
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    A defiant omega will make this alpha soldier break all his rules. 
 
    The Badlands are in trouble. Someone has been abducting omegas, and the King Alpha has tasked one of his most trusted soldiers to bring them back. 
 
    Dagger is my biggest enemy. An alpha that I can't--won't--trust. I insist on joining the mission to keep him in line. But even being the queen's sister doesn't make my job any easier. 
 
    Working with my enemy proves harder than I expected. But when Dagger opens his heart and reveals a secret he always meant to keep from me, my hatred of him turns to a much more dangerous emotion. Desire. 
 
    Now I'm not sure who the real enemy is, or whether or not the man I've hated for so long is actually the key to my future. 
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 Chapter One
Dagger 
 
      
 
    I stood in the middle of the Badlands—what was left of it—and took in the ruins before me. The bright desert sun gleamed overhead, highlighting every demolished shanty, the charred fences, destroyed goods that inhabitants had tucked away for desperate days. With or without the sun, I couldn’t avoid the people who milled about, seeming lost. 
 
    Lost. Did I look lost to them too? 
 
    This land that bordered Luxoria to the south was home to the omegas, the lowest class of shifters among the Weren people. 
 
    No. Not the lowest. Not anymore. 
 
    Not since King Adalai took an omega as queen and declared The Division null and void. 
 
    No more segregation, no more pack divided. We were now one. Alpha, beta, and omega alike. 
 
    I should have been happy about it, like so many others were. Like Evander and Cassian. Even Solen wasn’t pissing in the king’s mead over this. And there was a certain feel among the city these days. Lighter, even if omegas were still getting side-eyed. 
 
    But I wasn’t happy about any of it. 
 
    There was a place for everything and everyone. The omegas’ place was in the Badlands. Mine was… used to be… at the king’s side. Commander of the Southern Border. Overseer of The Badlands. Not anymore. With my title stripped, I was just another alpha vying for a place in this world. I had nothing and no one now. 
 
    Except my mission. 
 
    King Adalai was sending me on a quest to find the omegas who had been abducted from the Badlands over the past years. These missing persons complaints weren’t new to me, but I’d never taken them seriously. The Badlands was… well, bad. It made sense that desperate shifters might try to leave in search of something better. They wouldn’t find it. Anyone with any sense knew that beyond the desert there was only more desert. 
 
    And humans. There were humans who wanted things from us. Wanted to exploit our abilities and experiment on us to their own gain. Humans who wanted our technology so they could thrive in the world as it was now, after the solar flares and the Great Dust Storm that sent humanity into chaos. 
 
    Luxoria was an oasis everyone wanted a piece of. It made sense that the desperate omegas who called the Badlands home, might have gone in search of another place like it. 
 
    I knew now, that wasn’t the case. 
 
    Omegas had been taken, one at a time, for years by the humans who turned them into living weapons. Twisted versions of their former selves, half shifted beasts who drooled acid and sliced wolves in half with their claws. 
 
    They had come to destroy the Badlands, and did a pretty fine job of it. The only good thing about that night was that none of the mutants returned to the humans alive. 
 
    But the number of missing omegas was nearly in the triple digits. Which meant there were plenty more mutants—or soon-to-be mutants—in the humans’ arsenal. It was up to me to find them before they met that fate. 
 
    It was part punishment for my role in the Badlands destruction, part rescue mission. The alpha in me bucked against taking any ounce of blame, but the king and others felt I’d neglected my duties. Easy for them to say, when they were in charge of betas and other alphas. I’d been tasked with policing the omegas. The lawless, the forgotten. The trash no one cared about. No one could understand the situation my assignment put me in. 
 
    If I’d cared too much, my loyalty to the crown would have been questioned. 
 
    If I cared too little… well, that was where I was at now. 
 
    The balance I’d had to keep was narrow and impossible, but my true feelings laid somewhere in the middle. At times, I related more to the omegas than my own class. At times, I hated the alphas as much as they did. 
 
    Hated myself. 
 
    For living on the other side of the gates while people suffered, deservingly or not. For knowing children starved while the royals ate their fill. For never reporting these things to the king, whether he would have cared then or not. 
 
    For watching an omega female and wishing she could be mine. 
 
    I went still as I spotted her across a great distance, blinking twice to make sure it was really her. She wasn’t dirty like the first time I saw her in the castle. And though her dress was bland now, it wasn’t ratted and torn like before. Her dark hair was braided back against her head, but it wasn’t caked in mud anymore. 
 
    Tavia was different now that her sister was queen, but she still liked to pretend she was one of the desperate. She’d made me hate myself the most, and didn’t even know it. Never would, if I had anything to say about it. 
 
    Pulling my eyes away from her, I focused on the horizon. 
 
    The omegas had become my people without ever meaning to. I was The Division, half dedicated to them, and half to my king. The barrier between them and the city. It had been my darkest and most tightly kept secret, and would remain as such until the day I died. 
 
    What the fuck was I now? Where did I belong in this new unified pack that King Adalai vied for? 
 
    None of those feelings the omegas brought out in me mattered more than my station. My place. 
 
    Now, I had to earn it back. 
 
    I would leave at dawn. I’d find every omega lost on my watch, and bring them home. And while I was at it, I’d find myself. Never again would I be torn between honor and duty. 
 
    Never again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
Tavia 
 
      
 
    “I’m going on the rescue mission,” I announced. The words hung between my sister and me like a dusty cobweb, neither of us reaching out to snag it away. 
 
    Becoming the first omega queen in a generation wasn’t even close to the most reckless thing my sister Zelene had ever done. Keeping her ass out of hot water was a part time job, and I never dared tell her that it was the reason I got fired from my position at the castle. The first one, anyway. At the time, it seemed like the end of the world. I thought it was a secret I’d take to my grave. If I wasn’t good enough to work for the Luxoria royals, no one else would hire me. And I couldn’t put her job in jeopardy. We would’ve starved to death. 
 
    But the spark in her eyes when she cooked up trouble was sometimes the only light in the Badlands. 
 
    Now here we were, in the private suite of the royal castle in Luxoria. No, we weren’t trespassing. We lived here. Zelene did, anyway, now that she was mated to King Adalai. 
 
    My sister was an actual queen. It would take a long time to wrap my head around that. 
 
    It was why, despite Zelene’s protests, I went home to the Badlands every night. There, omegas had been sentenced to a life of poverty so the former king, Adalai’s father, could settle a score. Like his son, he’d fallen in love with an omega, yet it didn’t stop him from bringing us so much misery. 
 
    For that reason, I would never trust Adalai or anyone in his court. Bloodthirsty and ruthless, I was convinced they’d do anything to save their own asses. After twenty-five years in the Badlands, I understood survival instinct more than I ever wanted to. The difference between the alphas and me? I wouldn’t put someone else in harm’s way to save myself. 
 
    I was going to be reckless though. For the greater good. I stared at my sister, challenging her shocked expression. It was my turn to be the reckless one. 
 
    “As queen, I can forbid you from going. Order you to remain in the castle.” Zelene hugged a velvet pillow to her chest. Her broken leg relegated her to the suite. She had crutches, but she hated showing weakness. Everyone in the city and beyond was watching the omega queen. Her favorite seat was by the window, overlooking the garden. Beyond that, we could see the Badlands. Some might say she was hiding, but she was the first line of defense in another attack. 
 
    “You’d forbid me from going back to the Badlands? How soon you forget where you came from.” I scoffed. She swore she never would. 
 
    “If you were planning to stay there, maybe. But beyond that? Where the humans reside?” She shook her head. “It’s not safe. It never was, but especially not now. The mutants will be looking for you, specifically, because the humans would love nothing more than to capture the sister of the queen.” She shuddered, and the same chill went down my spine. “So yes, I can command you to stay here. Or I’ll…” 
 
    She had nothing. 
 
    “How will you punish me that’s worse than what we already lived through?” I looked to the door, to make sure the King hadn’t paid us a surprise visit. He did that, a lot. It was probably supposed to be romantic, sneaking up on his new bride, but I didn’t know much about that lovey dovey stuff. To me it felt like he was checking up on us.  
 
    “If you get caught, there’s no telling what will happen to you.” Zelene shivered as a host of possibilities went through her head. They were certainly going through mine. “The humans already treat omegas like lab rats. If they can get their hands on you…” 
 
    “I don’t trust Dagger will come back with the living omegas. He’ll cut a deal with the humans to get what he wants, not what’s best for the Badlands. He’s never done right by us. That’s why I’m going with him.” 
 
    Until Adalai stripped Dagger of his duties and title, he’d been in charge of overseeing the Badlands. But he didn’t keep us safe. For five years, he’d ensured our lives were a living hell. Now he promised he’d turn a new leaf, and do the right thing. I’d believe it when I saw it. When all the missing omegas were safe. 
 
    “No, you’re not.”  
 
    “Do you forbid it, Your Majesty?” I challenged.  
 
    “You have to trust Dagger,” Zelene said, and I had no idea how she kept a straight face. That man was as much our enemy as the humans that captured omegas and turned them into mutant wolves.  
 
    I wouldn’t let the crown change my sister. I’d do whatever it took to keep her true to her roots. 
 
    “You don’t trust Dagger to keep me safe.”  
 
    She pursed her lips together, and for the first time since the crown had been placed atop her head, she looked vulnerable. Not weak. No omega was weak. Especially not our queen. But every once in a while, our walls came crashing down. It was impossible to keep them up all the time.  
 
    “No, I don’t trust him,” she said. “I think he’ll do whatever Adalai asks of him to get his title back. But that’s where it ends. He’ll see you as a challenge, Tavia. And more than that, a representation of all his failures. Dagger couldn’t impose his will on the Badlands. Especially not on us. As much as he tried, he couldn’t make us submit. He’ll expect you to fight for yourself.” 
 
    “I’ve been fighting for my life every damn day.” Since omegas had been exiled from Luxoria. If Dagger thought I’d give up easily, that I’d stop fighting just because my sister slept in the King’s bed, he had another think coming.  “I’m ready.”  
 
    The sun began to slip behind the mountains. To my omega brain, it meant it was time to head back to the Badlands, before it was illegal to be caught in Luxoria, and the guards had carte blanche to rectify that problem as they saw fit. The new rules—or lack thereof—was hard to get used to. 
 
    “Rielle will be here soon. Ask her what she thinks of my plan.” Our roommate worked in the private quarters of the castle. Everything had been a whirlwind since the night Zelene crashed the party and we hadn’t had much time to talk. Strategize. The alphas might have spoken of their military plans as she served them, thinking she wasn’t smart enough to understand what they planned. 
 
    Big mistake.  
 
    “I’m sure she’ll hate it as much as I do. I’ll let you know if she comes up with any better ideas.” Zelene grinned.  
 
    “That’s not what I mean.” I kissed her cheek before I left her for the night. “Press for info. Dagger surely won’t tell me everything, and I refuse to be caught unaware.” 
 
    Zelene’s blue eyes were huge and unblinking. “Please rethink this. You’re more help to the omegas alive than dead.” 
 
    My sister’s parting words haunted me as I ventured through the streets of Luxoria. I never stopped at any of the shops on the way home before, or let myself linger in the windows. Until recently, omegas were banned from entering, unless we were there to do business for an alpha or a beta. The ban might be lifted, but I’d spend what little money I had on the businesses in the Badlands. 
 
    Zelene worried that Luxoria wasn’t ready for unity, but she hadn’t considered the needs of her own people. That we didn’t want to be considered the same as the alphas. We wanted to be recognized for who we were, no longer blanketed in shame and misery.  
 
    All the guards were gone from the gates. Adalai said there would be a ceremony to demolish the walls that separated the omegas from Luxoria. 
 
    Maybe I was being foolish, insisting on going into battle. I’d been watching my own back for years, making sure my friends stayed safe, but that wasn’t the same thing as working with an army. Dagger, whether I trusted him or not, was a trained soldier. He hadn’t taken me seriously before my sister took the crown, when I followed the hollow protocol set before us, and went to him with the problems in the village. He would tell me he knew and dismiss me. Barely look at me.  
 
    This mission could be nothing but an exercise in frustration. And he probably wouldn’t lose any sleep if I got captured. I’d been a thorn in his side for far too long. 
 
    “Lady Tavia!” a familiar voice called to me, followed by heavy footsteps in the dust. I turned to find Maryellen, who’d been my mom’s friend, a soldier in the old war. 
 
    “I’m still just Tavia, Maryellen.” I noticed she’d been crying. “What’s wrong?”  
 
    “Jacoby.” Her son. “He’s missing.”  
 
    Oh shit. He’d been on the front lines of the fight for omega justice, a secondary war after the Division. We’d worked together many times, late at night in the shadows, whispering so the guards wouldn’t hear us.  
 
    I couldn’t let her know how scared I was for him. “When did it happen?” 
 
    “He never came home after the wedding celebration.” She covered her mouth with her hand to stifle a sob, and I put my hand on her shoulder. “I’ve been trying to get a message to one of you girls, but ever since the end of the Division, everything has been chaos. There’s no guards. No rules. I didn’t think things could get worse, but they did.” 
 
    If the humans knew what we’d been up to, our dreams of revolution that had nothing to do with the King or his court, they’d make sure to stop it dead in its tracks. 
 
    “I’ll do everything I can to get him back.” I gave her a quick hug, but I didn’t have time to stay and comfort her. 
 
    I had to work with Dagger. As much as I hoped Rielle could tell us the royals’ secrets, I had to tell him ours.  
 
    Without each other, there was no way we could win this fight.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three
Dagger 
 
      
 
    I hefted another container of supplies into the small cargo hold of the electric Humvee. I meant to leave at dawn and the sky was already brightening. King Adalai insisted I take a crew of men with me, and I’d given him a list of some of the stealthiest. No doubt he would send his best for this mission since it was so important to his queen, but if not… well, it wouldn’t matter. I’d figure shit out. 
 
    Stalking back to the armory, I loaded weapons and ammo. I was already armed to the hilt, as I would be any other day, but it never hurt to have extra. Especially when I might be going up against beasts that stood two feet taller than me. 
 
    On the way back to the vehicle the first hints of sun began to peek over the city walls, and the sounds of Luxoria waking turned the quiet early morning into a dull buzz. Men were gathering near the castle to prepare for our journey. It was a small army, mostly betas. Easy to get into places we weren’t welcome. 
 
    I approached the group, surprised to find Cassian among the men. He was the Overseer of the Western Borders. He had an army of his own to command. Why would Adalai send him with me? 
 
    Cassian caught my gaze as I loaded the weapons into the Humvee. He stalked over, looking grimmer than normal. 
 
    “The king send you to keep an eye on me?” 
 
    He polished an apple on his leathers and the crunch of his bite rang heavy in the early morning calm. “Something like that.” 
 
    I smirked. “Figures. The mighty sure fall hard when a female has them by the balls.” 
 
    Cassian raised an eyebrow. “I don’t think it’s his balls she has. The king’s mated. Bonded. A real bond like we haven’t seen around here in a long time. I think Queen Zelene has his heart.” 
 
    “His heart.” 
 
    “Yes. Thing that beats in your chest. Thump, thump. Boom, boom.” 
 
    I scowled. “I’m familiar with the organ, thanks.” 
 
    Cassian straightened, staring past my shoulder, and I turned to see what caught his interest. Two omegas headed our way. I recognized them both. Charolet, who was now one of the queen’s ladies, and the one omega I definitely didn’t expect to see again before leaving. 
 
    Tavia. 
 
    Neither of the females were wearing proper castle attire. Instead they wore… fighting leathers? 
 
    My inner wolf bucked in warning as the two omegas stopped beside the vehicle. I couldn’t pull my eyes away from Tavia and the glare that seemed permanently etched into her face. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I asked. 
 
    “Reporting for duty. Sir.” Her tone was anything but respectful, yet that wasn’t what bothered me most. 
 
    “Your place is in the castle,” I said, turning away from her to finish packing. 
 
    She followed. So did the other omega. So did Cassian. 
 
    “Not this time,” Tavia argued. “We’re going with you to hunt the humans.” 
 
    My gaze snapped to hers. “Like hell you are.” 
 
    She tipped her head to the side. “Like hell. Yes. That’s probably what it will be like out there with you.” Clearing her throat, she gestured to her friend. “You know Charolet.” The female in question gave a hard nod. She looked the part of a soldier, even if she was just playing dress-up. “You might have seen her before, fighting on the frontlines, but I doubt you knew her name.” 
 
    The dig wasn’t lost on me. She thought I cared nothing for the people I’d taken charge of. That I knew nothing of their struggle. She was wrong, but there would be no telling her that. Because anything I thought I knew about them didn’t make up for the fact that I’d made their existence hell. 
 
    I shook my head and continued walking. “I have my army already. Don’t need extras. You’re both dismissed.” 
 
    Tavia laughed with true amusement. “Dismissed? No, sorry, Lord Da—I mean just Dagger. King Adalai has decided the army should consist of omegas too. So here we are. You have me and Charolet.” 
 
    The king had said nothing of this to me. 
 
    “It isn’t necessary,” I muttered. 
 
    She leaned close as if she was going to share a secret with me. “You don’t get to decide what’s necessary anymore. And whether it is or not, we will accompany you to hunt the humans and find our missing people.” 
 
    I looked to Cassian, who had given up eating his apple. He covered his surprise better than I did.  
 
    “Could be helpful,” he offered. “They might know more about the mutants than we do. They knew them before the humans got a hold of them.” 
 
    Tavia jerked her chin toward Cassian. “Listen to this one. He’s smart.” 
 
    This one? Cassian mouthed, looking flabbergasted. Before the abolishment of The Division, an omega would be brutally punished for talking to an alpha like that. Especially one who was also a royal. 
 
    “So is your mouth,” I snapped back. “You’d be wise to watch the way you talk to an alpha.” 
 
    Tavia narrowed her blue eyes, and the way she didn’t back down had me growing hard below the belt. Shit. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. An alpha demanded submission, but I was turned on by her defiance. 
 
    “Is that a threat?” She stepped closer until our chests were nearly touching, staring up at me like a little piece of dynamite that could explode at any moment. 
 
    The animal in me wanted to make her blow. Make her hate me even more. 
 
    “Not a threat, firecracker,” I growled low. “A suggestion.” 
 
    “Oh. Well. In that case, no thank you. I’ll talk however I wish, now that I’m free to do that.” 
 
    Charolet looked amused. Did she think this was funny? What was Adalai thinking sending the queen’s sister on this mission. Especially her. How was I supposed to do my job when she was so hell-bent on challenging me? 
 
    “Sun’s up,” Cassian interrupted sounding nearly as disturbed as I was. “We should get moving if we want to find a safe place to camp before dark.” 
 
    Tavia’s lips tweaked sarcastically. “Yeah. We should get going. I don’t like wasting time.” She brushed past me, her familiar spicy scent engulfing me as she strutted over to the vehicle and climbed up the back to find a place on the bench seat.  
 
    “Hello, boys,” she said, greeting the gawking and scowling men who were chosen for the mission. She plopped down between two hulking betas while Charolet followed her lead. And then she stared out the back of the truck, shooting me a prim smile. 
 
    “Fuck me,” I muttered. 
 
    “Yeah,” Cassian agreed. “Fuck you. I wouldn’t even be here if you’d done your job.” 
 
    “My job,” I scoffed. “What exactly was my job?” 
 
    “You were in charge of the Badlands.” 
 
    “And what do you think that means exactly?” 
 
    Cassian glared. “They were under your authority. If something was wrong over there, you should have reported it.” 
 
    I nodded, looking past the city gates out to the dusty dilapidated desert. “Report it. Would it have made any difference, to any of you, if I had come to the council and said that omegas were missing?” 
 
    Cassian didn’t answer. 
 
    “Would the king have sent out search parties? Would you have collected the western army and sent them looking? For omegas? How about Solen and Evander. Would either of them have lifted a fucking finger to help?” 
 
    Still nothing. 
 
    I turned back to him. “See, what all of you assholes seem to be forgetting is that until the King mated Zelene, no one cared about omegas. And now that the law has changed, you’re each looking for somewhere to place the blame. That’s the real shitty part that none of you are ready to accept. We all failed them. We all failed.” I climbed behind the steering column and started the electric engine. I waited for Cassian to take the seat next to me, and then set my course for the empty desert beyond the Badlands. 
 
    Let them all blame me. I blamed myself anyway. 
 
    But the truth was, we would all pay for what we’d done to our pack. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four
Tavia 
 
      
 
    Firecracker. The word stuck in my head. Dagger better handle me with the same kind of care as one of those explosives the royals loved to ignite over the castle when they wanted everyone to know about their war victories. I was just as dangerous and unpredictable.  
 
    I caught him stealing glances at me in the rearview mirror as he drove, and reminded myself I couldn’t let him catch me off-guard. Watching his every move was only part of why I was here. More than anything, I’d vowed to save my people. For now, this would have to do. 
 
    Watching him. 
 
    His dark hair blowing in the hot breeze. The way his shoulders flexed and tensed under his military leathers. How could such a horrible man be so attractive? Maybe he had a tiny dick and his looks existed to make up for it. He shifted in his seat and the thick muscles of his neck flexed, making my mouth go dry. 
 
    Nope, I wasn’t distracted at all. His little smirk reflected in the mirror, telling me he noticed, and I dragged my gaze away to the window.  
 
    Nothing but desert surrounded our caravan. It was only a few vehicles. His Majesty insisted he was sending his best men. That was how Cassian had been roped into this. The Western Army that he commanded was made up of mostly betas and younger alphas who enjoyed the same privileges afforded all residents of Luxoria. Now their leader was being punished for Dagger’s ineptitude. 
 
    I took stock of the men in the vehicle with me. I didn’t know them by name, or whether they were the good soldiers the king believed them to be. I had to trust the royals, something that didn’t come easily to me.  
 
    Charolet put her hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “Do you know where we’re going?” she whispered in my ear.  
 
    Omegas had no formal schooling. We’d learned to read by candlelight, with whispers and long forgotten texts. Any skill that wasn’t for the purposes of fulfilling our duties to the kingdom came from the school of hard knocks. But everyone I knew dreamed of a day we would have opportunities. We intended to be ready when it came. 
 
    Still, I’d had no idea the desert was so big. So desolate. My world had never existed outside of the constraints of the Badlands and Luxoria. Survival.  
 
    Giving just enough of a shake of my head to answer Charolet, I leaned forward. Like this, Dagger couldn’t meet my gaze without flipping the vehicle into the sand, but I could feel his judgment.  
 
    “Do you have any idea where we’re going?” I asked.  
 
    Cassian snickered. I wished he was leading this mission instead of Dagger. No one was missing from the Western Borders.  
 
    “Of course I do.” His answer was meant to put me at ease, or back in my place. Instead, it enraged me.  
 
    “How long have you known where the humans were conducting experiments on the omegas?”  
 
    His fingers tightened on the steering wheel. “I don’t know the location of the labs. Only where the city is. Once we arrive, we’ll employ the intelligence we’ve been gathering—” 
 
    “So you knew all along this was happening.” My jaw was so tense I feared I’d snap the bone. “And you ignored our reports. Our pleas for help.” 
 
    Dagger slammed on the brakes, and in a cloud of dust, our car veered away from the caravan. Good thing we weren’t the lead car. The royals, even in a military role, would let beta soldiers ride the front lines. Royal Alphas never moved without protection, even if they could crush their enemies with a snap of their finger. The cars behind us followed suit, and it was a miracle he didn’t cause an accident.  
 
    He turned to face me. “I reported every incident, Tavia.” No cute nickname this time. “It was only when the queen made this issue a priority that a mission was set up.” 
 
    “The humans will use your technology against you.” My heart thundered in my chest, and sweat ran down my spine. It wasn’t any hotter, but these leather outfits were brutal. No wonder the alphas were such dicks all the time. Being this hot made me cranky. “The omegas they captured aren’t loyal to you. They’ll do whatever it takes to survive.”  
 
    He narrowed his gaze, and that sweat ran cold inside my jacket. I couldn’t let him think he had any effect on me whatsoever. “The only thing I care about is if the omegas inside this truck are loyal to me. Can I trust you to fight for me?” 
 
    Trust was the thing I said I’d never give the alphas. But out in the desert, in this caravan, it was different. 
I wasn’t fighting for him, I told myself. I was fighting for all my missing friends. And the wolves that had been turned into monsters, so they could find some peace. 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “In the army, we work together as a team. You fight for the man next to you and in return, he fights for you. Division is weakness.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it,” I sighed, but then I shielded myself. He didn’t have to take it the next step. Weakness equaled death. “Another omega was taken recently. I just found out about it last night. They’re still capturing omegas from the Badlands.” 
 
    Dagger swallowed hard. This was new information, and I shouldn’t have blindsided him with it like that. In a perfect world, I would’ve followed protocol. But I was learning the rules of this new role as I went along. The old ones hadn’t worked.  
 
    “We’ll let the troops back in the city know.” He faced front and put the truck into gear. As far as he was concerned, this conversation was over.  
 
    But it wasn’t. “Who’s watching over the Badlands now?”  
 
    He shook his head. “Maybe you should’ve stayed behind.” 
 
    So he had no idea. But it wasn’t his job to question the king. Only to carry out his orders. Adalai didn’t tell him everything. Dagger hadn’t known Charolet and I were coming. That gave me some comfort, that there was actually a plan in place to watch over our home. 
 
    “I trust my sister to do the right thing for our people,” I said. Now the conversation was over.  
 
    I sank back in my seat, but I didn’t relax. I kept thinking I saw the human city come into view, but it was only a mirage, one of the beta soldiers explained. The desert played tricks on you when you were there too long. I appreciated that he’d accepted my role in this mission without resenting that I was the reason he was here. Most betas were decent, even if complacent. 
 
    But inside, my wolf snarling. Growing impatient, and dying for a fight. 
 
    Not a good sign.  
 
    In the distance, beams of steel rose from the sand. The sun’s reflection made it look like a fire, and we drove straight for it. As we got closer, the objects became clearer. Real.  
 
    My heart leapt into my throat. Showing up at the human keep unannounced might be standard operating procedure for the royals and their army, but as an omega...we’d only come here as prisoners. And the ones who survived didn’t leave the same way they came. In the Badlands, I knew the rules, but I had no idea how to play this game.  
 
    Everyone exited the vehicles. I slid off the seat and waited for Charolet. She was the last one out. Her dark eyes were wide, and her lips parted.  
 
    I offered her my hand to help her down. “Zelene will kill them if anything happens to us,” I whispered in her ear. 
 
    She didn’t respond right away, instead sizing up Dagger and Cassian. Her gaze lingered a little longer on him. “What happens if we go into heat?” she asked. 
 
    Shit. So many things had happened since Zelene’s heat, I’d put it out of my head. And with the end of The Division, I didn’t feel so vulnerable anymore. I’d forgotten to worry about the inevitable hormone flux that put us in danger. Living together in the tiny shack had put all of us on the same cycle. Zelene wasn’t always the first to experience her heat, but it was often a domino effect.  
 
    And if being near alphas tripped it...my wolf writhed inside me. “Is your heat coming?”  
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    I sighed. “We do the same as we always have. We protect each other.”  
 
    She managed a smile, but it wasn’t long lived. 
 
    “Tavia. Charolet,” Dagger barked. “If you want to be a part of this mission, you better keep up with the seasoned soldiers and come listen.” 
 
    I groaned, but we joined the group at the front of the vehicle.  
 
    “We will make a peaceful approach,” Dagger said, and I wanted to protest. The humans had turned our friends, our family into mutants. That was, if they weren’t lucky enough to die in the transformation. But then I realized for the first time, he really was on our side. “Don’t assume anyone is too far gone to save as long as they’re alive. We have a trained team of medics, and a truck full of medical supplies. Once we assess the situation, you’ll be given your assignment. You’ll take orders from me or Cassian only.” 
 
    “Not the queen’s sister?” someone behind me snickered. “She has higher rank than you.”  
 
    Dagger glowered. “Orders come from the Alpha Commanders only.” No one reminded him that was no longer his title. 
 
    Cassian started walking and the soldiers followed. All but Dagger. Charolet clutched my hand as we started moving. Anyone who noticed would either think it was a show of unity or one of fear.  
 
    “You.” Dagger had been waiting for me. Charolet and I stopped dead in our tracks. With no one as witness, Dagger could make up any story to explain two omegas didn’t come back. “Don’t leave my side.” 
 
    “Never,” Charolet promised. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five
Dagger 
 
      
 
    Tavia held onto Charolet as if the woman was her lifeline, and tipped her chin high to offset the obvious fact that she was afraid. The omega was brave. Probably more so than most of the warriors the king had sent with me. 
 
    Which was why I needed her allegiance. 
 
    “Look,” I said, ignoring the other omega. “I can’t have you questioning my every move. Especially not with half of my men already doubting this mission.” 
 
    She scoffed. “Am I supposed to be sorry that I’m a thorn in your side?” 
 
    She thought this was a pissing contest, but I didn’t have time for her pointless barbs. Did she take this mission seriously or not? That’s what I needed to find out. 
 
    I leaned forward, getting in her face, to growl low, “Do you know what I’ll have to do if my authority is questioned here?” 
 
    Her throat bobbed in a tight swallow, and I cursed the wolf locked inside me when it wanted to lick her neck. 
 
    “If you keep this up, I will have to be the asshole alpha that you hate, woman. I’ll have to fight my own men to prove my place. All it will accomplish is loss of valuable soldiers for the sole purpose of keeping order. Or…” I blew out a breath, trying to get her scent out of my lungs so I could set things straight. 
 
    “Or what?” 
 
    “Or we can do things the easy way,” I offered. “Stop fighting each other and work together.” 
 
    “That’s what we’re doing,” she said. 
 
    “No. What we’re doing is trading barbs. The queen’s omega sister and a disgraced royal. Who do you think will gain the army’s loyalty?” 
 
    Tavia stiffened, but I could see her mind working. And she was smart. She would come to the same conclusion I’d come to. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she admitted. 
 
    I nodded my agreement. “It will divide our small ranks until we are useless. We have to work together or we won’t find what we’re looking for.” 
 
    “I don’t trust you,” she said, and I felt that all the way to my bones. She didn’t trust me, but I wanted her to. My animal wanted her to. So we could bring the omegas home, that’s what I told myself. But there was a part of me that knew I wanted her trust for other reasons. 
 
    “You don’t have a choice out here.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “I always have a choice. Now. Before, maybe that was true, but not anymore. Remember that, Dagger.” The way she said my name, like a weapon off the tip of her tongue, made my cock hard behind my groin cloak. 
 
    Mine, my wolf declared, but I wouldn’t give it even an ounce of authority right now. Tavia wasn’t mine. Couldn’t be. Especially not like this. 
 
    I always have a choice. 
 
    Fine. She wanted choices? I’d make it real clear for her. “If you want to save the omegas, you will have to submit to me. Let me do my job.” 
 
    She shared a glance with Charolet. 
 
    “Submit to you?” she spat, her eyes going wild with the evidence of a wolf that could shift. A wolf so unlike mine. “Haven’t I submitted enough to you for one lifetime? I’ve worked my fingers to the bone in your castle. I’ve walked in torn shoes that I could barely mend anymore, while your boots were polished and shined by people I love. You want submission, alpha? You’ve had it for too long. You won’t get it now.” 
 
    The alpha in me bucked at the defiance. My wolf rippled under my skin, wanting closer to Tavia. If we were alone, I would show her that submitting to me didn’t have to be a bad thing. She would learn that submission could be liberating. Pleasurable. Fulfilling. Yes, I’d change her mind about a lot. 
 
    Except we weren’t alone. And we were wasting time. 
 
    “What’s holding you back?” I asked, impatient. 
 
    “I told you. I don’t trust you. I don’t believe you’ll do what’s best for my people.” 
 
    There was only one way to prove it to her, and it would take time. Time for her to get to know me. The real me. Who I was underneath the royal façade. And time for me to gain her trust. 
 
    A lot of fucking time we didn’t have. 
 
    “Come with me.” I turned, expecting her to follow, but she didn’t. “Tavia.” 
 
    She frowned, clearly trying to make sense of my demand. After several tense moments, she stepped forward… still clinging to Charolet. 
 
    “No. Just you.” 
 
    “I’m going with her,” Charolet insisted. “Where she goes, I go.” 
 
    I scowled, growing more agitated. “That’s great in theory, but it won’t work out here. You’ll slow each other down like this. Besides, we’re just going beyond that boulder.” I pointed to a spot far enough away no one would hear what I was going to tell Tavia. 
 
    “No. I don’t know what you’ll do to her—” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Tavia interrupted. “I’ll go.” 
 
    “Tav, no. It isn’t safe.” 
 
    She turned to face her friend. “We’re never safe. Remember? But he’s right about one thing. We won’t make it through this fighting each other.” She glanced at me. “If I don’t return, go back to Luxoria. Get Zelene.” 
 
    If I don’t return. What, did she expect me to drag her beyond the rock and murder her? Shit, either my omega had a wild imagination or she was batshit crazy. Killing her wouldn’t earn my place back. It wouldn’t earn anyone’s respect. Besides, I didn’t want another drop of omega blood on my hands. 
 
    I headed once again for the stack of boulders we’d passed earlier. It was several hundred feet away from the main caravan. I knew Tavia followed because the dust she kicked up swirled between us. 
 
    “What is this about, Dagger?” 
 
    As soon as we were hidden behind the rock, I wasted no time getting to the point. 
 
    “I’m going to tell you something no one else knows. I’ll tell you because I don’t have time to gain your trust any other way. But before I do, I need your word that you won’t tell another soul. Not even your sister.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “No, not fucking fine, Tavia. Telling anyone could put others in danger. I don’t need any more of that shit on my shoulders. I want your word, and goddamn it, I hope your word actually means something.” 
 
    She lifted that stubborn chin once more. “Would an omega’s word mean anything to you anyway?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t ask for it if it didn’t,” I pushed through clenched teeth. 
 
    Her skeptical gaze searched my face for lies, but she wouldn’t find any. 
 
    “All right, Dagger. You have my word. I’ll keep your secret, but I won’t guarantee it will make us friends.” 
 
    We’d never be friends, her and me, and I didn’t want to be. “Agreed.” I sighed, searching the horizon for any sign of trouble. It was instinctual to keep watch. Like swallowing or taking a breath. “You think I won’t bring home the missing omegas. That I don’t give a shit about what happens to your people.” 
 
    Tavia nodded, confirming what she’d already said. 
 
    “You’re wrong about that.” 
 
    “Right.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “Alphas don’t care about omegas. Period. Our current king aside. And still, he only cares about one. I’ve been wrong about a lot of things in my life, but not this.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “Oh? Are you the expert on my feelings then?” 
 
    She frowned and I stepped closer, inching into her space. I didn’t mean to, but she was like gravity pulling me forward. 
 
    “Because if so, maybe you can explain to me how the hell I have an omega for a mate.” 
 
    Tavia went still. “What?” 
 
    “My mate is omega.” There. I’d said it out loud. The truth I’d been denying for so many months. And fuck if the words didn’t scald my chest on the way out. 
 
    “You’ve mated one of us? That’s against the law,” she breathed. 
 
    “Was against the law. But no, I’ve never acted on it.” I was a good goddamned General. Never broke the king’s laws, never betrayed his trust. Never betrayed my kind. 
 
    Look where it got me. 
 
    “Your mate is omega?” She squinted at the information, her expression going from skeptical to shocked and back again. 
 
    “Yes. And now that you know, I want this shit to stop. No more questioning me or my loyalties. You’ll let me do my job. Let me find the missing and return them so I can make things right.” 
 
    Tavia blinked, moving her head in a half-hearted nod. 
 
    Good enough. 
 
    “Let’s go.” Charolet was probably pacing a gully in the sand waiting for us to return. 
 
    “Dagger, wait.” 
 
    I found Tavia’s wide eyes, ignoring the grim set of her mouth. She didn’t say anything for several breaths. “Does… does she know? Your omega. Does she know that she’s yours?” 
 
    “No.” My answer was firm. “And she never will if I have anything to say about it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six
Tavia 
 
      
 
    One omega was all it took to make King Adalai see the need for change. Maybe that’s all it would take for Dagger too.  
 
    Why was I wasting precious time wondering which omega was his mate? We were behind enemy lines, and omegas’ lives were at stake.  
 
    My wolf was restless inside me, wanting to challenge him. There was no way I would let him off the hook, but I had to show him he could trust me. Lead by example.  
 
    “What’s our next move?” I asked.  
 
    He had the eyes of a warrior. Bright and sharp and never missing a detail. His gaze was on me. It had been since he’d made his declaration. He’ll fight for one omega...my wolf reminded me. That’s all it takes to change everything.  
 
    “The men in the caravan, those are beta soldiers,” he said. Since I ambushed him with my arrival right before departure, this was my first explanation on how things worked in the army. I’d been fighting for years in a war that had no official rules. “They’re canvassing the city now. They’ll report to Cassian, and once we have the intelligence, we’ll strike if we need to.” 
 
    “Tavia!” Charolet came around the wall of boulders and skidded to a stop. “Oh good, you’re safe.” 
 
    “What the fuck,” Dagger muttered under his breath and walked away.  
 
    I shook my head at her, and she raised her arms. “You were gone for so long. And it was too quiet. I’m sorry. If that had happened in the Badlands, you would’ve wanted me to come for you.” 
 
    “I know. You did the right thing. But…” I put my hand on her shoulder, surprised how frustrated I was with her, and conflicted, because if I could share Dagger’s secret, she’d understand. “The rules are changing fast.” 
 
    Her mouth dropped. “What did he threaten you with back here?” 
 
    “Nothing.” My heart was skipping beats in my chest. “Come, we have to get to work. There are omegas to rescue.” 
 
    She squinted at me, knowing she wasn’t getting the whole story. “The reason I’m here is to make sure your life isn’t at risk, Tavia. Some of those omegas...the kindest thing we could do is let them go. Put them out of their misery. Their brains have been altered. They’re not Weren anymore. They’re machine, and they’re controlled by humans.” 
 
    Her words sent waves of chills down my spine. “I fight for the Badlands. That doesn’t change. I’m…” I glanced at Dagger, who’d stormed over to Cassian. Back in full warrior mode. I wondered what he’d look like as a wolf. Probably fucking magnificent, with those dark eyes and endless muscles. His gaze snapped back to me. I met it, not in challenge, but in solidarity before I turned back to a stunned Charolet. “We have to work with him—” 
 
    “He’s the one who got us into this mess.” 
 
    “Was he, though? He was following the king’s orders, Char. If he’d broken ranks, he would’ve been punished. And we would’ve suffered even more.” 
 
    “Why would he break ranks with the king?” She eyed Dagger suspiciously. 
 
    Shit, I’d said too much. I wished I could just tell her. Nothing would ever chink our armor. We’d been through too much for that. But if she knew he had an omega mate, she’d be willing to put more trust in him.  
 
    “You’re totally right. We’re probably too late for the omegas that were already captured. Even if they haven’t gone full mutant, the humans would’ve tainted their minds.” I hoped that wasn’t true. That we could save some of them. Jacoby, my friend who’d only been captured days before. I knew that some of the things I’d have to do on this trip would keep me up at night for years. But so would the image of his sweet face being tortured by the humans. I knew which one I could live with. “We save who we can, and we make sure that the humans never treat the Badlands like their own personal science experiment ever again.” 
 
    “That was always the mission. You’re not answering my question.”  
 
    “What question?”  
 
    “What the hell did Dagger do to you back there to make you submit to his will?”  
 
    Submit. There was that word again, and my wolf liked it even less this time. “He didn’t do anything to me,” I whispered. “And I’m not submitting. He asked me to stop fighting him. To work with him.” 
 
    “And just like that, you will?”  
 
    “The old way hasn’t worked. It did for Zelene, but we’re still omegas, Char. We have a chance to prove to him what we’re capable of. This is what we’ve been waiting for. Do you want to waste it pissing Dagger off or do you want to see our friends come home safe?” 
 
    She sighed. “You’re right. But I have my eye on him.” 
 
    “So do I.” My wolf twisted uncomfortably inside me, and my temperature rose. Shit, no. I could not go into heat while we were out here. Wait, I begged my wolf. We had no idea how long this mission would last. There was only so long I could keep my animal’s needs at bay.  
 
    “Tavia.” Dagger’s voice was sharp, snapping me into action. 
 
    “And she just goes,” Charolet grumbled only loud enough for me to hear. “Like he’s got her wrapped around his finger.” 
 
    He heard her too. At one time, his amused expression would’ve sent me into a fit of rage. But now, a weight lifted off my shoulders, not having that kind of anger standing in the way of progress. For the first time, I thought we really could work together. 
 
    Submit. I had to get that word out of my head.  
 
    I crossed my arms in front of my chest and widened my stance when I stood before him. I was much smaller than the alpha wolves. Yes, I’d come when called, but I wasn’t submitting. I was just as fierce as these huge men, and ready to fight.  
 
    “What’s our plan?” I asked, ignoring the snickers. Normally, they would’ve been laughing at me, but I convinced myself they were laughing with me. Not one soldier in our army missed the power shift that happened before our conversation. I hadn’t given up an inch. Agreeing to work with Dagger meant we could move forward. It made us all stronger.  
 
    “Ready to meet the human leaders?”  
 
    “Are we ready for battle?” If we were, I was woefully unprepared for the official fight. To this point, I’d only fought with my bare hands and claws and any weapons I’d managed to...find. Didn’t need to say how. The Badlands was about the survival. So was war. But they traded currency, in nuance, I wasn’t familiar with.  
 
    “Not yet. The goal is to avoid that at all cost,” he said. “We’ve come uninvited. It’s time to negotiate. I’m bringing you as my omega ambassador.”  
 
    Wow. Okay, that was a huge change. “Do they know…” I had to choose my words so much more carefully than I would have just moments before. “About your change in status?” 
 
    “All they need to know is that I’m the leader of this mission. Are you ready to represent your people?” 
 
    I’d been waiting for this chance my entire life. “I was born ready.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven
Dagger 
 
      
 
    The human stronghold had no name, but once upon an ancient time, it was a city of bright lights and thriving economy. A place where people came to delight their more sinful natures. It had no wall to keep it safe from intruders like Luxoria did. No castle with lush green gardens. Only an old hotel that was shaped like one. No abundant food and water. No beauty except the old broken down buildings and giant unusable signage that long ago lit up the night. 
 
    And there was a certain beauty about that. 
 
    It felt somewhat like a museum in the way that it failed to preserve the honesty of things ancient. It held them, encapsulated, as they continued to deteriorate with time. It was like looking at the past through a filter of grime and dirt and hard living and death. 
 
    I led half of the betas through the crumbling streets, with Tavia at my side. It was stupid to bring her here, an omega so close to the people who would turn her into a slobbering half-formed beast at the first opportunity. But leaving her behind would have threatened our fragile truce. The only thing keeping my inner animal calm was knowing that she was able to shift into her wolf at will. She could protect herself better than most of my men. 
 
    I glanced at her as we marched closer to the tattered keep where we’d meet the human leaders. Chin forward as always, eyes steady, unafraid. Why was she so damn brave? Why wasn’t she shaking in her boots like any other untrained person would be? 
 
    But I already knew the answer. She was omega. The lowest had become the toughest through circumstance. The fire had forged strong steel. Once, not long ago, that fact had made me proud. 
 
    Maybe it still did. 
 
    To have a mate as brave as Tavia at my side… 
 
    No. I meant what I said to her behind the boulders. She would never know who she was to me. I never intended to claim her. 
 
     As we approached the keep several mutants came into view. They stood guard around the perimeter, on their human looking hind legs. Tails twitched in warning as their glowing eyes watched our every move. 
 
    “They look different,” Cassian whispered at my right. I agreed. Less crazed expressions. Less violent even, than the mutants we’d encountered at the castle walls. These beasts, who stood head and shoulders above my men, looked the same but were calculated and calm. 
 
    Comfortable. As if this was their home turf. 
 
    My band of betas stopped at the entrance of the keep. 
 
    “We have come to negotiate with the human leaders,” I declared loud enough for them all to hear. 
 
    There was a beat of silence before the mutant closest to the entrance began a hearty chuckle. “Negotiate?” he growled through his wolf snout, teeth bared, ears twitching. “You must be as stupid as you look.” 
 
    The doors of the keep swung open on an electric powered arm, creaking ominously. 
 
    I turned to my betas. “You remain here. Cassian, Tavia, and Charolet, you’re with me.” I didn’t wait to see what anyone thought of my orders. I strolled into the keep, letting my resonance as an alpha lead the way. The humans wouldn’t be immune to my dominance. 
 
    In the center of the room stood three human males, each adorned in modern armor. The sort that looked thin and cloth-like but was stronger than steel. Bulletproof. They wore weapons, the same as my men did. Blades a plenty, guns strapped to their back and waist, and probably some more hidden somewhere on their bodies. But they wouldn’t need any of those with the number of mutants who crowded the room. 
 
    Tavia let off a small gasp as the entire space came into view. 
 
    “Welcome, soldiers of Luxoria,” one male spoke as he stepped forward. I could tell by the way he held himself that he was the main dick in charge. His eyes gleamed with challenge as his gaze swept over the four of us, settling heavy on Tavia. “Or should I say… Luxoria and the Badlands?” 
 
    “We are one people now,” I said, forcing his attention back to me. “United.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. We’ve heard about the king’s marriage to an omega. I have to admit, that move took us by surprise. We were forced to act quickly.” He turned back to Tavia. “We so regretted what we had to do to your homeland.” 
 
    She glared at the man, and I could feel anger rolling off of her. No doubt, the human could too. 
 
    “I am Renaldo, the Supreme Commander of the Human Forces.” He gestured to the other two. “These are my officers. Davidoff and Ezekiel.” Dual nods of acknowledgement was the only movement the other two made. 
 
    “I am Dagger, King’s General of the Southern Borders,” I lied. “This is Cassian, General of the West. Charolet of the Queen’s court.” I could almost feel her scoff at the title as I continued. “And this is Tavia, Ambassador to the Omegas.” My voice curled protectively around her name. And if I could hear it, so could they. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “Ambassador to the Omegas,” Renaldo mused, eyes riveted on Tavia. “Then it is you I must convince…” 
 
    “We’re here to negotiate the release of our stolen people,” she blurted, clearly unnerved by his presence. 
 
    Renaldo frowned. “Stolen people? There are no stolen people here, sweet omega.” 
 
    Sweet omega. What the fuck… 
 
    A look of innocence came over Renaldo’s face, and my hatred of him grew. “You must mean the Elite.” 
 
    Her forehead unfurled at the word. “Elite?” 
 
    Renaldo smiled warmly. “I assume you are referring to our omega partners.” He swung his arm wide, presenting the mutants that filled the space. “Allow me to introduce the Elite.” 
 
    As one, the mutants bowed their heads to Tavia and held the position until she spoke. 
 
    “I know… knew many of you from the Badlands. I want you to understand that your people, including the king himself, have not given up on you. Your loved ones at home are fighting for you, and we won’t stop until you are free.” 
 
    A rumble rolled through the place, but it wasn’t a sound of relief like I expected it to be. It reeked of confusion and finally… humor. 
 
    I looked at Cassian as Renaldo and his commanders chuckled along with some of the mutants. 
 
    “Sweet Tavia—” 
 
    A growl snarled up my throat, but the human ignored it. 
 
    “—I believe you are mistaken. The Elite and every other omega under my protection is here of their own will.” 
 
    “Lies,” Charolet hissed. 
 
    Renaldo’s expression grew more humored. “I assure you it is true. Please, ask any of them, and they will tell you.” 
 
    Tavia narrowed her gaze at the human. “They will likely say whatever you want them to at this point. Look what you’ve done to them.” 
 
    “What I’ve done to them? From the poison in your voice, I take it you think I’ve done them harm. That’s simply not the case, darling.” His tone set my instincts ablaze, made my wolf snap and snarl inside. Renaldo was full of adoration. 
 
    Adoration for what was mine. I wanted to rip his eyeballs from their sockets so he couldn’t look at her. I wanted to pull his trachea from his throat so he couldn’t speak to her. 
 
    But Tavia was having none of it, and that was enough to stay my fury. “I’m no darling,” she told the human. “And it’s clear to me that you are using my people to fight your war with the king. It’s unacceptable. You can’t just experiment on people and turn them into beasts for your glory.” 
 
    For the first time, Renaldo turned serious, his expression darkening to something honest. “You misunderstand greatly, Ambassador to the Omegas. This is not your world, so I will excuse you for the mistake, but let me explain. Omegas are not treated badly here. They are exalted above the rest of us. Treasured, if you will. We offer them an escape from the Badlands. Not the luxury that they’d find in the royal city, admittedly, but a fair life. One that makes them happy. They are free to work and build. They are fed and all their needs are met, the same as any human’s. And if they choose, they can be made Elite. But I assure you it is never done by force. What would be the point? We can make them beasts, as you call them, but they wouldn’t tolerate us if they didn’t respect us.” 
 
    What the fuck. My mind spun with this new information. 
 
    “Are you telling me there are omegas here who aren’t mutated?” 
 
    “Yes,” Renaldo laughed. “Plenty of them. They’ve made lives here. Mated with our humans. They are family.” 
 
    No fucking way. My gut screamed that this human was a liar, but the words wouldn’t breech my snarling lips. 
 
    Tavia kept her face blank as her gaze swung to me and then to Charolet. I was aware of the way her breath chugged in her chest and wondered if the news felt to her as it did to me. Like a sledgehammer to the sternum. 
 
    After several tense moments where I couldn’t read her, she turned back to Renaldo. 
 
    “I want to speak to Jacoby.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight
Tavia 
 
      
 
    Renaldo’s terms of endearment were the first clue he was a liar. That, and all the horrors I’d seen with my own eyes in the Badlands when the mutants attacked. If Dagger had done something about the missing Weren when I reported the situation to him, we could have saved all these omegas from this fate, half shifted and forced to defend the humans in this ruined city. 
 
    “We will get Jacoby for you, sweet Tavia.” Renaldo held out his arm to us, oblivious to my seething. 
 
    It was on the tip of my tongue to remind him of my status, and that a simple act of cooperation, no matter his intentions, wasn’t enough to win me over. But I was trying my damnedest to honor my agreement with Dagger to trust him. Years of politics and diplomacy existed between the royals and the humans. One wrong word could make this entire mission blow up in our faces. Which would only make things worse for my friends in the Badlands who were suffering despite the change that my sister and His Majesty promised was coming. 
 
    I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I caused an omega one more moment of anguish. We’d all had enough. 
 
    “We weren’t expecting company,” Renaldo continued, his gaze landing squarely on Dagger. If he held any contempt for him, he masked it well. “But my staff will bring you a carafe of our finest wines, and anything else you desire.” 
 
    Charolet scoffed. “Wouldn’t be surprised if I woke up from a blackout after drinking that stuff.” 
 
    Yeah, I wasn’t touching it. I paced the room that was lined with windows, overlooking a boulevard that once was grand. Twilight had fallen over the city, and a few broken neon lights twinkled. It was pretty, even if it was sad. 
 
    It didn’t convince me anyone here was living prosperously.  
 
    For the first time, it occurred to me that I might have to fight for Dagger. The men here might not see me as worth taking. They had plenty of omegas. But an alpha...they could conduct an entirely new set of experiments on him. Word that the king had shifted spread through the Badlands, but had it travelled outside the city? Did these humans know that alphas were capable of being in their wolf form?  
 
    Would I fight for Dagger? His gaze was mostly on the window, but it didn’t rest anywhere for too long. I wondered if he could feel his animal inside him, and what it would be like if he could run with mine. 
 
    Free. 
 
    I shook that thought out of my head.  
 
    It was taking too long for them to bring Jacoby. When I’d asked for him, Renaldo didn’t even blink. If I had money, I’d bet it on the fact that the human leader had no idea who I’d asked for. That familiar pang in my chest crept back in. No status or fancy leather fighting outfit could protect me from that. Danger was everywhere.  
 
    “Tav! Wait a minute, what do I call you now? Princess Tavia?” Jacoby entered the room his arms open wide to give me a hug, but he stopped short before he reached me, his jaw dropping. “What the hell are you doing dressed like that?”—his shocked expression fell on Dagger and Cassian— “With them?”  
 
    “We came to save you.” It sounded ridiculous, now that he was in front of me. The good news was, he looked amazing. He’d put on a few pounds since he’d been...brought here, and there was color in his cheeks I hadn’t realized was missing. He wasn’t gray anymore. We’d all been so sick and broken. And when he came into the room, before he realized who I was with, his eyes had twinkled like the hopeful lights in the broken city. “Can I talk to you...alone?” 
 
    “No,” Dagger snapped. “I’m not letting you out of my sight.” 
 
    Jacoby scoffed. “You don’t have to let this jerk talk to you like that anymore, Tav. You’re more powerful than he is. Your sister is queen.” 
 
    “He won’t hurt me,” I said to Dagger. “We’ve been friends since we were little kids.” 
 
    “You’re asking his permission.” Jacoby glared at Dagger. “Like he’s really going to fight for an omega after he let us live in a hell on earth for years. Nothing would’ve changed if Zelene didn’t risk her ass to go to that party.” 
 
    Surprisingly, I wanted to defend Dagger. To tell Jacoby that things were different now. Except everything he said was true. This fight Dagger had to handle on his own. 
 
    The truth was, things weren’t all that different. The Badlands was still a disaster. People were still hungry, despite our promises. If they had hope, it was thin.  
 
    “And let me tell you another thing, Dagger. This woman is one of the fiercest warriors I’ve ever met. She doesn’t need you to defend her honor, or whatever the hell you think you’re doing. She’d kill you and not even bat an eyelash.” 
 
    Again, I’d argue, but it was all true. I’d always done what was needed to survive.  
 
    Dagger’s mind was clearly blown. Mine was too. Did he really think I wouldn’t kill for my people? He had killed for his. There was no way, as the general of the Badlands, that he didn’t know what I’d gone through. 
 
    “Charolet and I are going to talk to Jacoby. Alone.” I stepped toward Dagger, resisting the urge to reach out and touch him. My wolf wanted to know what his muscles felt like under the leather. My wolf should not be having opinions right now, because that meant… 
 
    I could not go into heat while we were away from the safety of the bunkers. As awful as they were, they worked. 
 
    Dagger gave me a single nod. He rocked on his heels, his hands knotted behind his back.  
 
    “You asked for my trust, and I hope that means I have yours in return,” I said softly. The tension between us had never been thicker, but it was totally different than it had been since we entered the keep. 
 
    I turned to Charolet, and took her by the arm as we followed Jacoby. He walked through the building with confidence, like he had run of the place. He brought us to another room lined with windows that overlooked another derelict building. This one had broken statues and a fountain that had run dry.  
 
    He leaned against the window and shook his head. He looked at Charolet and nodded toward me. “Is she okay?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Her surprise mirrored mine. Jacoby didn’t see our arrival as a show of power. He thought the alphas got the best of us, again. “This was our decision to come here.”  
 
    “Your mom said you got captured,” I added. “She came to me, upset. She’s worried they’ll turn you into one of those mutants.” 
 
    Jacoby laughed. Actually, laughed. “I came willingly.”  
 
    “What?” It didn’t make any sense. “The mutants...”  
 
    “The guards were coming to save us, Tav. We were so fucking scared that everyone was out to get us we couldn’t even listen to reason. That there was another way.” Jacoby took a deep breath. “We suffered for years needlessly. When the King took an omega as his mate, it sent huge red flags to the humans. That’s why they invaded the day of her crowning ceremony. Because they thought the union put us in even more danger.” 
 
    “But they destroyed the Badlands,” I breathed. “Maimed and harmed omegas themselves.” It didn’t make sense. 
 
    Jacoby nodded solemnly. “The price of war, Tavia. There are always casualties. Always darkest before the light.” 
 
    I closed my eyes for a long blink. Was this what the alphas fought on their battle fields, some alliance with the humans? If Jacoby was right, we’d all played into their plan perfectly. We were so eager to prove ourselves as equals that we never stopped to question their motives. 
 
    “Tell my mom I’m coming for her soon. I had to do this because she can’t keep fighting in the Badlands. Her body is failing from so many years of hard work. I felt like a failure, not being able to give her a better life.” His eyes shone with unshed tears. “She deserves to grow old gracefully. Comfortably. Play with her grandkids.” 
 
    “Do you have a mate?” Charolet asked, her face brightening with the possibility. 
 
    The light returned to Jacoby’s eyes, and I felt something I never expected to on this mission. Envy. “Not yet, but I’m working on it. I’m actually dating. It’s nice. It’s not like the Badlands, where male wolves take their women by force when they go into heat. Speaking of that, you need to get out of here.” 
 
    My heart slammed against my chest and my hormones flared. In seconds, he’d be able to see the sweat trickling down my temple. The desperation in my eyes.  
 
    “The humans have machines that help trigger the heat. They made them to help us breed.” 
 
    “The mutants,” I said between clenched teeth.  
 
    “They’re stronger than all of us. Even stronger than the alphas. And they live a good life when they don’t have to fight. Unlike those in the Badlands.” Jacoby shifted his stance. “Tav, you’ve got to go. I can feel the need rolling off you. You’re going into heat. I wish I could say I could help you, but you came here uninvited. There’s no telling if the humans induced it, but I’m not sure I can keep you safe.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I turned on my heel and walked as fast as I could down the hallway. I wouldn’t run. I’d been humiliated enough. That wasn’t Jacoby’s intention, but his explanation about the humans meant I was wrong about the threat to the Badlands. No wonder Dagger hadn’t listened when I tried to bring the missing omegas to his attention. He must have known. He knew and he still brought me here, all dressed up in my military costume, and let me look like a fucking fool.  
 
    And he asked me to trust him. I was actually starting to like… no. I definitely couldn’t think about that right now.  
 
    “Tavia.” Dagger jolted to attention when I appeared. “What happened?” 
 
    “Bring me back to the Badlands. Now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine
Dagger 
 
      
 
    Tavia’s scent smacked into me with all the force of a desert gale. Anger and frustration and need. Which my body interpreted as sultry and fragrant and so sweet. I immediately knew something was wrong. It was a mistake to let Tavia speak to the male without me, but her eyes had begged for my trust in the matter and I’d wanted to give it to her. 
 
    Give her everything, my wolf roared inside. And my cock was in full agreement, going steel hard with the first breath of her new scent. 
 
    Shit. This couldn’t be what I thought it was. 
 
    I’d smelled omega heat before, but only faintly, as it drifted on the hot breeze in the Badlands. The females were always careful to be in the bunker during their cycle, away from male wolves. 
 
    Tavia’s scent was unique to her, but the effect it was already having on me was the same. 
 
    Omega heat had the power to drive an able male mad with desire. Something the female betas couldn’t do. I didn’t know if it would have an effect on the humans here in the stronghold, but no doubt the mutant Elite would react. They would want to mount her, as I did now. They would want to drive their knot in her until she was claimed with their seed. 
 
    My vision turned red. 
 
    The idea had me wanting to sweep Tavia out of here as fast as my feet would let me. I’d kill anyone who even tried to take what was mine. 
 
    And she was mine. There could be no more denying it. She had to learn the truth. I had to tell her, and then we’d both have to accept it. At least until her heat was over. 
 
    The alternative was both of us going insane with need. 
 
    Goddamn it. She was going to end up hating me even more than when we started. The foreboding feeling lodged in my gut like a boulder. 
 
    I followed my omega down the hallway back to the great room. As we walked Charolet filled me and Cassian in. 
 
    “We have to get out of here. Fast,” she said, her voice shaking. “Jacoby said they have technology that can trigger our heat.” 
 
    “The mutants?” Cassian asked. “Are they here voluntarily?” 
 
    She nodded. “He says they are. They want to become stronger. Stronger than an alpha. Those were his words. Not a bad idea, really,” she muttered. 
 
    Cassian stopped walking at that news, but I couldn’t. I had to keep up with Tavia. She was heading straight for the mutants. 
 
    We entered the main hall to the same scene we’d arrived to. The Elite surrounding the three human soldiers. The hulking beasts were the result of royal failure, and I knew it. We all knew it. These were our people, and we’d ignored their pleas until someone else decided to listen. What this meant for King Adalai and our pack, I didn’t know. It didn’t even matter. Not right now, when my female was in danger. 
 
    I watched the Elite closely for any signs that they scented her heat. The longer we were here, in closed quarters, the worse it would get. 
 
    “We will leave now,” Tavia told Renaldo, but his narrowed gaze had my hackles rising. 
 
    “So quickly, Ambassador? I’d love to give you a tour of our facilities. Introduce you to some of your kind. This place is nothing fancy. Not like Luxoria. But you might find it to your liking.” 
 
    “No, thank you,” she pushed through clenched teeth just as I opened my mouth to object. 
 
    Renaldo angled his head to the side, frowning, and the mutants began to fidget and snarl. “Tavia, it appears you are in need—” 
 
    “She needs nothing from any of you,” I snapped, stepping in front of her. 
 
    “—of a private bunker,” Renaldo continued as if I hadn’t spoken. 
 
    “I need to leave immediately. That is all,” Tavia snapped. “Get me out of here, Dagger.” 
 
    The Elite began to stir, their rumbling response to Tavia’s heat making the hall buzz. I turned to usher her toward the doors, letting Cassian protect my back. 
 
    “No,” Renaldo boomed. “If you go out there like this, you’ll have every wolf in the place chasing you. The Elite can only stifle their reaction to an extent. We must get you to a safe place.” 
 
    “I will keep her safe.” My voice came out hard and garbled, and Tavia shot me a look. 
 
    “The Badlands are the only place safe,” she said. “I’m going there.” 
 
    “Tav, wait.” Charolet pressed in close. “What if we can’t make it across the desert in time?” 
 
    “You trust this place?” Tavia hissed. “There are too many mutants—” 
 
    “Elites,” Renaldo corrected. I snarled a warning at him. Again, he ignored me. “We can lock you in our safe rooms. I can guarantee your protection.” 
 
    Oh, sure he could. And then the bastard would have Tavia under his control. At his whim. He could use her as a bargaining chip. Use her in any way he wanted because she’d be too preoccupied with her heat. I wouldn’t allow it. Wouldn’t allow her to be taken advantage of. 
 
    Never. Protect mate. 
 
    With a roar, I shoved Cassian aside and lunged for the human, slamming my fist into his jaw. That got his attention. He couldn’t ignore me now. 
 
    But as the other two humans drew weapons and several of the Elite closed ranks to guard him, he calmly straightened and wiped the blood that dripped from his lower lip. “I remember now why I despise Alpha Weren.”  
 
    I snapped my teeth at him, wanting the fight. Rage flooded my senses, mixing with the pounding desire to get Tavia somewhere safe. Somewhere alone. I either needed to bleed this bastard or claim my mate. 
 
    Or both. 
 
    “Let them go,” Renaldo commanded, and the guards moved away from the doors. “You must have much faith in your forces if you think you can protect this omega during her heat.” 
 
    “It’s not your concern.” The words clawed up my throat and my fists ached for another hit. 
 
    Renaldo’s mouth twisted at the corner. “Indeed, it isn’t. Not yet.” His gaze flicked past my shoulder to Tavia. “You know where I am, if you ever need me.” 
 
    Fuck that. 
 
    I reared back for another hit, but Cassian pulled me backward before it connected again with the human, and shoved me toward the exit. Tavia and Charolet were already on the move, and my focus shifted to getting out of the stronghold. 
 
    Outside, my men were alert and silent, watching the mutants who guarded the keep. I marched forward, motioning for them to follow, and we made our way back to the desert where the rest of our caravan waited. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten
Tavia 
 
      
 
    Omegas had a code. Any time one of us started our heat on our shift in the castle, we’d smuggle her back to the Badlands, to the safety of the bunker. The good thing about the alphas having zero respect for us was they seldom knew our names or the difference between one or the other. As long as the job was getting done, that was all that mattered. 
 
    But out here under human rule, I only had Charolet. Dagger was too busy picking useless fights with the humans. Stupid alpha. As my body temperature rose, I wondered if I should’ve taken Jacoby and Renaldo up on their offer to go into their omega bunkers. No. The bunkers in the Badlands might be decrepit and filthy, but they were the only control I had over the situation. 
 
    “Send the betas back to Luxoria,” Dagger commanded. “Now.” 
 
    “What’s that going to accomplish?” Charolet asked. “Tavia needs to get to a safe spot. Away from humans and wolves.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Dagger climbed into the Humvee and motioned for me to follow him. “Once the betas scent her heat, I can’t trust them around her.” 
 
    “You need to go too, Dagger.” Charolet crossed her arms over her chest, but she couldn’t tear her gaze away from me. I knew her expression all too well. We’d had plenty of time to practice not showing horror to anyone, but her dilated pupils told me everything I needed to know. My oncoming heat was no secret, and we were in big trouble.  
 
    “Someone needs to drive us back to the bunker.” I couldn’t take it anymore, and I unbuttoned the top of my jacket. The hot desert air wouldn’t provide much relief, but at least the breeze could hit my skin. 
 
    “Tavia! No!” Charolet’s lips moved, and I could make out what she was saying, but I couldn’t hear her. Bad sign. That meant I was close to full blown heat. It affected all omegas differently, but for me, it meant I’d start to lose my human senses.  
 
    Dagger waved his arm frantically, and I knew he was yelling at us, but all I could hear was his animal. The raw, primal growl that had been trapped deep inside him for too long. Cassian picked me up and threw me over his shoulder. Charolet’s expression changed from fear to pure rage as he carried me to the truck. She chased after us and pulled my body away from him.  
 
    “In the back,” she mouthed. 
 
    She fought with Cassian and Dagger, and I let out a whine. She put her hand on my back to steady me as I climbed into the giant vehicle. Maybe I could be safe here. Maybe if Dagger drove this thing as fast as it could possibly go the dust he kicked up would be enough to mask the scent of my heat. 
 
    It could’ve worked, if wolves, fully intact as well as the mutants, hadn’t already surrounded our truck. Some of them were dripping at the snout, just dying for a taste of me. Dying to drive their knot deep into my center and spray their seed inside me. 
 
    Claim me. 
 
    My scream vibrated like a howl. 
 
    Charolet pushed me down to the center platform so I was no longer visible. Wouldn’t help. Dagger floored it, and she slammed against the back of the seat as he drove straight for the waiting wolves. The little part of me that was still cognizant knew that if he killed any of those wolves, the humans would make us pay. Dagger had already pissed off Renaldo when he sucker punched him. Couldn’t say I didn’t like that. A lot. 
 
    I ripped at my clothes. “Please,” I begged Charolet.  
 
    She kept her hands firmly on my shoulders, and she’d broken out in a sweat from the heat that radiated from my body. Her breath came in ragged gasps and her rapid pulse thundered against my skin. We couldn’t go into heat at the same time. She had to keep me safe.  
 
    I wished she’d let me up so I could see what was going on in the front seat with Dagger and Cassian. Especially Dagger. I was pinned behind him. The windows had fogged with my heat, and it had to be driving the two alpha wolves crazy.  
 
    “Open the windows,” I pleaded between clenched teeth. The worst part of losing my senses was that I couldn’t hear how the words sounded. Human or wolf.  
 
    Charolet shook her head. “The wolves.”  
 
    Of course they were chasing us. Renaldo probably put a reward on my head. Whatever human or mutant who brought the Queen’s sister back to the city while she was in heat would… no. I wouldn’t be forced to mate with any of them. There had been times I hadn’t been so lucky, when my girls weren’t around to protect me, and I hadn’t made it to the bunker in time. That nightmare flashed before my eyes and I shook my head to make it go away. It was just Charolet, and I knew she’d fight these bastards with everything she had. 
 
    I prayed it would be enough. 
 
    The truck skidded to a halt. All I could see was Dagger’s hand, pointing to the door. Charolet let up her grip on me to protest and I sat up, ripping the coat away. I was moments away from melting into a puddle of my own heat.  
 
    Charolet shook her head, and she grabbed me, like she was afraid she was going to lose me. A whine escaped my lips. I had no idea how loud it was, if the wolves were still following us. Everything was getting fuzzy and I couldn’t afford to slip into my own prison. Not now, when I would put everyone in our party in much greater danger. 
 
    Between my legs was slick, hot, and uncomfortable inside the leather pants. I wriggled out of them. I couldn’t take it anymore. Everyone could already smell my heat.  
 
    Charolet was arguing with Dagger. Big surprise. Cassian put his hand on her arm, and they shared a look that made me grit my teeth to keep my wolf instincts locked inside me. Stripped down and raw with need, it was no use. She broke the gaze reluctantly and looked back to me, pulling me against her body in a hug and kissing my cheek. 
 
    “I’m not leaving you,” she mouthed. I’d gotten really good at reading lips during my heat. “I’ll never leave you.” 
 
    If I wasn’t about to black out from need, I would’ve told her to go to Zelene. To tell her that the danger wasn’t in the human city, it was in the castle. That the humans had been trying to help us, but something was very, very wrong… 
 
    Charolet let me go, and climbed out of the truck. Cassian glanced back at me with an all too familiar feral look in his eyes before he got out of the passenger's seat. He craved my heat.  
 
    Dagger climbed into the backseat. Oh, shit. He had me exactly where he wanted me.  
 
    He put his hand on my cheek and pushed my damp hair away from my face. It wasn’t exactly cool, but his touch gave a respite to my heat.  
 
    “I’m sorry I couldn’t get you back to the Badlands in time, Tavia,” he said softly.  
 
    What? Wait a minute. I heard what he said. 
 
    I could hear him. As though my wolf knew his wolf. They spoke the same silent language. 
 
    “Dagger,” I whispered, but at least I didn’t whine. I didn’t know what I wanted to say to him. That I wasn’t scared. That I was glad it was just him and me. And that he’d already done something that no other wolf was able to do. Quelle my heat.  
 
    I’d been mad at him when we left Renaldo’s castle, although in my hormone rattled brain I couldn’t remember why... 
 
    “I drove as fast as I could to outrun the wolves, until we ran out of electric charge.” He let off a sound. A cross between a purr and a growl. And his eyes spoke of all the delicious things he wanted to do to me. But his gaze didn’t stay on me for long. As he crawled closer to me, he looked out the windows, watching for trouble. He was a good general. “I’ll keep you safe. I promise. No other wolf will lay a hand on you.” 
 
    He meant to see to my needs, be the one to break my heat fever. But... 
 
    “Your mate.” My lips were so dry, and I thrashed beneath him. My leather uniform had felt like a prison, but his was so soft against my feverish skin. His cock was already hard when I moved against it. “What about your mate?” 
 
    He closed his eyes for a long blink. His arms caged me in, muscles straining against the leather. His knee was between my legs and I was about to writhe against it for relief.  
 
    “I meant for her to never find out.” He took a deep breath. “But I can’t keep it from her any longer. You’re my mate, Tavia.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven
Dagger 
 
      
 
    The admission left my lips without any effort. You’re my mate. My mate. Words that I’d been hiding for so long, yet now, under the influence of her demanding scent… 
 
    I lowered my nose to graze the skin of her neck and draw in her sultry essence. She moaned, arching into me, and my head spun with all the ways I wanted to take her. My wolf demanded I have her. 
 
    Now, hard, fast. 
 
    But she was wedged so deep in my heart already that concern for her safety had me shaking like a goddamn leaf. The wolves bayed in the distance, threatening to come closer. I’d moved us as deep into the canyon as I could. I didn’t know how long we could hide here, or if Cassian could keep his mind straight. I only knew that I would die trying to keep my word to Tavia. To keep her safe. 
 
    When did she become this important? 
 
    Was it the first time I spotted her, sweeping the streets near the castle, when my inner wolf told me who she was and I denied it? Maybe it was when she lost her job covering for Zelene’s mistakes, and I pitied her for being omega. Or when she stood up to me in the bunker when King Adalai shifted for the first time, and I was secretly proud of how strong she’d become. 
 
    Was it as I watched her tend to omegas who needed help in the Badlands, and knew without a doubt she would never accept me? 
 
    It didn’t matter when it happened. Just like it didn’t matter what happened after this night. This was the situation we were in. I could ease my mate now, keep her from the wolves, and deal with her hatred later. Maybe she wouldn’t have chosen this if her body wasn’t riddled with hormone fluctuations, but at least I wouldn’t hurt her like some males would. 
 
    When it was over… shit, I didn’t want to think about that. 
 
    “Dagger,” she breathed. “You don’t have to lie to me. Your mate is important to you. I saw it in your eyes when you told me.” She panted between words, her voice taking on that whine that came with the heat. She was trying so hard to be rational. “Don’t risk her for me.” 
 
    I stared down at her, aching to prove it, but her words and scent had me frozen in place. 
 
    “There’s… there’s… someone else.” Tavia gulped like the mere thought made her want to cry. She looked more vulnerable than I’d ever seen her. It made me want to curl around her. Shield her from everyone so they couldn’t see her like this, unguarded. 
 
    But there was only the two of us. 
 
    Then her words soaked through the fog of lust that surrounded me. Someone else. My wolf bucked in fury before my human brain even had time to catch up. 
 
    “There’s… Cassian,” Tavia finished. “He will do this so you don’t have to.” 
 
    Everything inside me turned hard between one heartbeat and the next. Cassian. Did she wish it was him sating her heat? Just hearing his name from her lips while she writhed with need made me murderous. 
 
    Kill him. Kill him first and then claim mate. My wolf felt so close to the surface that I thought I felt claws prick my fingertips. But having never shifted before, I couldn’t be sure. 
 
    “No.” My voice snapped out in a ferocious snarl and Tavia’s pupils dilated in response. “It will be me. No one else. Only me.” 
 
    I didn’t wait for her to agree. Going up on my knees, I unclasped my leather jacket and peeled it away from my damp skin. The air wasn’t cool in the least but the feel of it on my throbbing chest made me want to press my body close to her to soak up her heat. 
 
    I bunched the leather into a ball and slid it under her head, wishing we were somewhere more comfortable. Like my quarters in the castle. Or hell, even that ratty bunker where Adalai had taken Zelene. Anywhere safe. 
 
    Tavia’s hands flew to my chest, fingers scratching a desperate trail down the ridges of my abdomen until she found my waistband. I put my hand on hers to stop her from going farther. 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    Her beautiful eyes lifted to mine, questioning. “Change your mind?” 
 
    I shook my head, not trusting my voice. I hadn’t changed my mind. In fact… I’d made it up. 
 
    Not only was I going to keep my omega safe throughout her heat, I was going to make her feel so fucking good that when this was all over, she would still need me. She would need me. Tough as nails Tavia. Brave and fierce Tavia. 
 
    Like Zelene needed Adalai. 
 
    Like the desert needed rain. 
 
    Like… like I needed her. 
 
    “Have you ever been kissed before?” 
 
    Tavia frowned, breath chugging in and out of her lungs. “Yes.” 
 
    I knelt over her, arms pressing into the hard platform between the seats, caging her in. “No, love. Have you ever been kissed in a way that made your toes curl?” I stared into her eyes, letting my dominance flare. “Made your breath stop. Made you feel molten? Have you been kissed like you were beautiful. Like you were a treasure? A mystery to reveal. A gift to unwrap.” 
 
    Our breath mingled for several heartbeats as she considered her answer. 
 
    “You must know I haven’t.” 
 
    “How could I know?” 
 
    “What omega has ever been treated like that? Like a treasure?” 
 
    The honesty in her words attacked my heart like a virus. It was high time she felt her worth. The person I was before was beholden to a king, and to the laws of the kingdom. I could never have broken them without losing my honor. Without losing respect for myself. In this moment, losing my position as a King’s General felt like a gift. Because it meant I was free. I didn’t have to hide my thoughts anymore, and I didn’t have to make choices that ate away at me in the still of the night. 
 
    It meant I could give my omega these moments. Make her feel special for a little while. And the only regrets I’d have is not lifting her up out of the mud sooner. 
 
    I inched closer to her lips, the tightest rein on my wolf to keep from plowing her mouth with my tongue. “You’re going to want to rush this,” I murmured. “But you’re going to have to keep still. I’m trying to show you something.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can.” I knew she was right about that. She squirmed at my nearness, the heat making her undulate. 
 
    “Try.” 
 
    I brushed my lips to hers, soft as a petal, before urging her mouth open to lave my tongue at her heat. She froze, almost gasping at the invasion, but I drew back, sucking her bottom lip between mine before she could retreat. Slow. Steady. Right now, there was nothing more important than getting this kiss right. 
 
    It could be our only one. 
 
    I couldn’t think about that now. 
 
    Pressing her open again, I tasted her. Slow, languid sips that made her fingers squeeze my biceps even as she melted into the platform below us. Strawberries and wine. That’s what Tavia tasted like. My hand on her jaw, I tilted her head and angled my mouth to go deeper. I wanted her taste on my lips for years to come. Wanted to be able to taste her in my dreams. Her scent, I wanted it permanently in my lungs. I wanted her mark on me as much as I wanted mine on her. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    I had to be careful. I couldn’t claim her like this. Not when she was lost to her heat. 
 
    Breaking our kiss, I eased back to gauge her reaction. 
 
    She stared up at me, looking confused and surprised. For the first time since we’d left the keep, a look of clarity came over her eyes and her gaze went all over my face. As if she didn’t recognize me. 
 
    “I… I didn’t know you could do that,” she whispered. 
 
    “Do what, love?” 
 
    “Make me feel like… that.” 
 
    My gut clenched, but I wanted to hear the words. Needed to hear them. From her lips, so I knew I’d done right for once in my fucked up life. “Feel like what?” 
 
    Tavia swallowed hard. Twice, before answering. “Special?” The word was quiet. Like a question or a secret. Or both. 
 
    “Yes,” I finally admitted, pressing the word into her cheek with a kiss. “You are special, omega,” I whispered near her ear. “I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you before. But you are so fucking special… to me.” 
 
    It could never be enough. Not enough to make up for what she’d gone through or for my part in it. For being truer to my duty than I was to her. Nothing could ever make up for the injustices our society wrought. But no matter how much my body ached for her, no matter how much she needed relief, I wouldn’t rut her in a dirty Humvee without her knowing this was always meant to happen. 
 
    I found her eyes as tears welled. “It’s me?” she breathed. “You weren’t lying?” 
 
    I could only shake my head. 
 
    “I’m yours? Your omega mate.” 
 
    “You’re mine,” I declared. “And I’m going to show you so much more before the night is over.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve
Tavia 
 
      
 
    Omega instinct told me not to trust Dagger, to question everything. But in this moment, with his hand caressing my jaw, and the taste of that incredible kiss still on my lips, I was desperate for more than relief of my heat. I wanted so badly to let my guard down, to not have to fight so hard anymore, even if it was just for a moment. 
 
    I would let myself get lost in the fantasy that I belonged to him. Give him a chance to make good on his promises that he’d keep me safe. He brought my senses back. That wasn’t an accident. That couldn’t happen unless… 
 
    I’d let myself trust him. Even if it was just for tonight. 
 
    A wolf bayed, too close. We had sent our betas away, leaving only Charolet and Cassian to guard the vehicle. That might have been enough if we’d made it back to the bunker. In the middle of the desert, there was no telling what would happen tonight.  
 
    “Kiss me again,” I whispered. 
 
    Dagger’s eyes sparkled in those last moments before he closed them. He sighed against my lips, and this time, I let him in. His heart pounded against my palms as he deepened the kiss. But it wasn’t enough. The heat rose to an unbearable level inside me and I thrashed below him, desperate for everything he had to give. 
 
    He understood. Tearing his mouth away from mine, he moved to my neck, sucking hard on the throbbing skin, drinking the dew that was the only thing that had kept me sane. Taking my nape in his big hand, he lifted me just enough to push my jacket off my shoulders, leaving nothing between us. 
 
    Dagger rolled back to his knees, and I followed him. My heat had gone beyond need. If my alpha didn’t get inside me right fucking now, I’d die. 
 
    He pushed me back down to the platform, the muscles in his forearm tense. “You have to stay down,” he growled. “I can’t risk anyone seeing you.” 
 
    “But Cassian and Charolet are out there…” If anyone got too close, they’d know it wasn’t Charolet in heat. They’d keep looking until they could satisfy their lust. 
 
    Dagger shook his head. “They can take care of themselves. Until they need us, it’s just you and me.” He eased his grip. “So many nights I’ve dreamed of you fighting by my side and then waking up in my bed. Sometimes it was the only thing that got me through battle, that someday I’d have the chance to show you how I really felt about you.” 
 
    My heart did a funny thing in my chest when it skipped a beat. “Did you ever question Adalai, I mean His Majesty?” 
 
    Dagger smirked, then took a moment to think about his answer. “I made suggestions, but Adalai was dead set on following his father’s laws to the letter. It never made sense to me, because his mother was an omega.” 
 
    I had so many more questions for him, but they’d have to wait. Night was falling on the desert. The problem would soon switch from them seeing me to us not being able to see them. Dagger drew ragged breaths. In the twilight, the ripped skin on his bicep glowed with wet blood. I’d done that to him. Ripped him open and made him bleed. At one time, that would’ve been punishable by death, for an omega to harm an alpha.  
 
    Everything had been punishable by death, and yet, I was still here, with King Adalai’s right hand man. Even though he was disgraced now, it was still something I never dared dream of before my sister changed everything. 
 
    I pressed my lips together to suppress a whine.   
 
    “Someday you’ll dream of me too, Tavia,” he wiped the hair that had escaped my braid away from my face. “I wanted it to be different for us the first time we were together, but the most important thing right now is breaking your heat and getting you back to Luxoria. Someday, I’ll have the chance to show you what it’s really like to be my mate.”  
 
    My wolf writhed inside me, threatening to break through my skin if Dagger didn’t rut me right this very second. If I shifted, I’d be in more danger. The wolves could drag me back to the human keep… 
 
    Or were they the good guys now?
I cried out, so many thoughts raced through my head and I couldn’t put them into words. I needed Dagger to act. 
 
    He nodded, like he knew what I was thinking, and tore his gaze away from me to survey the endless desert that surrounded us as he freed himself from his leather pants. His cock sprang out, hard and ready. I whined as the heat rose to an intolerable level.  
 
    He dragged his gaze over my body. “You’re beautiful.” He sighed. “I wish I’d told you before now. All that time. Wasted.”  
 
    Another howl ripped through the approaching night and Dagger’s hand flew over my mouth. With his other, he pressed me to the platform, anchoring me. 
 
    “I’ll do whatever it takes to keep you safe. If you’ve never believed a word out of my mouth before now, everything changes tonight. I’ll set this desert on fire before I let one wolf lay a paw on you.” 
 
    I tried to talk against his palm, and he moved it away when I whined. He had to know how much I hated that, even if it was for my own good. “Dagger...please...I need…”  
 
    “I know.” He looked over his shoulder again, like he was convinced we had company. 
 
    “I want to go slow with you, because you deserve that. You deserve better than the bed of a dirty military truck on a hot desert night. But right now, you need my cock. You need relief from the heat that threatens to burn us both alive.” 
 
    I nodded and whined behind his hand. He kissed me again, and this time, he didn’t need an invitation to come inside. I let him in. I needed him inside me, in every possible way.   
 
    His hands ran down my body, grasping my breasts only for a moment. “I can’t wait to take the time to lavish you with the attention you deserve.” He squeezed my nipple between his fingers, and I thrashed below him. The sensation sent my wolf to the very edge.   
 
    Spreading my legs wide, I offered myself to him. I wanted this. I wanted him.  
 
    He cupped my mound, sending sensation rocketing through my body. I was afraid to open my eyes, afraid I’d see fur where my skin should be. Each breath was more ragged, pulled out of me by his fingers circling my clit.  No one had ever bothered to take even this little bit of time with me before. Even in my heat-raddled state, it meant something. 
 
    Dagger’s other hand was on his cock, pumping his thick shaft. I moaned, and he nodded, lining it up with my opening and driving it inside me. Once he was all the way in, his gaze met mine. His face was almost lost to the shadows, and that would’ve been a shame, because when he let his guard down and forgot about all the rules that had almost ruined our lives, the ones that had made us enemies, he was truly beautiful. Still hard and fierce, but for the first time, I really saw him. 
 
    My wolf stirred inside, silently claiming him. 
 
    He was the first thing I could truly call mine. 
 
    Rocking his hips back, he thrust hard over and over. I’d lost all control over my body, but I couldn’t cry out. The wolves were too close. 
 
    A moan escaped and Dagger lowered his head to my ear. “I know,” he grunted with effort. “I know my omega wants to scream.”  
 
    His cock swelled inside me, and my muscles pulsed around it, trapping his bulging knot inside me. Sweat ran down Dagger’s face as his head fell back and he sprayed his seed where it was needed most. There was so much, I thought it would never stop. Pressing my lips together, I whined as my body rolled off the truck floor, giving everything over to my orgasm. 
 
    The heat broke and Dagger fell on top of me, wrapping his arms around my body and smothering me in kisses. He was saying something, but I couldn’t make out the words. I feared I was losing my senses again. I knew this break in the heat was only temporary. Zelene’s didn’t break for four days, even after she’d been with Adalai multiple times. How would we do that? Maybe that was what he was trying to tell me. That it would be all right.  
 
    His cock was still swollen inside me. It belonged there. The only sound in the truck was our ragged breathing, punctuated with the occasional kiss.  
 
    “Tavia. You still with me?” he asked.  
 
    It took me a moment to answer. “Yeah.” 
 
    We were locked together at the waist, his knot still tight in my channel, ensuring his seed didn’t escape. He pulled back to stare at me. “You can tell me the truth.” 
 
    My body was shaking, and my skin was a weird hot and cold that I’d never experienced before. The first day of the heat was always the most intense and confusing time. When my body forgot how to be human and ran on pure animal instinct.  
 
    He pushed my hair away from my face. It felt so good when he did that. So kind and thoughtful. I wasn’t used to it. “Tell me what you’re thinking.” 
 
    “I should be okay if we have to travel tomorrow. The heat isn’t as bad on the second day. So as long as we’re not far from the Badlands—” 
 
    “Little firecracker.” Dagger shook his head, tipping my chin so we were eye to eye. “I don’t want to hear about war, or what waits for us in the desert tomorrow. I want to know what’s on your mind.” 
 
    “That is what’s on my mind.” I strangled a whine as his knot released me and he untangled us. “I don’t know how to talk about me because there’s never been a me. I’ve always been omega. A part of the whole. Someone who keeps the machine running because I didn’t want to see what happened if things got worse.”  
 
    He frowned. “That’s not true. You were the one on the front lines, challenging me any time a rule was especially unfair, even though you knew you could be punished for speaking up. You were the one who helped the omegas who couldn’t help themselves. The sick and the weak and the old. Not everyone did that. You did.” 
 
    My throat ached realizing just how much he’d been watching me over the years. How much he’d noticed. 
 
    How tied his hands had been. 
 
    “It’s not over,” I said softly. “Nothing’s changed for most of the omegas. The punishable by death stuff may have gone away, but that kind of fear doesn’t just vanish. Neither does the hunger or the poverty or the sickness. That stuff leaves scars.” 
 
    He closed his eyes for a long blink. The scars of the things that happened in the Badlands would linger on his soul. “I asked you what you were thinking, and you told me the truth. What do you want to happen now?” 
 
    Good question. Even after Zelene took the crown, life had been a constant state of panic and what-if. In this moment, lying naked with Dagger in the back of the dusty Humvee, time finally slowed down. I wasn’t sure if the humans were a threat, or the royals were a threat, but Dagger… 
 
    He was mine. I had to keep reminding myself that. 
 
    “I want everyone to feel safe.” Like I did at that moment. 
 
    He sighed. “Not what you want for everyone, love. What do you want for you?” 
 
    Nobody had ever asked me that question before. It felt selfish to even think about it. I’d always been fighting for something bigger than myself. What did I want? 
 
    One thing came to mind. A future where I was truly free, in every way. 
 
    “I want you to make good on your promise, that one day I’ll wake up beside you in your bed.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen
Dagger 
 
      
 
    I stared at Tavia, hardly believing what had come out of her mouth. Did she really want that? To be mine, even when we returned to Luxoria. My mind had been scheming of ways to win her when the heat was over. Because one night with her would never be enough. Not now that my wolf felt what it was like to be one with a mate. It wasn’t like the coupling I’d partaken of in the past. It was different. Permanent. Like I’d been searching for her my entire life and getting it wrong, wrong, wrong. And now, it was just… right. It was so right. 
 
    Maybe her inner beast was telling her the same thing. That I was for her. That I could help heal all her hurts. 
 
    Damn. If she would trust me that much… if she would commit to me, to a life at my side… 
 
    I would forsake everything else in the world and bow at her feet. There’d be no king for me. No kingdom or title. Nothing would keep my loyalty. None except her heart. I’d own that. Worship that. Pledge my life to that. 
 
    Everything would be different. 
 
    I would fall just as hard as Adalai and wouldn’t even fight it. 
 
    A vision of what life could be like flashed before my eyes. Tavia laughing, and not in disdain. Feeding her in our bed after a long night of fucking. Learning all her likes and dislikes. What she was like as a child. Even the Badlands horror stories. All of it. I would even share mine. She didn’t think I knew about suffering, but she was wrong. Together, we would heal all our inner wounds. The invisible ones no one could see. 
 
    Yes, my animal purred beneath my skin. 
 
    Tavia was my future. She was the unexpected answer to everything I’d been looking for. I’d lost my place in Adalai’s kingdom, but only because my true place was with her. 
 
    I opened my mouth to tell her so, but the crease in her brow stopped me. 
 
    “What’s that smell?” she asked. “Is something burning?” 
 
    Grudgingly, I lifted my head to look out the window. I couldn’t see Charolet or Cassian, but in the not too far off distance heavy smoke drifted up from several small fires. 
 
    “Stay down,” I told Tavia as I pulled my pants on. “I’ll go see what’s happening.” 
 
    “Charolet.” She lifted her head. “I’ll come too.” 
 
    “No. You can’t. If you leave the vehicle, your scent will spread. We can’t risk it.” 
 
    “Char could be in danger. I have to help her.” 
 
    I slid my palm to the center of her chest and used the heel of it to press her back to the floor. A growl that indicated I was alpha, filled the small space, and her eyes glazed over with fresh desire. 
 
    “I will make sure your friend is safe. But you have to stay here, love.” I pressed a hard kiss to her lips. “Do as I say.” 
 
    I didn’t wait to see if she’d argue. Sliding out of the truck, I closed the door quickly, trying to keep as much of her scent inside the vehicle as possible. A scan of the canyon told me that Charolet and Cassian were fine. The two of them stood several yards from the vehicle, smack between two of the fires, clearly arguing about something. 
 
    “They’re fine,” I yelled through the window to Tavia so she wouldn’t worry. “I’ll be back.” 
 
    Stalking across the rocky flat, I was halfway to them when Cassian’s head snapped to me. 
 
    “What the fuck are you doing?” he boomed, and Charolet’s angry gaze followed his. “You can’t be out here. You reek of the omega.” 
 
    Shit. Tavia’s scent would be all over me after what we’d done. 
 
    “The omega has a name,” Charolet huffed as she began walking my way. “What did you do to her? Is she okay?” She stopped in front of me, hands on her hips. Cassian stood behind her, as if she was the barrier between him and Tavia’s scent. 
 
    Good thinking. 
 
    “I don’t think either of you really want to know what I did to her. Just know that she’s not in pain anymore.” 
 
    “That’s not helpful in the least, asshole. ‘Not in pain anymore’ could mean a lot of things. Numb with pleasure. Passed out. Dead. How about you give me some actual information so I don’t lose my goddamn mind out here.” 
 
    Cassian shot me a look of exasperation and went to pacing a short path behind Charolet. 
 
    “The first one,” I told her. “She’s good. I promise.” 
 
    “As if your promise means anything,” she muttered. 
 
    “It should. I promised to keep her safe, and I have.” 
 
    Charolet scoffed. “You haven’t kept her safe. We have.” She looked at Cassian and gestured to the ring of fires they’d started a ways out from the vehicle. 
 
    “The smoke will mask the scent for a while, but not long,” Cassian explained. “It’s not a fix. It’s a bandage.” 
 
    “It’s smart,” I said. 
 
    “It wasn’t my idea.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at Charolet. 
 
    “What? Didn’t you know omegas are resourceful?” 
 
    Indeed, I knew. How many times had I marveled at their ability to survive. “Absolutely. Omegas have always been resourceful.” I hid my smile. I was pretty sure Charolet wouldn’t appreciate my amusement. 
 
    She scowled, glancing at Cassian. “Well, tell that to him. He thinks I’m stupid.” 
 
    “I didn’t say that,” Cassian argued. 
 
    “You didn’t have to.” 
 
    He ran a hand through his hair, looking worse for the wear. The distance and the smoke were helping him handle Tavia’s scent, but I didn’t miss the way his glance flicked toward the Humvee occasionally. 
 
    Charolet didn’t miss it either. 
 
    “It’s almost dark. No doubt the wolves will prowl at night.” 
 
    Charolet nodded. “We have a plan for that. When the sun sets, I’m going to run with Tavia’s scent-saturated clothes. I’ll head toward the Badlands. That’s where they expect her to go. They’ll follow the scent and you guys can head through the canyon in the morning.” 
 
    “I told you, damn it,” Cassian grated. “You’re not going. I am. You need to stay with her, and it’s dangerous for me to be this close anyway.” 
 
    “I can shift and go faster.” 
 
    Cassian narrowed his gaze. “I’m fast enough, woman. And stealthy too. I’ll be out of the canyon before they catch the faintest whiff.” 
 
    She tipped her chin up. “What if you get distracted?” 
 
    “By what?” Cassian threw his arms wide. “What would distract me more than being here, so close?” 
 
    “I don’t know! What if you like… get distracted by the scent and stop to hump her clothes or something?” 
 
    Cassian went stiff at that, his mouth slamming shut, jaw tight with frustration. His eyes narrowed to slits. “If I wanted to hump something that bad, it sure as fuck wouldn’t be a pile of clothes. No matter how sweet they smelled.” 
 
    Charolet shrugged. “I don’t know you.” But I noticed the change in her demeanor. Omega was responding to alpha, and the air around them was getting real uncomfortable. 
 
    “That’s right, omega. You don’t.” Cassian took a step forward, eyes practically stripping her bare. “But if you’re not careful, you might just get a crash course in the way I work.” 
 
    I needed to stop this. 
 
    “The way you work,” Charolet murmured, eyes glazing over. “I doubt it’s different from any other alpha.” 
 
    “Keep it up…” Cassian warned, and his alpha growl erupted from his chest. 
 
    I cleared my throat loudly to cover it. “Food. Tavia needs food.” This got Charolet’s attention and she jerked her gaze to me. 
 
    “Of course. Yes, she needs to eat. Her body is expending double the energy right now just with the heat fever.” 
 
    “The leftover supplies are stored under the truck,” Cassian said distractedly. “Give her my rations.” 
 
    “You’ll need yours,” Charolet argued. “Give her mine.” 
 
    “Good fuck, woman. Do you have to challenge everything I say?” 
 
    “Maybe! Why? Does it make you feel small?” She pinched her thumb and forefinger together and lined it up like she was measuring his dick. 
 
    “Nothing makes me feel small…” 
 
    I backed away slowly. Whatever this was, they could handle it. I needed to get back to my mate. 
 
    At the vehicle, I dug the supplies out of the storage compartments and rifled through, finding the choicest foods for Tavia. I didn’t know what she liked exactly, but I knew what tasted best, and that’s what she was getting. She could have mine, Charolet’s, and Cassian’s. If they got hungry, maybe they’d eat each other and save us all a headache. 
 
    A guttural moan had me pausing my search. The sound was my needy omega, and my wolf took instant notice. Behind my zipper, my cock went steel hard, ready to knot her again. Ready for more of that sweet, slick squeeze that felt like home. My chest rumbled with a growl. 
 
    Take care of mate. 
 
    Quickly, I piled the food in my arms and collected some water. I also found extra blankets to make our nest cozier for her. 
 
    “Mmm… Dagger!” 
 
    Her wanton voice was like a bell in my head. I needed inside that vehicle. Inside her. Pleasure and sate. It was my only purpose in that moment. 
 
    I ripped the door back, and the scent of her arousal assaulted me. My omega smelled so sweet, but I had yet to taste her. I would do that now. 
 
    I climbed in the back, and slammed the door behind me. Forgetting about the food, I let it land on the floor where it may. Tavia lay on her back, legs spread wide and ready for me, but I couldn’t move yet. My gaze was riveted on the way her slender hand dipped between her legs, sliding furiously along her wet, swollen folds. 
 
    “Need you,” she whimpered, her finger thrusting in and out of her tight hole. But it wasn’t enough. I knew it by the crazed look in her eyes. The desperate look that lasered in on my groin. Fuck. I wanted her to look at me like that every night. 
 
    I was already free of my pants without fully knowing how, and I crawled up her legs, licking a path to that sweet spot where her fingers played. I was going to get my taste, but not straight from the fount. Not when she needed my cock this badly. 
 
    “Dagger… please.” The sound of her animal whining behind her voice made me feel feral. I nipped at her thigh and her hips bucked. 
 
    Shackling my hand around her wrist, I pulled her insistent hand from her pussy, replacing it with the swollen head of my cock. I brought her hand to my face, inhaling her sugary scent, and then sucked her honey coated fingers into my mouth. 
 
    “Mmm…” Mine. 
 
    With a hard thrust, I pushed inside her slit, deep enough to steal her breath. The resulting scream of pleasure had my animal roaring on the inside. Mine. My mate. Always and forever. 
 
    “Yes, yes!” Tavia groaned as if she could hear my thoughts. I knew she couldn’t but her agreement made my hips swing faster, my mouth suck harder at her fingers. 
 
    When she tightened on me, her inner walls fluttering with release, I pushed my swelling knot as deep as it would go, lodging it against her womb. I wasn’t thinking of consequences. I was fully under the control of my beast… or hers. And they both wanted to mate. To mark. To make this permanent. 
 
    “Give it to me,” she snarled, her claws digging into my shoulder. “Give me what I need.” 
 
    Her eyes flashed with heat and desire and something softer that didn’t have a name yet. That was the thing I wanted to own the most. That small, unsure piece of her that no one else could ever access. 
 
    It was mine. Whether she meant for it to be or not. 
 
    “Fuck.” With a roar, I emptied myself inside my omega mate, soaking her with my seed. 
 
    When I was spent, my knot remained inside. I gathered her limp body in my arms and fell to the platform beside her. She snuggled close and in minutes, she was fast asleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen
Tavia 
 
      
 
    I startled awake to someone banging on the door. For a moment, I thought I was back in the Badlands, in my hard, narrow bed, sweating in the hot desert night as the guards came to demand information, payment, or worse. The fear had taken root deep in my bones.  
 
    I’d been having the strange fever dreams that came every heat cycle. This time, they starred Dagger. We were running together as wolves, but we weren’t in the dreary desert. We raced through a lush land that had never known hunger. Land that had never known division. Yet I wanted desperately to go home.  
 
    Did I not think I deserved better than the Badlands? Was that the real reason I hadn’t wanted Zelene to go the castle party? The reason I fought Dagger at the beginning of this mission? Was I subconsciously sabotaging our success? 
 
    I tucked it away to think about later. 
 
    Lying here in Dagger’s strong arms, I didn’t care about anything. My heat was quelled, for now at least. 
 
    “Tavia!” Charolet’s voice was as sharp as the rap of her knuckles on the glass. I lifted my head to peer through the window. “The wolves are coming.” 
 
    She looked like a nightmare, with desert dust and soot smeared across her forehead and a ripped piece of cloth over the lower half of her face to filter the smoky air. 
 
    Dagger growled as he stretched awake. He was still human. He hadn’t shifted yet, and I wondered if he’d be able to. 
 
    “What the fuck?” He sat up and opened the door. “Where’s Cassian?”  
 
    “He headed to Luxoria with Tavia’s clothes to throw the wolves off the scent, but it didn’t work.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Why not?” she repeated, backing away from the truck a step. “Because the wolves saw our entire battalion leave the human keep. He’s alone. They know Tavia is somewhere else, and she’s got two days left of her heat.” 
 
    “Is she always impossible?” Dagger grunted. 
 
    “She’s amazing.” I winked at Charolet before she ripped Dagger’s head off. She had no time for alpha bullshit and she wasn’t about to start making it now. So I’d defuse this little Char-bomb before we got into a situation we couldn’t fix. “What about the fires?”  
 
    She shrugged. “It was worth a try, but it seems to have drawn the wolves to us instead of scaring them away. With Cassian and the betas gone, they only have to get through me to get to you.” 
 
    “And me,” Dagger growled as he pulled his pants over his legs. 
 
    Charolet rolled her eyes and motioned at us. “The collective you. Doesn’t matter though, it’s three of us versus who knows how many of them, and Tavia’s still in heat. She can’t fight. I came to warn you before it was too late to take action.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Dagger raked his hand through his hair as he climbed out of the truck. He turned to me. “Stay.” 
 
    “She’s not a dog.”  
 
    “Char, save some of the rage for these wolves.” My clothes felt awful as I pulled them on. My body was not ready for this. It needed Dagger. It needed food and water. It did not need a pack of angry wolves trying to get their nasty knots inside me. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I have plenty of rage to go around.” She turned to Dagger. “What do we do?” 
 
    I coughed as he surveyed the desert. Smoke was thick in the air, and the fires were so close. I hadn’t been in my right mind to notice anything before. If the wind changed direction, the fire could engulf this truck. Burn us alive. We had to get out.  
 
    “You shift at will?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded. “Can you?” 
 
    “Yeah. Adalai shifted after he mated.” 
 
    Charolet lifted the cloth that covered the bottom half of her face and mouthed, “mated?”  
 
    Dagger really was my mate if her disgust could make me giddy in the middle of this latest crisis. “Yeah.” 
 
    “You’ll be a target. More than King Adalai was with the omegas. These are mutant wolves, and you’re the alpha who pissed off their leader. So I’m hoping you have a plan that’s a little more robust than crossing your fingers that you sprout some fur.”  
 
    “Which wolves are coming for us?” I asked. 
 
    Char furrowed her brow. “I don’t know what you mean.”  
 
    “In the Badlands, we always had to worry about wolves attacking us if we weren’t secure in the bunker during our heat. So are these the usual suspects, who knew something wasn’t right when the beta soldiers returned without us, or are there the wolves from the human keep, fighting for Renaldo. Why would they fight us? I’m still not sure they’re the enemy.” 
 
    “Tavia.” Dagger sighed. “We’ve been dealing with the humans for years. They’re not after the omegas. They want our technology.” 
 
    “But they have our omegas and our technology, while we’ve been busy destroying ourselves. Did you ever stop to think maybe that was their strategy all along?” 
 
    “I can assure you, it’s not.” He reached for me, and I didn’t mean to flinch. But Dagger, with his wolf so close to the surface of his skin, didn’t miss it.  
 
    I never expected it to hurt so bad when he pulled away. 
 
    “What if they’re trying to keep us out of Luxoria?” Charolet asked. “What if Adalai decided he wants us out?” 
 
    “He wouldn’t do that,” I said quickly. “Zelene wouldn’t let him.” 
 
    Dagger pinched the bridge of his nose. “We need to get back to the city as quickly as possible.” 
 
    He didn’t dispute Charolet’s claim as he pushed the leather pants off his legs and climbed out of the truck completely naked. Char’s eyebrows raised, and my wolf didn’t like that one bit. Dagger was mine. I trusted my best friend implicitly, but her heat had to be close. It wasn’t only me that we had to get safely back to the castle. A fresh heat and an omega with no mate would not fare well against any wolves. 
 
    I scooted to the edge of the truck and slid out, coughing as the acrid air filled my nostrils. Char grabbed my bare arm. “Mate, huh?”  
 
    “Yeah.” I wasn’t in the mood to verbally spar with her about it, either. My wolf wanted out. Over the years, I’d gotten too good at pushing it away. If I denied my true nature this time, I might not be able to call it back at will. 
 
    And I had no plans of getting captured, dying, or doing anything else I didn’t want to do in this desert. 
 
    “Something’s wrong, Tav. The alphas...they accepted us too easily. What if they mean to trap us out here in no man’s land, now that we know what the humans are really doing?” 
 
    “We don’t know what the humans are doing.” But her claim made goosebumps rise on my skin, even in the fire and heat. 
 
    “Jacoby didn’t want to come home.” She was right. He was healthy, happy, and scared for us. It was supposed to be the other way around.  
 
    Dagger’s howl ripped the desert wide open. Charolet had been so busy questioning everything we believed that I missed his shift. I hoped it wasn’t my only chance to see it.  
 
    He was a beautiful wolf. Gray with black peppered into his fur, and big dark eyes. Just like when he was human, they darted back and forth, making sure he didn’t miss a thing.  
 
    Charolet might have doubts, but I would follow him anywhere. 
 
    I fell to my knees as my temperature skyrocketed. This was a completely different kind of heat and this time, it was my animal that wouldn’t be denied. Fur blossomed, dissolving the surface of my skin. My fingers were replaced by claws, and my face like it split open to accommodate my snout.  
 
    It had been too long since I’d felt myself as a wolf. Since I’d been allowed to honor my full strength and power. It felt amazing. 
 
    “Oh hell.” Charolet ripped off her jacket. As she stepped out of her pants, I trotted over to Dagger.  
 
    “Do you have a plan?” I asked, speaking with the telepathy afforded us in this form. 
 
    “Stay near the lake,” he said, nodding to Charolet as she joined us in wolf form. “The mutants won’t be able to cross it.” 
 
    He didn’t explain, and he didn’t wait for either of us to ask questions before he ran for the narrow opening in the ring of fire. 
 
    One thing was certain. Dagger knew more than he was letting on, and as his mate, I would make damn sure he told me everything. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen
Dagger 
 
      
 
    Crossing over a finger of what remained of a small desert lake was enough to throw the wolves off our scent. Even if they could have followed our trail into the acrid water, they wouldn’t. The water was so polluted it burned my skin even through the fur of my animal. 
 
    My animal. 
 
    It was still hard to believe I’d actually shifted. For the first time in my life, the wolf part of me was one with the man. It was like a key twisting in a lock. The missing piece that made me whole. And it couldn’t have happened without Tavia. 
 
    Her wolf let out a whimper. I could sense her heat flaring again and her scent was growing stronger. 
 
    “Her heat is worsening.” Charolet’s voice rang in my head. “We have to find shelter so she can shift. She can’t be in her wolf form like this.” 
 
    I knew what she said was true. I remembered Zelene trying to make it to the city gates with Adalai before omega males could descend on her. Under the influence of heat, the desire to rut was almost unbearable and the wolf would take over, desperate for a male. I knew it back then, but Tavia’s response to me in the Humvee was proof. I couldn’t let her lose control out here. 
 
    “We are nearing the Badlands. Where is the closest bunker?” I asked. 
 
    “Near the eastern border. We won’t make it.” 
 
    I growled, pushing ahead faster, my claws digging into the sand beneath me. “Yes. We will.” 
 
    Tavia stayed with me even though I knew she was struggling. That’s right, my little firecracker. Nothing holds you down. Nothing. I forced the thought into her mind, not caring if Charolet heard it too. 
 
    Soon, we were entering the Badlands with its dusty, dilapidated shacks pocking the horizon. I cut east, commanding Charolet to keep heading for Luxoria. Of course she didn’t listen. But by the time I noticed she was still hot on my trail, we were coming upon the hidden bunker. Tavia limped ahead of me, stopping behind a rickety water tank. In the next breath, she shifted to her human form, letting her pale fur fall away. She collapsed to the ground writhing with need, gasping for relief. I shifted too, and dropped to my knees beside her. 
 
    “Tavia, we’re home. It’s going to be okay.” 
 
    “Badlands,” she gasped. 
 
    I nodded and brushed strands of hair from her damp face. “We’ll stay here until your heat breaks. Then we’ll approach the king.” 
 
    “Get…” Her breath chugged and her skin was red from the poisonous water. “Get me inside. Hurry.” 
 
    I shoved at the stack of sheet metal beside the water tower and revealed the opening to the bunker. A steel ladder lowered into pitch black darkness. It would be ominous if it wasn’t exactly what we needed to be safe. 
 
    Tavia turned to Charolet. “Tell Zelene what we learned. Let her know I’m okay and I’ll return as soon as I can.” 
 
    Charolet ducked her head. “I’ll bring food. Stay safe.” She pegged me with a murderous stare, a growl slipping through her teeth. “Do not hurt her.” 
 
    “On my life…” I didn’t finish and she didn’t wait for me to. She bounded off toward the city and with one arm, I pulled Tavia down onto the ladder. 
 
    She moaned at my touch and pressed her lips to my neck, nuzzling my jaw. 
 
    “Gotta get the hatch locked, omega. Then I’m yours.” 
 
    “Hurry,” she whimpered. 
 
    I flipped the lever and checked to make sure the seal was tight. Tavia’s scent wouldn’t escape the bunker. Relief swept over me like a cool breeze even in the sweltering space. I waited for her to climb down and then jumped from the ladder to the floor, letting my eyes adjust to the darkness. The outline of a mattress was in the corner, and Tavia went straight over to it. But she didn’t lie down. Instead, she stripped the blankets and threw them in a pile beneath the ladder. Then she pulled new ones from a nearby shelf. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Making a nest,” she grumbled. 
 
    “A nest?” 
 
    She paused, staring at me. “I don’t usually nest… I…” It was dark but I thought I could see fear flash behind her eyes. “We need a nest. I don’t know why. I just know my instincts are demanding it.” 
 
    I picked up a blanket to help. “What’s a nest, mate?” 
 
    “A space that’s ours. Or… or mine. It’s supposed to be mine, but… this time, it will be ours.” She nodded as if answering an unspoken question. 
 
    I spread a blanket over the mattress. 
 
    “No, not like that.” Tavia ruffled it up so it was messy. 
 
    I stood back, watching as she hurriedly piled blankets and rearranged them to her satisfaction, changing things again and again, as if she was trying to achieve a certain aesthetic. 
 
    “What does it mean?” I asked when she stood back for the last time, examining the bed. 
 
    She looked at me and back to her creation. “I don’t know.” But I got the feeling she did. 
 
    I didn’t push her on it. The way she fidgeted, moving from foot to foot, jerking with waves of heat, I knew her need was at nuclear levels. Each throb of my cock urged me to mount her, but we needed to get clean of the acidic lake water first. 
 
    Looking around, I found a shower spout sticking out from the wall. No barriers to keep the water in, just a spout.  
 
    “That work?” I asked Tavia. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I took her hand and led her to it, twisting the faucet as far left as it would go. The water that spewed from the shower was already warm from the desert heat and I pushed Tavia beneath the stream first. 
 
    “It won’t last long,” she said. “It’s on a timer.” 
 
    “A timer?” 
 
    “To preserve water.” 
 
    There were no such timers in the city. No need for them. Water was abundant in Luxoria. And it was fucking nothing to pump it out to the Badlands. So why the fuck put a limit on it? Anger flared in my chest, but it was nothing new. The omegas had been treated as lesser people. Why wouldn’t that reflect in meeting their basic needs. 
 
    I’d known this all along. I just chose to ignore the details. 
 
    I washed my mate clean, studiously ignoring her moans every time my hands swept over her smooth skin. And the way she pressed her curves against me. And how my cock was like a pillar between us, not so patiently waiting for the moment when she was taken care of and it could find home. 
 
    When I’d finished, I switched places with her, feeling the fresh water wash away the rancid film from the lake. I let her hands roam my body because it seemed to quell the waves of desire that wracked her. They were growing stronger, throbbing between us until I felt them like a physical touch. My head spun with a vision of her beneath me again. 
 
    Tavia dropped to her knees without a word, her fingers wrapping around my thick erection seconds before her lips closed over the tip. A growl rumbled up my chest as she took me to the back of her throat. Her eyes stared up at me in the darkness and she moaned in relief. My hand shook as it cradled her cheek and the water from the shower ran over us. Her mouth on me was like heaven. Just as before in the Humvee, no experience had ever felt so right. So heavy with meaning. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Tavia’s hands moved to grip my ass cheeks as she sucked ravenously. It took all my strength to keep from pounding away at her throat. 
 
    “Mate,” I croaked in warning, but she didn’t let up. The water cut off above us and still, she moved her mouth on me, owning me like no one ever had. Because no one ever could. Not until her. And no one else would from this moment on. 
 
    With my thumb on her jaw, I forced her to stop and pulled her up to meet my mouth. Her fingers caught in my hair, gripping tight as my tongue dove in to devour her flavor mixed with mine. She melted against me, her curves fusing with my hard planes, and my wolf roared with satisfaction. 
 
    Mine. My omega mate. Keep her forever. 
 
    The words from my animal solidified a feeling in my heart that I’d been denying for too long because of who she was, who I was. Alpha and omega. Commander and servant. Montague and Capulet. 
 
    Enemies. 
 
    Not anymore. I had to make her see we were more alike than she ever realized. 
 
    But it couldn’t happen when we were both out of our mind with lust. 
 
    I broke the kiss, gripping her thighs to lift her around my waist. She whimpered as my cock brushed her slick opening. Not yet. I would take her on the nest she’d so carefully constructed. Instinct told me it was important. 
 
    She writhed against me, trying to fit us together as I lowered her to the mattress and forced her frustrated gaze to mine. “Look at me, mate.”  
 
    She stilled and I groaned easing inside her tight heat, watching every reaction to our union flutter across her face. 
 
    Something was different this time. A bond was growing. I could feel it winding between us to wrap around my heart, digging in with its thorns. It was painful and wonderful at the same time. 
 
    “Be mine,” I whispered so quietly I wasn’t sure if I’d said it out loud. Did I want it to be out loud? 
 
    Tavia closed her eyes. pretending she hadn’t heard me. Maybe I’d only thought it. 
 
    I pulled back, thrusting into her until our hips locked, and I kissed away her delicious moans. “Be mine.” 
 
    “Dagger…” 
 
    I didn’t let her finish. I dragged my cock from her body slowly, watching her convulse beneath me, and pounded back in, again and again. I needed her to say yes. I needed her to submit, but my omega wasn’t submissive to anybody. 
 
    She would submit to me. By the time we left this nest, she would be mine. Because life without her wasn’t something I wanted to endure anymore. 
 
    Tavia cried out with pleasure and I felt her tense with her first orgasm. 
 
    “Be mine for good,” I snarled at her ear, my tongue darting out to lick a trickle of sweat from her jaw. “My omega mate. Be mine.” 
 
    She shook her head, frantic with lust, thrusting her hips in time with mine. “I can’t,” she breathed. 
 
    “You can.” 
 
    My knot swelled inside her and she cried out with another wave of pleasure, clenching around it so hard I could barely breathe. 
 
    I gripped her neck to make her look at me. “Mine.” The sound of my wolf rattled in my voice. Her nails pierced the skin at my shoulder. She wanted to say yes. I could feel it, see it in her eyes. 
 
    In her heart, she was mine. In the secret places of her mind, she was mine. 
 
    And it was almost enough. 
 
    “Say it,” I demanded, thrusting one last time until my knot swelled to bursting. 
 
    “I belong to my people,” she choked. 
 
    “But I belong to you, and I always will. So be mine, Tavia.” 
 
    “You belong to the pack. You belong to the royals.” 
 
    “I belong to you,” I growled, pushing my knot deeper as my release battered her walls and she convulsed with her own orgasm. “Only you. For life, there will always be you.” 
 
    I collapsed around her, gathering her body close as we remained locked. I buried my face in her neck, collecting as much of her scent as I could, waiting for her breath to steady. 
 
    “Do you know what it’s like to be born an alpha but not a royal?” 
 
    Her hand smoothed over my back and I shivered at the sensation. 
 
    “Not a royal. What do you mean? You were a General.” 
 
    My knot released and I eased from her body, rolling to the side and bringing her with me. 
 
    “Yes. But did you ever wonder why I was put in charge of the Badlands? Why the king chose me and not Cassian or Evander or Solen?” 
 
    Tavia blinked. “I always thought you must have made Adalai angry somehow. Made some asshole move that got you assigned here.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. Adalai is one of my closest friends. It’s why he gave me a chance in the first place.” 
 
    Her palm went still on my chest. “What do you mean gave you a chance?” 
 
    “I am alpha…” 
 
    “I know you are.” 
 
    “… but I wasn’t born a royal.” 
 
    Tavia frowned, her blue eyes swirling with knowledge as she tried to make sense of what I was saying. “You… you were poor.” 
 
    It was my great shame. The reason I worked so hard to prove myself. Now there was only one person I cared to prove anything to. 
 
    “My father didn’t lead armies in the omega wars like Cassian’s. He didn’t know technology like Solen’s. And he wasn’t a dignitary like Evander’s. He was a leather craftsman. He made boots. Belts. Later, armor. He didn’t live in a grand estate. We had a small home away from the castle but still in the city.” 
 
    “Like a beta. Why?” 
 
    “I’ve asked myself that question a million times. Why an alpha would live a life lower than he was due. Why he would abandon his call to the kingdom. Why he was satisfied having no accolades, no valor, no prize. But I didn’t have an answer until now.” 
 
    I could see it in her eyes. She knew. The answer was obvious to her because everything the omegas went through in the Badlands taught them to value the things that mattered most. And the reason I’d been blinded to it for so long was because until now, nothing had mattered more than my ego. 
 
    “Love,” Tavia murmured. 
 
    “Love,” I repeated. 
 
    She stiffened, her body going rigid beside me. 
 
    “Dagger,” she whispered, eyes wide, “are you saying you love me?” 
 
    I swallowed hard. Admitting such strong feelings to her could be the biggest mistake of my life. But denying it would feel like breathing fire. 
 
    “I’m saying that I would give up any title, any position in the kingdom. Any accolades or status. Because none of them matter as much as this. Not anymore.” 
 
    “This?” 
 
    “This. This is my place, with you. This is my purpose. You are my purpose now. Everything else comes second.” 
 
    “Including yourself? Including the king?” 
 
    I sighed, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “Including everything.” 
 
    “Everything.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She was quiet, her gaze digging into me, searching for something. I was determined to be an open book. I needed her to trust me. Needed it. The man in me, the wolf. The whole of me, needed my female to trust me. 
 
    “When did you decide this?” 
 
    I frowned. “What?” 
 
    “When?” she asked, her voice holding an edge sharper than a razor. “When did you decide I was this important?” 
 
    “Tavia…” 
 
    “Just tell me when,” she snapped, her lip quivering. “Was it when you scented my heat? When you fucked me? Or was it when you realized what Renaldo offered was looking like a better choice than our own pack? Did you know all along that the humans weren’t a threat to the omegas?” 
 
    “I just told you things I’ve never told another soul and never will again. And it wasn’t enough for you. Fuck, Tavia.” 
 
    “Did you know?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. You’ve been a priority for longer than you can imagine. Meant what I said in the desert about my mate. I never intended for you to find out. But things have changed—” 
 
    “Just… just tell me. I have to know, before this gets any harder.” 
 
    “Harder for whom?” My voice was what I wanted my heart to be. Hard as goddamn scar tissue. 
 
    “Me. You. Both of us? I don’t know. I just need you to tell me the fucking truth. Because I swear to god, if you’ve done all this to make me weaker… and if I’ve let you…” A sob ripped from her throat and her fist pounded weakly at my sternum. “Dagger, tell me the truth. I deserve that much.” 
 
    She deserved more. So much more. 
 
    “I didn’t know anything.” I sighed. “That’s the truth, mate. I didn’t know… but I suspected the humans might try to ally with the omegas to rise against the king. Maybe I even wanted that, somewhere deep inside. I was sick of seeing the suffering. Sick of watching you work your fingers to the bone for nothing. Sick of being the enemy. Sick of being the in between. The division between the city and the Badlands. That’s the goddamned truth. But when they attacked and I saw what they’d done to the omegas… I decided I was going to do whatever it took to get your people free.” 
 
    Tavia’s breath sawed in and out. “They don’t want to be free.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “But you don’t think the humans are safe.” 
 
    “No. I think they will ally with the omegas until they have complete control. Then they will do whatever the fuck they want with them. Use them, imprison them. Who knows. It could be worse than the Badlands when things are all said and done. We just don’t know, and I’m not willing to risk trusting them. Not when it involves you.” 
 
    She eyed me, and I knew she was considering my words. There was no way to prove what I’d been thinking in the human keep or if what I suspected was even true. I had nothing but suspicion and instinct to go on. But they were enough to have me questioning everything. 
 
    “What will you tell Adalai?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “The union of the pack is fragile,” she said quietly. “What if… what if he institutes another Division?” 
 
    The answer was easy. Didn’t have to think twice about it. 
 
    I lifted my hand, brushing the worried crease at the edge of her eye. “We’ll leave. We’ll   
 
    leave this place and lead every omega across the canyon to the human keep.” 
 
    Her eyes softened. “You’d do that?” 
 
    “I won’t let you suffer again. I swear it, Tavia. Never again.” 
 
    She swallowed, her eyes blinking wetness away before it had a chance to fall. “But you think the humans are dangerous.” 
 
    “Only if we allow them to be. And we won’t. If it comes to that.” 
 
    Our gazes remained locked for untold moments as she worked out what I was saying. Eventually she lowered her head back to my chest and the stillness of the bunker settled around us. 
 
    “Dagger?” 
 
    “Hm.” 
 
    “Do you think it will come to that?” 
 
    I ran my hand over her hair and dropped a lingering kiss on her head before answering the only way I knew how. 
 
    “Let’s hope not, mate.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen
Tavia 
 
      
 
    The first day after my heat always felt like freedom, but never more than this month. I’d never been away from the relative safety of the bunker before. The Badlands, as shabby as it looked in the early morning light after my time away, had always been my safety net. I knew the rules here. I could beat them. After our trip to the human keep, everything had changed.  
 
    I returned to my home as Dagger’s mate, and it scared the hell out of me.  
 
    Everyone in the Badlands opposed The Division. That was easy, because it destroyed our lives. But only a few omegas were brave enough to voice that opposition, and mine had been among the loudest. 
 
    My people would see me as a traitor, as I walked hand in hand with Dagger, wrapped in the sex-soaked sheets we’d ripped from the heat bunker. The same sheets I’d used to build a nest, so I could bond with him. A multitude of emotions swarmed my body, but shame and regret weren’t among them. 
 
    “Tavia!” Maryellen, Jacoby’s mother, ran to me, gasping when she saw who I was with. She covered her mouth with her hand and stumbled back a step. “Get away from her! You can’t treat her like an animal!” 
 
    Maryellen’s voice shook as she scolded Dagger.  
 
    “Ma’am—” 
 
    “Don’t you ma’am me. I’ve already lost one son to those beasts. You won’t take Tavia from us.”  
 
    “Maryellen, it’s okay.” I had to defuse the situation fast, before we drew a mob and I was unable to convince them that I actually wanted to be with Dagger. Not under these exact circumstances, of course, but I had to make my friends and fellow omegas believe he hadn’t forced me. That I hadn’t been taken advantage of. “We saw Jacoby,” I added, my heart pounding as the crowd around us grew. “He’s good. He’s safe and happy.” 
 
    Maryellen’s expression was a mixture of relief and confusion. “You spoke with Jacoby?” 
 
    “Where is he? You were supposed to bring him back to the Badlands,” a voice from the back of the crowd called out, and the others joined in the chorus, demanding to know about him.  
 
    “He… he didn’t want to come back.” I swallowed their shock and disbelief. “He says the humans are helpin—” 
 
    “Tavia,” Dagger interrupted. “We don’t know that for sure.” 
 
    “Let her speak, alpha.” One of the males came forward, his chest puffed out at the chance to challenge Dagger without consequences. “We’ll take her word long before we take yours.” 
 
    “We don’t know that the omegas are better off in the human keep,” he said. “We’re offering our protection—” 
 
    “How?” Another male cut in. “By stripping them naked and spilling your seed inside them while you take their voice away?” 
 
    “That’s not what happened.” Dagger stepped forward, clenching his sheet into a fist at his chest.  
 
    “Then tell us what happened.” 
 
    “Stop!” I stepped between them. “We’ve fought enough. Jacoby is fine. No, we didn’t bring the omegas back. And Dagger hasn’t taken advantage of me.” 
 
    “Tavia,” Maryellen reached for my arm. Since my mom was killed in the wars, she’d been like a mother to me. “If you’re in danger…” 
 
    “I’m not.” I could tell she didn’t believe me. It was time to come clean with my feelings. “Dagger is my mate.” 
 
    Gasps rose from the small crowd, and then the disbelief turned to anger. I couldn’t expect any different. I was still bitter about Zelene mating Adalai. If it wasn’t me standing here, I’d be part of this mob too, loudly demanding answers. 
 
    Maryellen raked a wary gaze over Dagger, then back to me. “Are you sure?”  
 
    I’d swear Dagger held his breath. This angry horde didn’t scare him, but the possibility of my rejection did. 
 
    “Yeah. I’m sure,” I said softly, squeezing his hand. “Dagger needs clothes. We can’t go into the city like this.” 
 
    “Don’t do it, Maryellen,” an older woman warned. “They left your son in the human keep. And now they want his clothes.”  
 
    “As a member of the royal court, I ask you to treat visitors to the Badlands with the same respect that you hope your son is receiving in the human keep.” I hated pulling that card, but if I’d learned anything from this journey, it was that we couldn’t beat awful behavior by being awful in return. We had to be better, and demand better.  
 
    “Yes, my lady.” Maryellen motioned for us to follow her and the stunned crowd parted to allow access to her broken down shack. 
 
    At the door, we waited for her to find what we needed. 
 
    “The clothes might be too small for you.” She handed Dagger the burlap bundle.  
 
    “Thank you, Maryellen,” he said. 
 
    “All the times I came to you with problems, and that’s the first time you’ve ever used my name.” 
 
    He didn’t look away from her accusation and my heart opened for him even more. 
 
    “As soon as I was able to, I fixed my mistakes.”  
 
    Maryellen nodded. “These ladies bring out the best in all of us.” 
 
    I pulled her aside while Dagger changed. 
 
    “Thank you for doing the right thing.” I kissed her cheek. It was brave of her to go against the crowd. There had been whispers of an uprising before I left the Badlands. Some of the omegas saw our union with the alphas as a chance for revolution. “Things could’ve gotten ugly out there.” 
 
    “I told your mother I’d look out for you.” That was a kick in the gut, considering I didn’t keep my promise to bring Jacoby back. I’d make her understand he was happy there. “Didn’t expect it to turn out like this.” 
 
    My eyes burned with exhaustion and emotion. “It will get better soon.” 
 
    “I hope so,” she let out a heavy sigh. “They’re talking about revolution, Tavia. A revolt against the castle. But if things are better with the humans, I worry we’ll lose good omegas and we won’t have what we need to win this fight.” 
 
    “Keep me posted. You aren’t betraying anyone’s trust by telling me their plans. I’m fighting for you.” I turned to Dagger, and it messed with my head to see him dressed as an omega. In burlap instead of leather. But it sent a message. We were all equal.  
 
    We slipped through back allies, back to my cabin. Before we entered. Dagger backed me against the wall, and cupped my cheek with his hand. His dark gaze claimed mine. It was different after my heat. Like I could actually see the place where our lives had intertwined. The moment that I couldn’t live without him. 
 
    “You were amazing out there, my little firecracker.” His thumb brushed against my cheek, even hotter than the desert breeze. “But the proudest moment was when you told them I am your mate.” 
 
    “They’re organizing—” I didn’t get to tell him the rest of it because he slanted his mouth over mine, and took all my concerns away. In that moment, the Badlands could burn around us. We weren’t alpha and omega. We were one. 
 
    “Oh, hell.” Rielle’s voice jerked me back to reality and I broke the kiss with a groan. “I hoped Charolet was delirious from dehydration and heat. This is the last thing I thought I’d ever see.” 
 
    Ashla was with her. The two of them had snuck up on us without any warning. 
 
    “Cover yourself, Tavia.” Ashla motioned to the sheet that had slipped during the kiss. “Just because the heat has passed—” 
 
    “You’re dealing with desperate men who have no idea how to control their urges.” Rielle’s glare was only for Dagger. “We have a long way to go before we change that.” 
 
    He opened his mouth to argue but I beat him to it. 
 
    “Who’s in Luxoria with Zelene?” I asked. 
 
    “Char headed there.” Ashla said. “We came back here because…” She hesitated and looked to Rielle. “The omegas plan to rebel against the castle. If anyone saw you, like that, there’s no telling what they’d do.” 
 
    The omegas already had all the ammunition they needed. I looked at Dagger and he nodded. 
 
    “We better get to the castle. Now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen
Dagger 
 
      
 
    I straightened my leather coat and took a deep breath, eyes never leaving the filigreed wood of the door that separated me from the rest of the Generals in King Adalai’s office. In minutes, they would receive my report and I would announce my resignation. Finally, I would be free. Not free the way all alphas were in Luxoria, but free in other ways that mattered a hell of a lot more to me now. 
 
    He’s my mate. Tavia’s words to her people cemented my determination to always put her first. 
 
    Upon arriving at the castle, she had rushed off to speak with Zelene, but only after promising to meet me here so we could speak with the king together. She was late. 
 
    I cleared my throat. Adjusted my sleeve. 
 
    She would come. She’d promised. Tavia wasn’t one to break her word. 
 
    Beyond the heavy door, I could hear my friends arguing. It was odd that I wasn’t in there with them, challenging the king’s opinion. But I’d never really belonged there anyway. Not the way things were. 
 
    Adalai was my friend before he was my king. I hoped he would listen to me now, when I told him what we’d found at the human keep. 
 
    Voices echoed through the corridor and my inner wolf came to attention. Mate. 
 
    “I’m doing this, Z, whether you want me to or not. I need this.” 
 
    “It’s not that I don’t want you to…” 
 
    “His Majesty will have to answer some hard questions if he wants to keep the faith of the omegas.” 
 
    “Will you slow down? I can’t keep up with you. Crutches, remember?” 
 
    “I’m late. You take your time, though. I’m sure His Majesty won’t mind waiting for you.” 
 
    Tavia rounded the corner looking all fierce and leather clad. Both of us had cleaned up for this meeting. If I had my guess, there would be no more fancy dresses for her. The leather armor suited her better anyway. Her eyes flickered with awareness when she saw me, and even from a distance away, I could smell her scent twist into something sultry. 
 
    Inside, my wolf rumbled as I watched her hips sway, bringing her closer. She stopped mere inches away, our chests nearly touching. 
 
    “Hello.” Her voice came out breathless. 
 
    “Mate.” 
 
    Her eyes went soft when my hand brushed her dark hair from her cheek. She was beautiful. Even with worry lines creasing her eyes. She cared so much for her people. Their pain was hers, and the idea of her hurting made me want to do something drastic. Anything, to fix it for her. 
 
    I pulled her in and pressed a kiss to her forehead. 
 
    “Have you spoken to him yet?” 
 
    “No. They’re still discussing.” 
 
    “Without you? Bastards,” she whispered, and I almost grinned at the way she was annoyed on my behalf. 
 
    The doors to Adalai’s office swung open and we stepped apart. Zelene, limping on her crutches, finally rounded the corner at the same time. 
 
    Cassian stood on the other side of the entrance and tossed me a smirk. “The king is ready for you.” 
 
    Tavia and Zelene followed Cassian inside. 
 
    I strode into the lush office with the same confidence I always exuded, even though I didn’t feel it. Whatever happened here today would seal my fate. Either the king would listen and changes would be made… or I would become his enemy. Because if the omegas rebelled, this time, I was going to be on their side of the line. 
 
    The thought hit me like a brick to the face. 
 
    Was is such a short time ago that I was determined to win back my place at the king’s side? Now I was eager to give it all up. No regrets. 
 
    I bowed slightly in Adalai’s direction. He sat straight and tall in his wide chair, expression stony. 
 
    “Cassian tells me you were not able to retrieve the omegas from their human captors.” 
 
    “Correct, Your Majesty. As it turns out, the omegas don’t consider the humans their captors. Rather, they are allies.” 
 
    Adalai shifted uncomfortably in this seat. If I’d had any doubt about his knowledge of the human alliance before, it was squashed now. Until Cassian’s report, he hadn’t known. None of them had. And the fact that the information had evaded them, meant they weren’t in control. 
 
    Being an alpha, I knew how important control was. 
 
    “What shall I tell their families in the Badlands?” 
 
    I stared hard at him. “It doesn’t matter, king. They already know, and they’re organizing a revolt against the castle.” 
 
    Adalai’s gaze flicked to Zelene, looking sad for a beat before he exploded out of his chair. 
 
    “Goddamn it, Dagger. You were supposed to fix this, not make it worse.” 
 
    Tavia stepped forward, without thought, putting her body in front of mine. “He did everything he could,” she snarled. “Did Cassian tell you that?” Solen and Evander stood as if to defend the king… or punish an unruly omega? 
 
    Over my dead body. 
 
    The same protective instinct that I’d felt for Tavia in the human keep rushed over me, and I shoved her behind. A fearsome growl erupted from my throat as I faced the generals. 
 
    “Don’t even think about touching her.” 
 
    Their shocked expressions said more about me than I wanted to admit. I had fooled them all so well. Played the part so good. I wasn’t born to be in this castle, serving a king. Being alpha was something I’d inherited from my father, but I also had his heart. His ability to see things the way other alphas didn’t. For the first time ever, it felt like a gift instead of a burden. 
 
    It was time I embraced who I really was. 
 
    It was time they all know the truth. 
 
    “I’ve mated the queen’s sister. No one will lay a finger on her.” 
 
    Zelene’s gasp was the only sound in the room. And I didn’t dare look at Tavia.   
 
    King Adalai raised an almost amused eyebrow. “Mated. Does this mean you’ve also shifted?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The king’s gaze moved to Tavia. “You accepted him?” 
 
    Shit. Was he really asking if I’d taken her against her will? 
 
    I couldn’t look at her. 
 
    But just like before, in the Badlands, she took my hand in hers and stepped to my side. “Of course. He protected me during my most vulnerable time. He treated me with care. He listens to me, to my concerns. There is nothing more I could ask for in a partner. Dagger is my mate.” 
 
    My chest crackled with emotion at her words, but I kept my expression tight. In minutes, we could be banished. Not even the omega queen could stop the King Alpha from doing so. 
 
    The air was tense, all the alphas in the room needing order, waiting for the king’s command. 
 
    The silence was interrupted by Evander. “We need to erect the gates. Protect Luxoria at any cost.” 
 
    “What about the omegas?” Adalai asked. 
 
    Evander’s mouth formed a grim line but his eyes held shame. “They’ve made their choice. They can stay in the Badlands. If they try to enter the city, we do what needs doing.” 
 
    Tavia’s hand squeezed mine hard enough to ache. 
 
    Cassian frowned. “You propose another Division?” 
 
    “War isn’t pretty,” Solen grumbled. 
 
    “But we aren’t at war with the omegas.” 
 
    “They intend to rebel against the castle. What do you call that? We need to strike while we still have the upper hand.” 
 
    “No!” Zelene had been silent up until now, but her painful plea was like a bell bringing us all back to sanity. “No, you can’t do this. You’ve promised the omegas we were one people. One pack. You can’t take that away from them now.” 
 
    Adalai went to her, pulling her into his arms while he whispered something in her ear. He looked past her to me, his expression frustrated. 
 
    “How do we keep the omegas from revolting without force?” 
 
    “It’s simple. Not easy, but simple.” I knew because it had worked with Tavia. I looked at her as I said the rest. “Tell them the truth.”  
 
    She gave a small nod, her eyes telling me I’d made the right choice. Made her proud. I wanted her to always look at me like that. 
 
    Solen shook his head. “It will never work.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” Tavia answered, turning her gaze to the king. “But honesty will go a long way with them. Right now they’re scared and hurting. They don’t feel safe. Don’t feel like they’re part of this kingdom even with all the declarations you’ve made. It’s all words, and words don’t matter to them. They need to see action.” 
 
    “I showed action by sending an army to retrieve the omegas. You see how that worked out.” 
 
    “Yes, and the next step is clearing away all the shit… if you don’t mind my bluntness, Your Majesty.” Tavia lowered her gaze before continuing. My omega was pushing boundaries. Even in this tense moment, my body responded to her boldness, growing hard behind my leathers, my heart picking up pace. “Things aren’t as we thought they were. Whether you tell them or not, the omegas will learn the details about the human alliance. But if you go before them and tell the truth… then they can make their choice.” 
 
    “Their choice?” Solen growled. 
 
    Tavia nodded. “Which side they want to be on. You’re going to lose some. There’s no getting around it. You already have.” 
 
    “No, my king,” Evaner interrupted. “We cannot admit that we were blindsided by our enemy. The pack will lose respect for you.” 
 
    “A third of the pack has already lost respect,” Tavia argued. “He must take responsibility for this.” 
 
    “The king mustn’t do anything. He’s alpha.” 
 
    “If he wants to be worthy of this pack—” 
 
    “Enough!” Adalai boomed, pulling away from Zelene to pace the room. 
 
    Seconds, minutes, ticked by while we waited for the king’s decision. I would either be leaving this castle for good… or standing with the king while he came clean. Either way, I would have Tavia at my side. 
 
    Adalai turned, facing the window that stared down on the castle garden. “Prepare for an announcement. I will speak to the omegas. Tell them the truth. If they choose to ally with the humans, we will protect the city.” He looked at Zelene. “We must. I won’t have innocent blood on my hands ever again.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen
Tavia 
 
      
 
    “Has Adalai ever gone against his word?” I asked when we got to Dagger’s quarters.  
 
    He leaned against the closed door and raised an eyebrow at me. My wolf rumbled from inside, not only because he looked sexy as hell like that... in fresh dress uniform, all tight leather with his hair in its signature disheveled state, but also because the room smelled like him. His true, earthy, wolfy scent that I wanted to bury my face in and breathe deep, because when I did, I knew all my problems would fade, even if it was only until I exhaled. 
 
    “Come on, don’t tell me you’re going to make me call him His Majesty when it’s just us, alpha.”  
 
    Dagger grinned. “I won’t, but I’d hate for you to slip in public and forget to use it. There are few things the king likes more than his title.” 
 
    “I hope my sister is one of them.” I was still on point, my muscles tingling with the tension of the meeting. “Even more than I worry about His Majesty saying the wrong thing, I worry about The Badlands. You saw how tired everyone is there. They might not see it as enough. I’ve fought so hard because I want the omegas to experience unity. What it feels like to belong somewhere.” 
 
    He pushed himself away from the door, closing the gap between us. Now his heat mingled with that delicious scent. “You belong with me. No matter where, my home is your home too.”  
 
    “You were worried that Adalai would ask you to leave.” At one time, I would’ve rejoiced in Dagger’s failure. But now the thought of it made me feel sick. 
 
    “I’d planned to give my resignation,” he said, brushing his fingers so softly against my cheek. “Leave everything I’d known behind.”  
 
    “But this is your home.” I tried to remember a time when Dagger wasn’t a part of the King’s army, and I couldn’t. He hadn’t always been in charge of the Badlands, but he’d been in the mix. A prominent member of Adalai’s inner circle. “What would you do if you weren’t a soldier?” 
 
    “I would’ve gone with you, to the Badlands, and helped them rebuild.” He had a dreamy look in his eyes, like he’d been thinking about this for a while. My heart swelled. “Or give some of those people a sense of home for the very first time. I have a lot of wrongs to right.” 
 
    “We can still do that.” I closed the gap between us and went up on my tiptoes for a kiss. Our lips met, and he put his hand on the small of my back. I wasn’t sure how long we stayed there like that because time stopped. For the first time in far too long, I wasn’t scared. I wasn’t angry. I wasn’t fighting.  
 
    I didn’t have anything to prove. I was just Tavia, and I was ready to let this man love me.  
 
    Digging my fingers into the shoulders of his soft leather jacket, I parted my lips and welcomed him inside. This kiss felt different because I let myself enjoy it fully, except for that tired voice that told me to beware. That the king could go back on his word, that Dagger could change his mind about what he said. I urged her to put her faith in this soldier. So far, he had not disappointed. 
 
    Without breaking the kiss, he lifted me off my feet and brought me over to the bed. The scent was so strong here, I could get drunk on it. He set me down on the edge and drew away, but came back for another kiss, like he couldn’t get enough of me.  
 
    He had no idea how much I needed that. 
 
    No, that wasn’t true. He did know. He was my mate. Our hearts beat to the same music. 
 
    I parted my legs slightly, inviting him to put his knee between them and push me down on the mattress. It was so soft, softer than anything I’d ever experienced. Somewhere in this castle, Zelene had secured a room for me, but I’d refused to take it. Because I didn’t think I deserved it. My place was in the Badlands. 
 
    “I’ll be right back.” Dagger pressed a kiss to the top of my head before he walked away. My mind flashed to Jacoby, and the expression he wore that I couldn’t identify with when I found him in the human keep. He was content. He had everything he needed. I’d never experienced that before, and I didn’t understand how it was possible until now. 
 
    This whole mate thing was turning me into a big mushy mess.  
 
    Dagger came back with a pile of sheets and blankets. He set them down beside me on the bed. “I want my mate to show me how to make a nest.” 
 
    A nest. For us. In his room. 
 
    Our room? 
 
    “I can do that.” I picked at the buttons on my jacket. “But first we should get rid of these clothes so our scents can mingle.” 
 
    He nodded, mirroring my movements on his own jacket. That first sliver of hard chest sent a ripple of excitement through me. It was so different to doing this out of want instead of desperate need.  
 
    In a way, it was like our first time together.  
 
    When we were both naked, I handed him a sheet. Taking another and unfolding it, I bunched it up, starting at the outer rim of the bed. Dagger joined me, twining the fabric together, bunching it to form a circle around us.  
 
    He placed the blankets, and let me adjust them, studying intently like he was thirsty to learn.  
 
    “I’d explain what I’m doing but I can’t exactly,” I murmured. “I just know when it feels right.” 
 
    His eyes dug into me. “I know exactly what you mean.”  
 
    Dagger crawled onto the bed and laid on his side, head propped up on his hand, watching. His other hand was on that gloriously hard cock. My inner muscles pulsed every time I caught sight of it.  
 
    Giving the blankets one final push, I snuggled beside him. “It’s perfect now.”  
 
    “I want this to feel like your home, Tavia. You’re safe here.”  
 
    “I don’t know about that.” I kissed him, and reached between him so I could put my hand over his on his shaft. His moan vibrated against my naked body. “But I feel safe with you.” 
 
    He pushed me onto my back and his head fell to my chest. His hair tickled my skin and he sucked long and hard on one nipple and then the other. My legs curled around his hips, pulling him down to me which made us both laugh. 
 
    It felt so good. I wanted to share this feeling with all my omegas. Not Dagger, because my mate belonged to me, but this happiness. They didn’t have to go to the human keep to get it. They could stay in Luxoria and live the life they wanted. 
 
    I said a quick prayer that tomorrow’s announcement would be well received. But all thoughts of anything outside this room evaporated as Dagger pushed his cock inside me. Rocking his hips, he thrust urgently, and I loved the way he felt as he moved against my inner muscles, and the swell of his shaft as he knotted me.  
 
    “Someday you’ll be swollen with my baby,” he said as I pulsed around his knot, milking his seed from him. He groaned. “And you’ll teach her to be as fierce as her mama.”  
 
    I had a smart reply, but my orgasm overtook everything, crashing into me like a tidal wave. My body curled off the bed and I gripped the blankets of our nest.  
 
    We lay together panting, recovering from our climax, and the only place to go was down. But maybe, just maybe, there was another way.  
 
    *** 
 
    “Why aren’t you wearing a gown? You don’t have to dress like that anymore.” Zelene frowned at my leather outfit.  
 
    “It makes me feel powerful.” I stood out like a sore thumb among my friends. If it weren’t for the crutches, Zelene would look like someone painted her. Her dress was navy silk that faded to sky blue at the bottom of the full skirt. The jewel on her neck was worth more than what every omega in the Badlands owned combined, but I knew she wasn’t wearing it to flaunt her newfound wealth. It was her way of letting people know that anything was possible. For all of us. 
 
    Which was why I chose the military uniform for the announcement. 
 
    “Where’s Charolet?” I asked. I realized I hadn’t seen her since we returned to Luxoria.  
 
    “She said she wasn’t coming.” Rielle tugged at her emerald green dress. “Said she needs to prepare for the backlash of the king’s speech.” 
 
    “We probably should’ve invited some omegas to stand with us, so it doesn’t look so much like us against them.” Ashla eyed the gathering crowd with trepidation. “What would we have thought about this during The Division?” 
 
    “That whatever the king said would be total bullshit and no matter what, we were on our own.” I sighed, wondering how much had changed. Dagger wasn’t confident about this speech either. But this time, I knew he was on our side. It wouldn’t comfort the girls, but it comforted me. In time, he’d prove himself to them.  
 
    The king’s guard walked out in perfect formation. Three in front of him, and Cassian and Dagger walking behind. No matter what, Adalai was safe. Once they took their places on the balcony, Zelene nodded for us to join them.  
 
    I was proud of her. She was showing the king what it meant to compromise. 
 
    Adalai stepped to the podium. “Citizens of Luxoria, The Badlands, and the lands of the north, east, and western borders, I welcome you. Today we are all one.” 
 
    I eyed Zelene as groans rose from the crowd. “Do you know what he’ll say?” I whispered. 
 
    She nodded. “He wasn’t setting foot on this balcony until I approved the speech.”  
 
    Good girl. Which meant if he went off script, he’d betray us all.  
 
    Adalai cleared his throat. “Recently, we’ve experienced omegas disappearing from their home territory of the Badlands. We had reason to believe these omegas were in danger, and we sent our best men and women—alpha and omega—to bring them home. We were prepared to fight for them.” The crowd seemed to hold their breath. “But we discovered the omegas who reside in the human keep are not in danger. Therefore we’ve allowed them to remain there.” That was a creative take on the truth, but the important thing was that he admitted he was wrong. Alphas—kings—didn’t do that. 
 
    Outrage swelled among the people. Zelene’s eyes grew wide, and Rielle grasped Ashla’s arm. Why did I have a feeling Charolet was down there, leading the charge?  
 
    Adalai waved his hands, signaling for the gathering to quiet, but they didn’t listen. “Luxoria continues to recognize the Badlands as equal,” he ground out, his frustration showing. “If you choose to align with us, you have our protection.” 
 
    With that, he walked away from the podium.  
 
    “Wait a minute,” I said as he passed by my stunned sister, his queen, and her court. “What does that mean for the omegas who choose not to follow him?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen
Dagger 
 
      
 
    I followed the king off the balcony, avoiding Tavia’s stare when we passed by. The sound of unhappy omegas below told me this was going sideways fast. 
 
    Adalai stooped over his desk, fists clenched in frustration. 
 
    “That didn’t go over well,” Evander said. 
 
    “Yes, I’m aware,” the king snapped. 
 
    The queen and her court filed in silently while the chants below demanded change. Zelene went to Adalai, letting her hand fall on his tense shoulder, and I watched as he deflated. I knew the power of the mating bond now. How it could soothe every rough edge, strengthen any weak spots. 
 
    “You have to do better than this,” I said, speaking out of turn for the first time in too long. 
 
    Adalai looked at me, his expression no longer that of a king staring down from lofty places. This time, he was one of us. Just a Weren trying to figure out how to survive in this reality, trying to know the right thing to do. 
 
    “Do you want them to stay?” I continued. “Do you want a unified pack, like you said? That’s what this boils down to.” 
 
    “Of course I do.” 
 
    “Breaking The Division isn’t enough. Telling them they’re no longer servants isn’t enough. Promising things will change… isn’t enough.” 
 
    The king straightened, crossing his arms over his chest. He stared at me, gaze calculating, before he ordered, “Everyone leave us.” 
 
    There was mumbled shock, but they obeyed, slowly filing out of the room. My gaze snagged on Tavia’s concerned expression. I let my eyes take her in, every detail, in case it was my last time to see her. Then I nodded for her to go. 
 
    My gut told me this was a defining moment in our pack. Whatever happened now, decided everything. Because the kingdom wouldn’t survive another half-assed attempt at satisfying the bruised and battered. And if the king meant to have my head as a symbol of his power… if he couldn’t see the value in change… then so be it. I wasn’t afraid to fight for a cause. Or die for it. 
 
    The king was at crossroads, but I’d already made my choice. There were two roads, two possibilities. 
 
    One… 
 
    The omegas would rise up. 
 
    The humans, however temporary, would be their allies. 
 
    And the Kingdom of Luxoria would fall. 
 
    Or two… 
 
    He could be the man who loved an omega. The one who would change for the greater good. Keep his word and put muscle behind it. He could be the greatest king our pack had ever seen. 
 
    “Are you prepared to commit treason, Dagger?” 
 
    I eyed my friend, my king. “If that’s what has to be done, yes.” 
 
    Adalai sighed, looking wistfully toward the balcony. “You gave me such shit over Zelene, and now look at you.” 
 
    “I gave you shit because you broke rules I’d been wanting to break for too long.” This brought his gaze back to me. “I never liked seeing them suffer. A few wrong moves and I could have been on the other side of that gate.” 
 
    “I know. Why do you think I gave you the Badlands post?” 
 
    I frowned. “Because no one else wanted it.” 
 
    He nodded. “But also because you were the most equipped to handle them.” 
 
    The most equipped. “Because of my raising?” 
 
    “Yes.” He sighed, once more looking to the balcony where the chants for justice grew louder. “I don’t understand them. Don’t know how to see things from their point of view. I try. Fuck knows, I try. And not only for Zelene’s sake.” The queen was pregnant with a royal heir. I knew Adalai didn’t want to repeat the mistakes of his father. “But it proves impossible.” 
 
    “It isn’t easy to understand what you haven’t experienced. And no one in this city has been where the omegas have. As low as the omegas have.” 
 
    “No,” the king agreed, “but the humans understand them. They knew what to do, what to say, to appease them. They knew how to procure their loyalty. Tell me, friend, how can a human understand our people better than their own king?” 
 
    I thought about that, but the answer wasn’t an easy one. “Pride doesn’t hold them back. They have nothing to prove.” 
 
    Adalai nodded, eyes narrowed, thinking. “You’re right, Dagger. Giving omegas their freedom wasn’t enough. The humans offered them something that meant more than just breaking chains.” 
 
    My chest burned with the answer I’d known since the very day we faced Renaldo in the human keep. 
 
    “Power,” I whispered. “They made them strong.” 
 
    The king stared at me, and I could see the cogs turning in his mind. “The omegas need their power back.” 
 
    I swallowed the emotion in my throat, feeling like a proud brother watching him learn a hard lesson instead of a disgraced general who might be ending his career. 
 
    “Come with me,” he said, stalking to the balcony and leaving me no choice but to obey. 
 
    Stepping out onto the landing, he headed straight for the microphone without even an ounce of the usual fanfare. Shit, this was dangerous, with only myself to act as guard. I scanned the crowd looking for any threat, but their attention was on the king. 
 
    “I hear your complaints today. Your frustration is warranted. But I’m not done. I have more to say.” The crowd quieted at the unusual announcement. “It’s true that the humans have turned omegas into mutant soldiers for their cause. What none of us knew until now, is that those omegas went willingly.” 
 
    A tumultuous roar rose from the people. No doubt they thought this was just more excuses. Behind us, the office doors flew open and I could hear Evander curse. “What the fuck is he doing?” 
 
    Adalai ignored it all. 
 
    “They went to the humans willingly, out of desperation. Because your cries for help were falling on my deaf fucking ears.” This time, the sounds from below were filled with shocked gasps. “But no more. I’ve promised to bring your missing home. I can’t do that, but there is something I will do.” 
 
    Adalai paused, turning to me. 
 
    “I decree there will no longer be a general over the Badlands. Instead, Dagger and his omega mate, Tavia, will become your representatives. They will speak to your needs, represent the Badlands on the King’s Council. Never again will your grievances go unheard.” 
 
    The hum of surprise flickered over the crowd and I blinked as Adalai’s words finally hit home. I looked around for Tavia. She stared at the king wide-eyed before tearing her gaze away to find me. 
 
    But the king wasn’t done. 
 
    “The first order of business will be rebuilding the Badlands. No more shacks. Our people will be safe. All of our people. Sturdy homes that are comfortable. A boundary for protection from outsiders. Food and gardens aplenty.” 
 
    “Lies!” someone shouted from below. A single voice. One I recognized. Charolet. “Empty promises, as always.” 
 
    Several onlookers nodded, but the rest of the crowd was quiet. 
 
    “King’s Oath,” Adalai boomed. “These things will begin tomorrow, under the direction of your new representatives. As I said before, stay or go. Your choice. But I intend to make the Badlands…” he leaned forward, forgetting the microphone, fists clenched on the iron rail, “… a force to be reckoned with!” 
 
    Roars of approval blazed into the dimming sky. 
 
    “Powerful.” He raised his fist to the air and the crowd grew louder. “Invincible. You’ve more than earned your place among our kingdom. Long live the omegas!” 
 
    I stared at my mate across the space of the balcony. The glow in her eyes was unmistakable. Pride and excitement and love. For her people, but also for me. 
 
    Turning, I found King Adalai staring at me. “You were meant for this,” he said. “This is your place. In between the untouchable royals and the untamable omegas. Your pride in the kingdom and your pride in them, your dual loyalties will serve you well. Serve us all well.” 
 
    For once, the in between didn’t seem like a failure. It didn’t feel like wasted time or hopelessness. It felt right. It felt necessary. 
 
    I’d found my place. 
 
    Bowing my head to the king, I accepted my new position before reaching for Tavia’s hand. I pulled her to my side and faced the crowd below. “Long live the omegas,” she whispered under her breath. 
 
    But I took her words as my own. 
 
    I kissed her hand before lifting it high in the air. “Long live the omegas!” I roared. 
 
    “Long live the omegas!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue
Charolet 
 
      
 
    I’d never get used to seeing Tavia in the uniform of the Royal Army. The leather felt like a second skin to me, and I ripped it off the first chance I got. The ridiculously ornate dresses that Zelene wore to match her crown didn’t suit me, either. 
 
    I was omega to the bone. Give me burlap and linen. 
 
    Not feeling welcome in the castle, I chose to listen to the king’s announcement on the streets, with my people. 
 
    A piece of me missed what used to be. The five of us living together in that horrible shack. I missed my friends, and the unity we shared in fighting the same battle. What were we now? Who were we now? 
 
    I was omega, and they were something else. I wouldn’t ever belong here. 
 
    That was why I was leaving. 
 
    After the announcement that Tavia and Dagger had been appointed to represent the Badlands, she’d come to join her people in the crowd. I waited my turn to hug her. 
 
    Only weeks ago, this declaration would’ve been unimaginable. Dagger, the one we blamed for all our troubles. The king seemed removed, like he didn’t even know the omegas existed. Much less gave a shit about us. But Dagger had listened to our problems and ignored them. He’d had so many chances to prove himself already. 
 
    Tavia would argue he was misunderstood. She’d dreamed of revolution too. But now she was his mate, willing to give him the benefit of the doubt. Let him atone for his sins. 
 
    Not all of us were so forgiving. 
 
    I shifted from foot to foot, feeling anxious. Rielle and Ashla were hogging my girl’s attention. 
 
    “How are you, Char?” Zelene hobbled over to me on her crutches. She’d suffered a broken leg the night she was crowned queen, fighting the mutant wolves that were now apparently no big deal. I’d seen the happy omegas in the human keep with my own eyes, but it didn’t answer the questions of the wolves we knew were taken against their will, and experimented on and sent back to fight against their own people. Jacoby said it was the price of war, but I had trouble believing the people I called friends could so quickly turn on their homeland. 
 
    Perhaps the humans weren’t our enemy after all. Or maybe it was an enemy-of-my-enemy-is-my-friend situation. But something wasn’t adding up on either end, and the problem was the omegas were stuck in the middle. 
 
    When shit hit the fan, it would be omegas that paid the cost. 
 
    “I’m proud of my best friend,” I finally answered Zelene. 
 
    “That’s not what I asked. How are you?” She took another hop closer to me, smiling tentatively. “This is what we dreamed about for so long, laying in the desert and looking up at the sky. Wishing on falling stars.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “You’re so romantic now that you found a mate.” 
 
    “It will happen for you too.” Tavia wiggled in between her sister and me and swallowed me in a hug, rocking me back and forth. “I saw the way Cassian was looking at you in the desert.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat at the mention of his name. Cassian, who smirked when I wore my frustration on my sleeve. Cassian, who fought the scent of Tavia’s heat to prove he wasn’t a letch. Cassian, who looked really damn fine in leather pants. 
 
    Cassian, Cassian, Cassian… 
 
    No, I couldn’t be swayed. I’d made my decision. I could find a mate anywhere… 
 
    But you only have one fated mate. Oh, shut up, wolf. My mind was made up. 
 
    “You were high on your heat,” I said, brushing off the implication. Mine was approaching too. I couldn’t bear the thought of another heat in that horrible bunker, praying I beat the omega wolves to safety. “You thought everyone looked good.” 
 
    Tavia pulled back, but she didn’t let me go. “I’ve got big plans, Char. All the stuff we’ve been talking about for so long. Now it can be real. We can rebuild the Badlands. Anyone who’s interested in staying, we can make sure they have a good job with real pay. We’ll open food stands with fresh food. Not scraps from the castle. And no more gruel.” She made a gagging face and then eyed me suspiciously. “Why aren’t you excited about this.” 
 
    “I want to go back to the human keep.” I’d rehearsed saying those words so many times in my head. Like, pretty much the whole time I followed her and Dagger back to the Badlands. 
 
    “But Char, you’ll be my right-hand woman. No one will fight harder for the Badlands than us.” 
 
    “That’s exactly it. I’m tired of fighting.” Tears stung my eyes. No, I couldn’t cry. It would start a chain reaction and I wouldn’t put Tavia at a disadvantage by looking weak in front of the skeptical people she’d promised to lead. “I can’t stop thinking about Jacoby. How happy he was. How he didn’t want to come back. And I can’t lie, if you didn’t start your heat in the human keep, I might’ve stayed there.” 
 
    Was I making a mistake? Was the human keep as safe as it seemed? 
 
    “Will you give the new Badlands a chance?” Tavia asked. “If you’re not happy here, you’re free to go. You’re free to go now, but I can’t imagine doing this without you, Char. We’ve been through so much.” 
 
    “You’re gonna be great.” My voice cracked, and I hugged her again. We didn’t need words. When I opened my eyes, I caught Cassian watching us. 
 
    I’d ignore the warm feeling low in my belly. I knew what it meant. I had to get to safety. Soon. I narrowed my eyes in challenge to make him blink first. Instead, he winked and waved. 
 
    Cocky alpha. 
 
    Tavia sighed heavily. “If you love something, set it free.” She waved her hand in front of her eyes. I didn’t expect her to be so broken up over my announcement. 
 
    “There are mutant wolves,” I reminded her. “And I don’t believe all the omegas left willingly. I have to go and see for myself. I need to do this. Please understand.” 
 
    “Dagger and I will make sure no one else leaves against their will.” She gave me one last hug. “I won’t hold you back. If you need anything, you come to me first. I’ll move heaven and earth to make it happen. And you always have a home in the Badlands. Always.” 
 
    “I know.” I pulled away from her. If I was going to have the guts to do this, I had to go now. “I want to see what else there is for us. Maybe things will change around here. Or maybe I’ll find a real haven for our people. A place we can thrive.” 
 
    Tavia frowned. “I understand. You want to see if you can be more than an omega.” 
 
    Nope, that wasn’t it at all. But it wasn’t something I could explain. It was something inside me that needed answers. 
 
    I squeezed Tavia’s hand. 
 
    “Omegas will change the world,” I said, finding her gaze and digging deep so she would hear the truth. “It’s already begun.” 
 
      
 
    *******  
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading HIS DEFIANT OMEGA. We hope you enjoyed Dagger and Tavia’s story as much as we enjoyed writing it! 
 
    Charolet and Cassian’s story is the next book in The Royal Omegas series! 
 
    One-click to keep reading now!https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07XH6CJ2Q  
 
    *******  
 
    HIS REBELLIOUS OMEGA 
 
    A mutinous omega will challenge this royal alpha’s loyalties…

I might have a reputation around the Badlands as a troublemaker. I've spent years fighting for justice, but our new arrangement with the royals isn't exactly what I had in mind.

For years, we thought omegas were being abducted and taken to the Human Keep. I recently discovered they’ve gone there by their own will, and they’re thriving. I wonder if I’d be better off leaving the royal court behind and joining them.

When Cassian catches me stealing a military vehicle to make my getaway, he should’ve thrown me into the dungeons and forgotten about me.

Instead, he helps me. The alpha shows me a side of him that I’ve never seen before. One that I can’t live without.

When we get to the Human Keep, we discover a truth that will change the lives of everyone in Luxoria. Will Cassian stay loyal to our covert mission, even if it could cost him his title and possibly his life? 
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    ABOUT THE AUTHORS 
 
    P. Jameson likes to spend her time daydreaming, and then rearranging those dreams into heartstring-pulling stories of trial and triumph. Paranormal is her jam, so you’re sure to find said stories full of hot alpha males of the supernatural variety. She lives next door to the great Rocky Mountains with her husband and kids, who provide her with plenty of writing fodder. 
 
    You can sign up for newsletter updates here: http://eepurl.com/3s00L 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kristen Strassel is far cooler than she'll make herself sound in this bio. She enjoys spending time with the voices in her head—nudging the characters toward those bad decisions and seeing if she can get them a happily ever after. When she's not writing, she's often still in the land of make-believe—doing makeup for film and television. And when she's not doing any of that, she enjoys making her house look like a Pinterest board, watching football, and road trips to the middle of nowhere.  You can sign up for newsletter updates here: http://bit.ly/2Fbfrjc  
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