

depths in violent beauty. Between cloud breaks, moonlight reveals his

territory—jagged peaks and hidden valleys, gorges and plateaus stretching beyond

the horizon.

"What are you doing?" I scream over wind that tries to steal the words from my lips.



His response comes in action rather than explanation. With terrifying efficiency, he

repositions me until I face him directly, legs wrapping around his waist by survival

instinct alone. With nothing but his strength preventing fatal impact, surrender

becomes the only option as he positions me over his already-hard length, eyes locked

with mine in unmistakable intent.

"Flight claiming creates bonds ground claiming cannot," he says, voice carrying

despite the rushing air. "Your heat demands something more primal."

Gravity becomes his ally as he lowers me onto him in mid-flight. The penetration

feels different—my body still shaped by his earlier claiming, tissues adapted and

slick with remnants of his seed and my own shameful readiness. But the sensation

transcends anything I've experienced—complete vulnerability of being joined

hundreds of feet above certain death, adrenaline of flight merging with heat-driven

arousal in chemical combinations my brain never evolved to process.

Each spiral ridge along his shaft creates friction against sensitized walls as he seats

me fully, textured surface sending sparks of unwanted pleasure radiating through my

core. Everydetail feels magnified—the alien heat of him inside me, the impossible

girth stretching me beyond natural limits, the ridged pattern that seems designed

specifically to drive omega minds toward madness.

"This is aerial claiming," he growls against my ear, wings beating steadily to

maintain our impossible position. "The ultimate bonding between Chimeric alpha and

his omega."

Words abandon me entirely. Each wingbeat shifts him inside me. Gravity forces me

down while his upward flight creates counterrhythm no ground-based claiming could

replicate. The dual motion reaches places that make stars explode behind my closed

eyelids. Touching nerve clusters I didn't know existed.


