
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    An omega in trouble will force this alpha general to confront his past…
After the humans duped me on a rebellious trip to the Keep, I’ve been placed in the care of one of the king’s generals. Now I’m in more danger than ever. The humans wiped my memory and tried to change what it means to be an omega.
But I’m stronger than that.
With his medical background, Evander should be the perfect alpha to help me recover. His astute gaze and thoughtful manners almost make me forget he’s a brutal alpha. I don’t want him around, but there’s something familiar about the way he looks at me.
As he helps me recover, I realize he plays a bigger role in my past than I ever expected. With Luxoria in peril, he’ll have to trust me with the trust to keep me and the rest of the omegas safe.
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Chapter One
Evander 
 
      
 
    Three years after the establishment of The Division, under the reign of King Alpha Gregor… 
 
      
 
    She was missing. The little omega that watched me through the gap in the wall. I hadn’t seen her in a week. Not since the beating my trainer gave me for being late to battle practice. I sucked in a deep breath, my ribs still smarting from the incident. It wasn’t the worst punishment I’d received, and my father had warned the other alpha not to do it again. Now, I just needed time to heal. 
 
    I searched the wall again, finding the gap where a fist sized rock was missing, but only dim light from the setting sun shone through. No dusty skin that accompanied a sad eye. 
 
    Where was she? 
 
    I’d grown used to having her around. Especially since my father wouldn’t let me play with the other wolflings my age. Not unless we were sparring with the trainer, and that wasn’t for play. That was for learning how to go to war with the humans. Education and skills will get you through life, boy, my father always said. Fun has nothing to do with it. 
 
    But my father didn’t know about her. Little omega. My only friend. 
 
    At first, she only watched me play or practice fighting moves, and I pretended she wasn’t there. We didn’t talk, but I knew she was omega by how dirty the small patch of skin around her eye was. 
 
    And because she was on the wrong side of the wall that separated our kind. 
 
    Day after day, that single green eye peeked through at me, watching, until I came to expect her there every evening. I began to notice how her little eye would light up and crinkle around the edge like she was grinning. It mostly happened when I messed up a move or tripped over my own feet. So, I began doing it on purpose, just to see if I could make her laugh. 
 
    One day, it worked… 
 
    I froze as a giggle drifted over from the wall. It sounded like bubbles popping, and was the strangest thing I’d ever heard. She sounded very young. Maybe six. So a few years younger than me. Turning my head to find her exactly where I knew she’d be, she gasped as our eyes caught. 
 
    “I see you,” I warned. She didn’t move except to blink as I came closer to the gap. Brave, but I already knew that. “What are you doing peeking through at me like this?” I stopped at the gap and crouched low to meet her eye to eye. 
 
    Blink. Blink, blink. 
 
    “If you can laugh, you can talk.” 
 
    Moments passed before she uttered a small, “yes.” 
 
    “Thought so. What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Just watching,” she said softly. 
 
    “Are you at least learning any good moves watching me?” 
 
    She shook her head and I frowned. “My guardian teaches me different moves. Ones that can beat yours.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. Doubtful. “Do you plan on fighting in the omega wars?” 
 
    Her head moved up and down with a nod, but her single eye turned sad. “How about you?” 
 
    I sighed, hating that it was almost my time. “Don’t have a choice, you know. I’m alpha.” 
 
    “I knew you must be,” she murmured. “You don’t seem like a beta.” 
 
    As an alpha, I would spend two more years training before interning under the soldiers in one of the four territories. Then I would be assigned guard duty for several years before seeing my first battles. Some males couldn’t wait to hit the battle field, but I would rather be in my father’s office, training under him to be a doctor. He said there would be time for that later, after I’d served the kingdom. 
 
    Little Omega cleared her throat. “I don’t think you’re supposed to be talking to me.” 
 
    I laughed at her concern. “I don’t think you’re supposed to be at the wall.” 
 
    Her eye lowered. “True.” 
 
    “How about this, you keep my secret, and I’ll keep yours. That way we can still find time to laugh.” 
 
    When she looked up, her eye shone with excitement. “Okay. Deal.” 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    From then on, she came to the gap daily. Sometimes I would tell her something funny that happened in the castle where my father was the physician to the king. Sometimes she’d tell me about the shack she shared with four other young females and their guardian, a strong woman who fought in the wars. But always, Little Omega was there, in the gap. 
 
    Until the beating. 
 
    I kicked a rock in frustration and watched it skitter across the yard. Slumping to the ground, I propped my arms on my knees and blew out a breath. Maybe she was never coming back. Maybe my friend was gone. 
 
    Worst of all, maybe it was for the best. 
 
    I’d begun to wonder how long we could keep meeting before we got caught. And if we did continue, one day I would be fighting her people and she would be fighting mine. How would we stay friends then? 
 
    I looked toward the gap once again, expecting to see nothing but fading light. Except this time, she was there. I blinked to make sure I wasn’t seeing things. She said nothing and I didn’t move, unsure if I should approach or if it would scare her off. I decided to give it a try. She hadn’t backed away that first day, why would she now. 
 
    “Where have you been, Little Omega?” I stood to pace back and forth in front of the gap, each pass bringing me closer to the wall. 
 
    “Home.” 
 
    “Home. All this time? It’s been a week.” 
 
    I caught her nod from the corner of my eye.  
 
    “I was scared,” she admitted. “Did someone find out about us? Is that why…” 
 
    My stomach twisted with the memory of the beating. I’d known she was watching through the opening. Knew she saw me, unable to fight off my trainer, forced to take his punishment without crying. The alpha in me hated her for it, but I knew that wasn’t right. I couldn’t hate her for witnessing my weakness. Besides, nothing that happened to me inside these walls was worse than what would happen in war. I had to take it with my chin up, my pride intact. 
 
    “The beating was for tardiness. I missed my last training session that day.” 
 
    Through the gap, I could see her eye fill with tears. “Because of me?” 
 
    “No,” I spat. “Not because of you.” If she thought I’d taken a beating for her, she might cry more. 
 
    “Why then?” 
 
    We’d been having so much fun that day. I’d taught her some jokes. Ones my father told me about doctors and their patients. And she laughed that bubbly sound until I’d lost track of time. 
 
    “I forgot, okay? Look, it doesn’t matter.” I paced closer, trying to keep my thoughts straight. She was here, and I wanted her to be, but I didn’t need her questioning me. It only made me feel more confused. 
 
    “I’m sorry, alpha.” Her voice sounded painful and struck at my chest right where my heart thumped. “I’ll go now. Won’t come back again. Just wanted to know you were okay.” 
 
    Her face disappeared from the gap, and something inside me panicked. I gave up my pacing and dove for the wall, landing on my knees by the opening to peer through. “Wait! Omega, wait.” I held my breath waiting for her to return but seconds passed and my breath came faster. What was wrong with me? “Come back,” I demanded. 
 
    Suddenly, her face slipped back into place in the gap and I let out a relieved breath. 
 
    “You can’t just leave like that.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because. I’ve been waiting for you every day for a week.” 
 
    Her dark eyebrow slanted over her eye. “You don’t hate me?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I don’t want to get you in trouble.” Her words trembled, telling me just how frightened she’d been. 
 
    “You won’t. We’ll be more careful.” 
 
    She was silent for a long time. I hated not knowing what she was thinking. 
 
    “Well, okay,” she said finally. “If you still want to be friends with me.” 
 
    Friends. We’d never said it out loud like that before. An alpha, friends with an omega. It shouldn’t be. It was wrong. My father would say it was treasonous. But my little omega friend hadn’t harmed the king like those before her did. Her only mistake was being born to them. How could that make her horrible? 
 
    It didn’t. She was my friend, said it herself. I wouldn’t let anyone take this away. 
 
    “We will always be friends. No matter what anyone says. Let’s promise.” 
 
    “A-are you sure?” Her voice was so small and I hated that she heard me get beat. Hated even more that it had frightened her away. I needed to make sure she would come back. 
 
    “I’m sure. Stick your pinky through the gap. We’re going to swear on it.” 
 
    There was only a slight hesitation before her small finger poked through the opening. Dirt was caked around her nail, and it was the only indication that we were different. I hooked my own sparkling clean one around hers and squeezed. 
 
    “I swear to always be here, in the gap between our worlds, and to be your friend for always. Now you say it.” 
 
    “I…” She sighed and I leaned forward to hear her better. “I swear to be here, in the gap, and to be your friend…” 
 
    “For always.” 
 
    “For always,” she agreed. 
 
    Reluctantly, I released her finger and it disappeared through the wall, quickly replaced by her blinking eye. 
 
    “What now?” she asked. 
 
    “Now, we go on like nothing ever happened. We pretend the beating never happened.” 
 
    I watched her eye grow watery again. Shouldn’t have mentioned the beating. 
 
    “Your eye is bruised,” she murmured. “Does it hurt?” 
 
    “No.” It wasn’t easy to lie to her, but I didn’t want her to worry. “It’s fine. Tell me what you did today, little omega.” 
 
    She sniffed, pulling away from the gap to smear her grubby hand across her cheek, wiping away a tear. “It was a hard day. My guardian was hurt in battle. The others say she’ll be okay, but I’m scared. And there wasn’t enough dinner for us all. It was my turn to skip. But I got extra water, so that’s a good thing.” 
 
    She was hungry. Hungry and scared. I didn’t like it. I wanted her to be happy like she was the first day we talked. I thought of the leftover lunch in my bag. I should give it to her. 
 
    I looked over my shoulder, half expecting the trainer to find me here again and do worse than he’d already done. And if I was caught sharing food… with an omega… 
 
    I squeezed my eyes closed, trying to forget the feel of full grown fists pummeling my gut. 
 
    But the urge to see to her needs overrode my self-preservation. Omega or not, she was my friend. She was hungry and I could do something about it. 
 
    “I have something for you,” I whispered through the gap. “You can’t tell anyone.” 
 
    I watched her eye grow brighter, and I knew I was doing the right thing. 
 
    “For me? Is it something you made? Sometimes one of the older ones will find a button or rock and color a face on it, then I can use it to play.” 
 
    Curiosity got the best of me. “What do you play?” 
 
    “Family.” The way she said it, I could tell she was smiling. “Family is my favorite game. There’s a rock father and a button mother, and two tiny buttons for the babies. They were too small to paint faces on, so we called them babies. I even have an old can to use as a little house. But… what do you have for me, alpha?” 
 
    “Nothing like that.” 
 
    “Oh.” She waited. “Well, whatever it is, I’ll love it. Because we’re friends and anything you give me will be very special.” 
 
    I lowered my gaze, suddenly wishing I had anything else to offer besides some stale bread and cheese, even though she would likely be just as thrilled to have food. Maybe even more so. Still, I wished I had something special for her to play with while she was alone in her shack. 
 
    Later. I would bring her something like that later. 
 
    Digging in my bag, I found the scraps from the lunch I hadn’t finished. The meal had been more than I needed, and I didn’t think twice about wasting it. I would never waste food again, I decided. Not when little omega was on the other side of the wall hungry. 
 
    “Here,” I said, holding a piece of bread up to the gap. “It’s bread from the castle. You can have it.” 
 
    Her eye blinked but she didn’t reach through to take it. 
 
    “You’re giving me food?” 
 
    “Yes. You’re hungry, right?”  
 
    Her eye moved enough to let me know she was nodding.  
 
    “So take it. I have cheese too. It’s good for you.” 
 
    There was a long hesitation before she said, “I can’t.” 
 
    “Of course you can.” I frowned when she shook her head. 
 
    “My guardian says castle leftovers are poisoned so we can’t eat them. I’d get sick.” 
 
    My stomach clenched at the idea. Poison the leftovers. Was that true? It couldn’t be. Food that was going to no one, and it was poisoned to keep it out of omega hands. The King Alpha wouldn’t be that unfair… would he? 
 
    I looked over my shoulder again, just to make sure we were still alone. “Listen, little omega. This food is straight from my bag. It was my lunch, but I didn’t finish it. So I know this isn’t poisoned. I would never do that.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t?” Her voice trembled. I wanted her to believe me. 
 
    “No. Never.” 
 
    “Because we’re friends?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Her sigh told me she was relieved. “I’m really glad we’re friends, alpha.” 
 
    “Me too.” It was true, but admitting it made me uncomfortable. It was forbidden. 
 
    “I wish all alphas were as nice as you. I would like it if the grown-ups could get along like we do.” 
 
    “I would like that too. Now eat. I’ll need to go soon.” 
 
    Dirty fingers grabbed the morsel of bread that I offered. “Thank you,” she said before hungrily attacking it. 
 
    I watched through the gap as she ate, reminding me of a snarling animal. When she finished, I passed her the cheese. 
 
    “You can’t tell anyone,” I warned. “We will both get in trouble if you do.” 
 
    Her eye met mine through the opening and she nodded. “I won’t tell a soul.” 
 
    “I have to go now, little omega. Remember our vow. Friends.” 
 
    “Yes. Friends.” 
 
    “Goodbye.” 
 
    “Goodbye, alpha.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two
Rielle 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t move my arms. What the hell? My head was pounding and it felt much heavier than the rest of my body.  
 
    Another tug. Nothing. 
 
    I let out a scream when I realized there was a network of wires running from my body into a wall. Bags hung above my head, feeding the wires, and bigger machines displayed numbers, but I had no idea why they were there or what they meant. 
 
    “Char.” My voice creaked as I called out for my best friend. My throat was dry as the desert we’d crossed to get to the Human Keep. Was I still there? I didn’t recognize this room. I could’ve been anywhere. 
 
    My heart skipped a beat when I realized I didn’t remember anything that happened after we showed up unannounced in the Keep. I’d made the trip with Charolet and Cassian, a reluctant alpha who looked at Char like the sun rose and set at her command.  
 
    He’d only disappoint her. But since she looked at him the same way--not that she’d ever admit it--she wouldn’t listen. She never did.  
 
    “Charolet!” I put everything I had into my call, pulling against the restraints. They didn’t hurt, but they were strong. Whoever wanted to keep me here also wanted to keep me in one piece. 
 
    What happened to my friend? She’d been challenged by omegas who escaped from the Badlands under the promise of a better life. At least, that was how she talked me into going there with her. We’d spend our whole lives fighting for something better. Zelene and Tavia had found a better life, mating with alphas, but I had a bad feeling Charolet and I weren’t so lucky. 
 
    Calling her name one more time, I was only answered by the echo of my own voice against the thick walls. Just that little bit of effort zapped my energy, and I wasn’t sure what was going on in my stomach.  
 
    Not good. Not good at all. 
 
    “Cassian?” No, he wouldn’t be here. I remembered him being shot. More by the horrible sound of it than the vision. But then I remembered him on a stretcher, and his blood staining the ground below him. So much blood.  
 
    Did they shoot me too?  
 
    My friends could be dead, and I could be a prisoner. 
 
    I closed my eyes for a long blink, but I refused to surrender to unconsciousness. I had to get back to Luxoria. We’d left a military vehicle on the edge of the Keep. If Charolet had figured out how to drive it, I could too. 
 
    Then I remembered the refugee omegas that were crossing the desert on foot and wondered if there was even a Badlands to return to. 
 
    The door creaked open and I froze. There was nowhere I could go, tied to the bed in this strange room. For a moment, I wondered if I would be better off playing dead. 
 
    No. That was what everyone wanted from the omegas for too long. I couldn’t give them what they wanted. 
 
    A huge man walked in, his shadow darkening the room. I blinked, trying to place him. He was familiar to me.  
 
    Alpha.  
 
    Not necessarily a good sign. 
 
    “Good to see you awake, Rielle.” In true alpha fashion, he didn’t look at me. He was more concerned with the readings on the machines than the omega that was producing that data. 
 
    “How long was I asleep?” Asleep sounded much less scary than the alternatives, like unconscious or comatose.  
 
    “Almost a month,” the alpha said. “We put you into a medically induced coma so we could monitor the effects of the serum on your body. There were risks involved, but you woke up when we expected you to. Your preliminary levels look good so far, but you’ll need a more thorough examination to see if there are lasting effects from your ordeal.” 
 
    “Could you repeat that, but in English this time?” I couldn’t let him know how scared I was. Everything after the word coma was a blur. “And maybe tell me who you are?” 
 
    He looked at me for the first time and frowned. He was one of the king’s generals. I remembered him now, but his name still escaped me. He had dark, wavy hair and a closely clipped beard. Wide shoulders. And I had a feeling he was the one who smelled good. I’d been lying in this bed for a week, so it certainly wasn’t me. That spicy scent hadn’t been there before he walked in.  
 
    Our gazes locked, and my heart stuttered so hard in my chest one of the machines protested. 
 
    “I’m Evander. General Evander. Right hand to King Adalai. This is a medical observation center in the northern territory. I’m trained as a medic and mostly tend to the soldiers when not doing weapons research. However, your injuries are war casualties, so I’ve taken charge of your care.” 
 
    “Are we at war with the humans?” There was always tension, but leave it to Charolet and me to start a full blown war. 
 
    He hesitated. “The answer to that is complicated.”  
 
    That was ominous. “What about Charolet?” 
 
    “She asked about you first too.” That got a sideways smile out of him. “She’s perfectly well. Feisty as ever.” 
 
    “Cassian?” 
 
    “He fully recovered from his injuries.” 
 
    “But I didn’t.” I certainly didn’t feel like myself. 
 
    “Not fully. Not yet.” Evander sighed. “I’m pleased with your progress so far.” 
 
    He talked about me like I was an experiment. Not a shifter, and definitely not like him. But I was still tied to this bed and he was the only person who’d answered my cries. Over the years, I’d become an expert at swallowing my frustration, which was usually followed by a chaser of disappointment. 
 
    Another tug on the restraints. This time, I dislodged one of the wires attached to me. I cried out from the sting, mad at myself for showing weakness. 
 
    Evander flipped the sheet away from my body, frowning as he fastened the contraption into my skin with a quick pinch. It didn’t hurt as much when he did it. Pulling away, he stared at the bed, his mouth agape. 
 
    I frowned as his hand darted forward and slowly lifted to dangle my prized possession in front of me. A necklace made from a long leather string. The medallion at the end was worthless to anyone except me. It was just an old button, but it had come from an alpha’s military uniform. 
 
    My heart slammed against my chest. I shouldn’t have it, and he knew it as much as I did. 
 
    “Where did you get this?” he asked, his voice a low growl. 
 
    I’d had it since I was a little girl, when I made friends with an alpha boy who trained close to the wall that separated Luxoria and the Badlands. There was a crack in the wall, just big enough that I could spy on him with one eye. He caught me watching him, and I thought I would be in so much trouble. That he’d make me go away. But instead, he told me funny jokes, and brought me food because I’d told him I was hungry. I thought he was a prince, and prayed he’d save me from all the horrible changes that were happening in my homeland every day. That someday, I’d live in the big castle that loomed over the Badlands as his princess.  
 
    But instead, I found the hole in the wall patched one day, and the only proof that it wasn’t all a figment of my imagination was a button. The same one that had fallen from my neck to the bed, and now hung in the alpha’s grip. 
 
    I never saw my prince again, but I never let go of my dream. When Zelene married King Adalai, I’d moved with her and lived in the castle. But I was no one’s princess.  
 
    “A friend gave it to me.” 
 
    “A friend,” he scoffed. Alphas and omegas were many things but they were never friends. 
 
    “Am I being held prisoner?” I asked. The old button couldn’t possibly be angering him this much. But if it was, and he’d known about it before now, it could be the reason for all the restraints. 
 
    “We restrained you for your own safety.” He muttered, as if it was obvious. But mostly, he scowled at my necklace, like I’d taken the button from him personally. 
 
    “Untie me.” 
 
    “Not until I know you’re not a danger to yourself,” he grumbled and then stalked out of my room. With my necklace.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three
Evander 
 
      
 
    “You don’t have to be afraid. I’ll always be waiting for you. Here, in the gap.” 
 
    I stared at the thin leather cord clenched in my fist as memories ricocheted in my skull. I couldn’t loosen my grip no matter how hard I tried. As though it might disappear if I did. I blinked, letting my gaze fall to the pendant that hung from the cord. It wasn’t an actual pendant, but rather a large metal button with the king’s insignia imprinted on the surface. The king before the one I served now. Adalai’s father, the creator of The Division that so brutally separated our people many years ago. 
 
    But none of that was what had my fingers locked around the cord. It was the memories this button brought back… and the fact that it had been worn around the neck of the female I’d been trying to ignore for months. 
 
    Rielle. 
 
    The dark haired beauty was an omega who used to work in the castle kitchens, and although the king and other alpha generals had mated omegas, I had done much to distance myself from that faction of the pack. To put a barrier larger than any wall between myself and them. Something that couldn’t be easily breached. 
 
    This fucking button was why. 
 
    I stood just outside the door to Rielle’s room, trying to catch my breath. I’d lost control in there, and I never lost control. Over the years, I had perfected the discipline taught to me as a wolfling. I was cool and calculated. I said the right things and kept an emotional distance from anything and everything that rivaled none other. It was how I became King Adalai’s second in command. When I killed, I did it methodically. When I fought, it was with precision. When I rutted, it was out of necessity to calm my inner beast. 
 
    But I never, never lost control. Never let myself feel too much. 
 
    I pushed off from the wall. I needed a drink. 
 
    The facility was empty tonight, and had been mostly so ever since I brought Rielle here from the Human Keep. The only people allowed inside were betas who knew more than I did about medicine. Doctors, not unlike my father, except they didn’t work for the castle. They worked for me. 
 
    My hand shook as I found a bottle of strong brew from the cabinet in the small sterile kitchen. There was a backup bottle in my quarters, but this one was closer. I put the rim straight to my lips, my eyes never leaving the cord that was clenched in my fist as I swigged. 
 
    Little Omega. 
 
    I’d never forgotten her. My first real friend… and my last. Many times over the years, I’d wondered what became of her, knew it was possible she was nearby, even within the castle. I’d even let myself believe that her life was as hard as it was always destined to be. Or worse, that she hadn’t survived it at all. 
 
    Yeah, I let myself think that a lot. Because it hurt. And I deserved to hurt for what I’d done so long ago. 
 
    “You don’t have to be afraid. I will always be waiting for you. Here, in the gap.” 
 
    I made that promise to her when I was too young to keep it. 
 
    Standing there, in the kitchen, memories of the past assaulted me… 
 
    I paced near the wall, practicing my dagger work while I waited for Little Omega to show. She was usually waiting for me when I finished with studies, but tonight, she was late. Years had passed since our first encounter at the gap. How we’d never been caught was a mystery to me. I guess the small yard behind the castle physician’s quarters wasn’t under much suspicion. 
 
    I glanced at the hole in the wall again. Still no eyeball, and the sky was turning pink with the sunset. Twisting, I jabbed the air with my dagger, practicing the new move that was meant to be deadly to my opponent. According to my trainer, if performed correctly, it would slice cleanly through the carotid before they could move to defend themselves. I repeated the move twice, grunting with effort as I drove the knife home in my imaginary foe. 
 
    A soft sniffle pulled my attention to the gap. There she was. Finally. 
 
    I moved closer, glancing over my shoulder to make sure nobody watched. “You’re late,” I said, sitting on the ground perpendicular to her so it didn’t appear that I was talking to the wall. Any onlooker would assume I was muttering to myself. 
 
    “I almost didn’t come at all.” Her voice was quiet but her words struck irrational fear in me and I jerked my gaze to hers. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    She didn’t answer, but I knew something was wrong by the way her eyelid was rimmed in deep red. Over these few years, her eyelashes had grown longer. Darker. The deep green of her iris was normally streaked with lighter brown, but now it was framed in pink. She’d been crying, and it wasn’t something she did often these days. 
 
    “What’s happened?” 
 
    She blinked, keeping her eyes closed for several breaths before she croaked, “My guardian is dead.” 
 
    “Dead?” The word caught in my throat and my stomach tumbled. I knew people died in the war, had been told to prepare for it. But the concept wasn’t something I could understand. In the castle, I’d never seen a dead person. Only sick ones, and only occasionally. 
 
    “She’s gone,” Little Omega whispered. “We’re all alone now.” 
 
    Four females, the oldest just sixteen. Five years older than me. Who would take care of Little Omega? 
 
    A protective instinct rose in my chest, and at the same time, the acrid feeling of defeat. Because how could I fix any of this for her?  
 
     I couldn’t. 
 
    “How?” My voice was nothing more than a rasp. 
 
    “In battle.” 
 
    “With the humans?” I asked, hopeful. 
 
    There was a long hesitation before she shook her head and my heart sank all the way to my boots. Alpha soldiers had done this. I couldn’t breathe. 
 
    I knew King Gregor had reason not to trust the omegas. I knew all the things we were taught about them being traitors. I even understood the need for separation, although I hated it. But my omega—my friend—had done nothing wrong. She wasn’t a traitor. She was simply born to the wrong class of shifters. Why did she have to suffer? 
 
    I hated this feeling inside my chest. It burned. As if I wasn’t breathing oxygen anymore but flames instead. I hated it so much, that for the first time, I actually wished she hadn’t come. I wished I didn’t know of her guardian’s death. 
 
    I stood and paced the lawn, trying to wrangle the feelings I couldn’t escape. Disgust, fear. And anger. So much anger. At the kingdom that separated us. At my future. Even at Little Omega for sharing her bad news. 
 
    I was angry at the world with no way to take my revenge on it. 
 
    “What will happen to you now?” I asked without looking her way. 
 
    “The others say we will make it. The oldest will start work in the castle tomorrow. And soon, the others can too. I’m still too young, but I can help keep our home tidy until it’s my time.” 
 
    Her time. Even that twisted my stomach. 
 
    A growl rolled up my throat. Was there nothing I could do? Perhaps I could speak to my father… and ask him what? Tell him what? An omega died in the wars and the children in her care are all alone, without anyone to care for them. An omega, he’d scoff. Serves them right. 
 
    The weight of the dagger in my hand felt heavy with dread. I stared down at it, realizing for the first time exactly what it meant. 
 
    I was to become an alpha soldier. 
 
    I was to fight in the wars. 
 
    I was to kill unruly omegas and enemy humans. 
 
    Dropping the dagger, it clattered to the ground and I shook my hand as if I could get the poison of my future off of it. I looked at the gap where Little Omega stared back at me, eye wide. 
 
    Slowly, I walked back to her, kneeling by the wall. “I hate them for this.” 
 
    “You can’t,” she argued. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “You’ll be one of them someday. Soon, even.” Fresh tears watered in her eye as her gaze fell to my dagger. She knew the same truth I did. Being younger didn’t shield her from it. 
 
    “Are you afraid?” I wanted so badly to reach through the gap and touch her face. Maybe the connection would soothe the ache in me as much as it would comfort her. 
 
    She nodded, and I had the feeling she didn’t admit it to anyone else. For the others, she put on a brave face, but for me… the wall protected her. She didn’t need a brave face. 
 
    “You don’t have to be afraid. I won’t ever hurt you.” 
 
    “One day you might. One day, I will come here and you’ll be gone to where all the soldiers go.” 
 
    I shook my head. I wouldn’t. Somehow, I would find a way to avoid the fighting. 
 
    “This is our space, omega. I will always be here, waiting for you. In the gap.” 
 
    “You promise?” Her eye lit with so much hope, and I felt it too, deep in my chest putting out the fire that lived there only moments ago. If we could be friends, here, now… then someday, our people could make amends and we wouldn’t have to hide anymore. Hurt anymore. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Always friends,” she whispered. 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    I slammed the liquor bottle on the counter and pushed it away. My fingers ached with how hard they held onto the corded button. The burning in my chest was back, just like that day so long ago. Along with the anger. 
 
    One week after my omega’s guardian was killed, my father informed me the king was sending me to the outposts to begin prepping for my term in the army. I had begged for more time, pleaded with my father for more medical classes. Wasn’t it important that I could serve the army with scientific expertise? But there was no getting around the king’s orders. 
 
    I cried in the showers that night. Cried for what I was losing, my only friend. Cried for what I would become, her enemy. Cried for what I would do. Serve my kingdom. 
 
    Later, after everyone had gone to bed, I dug into my bottom dresser drawer and retrieved the small metal object that I’d been saving to give Little Omega on her birthday. With my sleeve, I’d polished it to a shine and sat next to the hole in the wall, imagining how her eyes would light up when she found it… but only for a moment before… 
 
    I remembered gathering the rest of the supplies I needed. Water, cement, a small rock to plug the hole. All while willing myself to be brave. Then I’d pushed the silver button through the crack in the wall, hoping that one day, she would understand my final gift to her. 
 
    With the cement and tools from the garden shack, I did the only fair thing to do. It was the only way to not hurt her more. To not prolong a friendship that could never survive what our world would put it through. 
 
    I closed the gap, sealing her out of my life forever. 
 
    Or so I thought. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four
Rielle 
 
      
 
    Evander didn’t come back after he took my necklace. Instead, he sent nurses and technicians to deal with me.  
 
    I hadn’t felt so omega since the day I’d found the button. It had been dropped through a hole in the wall that separated the Badlands from Luxoria. I was just a little girl then, and I didn’t understand what was actually on the other side. I thought I’d found a secret, magical land. An oasis where things were fair and there was a way out of the hell of my daily life. 
 
    And the prince who would make the fighting stop. Someday he’d break the wall down, and invite me into his home. I imagined it was full of food and soft things. Once I was there, I’d never be afraid again. 
 
    The same day the button appeared, the hole was gone. Someone had patched it up. I never saw my prince again. 
 
    That's what I got for dreaming. 
 
    There was a knock on the door, and a nurse came in. Like with my prince, I stopped expecting Evander to be on the other side.  
 
    I didn’t even know why I cared.  
 
    The nurse who came to tend to me was beta. She had a sparkle in her eye and a glow to her skin. Hope. Her name was Kathryn, and I liked her, because she answered all my questions and she didn’t treat me like an omega. Eventually, she’d decided that I was no longer a danger to myself and untied me from the bed. But I had no idea how long it had been since I woke from my coma. It felt like days, but none of the other omegas had come to see me. If I was really in the northern territory like Evander said, why hadn’t they come to visit. 
 
    Once again, I was a little girl staring at a wall that had been freshly repaired, wondering why I’d been left behind. 
 
    “How are you feeling today, Rielle?” Nurse Kathryn asked. 
 
    “Good, but I’m still a little disoriented.”  I sat up too fast, trying to be brave, and was rewarded with a dizzy spell. “I think it’s because I’ve been in this room for too long.” 
 
    She nodded. “I agree. How would you like to take a walk around the facility? I’ll be with you, of course, and we’ll have to keep you hooked up to the machine to monitor your vitals to make sure your body is ready to handle the increase in activity.” 
 
    What the hell had I gone through in the Keep? For years, I’d worked tirelessly in the castle kitchen, and when my shift ended, I’d worked in the Badlands, helping to build heat bunkers to keep female omegas safe. The ones we had were old and damaged by omega males who’d been overcome by our scent trying to break in. We had to protect ourselves against our own kind too. The new ones had to be bigger and better. For so long, I had to be strong to survive, and now this medical professional doubted I was ready to take a walk. 
 
    It scared me, but I wouldn’t let her know it. 
 
    “I’d love to.” I’d fight off any dizzy spell if it meant a little freedom. “After that, will you finally tell me what happened?” 
 
    “Yes, we will tell you soon.” 
 
    My heart stuttered in my chest. I hated that fear was its default setting. “Who is we?”  
 
    “The nursing staff, and General Evander. He supervises the clinic.”  
 
    The machines I was hooked up to betrayed me by beeping wildly. “I don’t want to see Evander.” 
 
    Kathryn frowned. “He’s been overseeing your care the entire time you’ve been with us. Is there a reason he makes you feel uncomfortable?”  
 
    I was still hallucinating. Had to be. No one ever asked omegas if something made them uncomfortable. Maybe I imagined the exchange I’d had with Evander, when he stormed out with my necklace… 
 
    I patted the sides of the mattress vigorously, and then my chest, in case it had been there all along and this was all some horrible, drug induced dream. “No, there isn’t. It’s fine.”  
 
    An orderly came in with a tray and placed it before me. I frowned at the container of thick liquid that tasted like chalk. Kathryn insisted I wasn’t ready for real food yet.  
 
    “I’ll get you ready while you have your breakfast,” Kathryn said.   
 
    If I didn’t need my strength, I would’ve dumped the gunk over the other side of the bed. It looked like it had already been digested. The only way to get through it was to imagine it was something else. Like oatmeal, topped with bananas and honey. I used to sneak bites of the sweet stuff when I worked in the kitchen. It was far less fancy than the meals I’d prepared for the king and his court, but it tasted like heaven to me. Fresh fruit was nonexistent in the Badlands.  
 
    After taking a few sips of the spicy tea that accompanied my liquid punishment, I pushed my tray away, anxious for my adventure.  
 
    “Swing your legs over the side of the mattress,” Kathryn instructed.  
 
    A wave of nausea roiled through me as I eagerly followed her instructions. Even the liquid meal replacements were hard for me to digest.  “How long have I been here?”  
 
    “A little over a month. Your muscles will be weak, but you should recover quickly with regular activity.” She held her arms out to me. “Brace yourself on me to pull yourself up.”  
 
    My body shook with the exertion, but I was determined to get out of this room and back to my life. Something much bigger than the necklace had been stolen from me. The fine citizens of Luxoria might not consider their neighbors from the Badlands to have many freedoms, but I wanted what I had back. I was part of the queen’s court now, but my time in the castle hadn’t been any more peaceful than when I lived in a shack in the Badlands. There had been constant conflict. With a little taste of freedom, my friends wanted more.  
 
    But what did I want?  
 
    The machine would forever betray me, beeping wildly as I took my first wobbly steps. Kathryn held onto me, murmuring encouraging words as I struggled to do things I used to take for granted.  
 
    I hoped once I left the room I’d feel grounded. Normal. I wanted some sense of where I really was. Windowless and non-descript, the hallways didn’t give me the answers I craved. Which was just as well because I needed all my energy to put one foot in front of the other.  
 
    She eased me into a wheelchair when we reached room at the end of the hall. I was a shaking, breathless mess and it terrified me. I vowed revenge on whoever did this to me. 
 
    “Rielle!” Familiar squeals of delight brought me back to life and I opened my eyes to find Ashla, Tavia, Charolet, and Zelene rushing toward me.  
 
    “Careful,” Kathryn urged as they piled in to hug me.  
 
    “You all look so good.” In my drug induced sleep, my best friends and I had still been trapped, dirty and hungry, in the Badlands. But they had the same glow to their skin that Kathryn did. “Holy crap, you’re so pregnant.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” Zelene sighed as she pulled away from me. “Any day now, a brand new alpha will be unleashed into the world.” 
 
    I shook my head. “She’s an omega who finally will be born with the power she deserves.” 
 
    The other ladies whooped at my declaration.  
 
    “Good, they didn’t brainwash you,” Tavia said.  
 
    I didn’t need to show any surprise when that stupid machine told all my secrets for me.  
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    The ladies looked at each other, no machine needed to see the concern plain on their faces. 
 
    “Why haven’t any of you come to visit me?” I didn’t mean to lead with that, but their absence hurt. These ladies were all I had. It had always been us against the world.  
 
    “We couldn’t,” Charolet said. 
 
    I was about to ask why, when I noticed their outfits. Everyone except for Zelene was dressed in the battle gear of the Luxorian army. Tavia had taken to it as soon as she arrived in the castle, but the rest of the ladies had dressed like they belonged in the queen’s court. 
 
    Shit. I hadn’t been brainwashed, but maybe they had. The alphas had seduced them and turned them into fighting machines…
No, I couldn’t jump to conclusions. There had to be a reason for this that wasn’t bad. 
 
    “Why not?” I asked. 
 
    The ladies looked at each other. Tavia took a step forward. “There’s been a beta uprising--”  
 
    “Rielle. Glad to see you out of your room.” A deep, familiar voice boomed, making the ladies turn their heads and forget all about the war. Evander approached wearing the same military leathers as my omegas. He held a digital clipboard in one hand as he smiled at me. 
 
    Oh, shut up, machine. I refused to believe the fluttering in my chest was anything but anger. The ladies nudged each other, murmuring and smiling. 
 
    I hated being at a disadvantage, and I usually did anything I could to keep myself out of this kind of situation. I should’ve never gone to the Human Keep with Charolet. Nothing but trouble waited for us there, but I couldn’t let her go alone. Because it could’ve been her lying comatose in a bed for a month instead of me, and I would’ve never forgiven myself for not protecting her. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” I asked. The gasps of my audience were oddly satisfying. 
 
    Kathryn frowned. “Rielle, this is General Evander. He’s been in charge of your care--” 
 
    “I know who he is. I don’t want him here.” 
 
    More gasps. Seeing him was confirmation that I didn’t imagine that he was the one who’d stolen my pendant. And something told me he’d taken a lot more than that from me.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five
Evander 
 
      
 
    I know who he is. I don’t want him here. 
 
    My omega’s words burned a path along my nape. She indeed might not want me here, but she didn’t have a clue who I really was. I had a feeling that when she found out… well, nothing good was going to come of her knowing the truth right now. Not when she needed to recover from what was done to her at the Human Keep. 
 
    The truth could come later. 
 
    “Rielle, Evander is an ally. He’s been taking care of you.” Charolet rested her hand on Rielle’s shoulder as she spoke. The gesture was meant to be calming but it seemed to have the opposite effect. “If it weren’t for him, you might still be addicted to that shit they gave you—” 
 
    I cleared my throat to stop the conversation. 
 
    Rielle frowned at her friend. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Charolet quickly looked at me and I scowled a warning. “Wait… you haven’t told her?” 
 
    “Told me what?” 
 
    I felt the air in the hall change as the five omegas glared, awaiting an answer. Kathryn, my most trusted nurse also watched me, but more out of curiosity, the way one might watch a mouse trapped in a pit of vipers. 
 
    “She’s been here a month,” Tavia huffed. “Why haven’t you told her?” 
 
    I could give them any excuse. She’d spent most of that time in a coma. She was too weak to stay awake long enough for me to explain. I was waiting until she felt better. But none of that was the truth and as an alpha, I didn’t need to explain myself. 
 
    “Why don’t we take this conversation outside? I’m sure the fresh air will do… well, something,” I muttered, turning on my heel. I knew they’d follow, and I knew how much Rielle wanted to see anything other than the blank walls of her room. If this went well, I would see about getting her a room with windows. And maybe some of the flowers from the courtyard garden. I had a feeling brightening the place up would automatically brighten her up too. 
 
    Or… at least that’s how things would have worked when we were children. 
 
    She’s not that person anymore, my wolf warned. 
 
    Even though it could speak to me and guide me, I didn’t have the ability to shift. No alpha did. 
 
    Correction: only alphas who had mated omegas did. The king, Dagger, and most recently, Cassian. 
 
    I knew the beast trapped inside me was right. It had never failed me before. Rielle wasn’t the Little Omega that I’d cared for so many years ago. 
 
    I pushed through a set of double doors that would take us to the main courtyard. It wasn’t as fancy as the castle’s, not nearly. But it was teeming with plant life and greenery, and in the center was a fountain made to resemble a small waterfall. It was as far away from the Badlands desert and the shitty memories as I could take her in her condition. 
 
    Holding the door open, I waited for the queen and each of her court to pass through before Kathryn wheeled Rielle across the threshold. She stared straight forward, her lips pressed into a thin line. She was most definitely angry that I’d kept her necklace, but how could I give it back without explaining why? What it meant. Who I was. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    One thing at a time. 
 
    Explain what I’d learned about the drugs the humans used to control omegas. Advise King Adalai on the beta uprising. Get Rielle healthy again, strong again. Then… well, then I would tell her the rest. 
 
    I swallowed hard, ignoring the boulder of dread in my gut as I let the door swing shut behind me. 
 
    Zelene stopped near the waterfall, turning to watch Rielle as Kathryn parked the wheelchair and readied the machines to go mobile. I watched her too. She couldn’t hide the awe in her expression, the way her eyes went wide at the beautiful scenery. Under the midday sun, her dark hair shone. She closed her eyes, tilting her face to the sky as if savoring it. 
 
    Emotion pounded at my sternum once again. I couldn’t believe I was looking at my omega… with no wall between us. And worse, I’d give almost anything for her to be someone else. Because I’d already come to terms with the idea that I would never see her again. That she was living her life, shitty or not, somewhere without me. Just like I’d been living mine. 
 
    Zelene cleared her throat delicately. “Let’s get you up and moving, shall we?” 
 
    Rielle opened her eyes, her gaze flicking to me. “I want answers more than I want to walk.” 
 
    “You need to walk. It will make you stronger,” I argued.  
 
    Rielle’s brow creased in confusion, but then ironed flat again. “Tell me why I’m here first.” 
 
    “You’re here because you needed medical help.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. 
 
    “And aside from the castle doctors, this is the best place for medical help,” I added. 
 
    “Oh, cut the shit,” Tavia interrupted. “It’s time for—” 
 
    “Tav!” Zelene snapped. 
 
    Tavia huffed in exasperation and performed a mock curtsey. “Sorry. Cut the shit, sir.” 
 
    Zelene glared at her sister before lifting her chin to address me as my queen. “Forgive our frustrations, General Evander, but it’s time for Rielle to be brought up to date with what’s happened.” 
 
    The ladies of her court nodded in agreement, and my mind couldn’t help seeing each of them in a different light. These were the omegas Rielle told me stories about so long ago. 
 
    Tavia was the oldest. She would have gone to work at the castle just as I was closing the gap in the wall. Zelene and Ashla were the ones who’d made toys out of buttons and rocks for Rielle to play with. These women made sure she was taken care of all that time. 
 
    I was jealous of them. Of their bond with each other, but mostly of how they’d never had to say goodbye to her. Never had to betray her. 
 
    “Very well.” I passed the electronic clipboard to Kathryn and stepped forward to help Rielle from the chair. Except she jerked backward before I made contact. 
 
    “I told you,” she said. “I’m not going anywhere until you talk.” 
 
    I met her gaze with a challenge. “Show me you can walk, omega, and I’ll tell you how you got here.” 
 
    Charolet stepped forward with a huff. “Of course she can walk.” Somehow the omega managed to insert herself between us and Rielle sprang at the chance for her friend to help her stand. 
 
    Pressing my lips together, I stood back, waiting for her to get her footing. I noticed she let most of her weight fall on Charolet’s shoulders as she took a step closer to the fountain. Even though she didn’t want my assistance, I hovered near, in case she needed me. 
 
    “There. See?” Her words came between labored breaths. “Walking.” 
 
    “Yes,” I answered lamely. “I guess you could call whatever you’re doing walking.” 
 
    “Close enough. Now… please. For the love of…” She managed enough steps to close the distance between the chair and the fountain, and leaned against the edge. “Will you tell me what happened? Why I’ve been here for a month. Why a coma was induced? Why I can’t remember details and… and…” 
 
    I stood before her, towering over her. This time, none of the females were getting in between us. “What do you remember?” 
 
    “Not much. I remember going to the Human Keep to help Charolet and Cassian. I remember he was shot and we were…” A long blink, and a hopeless shake of her head. “I don’t know what happened after that.” 
 
    Charolet glanced at me, worried. “Nothing? You don’t remember Jacoby and his men attacking us and the… the… testing facility?” 
 
    Rielle looked at her friend in horror. “Testing facility? No. Char, what are you talking about?” 
 
    “Things at the Keep weren’t as you thought,” I explained. “It turns out the omegas who pledged allegiance to the humans might not have done so as willingly as we were led to believe.” 
 
    Rielle’s brow creased with doubt. “But Tavia and Dagger, Char and Cassian… they went to find out.” Her gaze jerked to Tavia. “Jacoby was happy there. So were others. You said that.” 
 
    Tavia nodded, her expression twisting into something disgusted and remorseful.  
 
    “We were deceived,” she said quietly. 
 
    Queen Zelene dropped a sympathetic hand to her sister’s shoulder. “So many omegas have been. There was nothing you could’ve done.” 
 
    Charolet squeezed Rielle’s hand. “Jacoby attacked us when we arrived at the Keep. You remember Cassian being shot, yes?” 
 
    Rielle squinted as if trying to relive the moment. “Yes, but… it couldn’t have been Jacoby. He wouldn’t do something like that. He’s our friend.” 
 
    “Was our friend,” Charolet corrected. “He almost killed Cassian, and would have done worse to us if…” She let her words fall away as she looked at me. 
 
    “Cassian escaped the Keep with the help of some omegas who weren’t there willingly,” I continued. “When the king heard the truth of what was happening, he sent armies to infiltrate the Keep and recover you and Charolet, as well as the imprisoned omegas.” 
 
    Rielle shook her head frowning. “I… I don’t remember any of this.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Charolet assured her. 
 
    Rielle stared hard at her friend. “And you know for sure? You remember?” 
 
    Pressing her lips together, Charolet nodded. 
 
    “How is that possible? Maybe you’re all being deceived now.” 
 
    “No, Rielle.” Ashla was quieter than the others, but even she wouldn’t let these secrets lie still any longer. “It’s the truth.” 
 
    “But how do you know? How can you be sure?” Her gaze landed on each of the females in turn. “Isn’t it strange that everyone remembers what happened except me? And I’m the only one being held in his medical facility.” She flung her hand at me as if I was the enemy. And it was a fair assumption, as I’d been her enemy for far too long. “Maybe this is an alpha ploy to have us all doubting ourselves. Tell me, how…. why… would Jacoby turn against us, his friends? It makes no sense.” 
 
    “Yet, it is the hard truth,” I snapped, earning her glare again. Yes, female. Hate me, it will be easier if you do. 
 
    “Prove it.” In this moment she looked more lucid than I’d ever seen her. She looked like the strong, thoughtful woman her friends knew her to be. The thinker, that’s what Cassian liked to call her. “If it’s true, then somebody prove it.” 
 
    Charolet stepped in front of Rielle, placing her hands on her shoulders and met her eye to eye. “The reason I remember, and you don’t… the reason Jacoby was willing to hurt us… the reason you’ve been under Evander’s medical care… are all one and the same.” Charolet swallowed hard and looked to the others for strength before finding Rielle’s gaze again. “It’s called juice.” 
 
    As soon as the word left Charolet’s mouth, Rielle looked like she’d been slapped. Her eyes glazed over. Her mouth went slack. Her breath quickened. 
 
    “The humans give it to omegas they wish to control. Then they test and experiment until they determine the ones who are best suited to become an Elite… the mutants, you remember them, right?” 
 
    Rielle nodded, but the light had faded from her eyes, and I recognized the look. She was about to crash. I’d watched it happen too many times over the past weeks. The addiction to the human drug was like nothing I’d ever seen before. So far, the pull of it didn’t seem to fade with time or abstaining. And the withdrawals seemed to occur in a never ending cycle. I thought the coma had helped. She hadn’t had an episode since, but now… 
 
    I needed to get Rielle back to her room before this one hit. 
 
    “That’s…” Charolet swallowed, struggling to finish. “That’s what they did to you, RiRi.” 
 
    Rielle shook her head. “No.” 
 
    “Yes. Jacoby was prepping you to be one of them.” 
 
    Rielle’s gaze flared with desperation that I recognized, and her body went slack again. This time, I stepped forward, catching her around the waist.  
 
    “Juice,” she murmured, and I nodded to Kathryn to bring the machines as I lifted my omega and carried her across the courtyard. “Juice. Please.” 
 
    Just like every time she’d begged for it before, her plea hit a place in my chest that nothing else had touched in so long. I grappled for the hard armor I was so used to wearing around my feelings, but with her, it seemed useless. 
 
    “No, Little Omega,” I murmured near her ear. “The answer will always be no. Ask me for anything except something that will hurt you. Because that will forever and always be no.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six
Rielle 
 
      
 
    I woke up back in that stupid bed. Anger coursed through me, filling the emptiness that always accompanied the void I emerged from. It wasn’t sleep. Every one of my organs shut down, like the only thing that could keep them functioning was this juice that Charolet and Evander claimed I was addicted to. 
 
    Another hot flash of anger flared when I craved the sweet drink. A dim memory of sitting at a table with omegas, feeling free like nothing in the world could touch me. We could finally be ourselves. Remembering that feeling and knowing it was a lie was cruel.  
 
    Too many things had been taken away from me.  
 
    The next memory was of a building much like this one. I’d been restrained--so maybe this was a recent memory--and I begged for juice. A nurse injected something into my arm and sent me into freefall.  
 
    I gasped when I realized Evander was sitting next to me. 
 
    His face brightened when I looked at him. I hated that my stupid heart skipped a beat. He doesn’t care about you, I reminded myself. You’re nothing but a glorified lab rat to him. 
 
    Another memory flashed, and I was in a room full of omegas--some familiar, some not--and we were all begging for juice. What the hell was happening to me? 
 
    “How are you feeling, Rielle?”  
 
    “What are you doing here?” I wanted Kathryn. Better than that, I wanted my omega pack. Seeing the girls today was better than any of the medicine they kept cramming into me. My omegas had taken care of me for so long. I was tired of being the weak one. The one who couldn’t fend for herself without stepping in some serious shit every time.  
 
    “I’m taking care of you.” 
 
    “You’re not doing a very good job of it.” The machine on the wall beeped frantically in time with my heartbeat. “I’ve been in this stupid facility for a month. I can barely walk, and I keep passing out.” 
 
    “You’re improving.” Just like an alpha, dismissing criticism. “You remembered what happened to you when you were last awake. That’s progress.” 
 
    The machine was going crazy now. Even more had been taken from me and I had no idea what? Why did that feel worse than all the stuff I’d known I lost?  
 
    “You’re scaring me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Evander stood and checked the levels, frowning as he looked at the device in his hand. I assumed that was where he kept a running total of my medical failures. “What can I do to make this less scary for you?” 
 
    Something about his tone triggered another memory. I was a little girl again, standing at the wall, peeking through the crack with one eye, marveling over the alpha boy I thought would make me his princess. Why did Evander remind me of him? 
 
    Impossible.
My prince didn’t save me, and Evander might not either. It was time to abandon this fantasy and save myself. 
 
    “Tell me everything that’s happened since I’ve come here.” 
 
    The grate of the metal legs scraping against the floor cut through me as he pulled the chair closer to the bed. Heat rolled off his body, and I inhaled his earthy scent because somehow it made me feel like I wasn’t trapped in this damn cave of a room, too weak to take care of myself.  
 
    “We’ve been keeping you informed on your progress.” He put the tablet in my lap and scrolled up, showing me charts full of numbers. He got points for assuming I’d understand it. Many alphas assumed omegas were illiterate, and sometimes they were right. But I understood numbers, and had been in charge of the kitchen inventory at the castle. It was a little thing, but I’d been proud of my role.  
 
    “Unfortunately, you haven’t been able to retain the information until now. Queen Zelene has also been kept up to date on your care, and she’s serving as your proxy.” 
 
    I blinked when I realized what that meant. “Zelene let you put me into a coma?” 
 
    He was lying. She would never do that. 
 
    “We did it to keep you comfortable. I have to admit, you’re the first juice addicted omega I’ve worked with who’s shown a real chance at a full recovery.” He shifted uncomfortably in his seat after admitting he had no idea what he was doing. But the more important thing was that I was the first omega who had a chance of beating this addiction. I could do that. I knew I could. “The withdrawal process is painful, and we needed to monitor how it affected your organs and fine motor skills before we could prepare a rehabilitation plan for you. The specimens I’ve been able to study--” 
 
    “They’re not specimens. They’re omegas.” 
 
    “When they’re dead, they’re specimens.” His gaze didn’t waver when it met mine. “There isn’t much research available on the effect on their brains. Many of the omegas who had reached the point where the juice overwhelmed their system had already been altered.” 
 
    An icy chill swept over me. “What do you mean, altered?” 
 
    He hesitated before answering, and revulsion flashed in his eyes. “They’d been experimented on, Rielle. They suffered extensive internal damage. Parts of their brains had been replaced with mechanical devices. I assume it worked, for a little while, because there is what they call a superior race of omegas. The Elite. They’re stronger, faster, and more ruthless fighters than anything we’ve seen before.” 
 
    “Like an army of robots.” I pulled the blanket over me and shook my head to free myself of the image of the nomadic omegas, walking across the desert on their way to the Human Keep. They’d been told a better life awaited them there, and my own friends had confirmed the possibility. It was the reason why Charolet wanted me to go with her. She wanted to see for herself if the Keep offered a better life, and she knew I’d do anything for a chance of freedom. 
 
    I’d never told her or any of my friends about the prince that had been on the other side of the wall. Even when I was a little girl, I knew I had to keep him a secret. That he was a reality not meant for me. The girls would’ve told me to get real. 
 
    “More like a mutant cyborgs,” he said. “The juice appears to inhibit the animal part of us, causing a symbiotic reaction to the mechanical alterations. The animal comes to rely on the machinery, which inevitably falters. Eventually, the whole being degrades until the omega is…” He didn’t need to finish. I got the point.
“And they tried to do that to me.” I never felt so violated in my life. As an omega, I suffered many indignities. But they’d been expected. Warnings were whispered between females, and we kept guard for each other to do everything we could to stop them. But someone turning my brain into a computer they could hack into at any time made the nasty drink the staff swore was food turn to acid in my belly. 
 
    “Why aren’t you doing anything to stop it?” I sat up too fast, unable to contain my rage. The room spun, and I closed my eyes for a long blink, grounding myself. I wouldn’t beg the alpha for relief. 
 
    “The omegas who go to the Human Keep go willingly--” 
 
    “So you knew?” I slammed my hand against the mattress. “And you didn’t do anything to stop them from going.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t know before you did. But now I’m devoting my medical work in the king’s military to studying the mutant omegas.” His tone was sharp, and for the first time, I felt like he cared about this work. More than how the numbers on the charts could help the alphas. “They’re being designed to fight, dominate, and kill. That’s what we know so far. We are concerned that betas will tap into this resource, if they form an alliance with the humans in their uprising. The best mutants don’t look any different than a healthy, non-altered omega. Much more research is needed.  Now that we’ve taken down the walls, they could penetrate deep into our city before we realized we had an enemy among us.” 
 
    “The walls are gone?” My voice was small. I didn’t think that news would affect me so much. I had a profound sense of loss, and sadness. Like everything I’d gone through was for nothing.  
 
    He nodded, and I had a feeling it haunted him too.  
 
    “But how you can stop it? The juice and its effects?” 
 
    “I’m still gathering research. I hope we can find some way to really make a difference.”  He let out a frustrated sigh. 
 
    Make a difference. The question was for whom did he want to make a difference? Was he doing this to support the alpha regime or for the good of the entire pack. 
 
    “How long until I get better?” 
 
    “You’ve already made massive improvements, but the honest answer is, I’m not sure. We’ve never had the opportunity to bring someone through the recovery process.” He took the tablet away from my lap, considering the data before placing the device on the table next to my bed. “Her Majesty gave me permission to do everything in my power to help you recover, and to record your recovery in hopes we can save other omegas. Now that you’re able to be your own steward of your care, I hope you’ll do the same.” 
 
    I would do whatever it took to help my fellow omegas. But his explanation introduced so many more questions. “I don’t know if I can trust you.”  
 
    He put his hand over mine. The move startled me, and my first instinct was to pull away. Too many people who were supposed to help me didn’t. “I’m sorry, Rielle. I’ve made a lot of mistakes, but I’ve done everything I can to help the omegas. I hope together we can make a real difference.” 
 
    “Make me strong again.” Right now, I could accept that I might not ever go back to my regular life. I was okay with that, because I finally had a chance to make a real difference. “And help me fight whoever did this to me so they can never hurt another omega.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven
Evander 
 
      
 
    I strolled toward Rielle’s room with more confidence than I’d felt in a long time. Three days had passed since her last withdrawal episode. Three days since she learned why she was here and under such close watch. Some of her missing memories were returning, and I took it as confirmation that the treatment I’d formulated was working. 
 
    She had spent most of that time sleeping and complaining about no windows and the fact that she couldn’t eat solid food yet. 
 
    “A liquid diet is not what I signed up for when I moved in here,” she’d said. “Do you even know what that does to your taste buds?” 
 
    “You haven’t moved in here.” 
 
    “That’s what I tell myself though, because I hate not making my own decisions. So deal with it.” 
 
     I couldn’t blame her much. She wasn’t used to frivolities, but she also wasn’t accustomed to lying in a bed for so long. She wanted to be out, doing things, changing the world. 
 
    Not recuperating. 
 
    My lips twitched at the way she’d become so mouthy with me. Another alpha might have taken offense to an omega speaking her mind, but not me. I took it as a sign that she was growing more comfortable around me. Which… I wanted? 
 
    I frowned as I realized how much I desired her trust. Just like when we were kids. Which was a fucked up way to feel when I was keeping such an old secret from her. Any trust we formed now would crumble when I told her who I was. 
 
    I wouldn’t dwell on the thought now. Not when today had so much potential. 
 
    I’d lain awake in my quarters overnight, thinking of something that would light up her face like I remembered. A small token of friendship like I used to offer, but suitable for the woman she was now. Something to take the place of the silly stories and jokes that used to make her laugh. 
 
    It took all night but I’d thought of the perfect thing. 
 
    Knocking lightly on Rielle’s door, I waited for her to answer before charging in. Something about knocking made the alpha in me cringe. No door should be between us. And if there had to be a door, I shouldn’t have to ask to be let through. 
 
    But I knew it made her feel safer when I did, so I conceded this small bit of control. 
 
    “Come in.” Her irritated tone breached the thick door and I schooled my face to not seem amused. 
 
    I found her sitting cross-legged on the bed, arms pressed tightly across her chest. She scowled at the wall across the room as if she could burn a hole through it with just her vision and a little effort. 
 
    “Good evening, Rielle.” 
 
    “Evening?” she snorted. “Is it evening already? I wouldn’t know. I have no windows and Nurse Kathryn won’t let me leave the room.” 
 
    “True, you have no windows. But I’m pretty sure Kathryn asked you to walk the hallways.” 
 
    Rielle’s gaze never left the wall. “Oh, you know, walking the hallways sounds delightful, all those empty rooms and the occasional alpha or beta staff member. Did you know I’m the only omega in this whole place?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    This brought her gaze to me finally, and the machine that registered her heart rate beeped louder and faster. I’d noted a trend of erratic beating recently, and made a note to look into possible causes. Even asked Kathryn about it. The beta female just pinched her lips and shrugged, calling it probably nothing. 
 
    “You’re the only omega who needs the type of care this facility offers.” 
 
    “Not the only one. Just the only one who made it out of the Keep alive.” 
 
    “Actually, no. There was the group that helped Cassian when he was shot. They were caring for omegas who were addicted to the juice but not accepted into the Elite program. Ones the humans cast aside and left to suffer.” 
 
    The way her expression morphed from irritated to haunted told me she’d forgotten about the imprisoned omegas. 
 
    “Charolet said they were rescued. Where are they now?” 
 
    “Some are in hospitals in Luxoria. Some are being housed inside the castle to assist the king with information. Others went home to the Badlands after they helped me come up with a way to help you.” 
 
    “But the ones who are addicted, like me… where are they?” 
 
    I shook my head, not wanting to frighten her. 
 
    “Tell me,” she demanded. 
 
    “There are none like you.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “None of the other addicted omegas could be saved… yet. They all appear too far gone. They’ve taken the juice for too long. We think their animals are permanently damaged. Their minds too.” 
 
    “You said yet.” 
 
    I sighed, moving closer to the bed. “I did. Like I said, your condition offers us a chance to study how the juice affects us, and while doing that, I’m hopeful we can find a way to help the others too. Until then, they will be taken care of. The king ordered it so.” 
 
    “Us,” she mumbled. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You said us. As if this would ever happen to an alpha or beta.” 
 
    “There’s no reason it couldn’t. If the human forces keep growing stronger or if the beta rebels continue their uprising. No one is immune from this, Rielle. In this, we are all the same.” 
 
    “In this.” 
 
    “In more ways than you’d probably like to admit.” 
 
    She pulled her knees up, wrapping her arms around her legs as if that could protect her from my words. 
 
    “I’m not your enemy anymore,” I reminded her. 
 
    “I know.” Her words were quiet. An admission she wasn’t ready to scream from the mountain tops because it was too dangerous. It threatened that small piece of herself that she didn’t expose easily. A secret place hidden beneath the folds of armor that formed out of her upbringing. 
 
    I’d known that place once. I’d been allowed in there. The gap. 
 
    No, it wasn’t armor that shielded that part of Rielle. It was cement, slathered quickly over by a frantic boy who didn’t know how to keep her without hurting her. 
 
    But I was a man now. 
 
    Nothing was getting between us this time. 
 
    “I have a surprise for you.” 
 
    Her head tilted, her eyes narrowing, and it took me less than three seconds to understand why… 
 
    “I have a surprise for you,” I said proudly. It was nearing sundown and she’d be leaving soon to go home. I’d saved my gift for the very last moment to make saying goodbye easier. 
 
    Little Omega’s single-eyed gaze widened. “Another one? You are such a thoughtful friend, alpha.” My stomach sank as her expression turned sad. “I wish I had something to give you. Besides, you know… buttons.” 
 
    I fingered the one she had given me a couple years ago. It was small and brown and had a smiley face drawn on the front. I kept it in my pocket so no one ever saw it, but when I found myself thinking of her throughout the day, I would touch it. It helped remind me that even though a war waged around us, there was one place it could never touch. 
 
    Our little gap in the wall. 
 
    “I like talking to you,” I admitted roughly, shrugging away my discomfort. “It’s all I need really.” 
 
    This brought her smile back and for the first time, I realized just how pretty it was, what little I could see of it. 
 
    “Stay here,” I said as I stood from the grass and ran across the yard to where I’d hidden my best gift yet. Looking around, I made sure no one could see what I was pulling from behind a large stone pillar. I cupped it in my hand and darted back to the fence. 
 
    “What is it?” Little Omega whispered through the gap. 
 
    I opened my hands to reveal a perfect rose blossom. It was dark yellow and tinged pink at the tips. It was like the sunshine had kissed the earth and made… this. Living in the castle, I saw the flowers all the time, but today when I walked by, I thought of Little Omega and knew she’d love it. 
 
    “It’s so pretty,” she whispered in awe. “Where did you find it?” 
 
    “Right here in the castle gardens. I picked it when no one was looking so I could show you.” 
 
    “Can I touch it?” 
 
    I nodded, and she poked her dusty finger through the opening to brush the tip along one of the petals. 
 
    “It’s so soft. I didn’t expect it to be so… so soft.” 
 
    “Do you like it?” I didn’t need to ask. I could see it in her eye, hear it in her tone. 
 
    “I love it.” 
 
    “Good. You can keep it.” 
 
    Quickly she shook her head, pulling her hand back. “No, no. I can’t.” 
 
    I frowned. “I got it for you to keep.” 
 
    “It’s too pretty. I’ll mess it up. You keep it safe for me.” 
 
    I stared at her as a small dull pain throbbed at the base of my throat. “You don’t want it?” 
 
    She blinked. “I don’t want to ruin it. If you keep it, it will stay pretty. If I take it, it will get dirty like me. Or broken. Or worse. What if I kill it? I don’t think these can live in the desert.” 
 
    It wasn’t supposed to go like this. The flower was supposed to make her happy. Give her something bright and happy to focus on when things got dreary. 
 
    “It will die anyway. Flowers die when you pick them.” 
 
    Her face paled. “Then why did you do it?” 
 
    “Because I wanted to give it to you.” 
 
    “But now… now it will… you shouldn’t have done this.” Tears formed in her eye and the ache in my throat grew until I felt like I couldn’t swallow. My cheeks were on fire. Did she not understand the way plantlife worked? They didn’t live forever. Nothing did, but plants were possibly the most fragile of all. 
 
    “Just forget it,” I muttered through my embarrassment. “It’s just a dumb flower. It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “It does too matter!” she cried, her tears finally spilling over her eyelid to streak down her cheeks. “Everything matters. Every living thing. Maybe if you weren’t alpha, you’d understand that.” 
 
    Her words were a slap in the face. My Little Omega had never spoken a mean syllable, and she’d never looked at me with such an accusatory glare. 
 
    “Maybe if you weren’t omega, you’d understand that all flowers die when their season is over, whether you pick them or not. And also that girls are supposed to like getting flowers.” 
 
    Her mouth opened and then slammed shut. She lowered her head and brushed the tears from her cheeks. 
 
    I looked away, swallowing back the unexplainable emotions that crashed in my chest. “You should go.” It was almost dark. I didn’t want her crossing back to the Badlands without a little light to lead her. 
 
    She nodded, her voice quiet when she asked, “Can I come back tomorrow?” 
 
    I found her gaze through the crevice, pulled in a hard breath. No matter what, she was still my friend. “I told you. Friends, always.” 
 
    I blinked, letting the memories of our first fight fall away. 
 
    “That’s a thing I don’t hear often,” Rielle murmured. 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “I don’t have people flinging surprises at me much. Unless you count Zelene getting into trouble as a surprise. Which… doesn’t even happen anymore, I guess, since she’s queen.” 
 
    “Oh, she gets in plenty of trouble, I’m sure. Adalai just punishes her in private instead.” 
 
    Rielle’s eyebrows shot into her forehead. “You mean… are you making a joke about the king’s sex life?” Her expression turned to a scowl. “Or were you serious?” 
 
    My mouth lifted into a grin. “I was joking, Rielle.” 
 
    She frowned. “Oh. Well… don’t do that. It’s weird.” 
 
    “Weird?” I chuckled as I started disconnecting the machine she was attached to. “How is it weird?” 
 
    Rielle shrugged. “You don’t seem like the joking type.” 
 
    “I used to joke all the time.” 
 
    “Oh really?” 
 
    I nodded, removing the wire leads from their attachments so she could stand. “Maybe I’ll tell you a joke or two sometime. You ready to go?” 
 
    Excitement flared in her eyes. “Go? Where are we going?” 
 
    “To my kitchen,” I murmured casually. As if what I was about to say hadn’t kept me up all night. “It’s time for you to try solid foods again. So I’m making you dinner.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight
Rielle 
 
      
 
    I was out of breath by the time we reached the courtyard, but I wouldn’t ask for the wheelchair. Wherever Evander planned to bring me, I’d get there on my own. 
 
    “Here,” he said as he opened the door, offering his arm. “Lean on me if it gets hard.” 
 
    I hesitated before accepting his offer. I was far enough along in my recovery that I craved my freedom more than I wanted juice. Worn down from the short walk, I could use a little shot of juice now. It was a boost, just like Evander wanted to give me. It didn’t make me weak to accept help. 
 
    I had to say no to the juice to get better. I didn’t have to say no to Evander. 
 
    I took his offer. His arm was solid muscle, and so big compared to my weakened one. The smile he gave me melted my tired knees.  
 
    “It’s so pretty out here,” I said, giving myself a moment to catch my breath and get used to being this close to him. The heat of his body and his earthy scent surrounded me like armor, and I felt safe.  
 
    He’s an alpha, I reminded myself. They always let you down. 
 
    “The patients enjoy it.” He steeled himself. “Do you want to stay out here for a little while?” 
 
    He didn’t ask me if I was too weak to continue, even though that was the real question.  
 
    “Of course the patients enjoy it. There’s sunlight and they’re not breathing other sick people’s air.” I broke away from him and lowered myself carefully to the stone wall that encased a raised rose bed. The sun had gone down hours ago, but the sky glowed a brilliant, star-filled blue that accentuated the colors of the garden, and crickets chirped a lullaby. “Do you like it out here?”  
 
    “On nights like this, I like to sit out here and go over my charts from the day.” He sat beside me. “Wish I could say I had the time to maintain it. Someone on staff does that. But I choose the flowers for each season.” 
 
    I could picture him sitting out here in the comfy chair I’d spotted in the corner of the terrace, pouring over the numbers just like the ones he’d shown me. But I couldn’t imagine a fierce alpha warrior caring about something like flowers. “You pay someone just to take care of the flowers?” Although I knew it was probably an omega charged with the task, if one could be so lucky.  
 
    “They do other things at the facility too. It’s important to be surrounded by things that make you feel good.” 
 
    I concentrated on the flowers, reaching out and touching a yellow rose whose petals were tipped with magenta. Like the sand from the desert and the fire of the battles that had been waged on this land could come together and finally find peace. 
 
    The petal was velvety soft, and I took Evander’s advice, closing my eyes and savoring its texture between my fingers. A memory came back to me, of being a little girl, and the boy on the other side of the wall offering me a flower that looked just like this.  
 
    I didn’t take it because I was afraid to ruin it. Because I was so afraid that under my care, it would die, like everything else I cherished.  
 
    Evander was watching me when I opened my eyes. For a moment, I pictured him as that boy on the other side of the wall. My prince. 
 
    No. I couldn’t project that on him because I satisfied his medical curiosity.  
 
    He drew back when I plucked the rose.  
 
    “Didn’t expect you to do that,” he said. 
 
    “Need to bring a little of the outside into my room.” I brought the flower closer to me and stroked the petals. “Don’t know how long it will survive, since there aren’t any windows in there.”  
 
    “A flower or plant will turn toward any available light source to survive. You know a thing or two about that.” He stood, and held his hand out to me. “Your stomach is rumbling. Let’s eat.” 
 
    I didn’t argue, or tell him how much time my tummy had spent empty.  
 
    He brought me into the building on the other side of the courtyard. Between the fountain and all the flowers, I’d never had much reason to pay attention to it before.  
 
    Evander’s quarters certainly didn’t suffer from a lack of windows. The entire wall facing the courtyard was made of them. They comprised the opposite wall too. Stars dappled the valley, and streetlights glowed below. His territory looked nothing like the Badlands.   
 
    I headed straight for the cozy looking couch. 
 
    Evander helped me settle. My muscles were sore from even that little bit of movement and I couldn’t hide my bliss. Until Adalai took Zelene as his mate, we lived in a shack with beds on the floor and broken furniture. I’d barely had time to get used to my room in the castle, but the couch had been hard and fussy.  
 
    “You have a fireplace,” I said, taking in the rest of the room. There was a patterned rug covering the middle of the hardwood floor, more plants, books, and what looked like military artifacts hung on the walls.  
 
    “I can turn it on if you’d like.” Evander brought over a piece of furniture that seemed like it had been made just to prop my feet up on it. A stool with a cushion. I’d seen them around the castle, but never in use.  
 
    “That would be amazing.” 
 
    He crouched in front of the fireplace, and I couldn’t look away from him. Strong, muscular shoulders, tapered waist, and damn, that ass. This man was a soldier, and not an inch of him had gone to waste.  
 
    Once the fire was crackling, he headed into the kitchen. It was open to the living room, a huge difference from the castle. No royal ever saw the inside of the kitchen, but Evander seemed quite comfortable in his own. I scooted over on the cushion so I could watch him in action. A piece of me felt like I should join him, and get to work. But I could barely stand. And it was really nice to have someone take care of me. 
 
    “I finally get to subject someone to my cooking.” He turned away from a giant refrigerator with his hands full of fruits and vegetables.  
 
    “Is this like… another experiment?”  
 
    “No.” He laughed as he grabbed a knife and started chopping. “The generals tend to eat at the palace--” 
 
    “Don’t I know it.”  
 
    “The food there is very good. You’ve cooked food fit for a king, Rielle. I know the working conditions need improvement. But everyone always raved about the food that came out of that kitchen.” 
 
    “Thank you.” It wasn’t often I got compliments, especially with anything connected with my work at the castle.  
 
    “Normally I’d offer you wine, but I think we need to get a few solid meals in you first.” 
 
    “Is having a personal chef part of my rehabilitation process?” 
 
    He looked up from the cutting board. “We’ll see if you think my cooking is better than yours.”
“I’m willing to give you a few pointers,” I teased. It felt dangerous. Not because he was alpha and I was omega, but because I knew good things didn’t last. I had a habit of destroying them, so I didn’t have to go through the mourning process when they were taken away from me. 
 
    A few moments later, he brought me a glass with sparkling water and lemon and cucumber slices on the rim, and a plain glass of water.  
 
    “For the rose. So it will last when you bring it back to your room.” 
 
    “When will I be able to leave your observation tank?” 
 
    “You might not feel like lying in bed in a windowless room is important, but you’re giving us invaluable information that we couldn’t get before. Every bit of it will go to help omegas rescued from the keep.” 
 
    “I don’t like sitting around. I want to fight.”  
 
    “Not everything has to be a fight,” he sighed. This time he didn’t look up. “Life doesn’t have to be so hard.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say.” 
 
    He put down the knife. “If you make a full recovery, and this is a big if. There’s no guarantee that your life will be anything like it was before. So when I say full recovery, it’s relative. But… if you are able to, I’d like to make you an advisor in omega rehabilitation. That’s fighting too. Helping others help themselves.” 
 
    I almost spit out my bubbly water. “Not exactly the lecture I expected to get from an alpha.” 
 
    Evander pushed away from the kitchen counter. He sat next to me on the couch, and he looked so different here, uncomfortable in the place he should’ve called home. “I’ve done things for the king that I didn’t want to do. I’ve chosen duty over what I wanted in my own heart. Every single time, it has haunted me.” 
 
    “Are you saying you don’t want to fight for the king anymore?” 
 
    “I’ll always fulfill my duty to His Majesty. But I’ll do it on my own terms now.” He leaned in closer, and the heat from his body made dew blossom on my skin.  
 
    Or was that...my heat? 
 
    If I’d been hooked up to my heart machine, it would be having a fit right now. And that wasn’t the only thing pulsing. My muscles were speaking to me too, especially the ones between my legs. 
 
    Shit. I was going to go into heat soon, and no one had any idea how the juice had changed that. My omegas weren’t here to protect me. 
 
    But maybe it was Evander who needed to be protected from me.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine
Evander 
 
      
 
    Too close. I was too damn close. 
 
    To my omega. To showing my hand too early. To making her uncomfortable. Yet, I couldn’t help inhaling her delicate scent. I’d waited a long time to indulge in this. When she was under the coma, I’d resisted invading her space more than necessary. And with the juice in her system, she’d nearly lost all the distinction that marked her as omega by smell. It was the first clue that told me the juice had a way of suppressing our animal’s instincts. 
 
    Now, she was detoxed. All that was left of the juice was the mark of addiction it had left in her mind. And now that I knew who she was, my inner beast rode me hard to take her scent into my lungs. Log it in my memory so that I would always know how to find her. 
 
    “My necklace,” Rielle blurted, pulling me back to my senses before I did something irrevocable. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She blinked, swallowing hard. “What did you do with my necklace?” She no longer sounded angry at me for taking it. Just curious. 
 
    “It’s safe.” I stood to grab a blanket from the back of a chair and spread it over her legs before heading back into the kitchen. “How did you get a military uniform button anyway?” 
 
    “It’s a long… and personal story. Can I have it back?” 
 
    “It seems important.” I watched her from the corner of my gaze as I continued preparing the meal. 
 
    It was a long time before she answered, her voice quiet. “It means a lot to me.” 
 
    My heart constricted at her admission. I gripped the knife tight enough to turn my knuckles white so I wouldn’t cross back over to the couch and tell her everything. Spill every fucking detail. Why I’d done what I did. How it hurt me in a way that might not be fixable. How regret coursed through my veins diluting my blood just like the poison that had taken hold of her. 
 
    She’s not ready, my inner wolf cautioned. 
 
    “I recognize the button,” I said, and Rielle’s gaze jerked to me. “From when I was a kid.” 
 
    “That makes sense. It belonged to an alpha.” 
 
    “Yet, you wore it on your neck.” 
 
    She pressed her lips together, clearly considering her next words. “I found it. Outside of the city, when I was young.” None of that was a lie. “I kept it as a reminder.” 
 
    “Of what?” I pushed. 
 
    Her expression turned hard again. “Of what I can never have.” Since leaving her room, she’d been like a whole new person. No hint of withdrawal symptoms. No hatred tinged words. More like the little girl I knew back then. Curious and open and ready to absorb whatever life showed her. The good, the bad, and the ugly. 
 
    I lit a flame under a pan and set the water to boil. “The way I see it, Rielle…” I watched her carefully. “… we all want something that we can’t have. Another similarity for us to ponder.” 
 
    “Mm. Maybe.” 
 
    “The king wants the kingdom safe, but as long as humans are willing to kill for our technology, it won’t ever really be. Betas want security, yet they incite war within our city. Omegas want equality and vengeance but they can’t have one if they seek the other.” 
 
    Her eyes seemed to dance as she considered the truth of my statement. “And you? What do you want that you can never have?” 
 
    You, came the immediate answer. Like it was spoken from my heart directly to my brain. 
 
    I did want her. 
 
    I wanted my friend. I wanted to rewind time to when we were little and only a wall stood between us instead of the wasted hate that drove us apart. I’d give fucking anything to go back to then, and just freeze time. 
 
    But I also wanted more of her. I wanted her past laid out on the table for me to pour over every detail. Every hard moment that I wasn’t there for her. Every good one that I didn’t get to hear about. Every smile and tear and breath. 
 
    Worst of all, I wanted her future. I didn’t want to lose one more minute of time with her. 
 
    I wanted so much more than I was willing to admit. Even to myself. 
 
    And I couldn’t have one fucking hint of it. 
 
    The sound of water boiling over on the stove tore my thoughts away from Rielle’s question. “Shit.” I dove for a towel and lowered the flame at the same time. 
 
    The sound of her laugh coming from across the room did something funny to my chest. It wasn’t so different from the giggle I remembered. The one that was amused by my dumb jokes and impressed with the slight-of-hand tricks I showed her. 
 
    “Is dinner ruined?” she asked, still snickering. 
 
    “No, but I can’t promise it won’t be by the time I’m finished.” 
 
    “I can help…” 
 
    “Stay there,” I commanded, switching the pot to a new spot on the stove so I could clean up the mess.  
 
    “But I’m already up.” This time her voice sounded from directly behind me. 
 
    I spun, coming face to face with her in the close space. I took up most of it and she stepped backward, bracing herself with on hand against the counter. 
 
    “Whoa, alpha,” she murmured, looking almost straight up to meet my eyes. “You move too fast.” 
 
    She had no idea how fast I could really move. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be in here.” 
 
    Her gaze lowered to my chest and if I wasn’t mistaken… 
 
    A blast of carnal desire rocked the space between us, sending my inner wolf into a tailspin of desire. Mine. The omega is mine. I set my jaw, clenched my fists. I wouldn’t touch her. Not like this. But for a moment, I let myself look at her the way I wanted to. Not like a medical professional. Not with evaluation of her circumstance. But as a man. 
 
    My omega was a beauty even under the harsh light of the kitchen. Dark hair framing her soft cheeks. Lips that were full and parted to let hot breath escape. 
 
    Her eyes moved downward settling at my waist long enough to have my body reacting. My cock grew rock hard, pressing against the front of my trousers. Her breath came faster, causing her chest to thrust forward. Beneath the loose shirt she wore, her nipples hardened to form peaks. 
 
    “I think…” Even the tone of her voice had transformed into something new. Something that rubbed along my skin like a caress. 
 
    Her hand left the counter, slowly closing the space between us as her eyes came back to my chest. Shit. If she touched me, I couldn’t know what my reaction would be. I should stop this. Now. 
 
    “Evander, I think…” 
 
    I stepped closer. 
 
    I fucking stepped closer. I did it without even thinking, as if pulled by instinct I could never hope to deny. 
 
    Her fingers made contact with my stomach and her shoulders sagged like she was relieved. She traced the ridges of my muscles through my shirt and I gritted my teeth to keep from growling at the soft touch. 
 
    “Something’s wrong,” Rielle whispered. 
 
    This time her words weren’t silky. They were confused. Panicked. And concern bled through all my desire. 
 
    I wrapped my fingers around her wrist to steady her. “What is it? Withdrawal symptoms?” 
 
    She shook her head, moving even closer to press the palm of her other hand to my chest. “No, not that. The juice is the farthest thing from my mind.” 
 
    She lifted her face to mine, her worried eyes piercing my heart. Comfort her, my wolf demanded. I needed distance, space so that I didn’t do something to scare her, but I listened to my animal and curved my hand around her cheek. 
 
    “Tell me what’s wrong, Rielle.” 
 
    “I don’t know exactly. It’s like…” She swallowed and somehow our bodies inched closer. “It feels like my heat is starting, but it’s weaker than normal. And… and I…” 
 
    Her heat. Of course. That’s why her scent was changing and those pulses of desire were a palpable thing. I didn’t think it would be possible for some time, with the way the juice suppressed the animal side of her. 
 
    Mine, my wolf howled inside. Instinct warred with my oath to help her and the secrets I was keeping. 
 
    “The drug suppresses your animal instincts. If you’re going into heat… well, I don’t know if it will be like it was before.” My voice was gravel. Images of her sprawled on my bed writhing with need filled my mind, making it hard to think about the medical side of things. 
 
    “I…” Her eyes went wild. “I need a safe place. I need a bunker. Somewhere to wait it out.” 
 
    I frowned. “You will wait it out here. Under my care, and nowhere else.” 
 
    “You don’t understand. It will get bad. You’ll… you’ll be compelled to… service me. You and every other male in the vicinity.” 
 
    A flash of hot anger whipped up my spine. “None of them will touch you,” I vowed. 
 
    “Evander…” Her eyes roamed my face. “What will happen to me?” 
 
    There was no way to answer her question. No way to assuage her fears. The same helpless feeling from when we were kids threatened to overwhelm me, but things were different now. 
 
    No Division. No vengeful king. No wall between me and my omega. None except the one we both built to keep our hearts safe. 
 
    The one I was planning to tear down, brick by brick. 
 
    I brushed my thumb across her cheek. “I don’t know. But I promise I will be there with you, the entire way.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter ten
Rielle 
 
      
 
    It would’ve been so easy to switch off the stove and back Evander against the counter. But I didn't because I was starving for so many things. Not only the sauce that was simmering in the pot. I wanted this man to take care of me. I wanted him to protect me. But more than that. I wanted to make his face light up when he saw me, like I was the best part of a day that had been full of so many unspeakable things. I wanted him to tell me silly jokes because he knew they made me less sad. The sadness never totally went away. Not yet, anyway. But I still believed that one day it could.  
 
    He said he’d take care of me. Because he was a medical professional charged with my care, and if anything happened to me, Zelene would have his head served on a platter with a side of this sauce. Not because he was having feelings for me. 
 
    It was duty, not desire. 
 
    But I wanted the fairytale. 
 
    The heat might not be the same, but it was making me crazy. I wanted Evander to be my prince. The boy I had never stopped dreaming about, even though the dreams changed through the years. From friendship, to a partnership, to the much more sinful things I was thinking about doing to him at this very minute. I wanted him to be my perfect mate, my forever mate, and it wasn’t just my impending, unpredictable heat talking.  
 
    It was the little girl who never stopped believing her prince was coming to save her. 
 
    I was setting a standard for Evander that he couldn’t possibly live up to, and that wasn’t fair to either of us. 
 
    Maybe I should just let him service me if the need arose to get the image of the perfect prince out of my head once and for all. 
 
    It was time to save myself.  
 
    So I pulled away from him, and slid my body onto the stool at the counter. I wouldn’t admit that my muscles were already exhausted from this little bit of activity, or that another wave of heat was surging through me. It didn’t feel right. Evander had said that the juice could’ve altered or suppressed my heat. 
 
    What if that meant I’d never find my mate, because he wouldn’t be able to feel my presence deep inside his soul? That no wolf would ever feel the undeniable need to claim me? That every single prince that ever crossed my path would be able to walk away from me? 
 
    Evander slid a plate of spaghetti in front of me, snapping me out of my funk. 
 
    “Do you want some cheese?” he asked. 
 
    I blinked as he stood in front of me with a block of cheese and a grater. 
 
    “Sure,” I finally said. “I’m surprised you made this.” 
 
    “Didn’t think I could cook?” There was a new edge to his voice. One that told me he was already affected by my heat. He moved forward and the shredded cheese fell on my plate. “Tell me when.” 
 
    My insides rumbled, and it had nothing to do with the plate of delicious smelling food in front of me.  
 
    “That’s good.” The amount of cheese he’d piled on would be considered obscene in the Badlands. “I figured you could cook. It’s not hard. And you fixed me. I’m surprised because the king didn’t allow pasta to be served in the castle. He considers it peasant food. Not that omegas could get their hands on it.” 
 
    “I don’t agree with everything His Majesty does.” Evander took the stool next to me and picked up his fork, but he didn’t start eating right away. Was I supposed to wait for him? At the castle, no one started eating until the king gave them permission. “You didn’t need fixing, Rielle. You’re perfect just as you are.”  
 
    My first instinct was to argue with him, to point out every flaw I had. To give him a reason to walk away. But I really didn’t want him to do that. “Thank you.”  
 
    “The king doesn’t know what he’s missing,” he said as he twirled the spaghetti around his fork. I watched with fascination, because I’d never seen anyone do that before. It made eating the long strands of pasta a lot less messy. “I wanted to make you something that was easy to eat, because your belly isn’t used to food anymore. And I wanted to make something comforting, and we used to have this a lot when I was growing up. It always made me feel good.” 
 
    It had nothing to do with me being his patient. He just wanted to me to feel better. The idea warmed my heart. 
 
    “It’s delicious.” I tried to mimic the move he’d made with his fork, twirling the spaghetti, but it wasn’t as easy as he made it look. 
 
    Evander watched me with amusement.  
 
    “What?” I asked.  
 
    “You’ve got sauce on your chin.” 
 
    “Oh.” I grabbed the napkin and dabbed it against my skin. “That’s classy.” 
 
    “It was actually kind of adorable.” He was getting closer again. Maybe that was something that alphas just did. Omegas paid attention to personal space, because it was all we could call our own. But alphas had no problem taking what didn’t belong to them. “How are you feeling?”  
 
    “Good.” Real food made all the difference. The stuff they’d pumped into me kept me alive, but this made me feel it. Or maybe it was the company. “How long do you think I’ll be here?” 
 
    He knit his brows together in confusion, like I should know the answer to my question already. “As long as it takes for you to get better.”  
 
    “But you don’t know what happens after this. What kind of effect the juice would have on me. So what if you never think I’m ready to go back to the castle? It’s so weird to say that.”  
 
    “Do you want to go back to the castle?” he asked.  
 
    I shrugged. I didn’t know what I actually wanted. I’d spent so long fighting to survive that I never dared to look past that. Sure, I had the silly fantasy of meeting my prince, but that’s all it was.  
 
    “We will see how you progress through your heat,” he said. 
 
    My inner muscles clenched. There was no way Evander would be able to let my heat pass without interference.  
 
    Translation--rutting my brains out.  
 
    Deep down inside, he was a wolf, and his wolf would need to take care of the situation. I took a deep breath, doing my best to ignore the temperature surging inside me.  
 
    “What if I have to stay with you forever?”  
 
    “You don’t have to do anything. Rielle.” He set his utensils down and sighed. “I’m not here to force your hand. If you leave, I can’t guarantee what happens to you. If you have a setback. If there are subtle signs the juice changed things. I’ll miss those, and you could be back at square one.” 
 
    I definitely didn’t want that. 
 
    “I’m not in a big hurry to get back to the Badlands. Wait, Tavia and Dagger are rebuilding the Badlands. You said the wall was gone. What else has changed?” 
 
    Maybe I did want to go back and see what Tavia had done. I wished I could’ve been there to help her. I had some ideas about what the omegas needed. 
 
    His gaze fell to his plate. “The beta uprising has put the Reconstruction plans on hold.” 
 
    “Of course.” I scoffed. “Omegas get pushed to the bottom of the priority list. Again.” 
 
    “That’s not the reason they stopped building. We all decided, your friends included, that it would do more harm than good for the omegas to see their brand new territory attacked if another war broke out. Plus this gives us more time to determine what the needs of the omegas actually are in this new Luxoria.” 
 
    We all decided...your friends included… That shouldn’t have hurt. I’d been in a coma. It wasn’t like they could ask me my opinion. But I wished I could’ve had a say. It was my home too.  
 
    Once I got better, and I was making a complete recovery—that was a non-negotiable promise I made to myself right then and there—I wouldn’t let people make up my mind for me anymore. This new Rielle got what she wanted.  
 
    And right now, she wanted an alpha to call her very own. 
 
    “So, say I have to stay here forever.” I paused to read his expression. There was slight amusement, and that undertone of desire that had been smoldering between us ever since I’d come into the kitchen. The taste of that would linger on my tongue much longer than the delicious dinner.  
 
    But he didn’t shy away from that idea of me staying.  
 
    “Eventually you’ll want to take a mate.” 
 
    There was the zing of surprise I’d been waiting for. “Yes, I will.” 
 
    Another tug on the scar tissue in my heart. I wouldn’t be the poor little compromised omega living with Evander and his mate. Like his own personal house servant.  
 
    Hell no. I was a member of the queen’s court. My days of servitude were over. 
 
    It felt good to be a little pissed off. I was feeling better. I had a shred of a plan. That was all we ever had in the Badlands. An idea, a whole lot of hope, and nothing to lose. Right now, Evander wanted me to stay with him indefinitely and he eventually planned to take a mate. 
 
    I wanted that mate to be me. 
 
    Good thing that he left that stupid heart rate monitor machine behind in the clinic. It would’ve alerted him to the next step in my plan. 
 
    What if I made a move? Would he take me seriously, or would he think it was the heat making me illogical and brush me off? Or worse, the juice addiction? Lock me up for my own good until all the urges passed? Would he think I couldn’t be fixed? 
 
    Or was I more afraid that he’d take me seriously? He’d ride through my heat with me, and I’d get what I’d wanted? A strong, caring alpha to call my prince.  
 
    I didn’t know who I was without the dream of my prince. But I was about to find out. Because it was about to either blow up in my face or come true. 
 
    Sliding off the stool, I was between Evander’s thighs. Heat even more delicious than the meal he just made me rose from his groin. The juice might have succeeded in suppressing my heat for a little while, but I was pretty sure it was back in full force.  
 
    I had to play this cool. Like he hadn’t set my body ablaze with raw sensation and feral need. Because if he thought I didn't have my senses about me, he might push me away. 
 
    As long as I still had control over my body and my emotions, I wouldn’t let him push me away.  
 
    I’d never made a move on a man before. My hands were on his thighs, and the strong muscles tensed under my touch. Not the kind of tensing that told me to stop. The kind that told me I was doing the right thing. I leaned forward, and my impossibly hard nipples scraped against the fabric of my shirt. It sent a shiver through me.  
 
    Focus.  
 
    Then I realized that my heat might be different after all. I might have it, but not lose control. And those kind of feelings plus control equaled power. 
 
    “Rielle,” Evander groaned.  
 
    “Please.” I had no plans of begging him to kiss me. “At some point, you’ll have to do this. I want to know what it feels like when you want to kiss me. And… you do want to.” 
 
    The hard outline of his cock against his trousers negated any argument that he didn’t want to. I slid my hand higher on his thigh, but not close enough to touch him. 
 
    I finally understood what it was like to be in control, and I liked it. 
 
    His gaze was pure fire, and his lips parted. Leaning in to take this kiss was the most terrifying thing I’d ever do.  
 
    Evander’s hand came up behind my head, cupping my nape. He brought me closer, and that control no longer belonged to me. I was okay with that. Brushing his lips against mine, he didn’t kiss me. Not yet. He pulled away slightly, drinking me in.  
 
    “If we do this, I can’t tell you what happens next,” he said softly. 
 
    “You never could.” I could barely breathe. “That’s why I’m here.” 
 
    His lips were on mine. That was what happened. It was no timid kiss as he slid his tongue against the seam of my lips and parted them. He came inside, and our tongues tangled.  
 
    I ran my hands up his thighs, and he groaned in my mouth when I stopped on his cock. The kiss intensified as I ran my fingers over the outline. That thing had to be made of stone.  
 
    The heat in my body skyrocketed. There was no way he couldn’t feel it. I moaned against his cheek as he broke the kiss, his hungry lips moving against my jawbone and falling to my neck.  
 
    No, I couldn’t let him think I’d lost control... 
 
    An explosion rattled the windows. And since most of the house was made of glass, it shook me deep down to my soul. The sound of the metal legs of the stool scraping against the floor was more startling than Evander backing away from me.  
 
    “What was that?” I wiped my hand against my face, horrified when it came away slicked with sweat. There was no denying my heat now.  
 
    “Don’t know.” Evander was shell-shocked, swollen-lipped, and ready for...something. The alphas couldn’t shift unless they took an omega mate. But damn, was his animal close to the surface. “We’ve never had an attack so close to the castle before. But now the walls are gone and all bets are off.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare blame this on the omegas.” My voice was a growl, but that was better than a whine.  
 
    He shook his head. “The omegas aren’t to blame for this. I told you I’ve fought for your people—” 
 
    “My people?” Ugh. What had I been thinking? Wanting to kiss this man when he certainly wasn’t my prince. He was no better than any other alpha.  
 
    I just wanted to go back to the Badlands and find a heat bunker so I could ride this out and be miserable on my own. But since the city was imploding, the likelihood of that was pretty much zero. 
 
    “You know what I mean.” He let out an annoyed grunt as he put himself back together. Got ready to fight, like a good alpha soldier. 
 
    “No, I don’t. Because you have no idea what it’s like to be an omega.” 
 
    “You’re right about that.”  
 
    Another explosion, and a knock on the door strong enough to break it in half brought the argument to a screeching halt. Evander strode over to the door to open it. Even in the middle of a potential attack, he never once considered the person on the other side could hurt him. 
 
    Another of the king’s generals, Solen, stood on the other side. 
 
    “Where the hell have you been?” Solen demanded. He was a huge alpha, taking up all the space in the doorway. “His Majesty demands your presence. The betas broke into the armory and all hell is breaking loose.” 
 
    “Fuck.” Evander blew out a hard breath. “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    Solen jerked his head back, like he wasn’t sure he heard him right. “Your job?” 
 
    “I am doing my job.” That growly tip to his voice that I liked so much was back. “Rielle has almost completely beat her addiction to juice, and she’s—” 
 
    “Your job is being a soldier in the king’s army.” But Solen looked past Evander, his hard gaze landing on me.  
 
    “She’s—” Evander almost gave away my secret. But he didn’t. He said he’d protect me, and so far he hadn’t let me down. If he told Solen I was in heat the other alpha could think it was his responsibility to take care of it. And if he stayed too long, he’d lose control. Evander’s shoulders straightened when he sighed, and he turned to me. “I have to bring you back to the clinic.” 
 
    “Evander. No!” I pleaded with him, pressing my lips together to suppress a whine. Don’t let Solen know… “I can’t go back there. It’s not safe.” 
 
    There would be no way to keep the other patients from ripping the needles and wires away from their bodies and rutting me if they knew I was in heat. The whole damn army could line up to take a turn and there would be nothing either of us could do about it.  
 
    “No. You’re right.” He marched over to me and took me by the arm, leading me to the bedroom. The door slammed shut behind us and a whine escaped my lips. He lowered his nose to my neck and inhaled with a lustful groan. “Damn. You’re further along than I thought.” 
 
    I nodded, because I couldn’t speak.  
 
    “You have to listen to me.” He took me by the shoulders and looked me in the eyes. A jolt of familiarity rocketed through me.  
 
    I was looking into the eyes of my prince. No, I couldn’t be. Was I already experiencing the heat fevers? Evander couldn’t be my prince. It had to be the heat talking. 
 
    His arms stiffened, holding me at a distance, like he knew I’d figured out who he was. I couldn’t reach him, couldn’t rub against him, couldn’t get any relief. 
 
    He closed his eyes for a long blink. “My first duty is to the king. I hate it as much as you do. If I don’t defend the castle, things could end up worse than they already are.” His eyes flashed with longing that I felt to my bones. “Leaving you is the last thing I want to do, Rielle. The last fucking thing. You have to stay in this room. There’s a lock on the door. You’re safe here. Promise me you won’t open the door for anyone. I’m coming back to take care of you.” 
 
    “I’m scared.” 
 
    He pulled me close and kissed my forehead. As I slipped deeper into my heat, I could let myself believe he was my prince. “I won’t let anyone hurt you. Trust me.” But the way he said those words… so familiar. 
 
    So familiar. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven
Evander 
 
      
 
    “Never order me to do my job,” I told Solen as we rushed through the courtyard. “I technically outrank you.” 
 
    Solen laughed a brutal chuckle. “No Alpha outranks another unless you’re king. You might be his right-hand, but that doesn’t mean I can’t take your place if you keep fucking around.” 
 
    The veiled threat didn’t bother me. Solen didn’t want closer to the king. He just wanted to rule his piece of the pack and fight humans. 
 
    Still, I wouldn’t let him talk to me like a beta. I’d worked too hard to get where I was. Given up too much. 
 
    “You heard what I said. Never again,” I snarled. “You have no idea what I’ve sacrificed to fulfill my duty to the kingdom.” 
 
    There was only the sound of our boots thumping against the stone walk and faint cries in the distance. The explosions that rocked the windows and lit the sky had ceased for now. 
 
    “No more than any of the rest of us, I’m sure,” Solen grumbled. “We all know how the world works.” 
 
    Yeah, but I didn’t care what Solen thought he knew. He had no clue what I’d gone through to keep my oaths. Just like he had no idea the lengths I would go to keep Rielle now that I had that chance. 
 
    “You think you know.” I shook my head. “Get back to me when you’ve found your mate. And when she’s in fucking danger. Something she might have been spared if you hadn’t—” 
 
    Ignored her. Abandoned her. Broken your promise to her. 
 
    “Hadn’t what?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    I saw a military vehicle parked haphazardly outside the small fence that surrounded the facility and knew it was Solen’s. 
 
    “The omega is your mate then?” 
 
    I hesitated to give him any more information. What could it hurt? And it satisfied my wolf immensely to tell someone. To stake my claim in even the smallest way. Because no matter what happened when I told Rielle the truth, it didn’t change the fact that my wolf decided she belonged to me. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Does she know it?” 
 
    That one, I refused to answer. Not only that, I wasn’t sure of the answer. Rielle had surprised me with her talk of my future mate. Did she feel that kind of connection with me already? The idea had my heart pounding inside my chest. 
 
    Mine. 
 
    I would take care of the king’s business and return to my female. We would set things straight tonight. Get the truth out. I’d tell her everything. Why I’d patched the gap. How it broke my heart every day to wonder about her. How I’d never forgotten her, and never got close to another. Not for friendship, not for love. 
 
    I swallowed hard, accepting the truth I’d buried away for so long: 
 
    There was ever only her. 
 
    I approached the driver’s side and reached for the door when he slammed his hand on the frame. 
 
    “Yeahhhh, I’m driving,” he said. 
 
    I glared for a moment before stalking around to the other side and climbing into the passenger seat. Solen backed away from the fence and guided the vehicle through the center of Luxoria. 
 
    “Why don’t you bring me up to date.” 
 
    Solen gripped the steering wheel, his expression darkening. “Beta resistance got the alarm codes for the armory, killed the guards and attendants. Simultaneously, bombs were set around the city and they’re encroaching on the castle.” 
 
    “Damages?” 
 
    “Not sure. When I left to get you, the king and guards were containing the problem. And the omegas too. You know they like to be in the middle of the battle.” 
 
    “The queen’s court?” 
 
    Solen nodded. “And the ones who were retrieved from the Human Keep.” The omegas who were advising the king’s council. “The armory is compromised. All our weapons and artillery. They knew the goddamned entry code. Fuck.” He slammed his palm against the steering wheel. 
 
    “And you’re sure it was betas, not omegas?” 
 
    Solen eyed me. “You suspect omegas after everything that’s happened?” 
 
    “No, I’m asking if you do.” 
 
    Solen sighed, maneuvering the vehicle around some rubble in the street. “The omega Ashla used to work in the armory. She knew some of the codes.” 
 
    Ashla was Rielle’s friend. One who lived with her in the Badlands. Now, one of Zelene’s ladies. She wouldn’t have risked the others to do something like this. 
 
    “You don’t think it was her.” 
 
    Solen shook his head. “As much as I pride myself in never trusting anyone… no, I don’t think she has anything to do with this. I know she didn’t.” 
 
    There was an edge to his voice that had me looking deeper. “You know.” 
 
    Solen shot me a look of warning. 
 
    New explosions rocked the windows of the vehicle as we drove. Whatever ceasefire there’d been, was over. The closer we got to the castle grounds, the thicker the crowd became. Many ran from the area, escaping the brunt of the skirmish, but others, mostly alphas pressed inward toward the battle. Defend the castle. It was bred into us all. In the melee it was hard to tell who was a friend and who was a foe. 
 
    Solen sounded the alarm on the vehicle and people scattered to let us through as the castle gates peeled back just enough to allow passage before slamming closed again. 
 
    With the armory completely overtaken by the beta resistance, all the strategy would have to be done from behind the castle gates. The similarities to a time when Adalai’s father was king weren’t lost on me. A time when the battle was brought to the castle doors… except the betrayer was an omega. And it started a civil war the pack almost didn’t survive. 
 
    The war that created the wall. The war that created the gap that I shared with my Little Omega. 
 
    This time it was up to us not to repeat the same mistakes the former king and his council made. 
 
    Solen and I made our way past the grand stairs that lead to the castle entrance. There was another way in. The main entrance was only used for parties and other special occasions. The guards were double the normal number and weapons were drawn before we approached. One eye-to-eye from either of us was all we needed to gain passage. 
 
    “The king and council are in the main conference room,” a guard murmured as we entered. I nodded, not pausing my stride. 
 
    I didn’t bother knocking when we reached the king’s office. The frenzied voices on the other side told me it would have gone unheard anyway. Stepping into the room was like stepping into a cyclone of fury and panic. The assembled group wasn’t altogether what I’d expected. Alix, the beta spy who’d helped Cassian escape the Keep, several omega males brought in by Adalai to advise, and only one of the King’s Generals. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    It made sense why Solen was so angry at my absence. We were supposed to guard the king and queen, yet there was only Dagger with Solen gone to retrieve me. 
 
    King Adalai and Queen Zelene stood at the head of the long table, both directing furious glares in opposite directions. Adalai’s was on Dagger, who looked like he was ready to blow steam from his nostrils, Zelene’s on an older omega female I didn’t recognize. Both switched to me in a blink. 
 
    “Where the fuck have you been?” Adalai. 
 
    “Why are you here and not with Rielle?” Zelene. 
 
    It seemed I wasn’t the only one confused about my role these days. 
 
    “Got here as fast as I could. Rielle is safe,” I added. 
 
    My eyes quickly catalogued who was missing. Charolet, Tavia, and… Ashla. I looked at Solen, who scanned the room with the same urgency. 
 
    “Where are your ladies, my queen?” 
 
    “Charolet and Tavia are with the others, trying to secure the armory. Ashla…” Her gaze darted away guiltily. “We aren’t sure where she went.” 
 
    My eyes went to Adalai. “Cassian is with them?” 
 
    The king nodded, his scowl growing by the second. “Now Dagger wishes to leave as well.” 
 
    “I belong with my mate,” Dagger snarled. 
 
    “Who will guard your queen and my heir?” the king shot back. 
 
    “That’s your job. Your Majesty.” 
 
    Well, shit. Talking to the King Alpha like that… it could go either way these days. But since Adalai was dressed for war and strapped with weapons, I could only hope Dagger didn’t buckle under his wrath. 
 
    Zelene turned toward Adalai. “I told you, Addy. I don’t need protecting. The castle is safe. Especially with you out there, making sure this problem is taken care of. Let him go help Tav.” 
 
    Adalai glared down at her as he waved Dagger away, and his expression promised she was in trouble. Whether it was for the nickname she’d used or for undermining his orders, I couldn’t tell. But when I looked hard enough, I could see the softness she conjured in him. The love he had for her. An omega. 
 
    The King Alpha loved an omega. 
 
    For the first time since Adalai abolished The Division, I let myself believe in what could be. 
 
    In that moment, I realized that all those silent wishes I’d wished at the wall… all the times I’d hoped the world could change for me and my omega, so we could keep our childhood promises to always be there for each other… those wishes were finally coming true. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve
Rielle 
 
      
 
    Evander lied to me. He promised he’d stay with me through my heat. I understood he had responsibility to the king, but it would’ve been nice for once for someone to tell His Majesty what they really thought. 
 
    I chuckled to myself, because even if the alphas didn’t tell him, I could guarantee he got an earful from Zelene. 
 
    Evander hinted that he wasn’t happy blindly following the king, and I’d love to ask him why he did it. But I was an omega and questioning my king was treason. Punishable by death. Not the quick and easy kind, either. It was more like the kind that made sure no one ever did it again. 
 
    But as far as heats went, this one wasn’t horrible. I never slipped into a place where I lost all control. That was the worst part of the heat, feeling like an animal but being trapped in my human skin. I still felt like me, just with a whole lot more needs. Maybe the most me I’d felt since waking up in Evander’s facility. 
 
    And, instead of some dark and dirty bunker, I spent most of my time in Evander’s soft bed. It smelled like him, and once I stripped down and wrapped my sore body in the cool sheets, I could pretend he was here with me. That my hand was his and he was taking care of every wave of need. When it got too much to handle, I found the giant shower in his bedroom. I’d turn the water on and let it run over me for hours. In the bunkers, we always did our best to wash the scent away to protect ourselves from unwanted intruders. This time, it made me sad. Evander wouldn’t be drawn back to me in the most primal way if he couldn’t scent me. He’d never defy honor for the sake of passion. 
 
    For so long I’d dreamed of living in the castle, and now I was dreaming of destroying it. I didn’t want that anymore. I wanted peace. But more than anything, I wanted Evander. For now, I’d have to rely on my fantasies, where the lines blurred between him and my prince. Where they had the same eyes. The same honor. And an undeniable desire for me and only me. 
 
    Because he’d broken his promise to me, I didn’t have any problem going back on my word, either. I didn’t stay confined in the bedroom. Venturing into the living room was dangerous, if any enemy wolves or humans had their eye on Evander’s quarters. If they’d been watching the medical facility with the knowledge that an omega was recovering from a juice addiction, just waiting for the moment to strike. As sure as the moon would come into her full glory would a female wolf go into heat. 
 
    I didn’t do it to spite him. My reasoning was simple. The kitchen was stocked with delicious food, and I was starving. I had to stay strong, because soon, I’d be called upon to fight. I didn’t belong in this beautiful outpost on the hill, surrounded by nothing but comfort and luxury. I should’ve been wearing the battle leather of Luxoria, fighting alongside my omegas. 
 
    That still sounded so weird. Didn’t matter what I was wearing. I’d been bred to defend myself. I didn’t need weapons or fancy armor. 
 
    After indulging in some fruit, I headed back to that soft bed, hoping that Evander returned soon. My heat was in this place that I thought I’d actually enjoy taking care of it. It had always been so scary before. He’d want to know that. For his research of course. If we could figure out how to control omega heats and make them less scary for unmated females, that would be revolutionary. We lost so much time each month keeping ourselves safe. We might not have to worry about alpha attacks anymore but our heats made the males lose all reason. 
 
    Another explosion rocked the city. I sucked in a breath, knowing Evander was out there somewhere. Was he fighting, or was he safe in the castle, orchestrating the battle? I didn’t know exactly what he did for His Majesty, besides whatever was asked of him. Evander was an important alpha, and King Adalai wouldn’t put him in harm’s way. 
 
    He was too important to lose. 
 
    For the king, too. 
 
    I almost jumped out of my skin, going full wolf, with the knock at the door. My first instinct was to burrow deep under the covers. To make myself small and insignificant and all the things I absolutely hated in order to keep myself safe. 
 
    The banging persisted, becoming more urgent. What if it was Evander? Could he get locked out? No, the alphas used top of the line technology like facial recognition and codes to keep them safe. But Ashla, Charolet, and I had easily broken into the armory before our adventure in the Human Keep, and Solen said it had been compromised again. So it was possible that the system had been hacked or the castle had shut it down to protect it from further attack. Neither option made me feel better. 
 
    I should go check, in case Evander was hurt and needed me. But there was an equal possibility whoever was out there wanted to take me as a prize. Something that belonged to the alpha. 
 
    Did I? Heat surged through my body at the thought of it. 
 
    “Rielle!” A voice that I’d recognize anywhere made me bolt upright in bed. Ashla. “Rielle, if you’re in there, open this damn door!” 
 
    Shit, Ashla was in trouble. Solen had said something about the armory. She didn’t work there anymore, but after our own break in, she could be suspected of causing more trouble. 
 
    I ran to the door, my hands trembling as I attempted to open it. The door wouldn’t budge. 
 
    “The code,” I yelled so she’d hear me through the glass. “What’s the code?” 
 
    “I already tried that. It’s not the same as the castle grid,” she said. I realized Kathryn was with her. It made sense, because she would’ve had to go through the clinic to get into the courtyard. 
 
    Evander would be so pissed about my next request. “Take one of those rocks and break the glass.” 
 
    Ashla’s mouth formed an O, and Kathryn waved her arms behind her, like she was telling me to stop. 
 
    “Break the glass!” Heat rose inside me, and I was losing all reason. If my dear friend was in trouble… 
 
    They weren’t doing anything. 
 
    There was an end table near the couch. My hands shook as I carefully placed the lamp that sat atop of it on the floor and picked up the table. My muscles protested its weight, but it would do the trick. 
 
    The ladies screamed as broken glass rained over the concrete in the courtyard. 
 
    It was only then I realize the full impact of the battle. The constant pop of bullets being fired, the screams of agony, and the smoke. I hadn’t noticed that it hung over the city like a blanket. 
 
    I covered my mouth with my hand, mourning the loss of so many things that never belonged to me. 
 
    “RiRi, you shouldn’t have done that. You won’t be safe now,” Ashla said as she ducked and stepped into Evander’s quarters 
 
    Kathryn didn’t follow her. “You need to come back to the clinic, Rielle.” 
 
    “No.” I probably said it too quickly. Neither of them had noticed my heat—yet. Time would tell if I was able to disguise it completely. But that stupid windowless clinic probably had a whole host of machines that would beep like crazy, broadcasting my business to everyone. “I’m feeling better. Strong.” 
 
    Still hasty, but logical. Two days ago, I could barely stand up on my own, and now I could throw an end table through a double paned window. So maybe not that logical. I needed to get Kathryn out of here before she made the connection. 
 
    I wanted to fight. Where did that come from? 
 
    The nurse frowned at me. “Is Evander here?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “He’ll want you to be safe.” 
 
    Another explosion. We all jumped and I hated the expression on Ashla’s face. I’d never seen her look so defeated. Oh yeah. She was in trouble and my duty first and foremost was to her. 
 
    “Anyone who gets in here has to go through the clinic first. So as long as you keep that place locked tight, I’m technically safer here.” I motioned to the courtyard, and the doors on the other side of that beautiful garden. My eyes had to be playing tricks on me. The flowers had a fine dusting of soot on them, a casualty of the explosions. I hated that the violence touched even this private beauty. The tenderest part of my alpha. 
 
    I did it again. I claimed him as my own, even after Solen so easily took him away from me. 
 
    There were many times in my life I’d felt pure vengeance for the king, but never more than now. 
 
    Ashla hugged me and she wouldn’t let me go. “They think I did it, RiRi. They think I conspired with the betas to break into the armory.” 
 
    I hated that I had to ask. “Did you?” 
 
    “No.” There was so much fear in her eyes. “Most of the betas are fighting in opposition of omega rights, which is gross. But there’s this crazy faction of them that are trying to destroy the castle and institute a new government.” 
 
    “No one is safe.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m terrified for Zelene. She’s so pregnant now. The baby’s coming any day. Those codes were weak, Ri. That’s how the betas figured them out. I would never give secrets away to an enemy.” 
 
    “But you helped us get the military vehicle.” None of us were looking real good in this attack. 
 
    She dipped her head, and tears fell. “We have to help Zelene. I came to tell you because you had to know what was happening. You were so upset we hadn’t told you everything that had happened so I couldn’t leave you in the dark about this.” 
 
    There was more to it than that. She’d come alone. Tavia and Charolet were definitely the types to kick ass first and ask questions later, but if the situation was as dire as Ashla claimed, they wouldn’t leave her by herself. Which made me wonder if the accusation had caused a division among the queen’s court. 
 
    No. We hadn’t let anyone come between us for this long. We weren’t going down in the middle of some ridiculous beta dispute. 
 
    She hadn’t mentioned anything about my heat. It was possible she was too panicked, too wrapped up in her own trouble to notice. But omega women never missed a heat. 
 
    We could definitely work with this… later of course, when the battle was over and cooler heads prevailed. Right now, my omegas needed me more than ever. 
 
    “Let’s go protect Zelene.” I tugged her arm, and ducked to avoid scraping my skin against the broken glass. 
 
    “Rielle, no,” Kathryn protested. “You can’t go in your condition.” 
 
    She still saw me as an invalid. If Ashla didn’t sense my heat, she wouldn’t either. She was a beta, and that had to give her an opinion in this fight. People she loved were in danger too. I couldn’t trust her, even if she claimed to be still working for Evander. 
 
    I glanced down at myself. I was still wearing the thin gown that I’d left the clinic in. Nothing Evander had in the house would fit me. 
 
    “You must have something I can wear.” It wasn’t ideal, but it was better than this. “Some extra scrubs.” 
 
    After a month in that place, I had to be able to pass as a medical professional. 
 
    Kathryn opened her mouth to protest, but Ashla took a bold step toward her. “When all this is said and done, you won’t want to be one of the betas that defied the queen and put her in danger.” 
 
    The nurse turned on her heel, muttering, but moments later, she came back with a clean set of scrubs, and the ugliest shoes I’d ever seen. But I didn’t care, because it would keep me safe. 
 
    That was, until someone figured out I was in heat. But these clothes smelled like the inside of the clinic and it would go a long way to mask my symptoms. 
 
    Both of these ladies had seen me in much less, so I had no problem changing right then and there. 
 
    “Will you let us leave through the clinic?” I asked. 
 
    “Evander wouldn’t want this.” Kathryn steeled herself, crossing her arms in front of her chest. 
 
    “My queen needs my help. You might be willing to ignore that, but I’m not. I answer to the queen.” 
 
    Kathryn took a deep breath. “What do I tell Evander if he comes back?” 
 
    If. I couldn’t let myself think about what that word really meant. “Tell him I’m coming back to him.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen
Evander 
 
      
 
    “We’ll never let the omegas take our place! King Alpha can’t protect them forever!” The beta rebel spewed his vitriol as I slapped shackles around his wrists. He laughed, the sound of a crazed zealot. “You think arresting me will help? There are more of us than you know!” 
 
    “Take him,” I barked at an alpha guard, shoving the male toward the rest of the betas we’d captured. 
 
    The armory was almost secured, but it had been gutted. The betas made off with most of the crucial weaponry. Bombs, lasers, swords and daggers, rounds of smart-ammo. Even bio weapons that had only been tested, never used in battle. There was nothing left except body armor. It almost seemed as though the armor was left as a taunt. Here, protect yourself. You’re going to need it. 
 
    The beta betrayal made my blood boil. We were finally taking steps to heal our people, and some of them couldn’t leave well enough alone. I had to remind myself that it wasn’t all betas. It was one small faction of them. Small, but mighty enough to rip a gaping wound in our pack. No matter what, we couldn’t start seeing the betas as enemies. We had enemies, yes. The resistance and the humans. But our beta brothers and sisters weren’t all to blame. 
 
    I wondered if I was able to see things from this perspective because of my interaction with Rielle as a wolfling. I remembered thinking it was unfair that she suffered for the sins of omegas before her. That she was lumped in and labeled traitor when she wasn’t one. 
 
    I could appreciate some of the loneliness I went through without her if it meant my view could prevent another pack fracture. If it meant real change for our people. 
 
    I knew she wanted that more than anything. It practically vibrated from her, and I loved her for it. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    I loved her. 
 
    Even thinking it was enough to have me quaking as I walked back into the armory where other prisoners were being shackled. Their destination was the dungeon, where they would later be interrogated by Adalai himself. No doubt he would have them quivering with his alpha call. No beta could resist it. They would bow, and with it, all of their secrets. 
 
    It wouldn’t be long before every beta traitor was rooted out and the armory restocked. Luxoria was under siege but I didn’t doubt we would win this one. 
 
    I found my king taking stock of the nearly empty armory. “Your Majesty. I have received reports from the castle guards. Everything is secured. The queen is safe. There have been no more attempted breaches.” 
 
    He scowled at an empty artillery crate before kicking it and sending it crashing into the wall. “Doesn’t mean they won’t attempt it again. And with all of my weapons on their belts, they just might succeed. Fuck.” 
 
    “They won’t. No one will hurt our females.” 
 
    Adalai’s eyes snapped to me. 
 
    “You have omega support from the Badlands. You are respected among our people,” I reminded him. “Most will fight for you. Only a few, in comparison, are against you. Remember that. This is not a repeat of the past.” 
 
    His eyes dug into me, but it wasn’t a threat. “You’ve been with me a long time, Evander.” 
 
    I nodded. “A very long time.” 
 
    He made a noise that was almost a laugh, and pinched the bridge of his nose. “We were fucking kids, you and me. Didn’t know shit back then. Believed the enemy was our own people. Look at us now, trying to fix everything.” 
 
    I couldn’t tell him that I always knew there were good omegas beyond the wall. I fingered the little brown button I still kept in my pocket to remind me of the gap. I’d never fought a day without it. And the weight of Rielle’s military button necklace lay against my sternum, beneath my leathers, begging me to share all my secrets. 
 
    I planned to do just that, as soon as I could get back to her. 
 
    Maybe I would tell Adalai one day too. Maybe I’d tell them all. 
 
    “Say it to me straight, Evander.” The king sighed. “What am I doing wrong?” 
 
    I frowned. The king didn’t doubt himself. And he sure as hell didn’t say it out loud if he did. 
 
    “If you continue on the path you’ve chosen, I believe things will only get better.” 
 
    “Oh, fuck that,” Adalai roared. “I said tell me straight. No more bullshit. You’re my most trusted adviser. Fucking advise me. I’ve done everything I can think of to make our pack whole, yet we continue to fracture. I abolished The Division and welcomed the omegas back. I’m rebuilding the Badlands. We rescued the abducted omegas from the Human Keep. Shit, I’m making the moves that feel right. Yet… look at this. Look at us.” He shook his head. “Our people are worse off than ever and danger is at our fucking doorstep.” 
 
    The king wanted easy answers, but there were none. 
 
    Change didn’t come by fancy words and glorified olive branches. It came with time and consistency. It came like a fist pummeling your face until you were bruised and bleeding. It was one step forward, three steps back, but it only came if you kept moving forward. 
 
    One promise at a time. 
 
    One discovery at a time. 
 
    One broken heart mended at a time. 
 
    I sighed. “You really want my advice then?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Keep doing what you’re doing.” 
 
    The king blinked, clearly expecting more. 
 
    “You said it yourself. You’re making the choices that feel right. Ruling with your heart. Something your father couldn’t do. So keep doing that.” 
 
    Adalai considered it. “And what about the betas? What if the resistance grows?” 
 
    “Anyone who doesn’t want a unified pack is like poison. Root out the poison, and what’s left is healthy tissue. Healthy tissue grows. Thrives. Persists.” 
 
    Adalai pinched his chin as he began to pace. The king was a fight first ask questions later type of alpha, so the fact that he approached this decision in a thoughtful manner was a testament to Zelene’s effect on him. Which was confusing because she was known to cause more trouble than good. But no one could deny that she’d changed Adalai for the better. 
 
    Maybe when two lost pieces were finally united, they just… worked. 
 
    Like me and Rielle. 
 
    The urge to get back to her made it nearly impossible to remain at the king’s side. 
 
    “I have much to think about. Thank you, Evander. Now return to your female,” he said as if he could read me. 
 
    I shook my head. “There’s still fighting at the borders and skirmishes all around the city. And the betas have the weapons to keep going if they want.” 
 
    “Yes. But you’re no good to me if your female gets in trouble. Protect her first, we fight again tomorrow.” 
 
    I scanned the armory, finding Solen and Cassian approaching. Dagger and Tavia were several steps behind them. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Solen barked, jerking his head toward the row of vehicles at the back of the armory. “We’re on omega duty. I promised to find the missing one, and you have… things to attend to.” The missing one. Ashla. The one Solen somehow knew wasn’t part of the resistance. 
 
    Tavia glared. “Omega duty? Not cool. Guess that means I’m on alpha duty.” She looked pointedly at the king. “Time to get you back to the castle, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Solen raised a black eyebrow. “Take a joke, female.” 
 
    “Was it a joke? Male? Because it wasn’t like I could tell with how your expression never changes.” 
 
    Dagger shook his head as if he’d been listening to them fight all day. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “You promised she’d be safe,” Tavia reminded Solen. 
 
    “And I never break a promise,” he growled back. 
 
    The king ignored them all and headed for a nearby vehicle while I followed Solen to a different one. 
 
    As we maneuvered through the city, it was clear Luxoria was still in chaos. Several buildings were on fire. People fought in the street. At least the explosions had ceased. 
 
    “What a fucking mess,” Solen muttered. 
 
    “Do you know where she is?” 
 
    His gaze darkened to a glare as he stared out the windshield. “No. I’m hoping she came looking for Rielle. You didn’t think I was giving you a ride home for the hell of it, did you?” 
 
    We came to a bone jolting stop at the medical facility. Solen really needed to learn how to fucking park. Another inch and he would have hit the fence, Charolet style. 
 
    I wasted no time, my stride taking me through the courtyard to where I’d left my omega. Every step made me more and more anxious until I rounded the last flower bed. 
 
    I stopped short at the sight of Kathryn pacing in front of my… shattered front entrance. 
 
    “What the fuck happened?” I asked, rushing forward. I had to get to my omega. 
 
    “She’s not in there!” Kathryn’s words sent a frisson of fear down my spine, quickly followed by rage. 
 
    I spun, glaring at the beta. 
 
    “She left with her friend. There was no stopping them.” 
 
    “What friend?” Solen demanded. 
 
    “Ashla. They were worried about the queen. She said… she said she’s coming back to you.” 
 
    Shit. Leave it to Rielle not to trust the king’s men to protect Zelene. They were too used to fending for themselves. Now my female was out in the open with her unpredictable heat approaching and wolves everywhere willing to break the law. 
 
    “We have to find them,” I told Solen. “Fast.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen
Rielle 
 
      
 
    It took everything I had to keep up with Ashla. She moved through Evander’s district with purpose. So far, things didn’t look so bad. Ashla had a tendency to jump to the worst case scenario. I couldn’t give her a hard time about it because she was usually right.  
 
    Haze hung in the air, evidence of the explosions. The armory break in. I wondered if someone had framed her, to try to get her ousted from the castle. But why? Of our group, Ashla was the quiet, shy one, but she’d taken her job very seriously. Which until recently, had been ironic, because the stuff stored in that armory had been used against the omegas. Maybe it had given her some sense of control.  
 
    So this break in would eat at her soul.  
 
    “It doesn’t seem so bad.” I said, hoping she’d agree with me and slow down. 
 
    She shot a sharp look over her shoulder. “They don’t care about Evander’s territory, Ri. They want the king.” 
 
    That shouldn’t have hurt, but it did. 
 
    “Can we slow down?” I had to, whether she gave me permission or not. My hands were on my burning thighs, and I gulped smoky air.  
 
    Ashla looked me over, frowning, like she hadn’t actually seen me before. She’d been so panicked, so in need of a friend, an ally, that she’d totally overlooked my condition. I shouldn’t have come. But there was no way after that news I could’ve stayed in Evander’s house, alone, worried sick about everyone I loved.  
 
    “I should bring you back to the clinic,” she said softly. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not? I thought Evander was taking care of you.” Ashla held her head in her hands and tensed with the next explosion. It had been scary when I was safe in the house, but it was downright unsettling when we were out in the open. 
 
    “He is. Or was, until Solen came to fetch him.” I straightened, charging forward toward the castle. She really didn’t realize I was in heat. But it wouldn’t last. My skin felt like it was on fire, and soon I’d be sweating and whining, looking for relief. Or so I thought. But she couldn’t smell it, which meant other wolves wouldn’t be either. Once this conflict cleared, we needed to have heat bunkers built in the city so no omega was caught unprepared. 
 
    “Solen takes his responsibilities to the king seriously,” she said. 
 
    “So does Evander.” Wait a minute. “Are you defending him?” 
 
    “No.” She tensed when something too close to us blew up.  
 
    “Because it seems like you’re...kind of defensive when I say his name.” 
 
    “He knows I didn’t do it.” She charged forward, but this conversation was far from over. 
 
    The castle was in view, but that didn’t mean we were close. Built on a hill, it was visible from everywhere in the city, His Majesty looming over us. The chaos intensified the closer we got. More people in the streets, yelling and fighting amongst themselves, piles or rumble, and cars overturned, some on fire. 
 
    The betas were pissed.  
 
    “Omegas!” someone called out, pointing at us.  
 
    “Not just any omegas, the queen’s omegas.” Another beta added, mocking the last part.  
 
    Ashla grabbed my arm. “You can make it, Ri. They almost caught me on the way to you--” She pulled away as another flare of heat surged through me. “You’re so hot.” 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    She didn’t move, and the betas were closing in. “Are you--” 
 
    I shook my head. “Let’s go.” I said it with more force this time. 
 
    We ran, but the betas who’d called us out didn’t plan on letting us get away. The remnants of the juice had given me superpowers so far. But it would be sheer will that got Ashla and me to the castle safely. 
 
    My muscles screamed, and the air burned my lungs.  A beta jumped out in front of us, and I stumbled into Ashla. One of them grabbed her, hooking his arms around hers and lifting her from the ground. 
 
    The betas closed in on us, cheering and chanting get the omegas and things much more obscene than that.  
 
    Ashla struggled, but the beta was bigger and so much stronger than her. She kicked her legs back against shins.  
 
    My reality was starting to blur in a familiar way. Exhaustion dissolved the protective mask of the heat. Sweat drenched my clothes, and I disguised the telltale whine of my soaring heat with a scream. 
 
    But it sounded too feral. Too wolf. A hush swept over the crowd. They knew. They knew and they had us surrounded.  
 
    I wouldn’t leave without Ashla. Whatever they planned on doing to me, they’d do to her just because they could. Pulling the beta’s arms didn’t make a difference. He laughed, using my friend as a weapon against me, swinging her back and forth, and her legs hit me instead of him.  
 
    “Run, Ri,” Ashla gritted between her teeth. She was asking me to give up on her. 
 
    I’d never do that. I knew too much about what that felt like. 
 
    “No. I’m not leaving you.” No one was coming to save us. We had to save ourselves.  
 
    Heat surged inside me and I feared I’d shift right then and there. Which probably wouldn’t have been the worst thing that happened. My lupine jaws were much stronger than the human version, and it would be my pleasure to rip the throat out of Ashla’s attacker. 
 
    I stomped down on his foot, hard.  
 
    “You bitch!” he growled, but it was enough for him to loosen his grip on Ashla. Stunned, she slumped to the ground, and I used all the manic energy of my heat to pull her away from him. 
 
    We were surrounded.  
 
    A gunshot fired, close enough to make the betas duck. Some of them hit the ground. Tugging on Ashla, I ran over their crouched bodies. If the gunshot hit us, we could shift.  
 
    Wait. We could shift.  
 
    “Ash. Shift,” I said as soon as we got away from the crowd. We weren’t in the clear yet. There were mobs of betas and alphas and probably even some omegas.  
 
    “We can’t.” 
 
    “Says who? They can’t attack us if we’re wolves.” If we stayed human, it wasn’t a question if they’d attack. They already had. And they knew I was in heat.  
 
    I didn’t wait for her answer, pulling at my borrowed clothes. That got a reaction out of the crowd, but I didn’t care. Fur was already blossoming through my skin, and my bones snapped and rearranged themselves into my wolf form.  
 
    Ashla was frozen, terrified by old rules. She was the last of the queen’s omegas to find her mate. 
 
    If Evander claimed me. But I couldn’t think about that right now. 
 
    I growled and ripped at her clothes. The angry mob was closing in on us once again, and if she didn’t take a chance, I didn’t know if I could save her. 
 
    She let her head fall back and let out a howl. 
 
    That’s my girl. 
 
    Fur burst through her skin, ripping her clothing as she shook it away. We were both totally wolf for the first time outside of the Badlands and damn if it didn’t feel good.  
 
    Growling and snarling was a good way to get the betas and whoever else thought they could lay claim to the queen’s court to back the fuck up. They couldn’t fight us like this. 
 
    This power thing was kind of fun.  
 
    We ran through the city. These neighborhoods were unfamiliar, and for once I was grateful for the looming castle acting as our guide. We hopped over debris and weaved past angry oncoming crowds.  
 
    The buildings became bigger and more opulent as we closed in on the castle. But the smoke was thick here. 
 
    “Is it on fire?” I asked. 
 
    “I hope not.”  
 
    All I could think of was Zelene. She wouldn’t be out fighting. She’d be there, unless she’d been evacuated. There were so many times I feared I’d lost my friends over the years, but this was all too real. 
 
    Ashla skidded to a stop, and I was so distracted with what if, that I almost didn’t see the military vehicle that cut us off. There was no telling if there was friend or foe inside. But there was nowhere else to run, and nothing was safe. The doors opened but only the armor and guns were visible. Helmets hid their faces.  
 
    I had a flashback to the Keep. When Cassian had been shot. A flood of memories became clear to me. Getting dragged away from Charolet. Knowing she was hurt and not being able to do a damn thing about it. Being coaxed into drinking my very first sips of juice. The instant addiction. 
 
    And Evander. Evander being the only one who could fix it. He could fix everything… all I had to do was let him.  
 
    Ashla huddled against me as we prepared for capture.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen
Evander 
 
      
 
    I sprang from the passenger side of the vehicle and approached the wolves. I knew immediately which one was my Little Omega. She was the one radiating heat. The one whose luscious scent was already driving me mad. 
 
    I had to get her to safety. 
 
    Stalking forward, I realized they were about to run so I ripped my mask away and opened the door to the back of the vehicle. “Get in the Humvee,” I demanded, scanning the area for approaching danger. 
 
    Ashla ran for it, scrambling into the front seat, but Rielle didn’t move. Instead, I heard her voice as if it was inside my mind. “Solen. What if he smells my heat?” 
 
    I glanced back at the alpha. Shit. If her scent did to him what it was doing to me… I would want to kill him. Miiine, my animal roared behind my chest.  
 
    Rielle’s wolf cocked her head as if she’d heard my claim. 
 
    For the first time ever, the beast made my skin prickle with its nearness. Other alphas were able to shift after developing a mating bond with omega females. Could that be happening to me now? 
 
    This wasn’t the time or place to figure it out. 
 
    “We have to go, now,” I told her. “I will deal with Solen.” Trust me, I wanted to add. Trust me like you did when we were young. 
 
    And maybe she heard that too, because she moved cautiously closer to the vehicle. With me right behind her, she leaped into the back seat and I followed her in, slamming the door closed just as Solen pressed the accelerator, causing the vehicle to lurch forward. 
 
    “Roll down the windows,” I snarled. 
 
    “Why?” Solen asked, irritated. “There’s too much smoke.” 
 
    “Just fucking do it.” I pulled Rielle close, covering her body with mine and hoping it would block some of the delicious needy scent coming from her. She whimpered in response and Solen jolted into action, lowering the window. 
 
    “Fuck. She’s in heat?” he asked. 
 
    “Don’t breathe,” I warned. Fuck, I didn’t want to fight him, but I would. In a heartbeat, I would. 
 
    He glanced at Ashla’s wolf who pawed the seat anxiously. A look of confusion passed over Solen’s face. “I don’t smell it. Her heat, I can’t sense it at all.” 
 
    Rielle’s voice whispered through my mind. “Ashla didn’t sense it either. Neither did Kathryn.” 
 
    I sure as hell did. My cock strained against the front of my pants as evidence. My grip tightened on her, my fingers digging into her fur. She was so beautiful in her animal form. 
 
    “What is going on?” Rielle asked, but I didn’t have an answer. I could hardly even think with her body pulsing against mine. We needed to rut, but I wouldn’t do it until she heard the truth from me. 
 
    I was going to tell her everything. Close the gap between me and Little Omega, once and for all. 
 
    “We’re almost home.” 
 
    Using side roads, Solen had us back to the Northern Border in minutes even if it seemed like an eternity. I released the lock on the door, ready to get Rielle somewhere safe and quiet. 
 
    “Wait,” she said. “What about Ashla?” 
 
    “I gave Tavia my word,” Solen answered. “She will be safe with me.” 
 
    Tavia trusted Solen. That would have to be good enough. And Ashla didn’t seem worried to be with him. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said, and Rielle followed me out of the Humvee. 
 
    We ran for the fence as Solen sped off with Ashla, driving the military vehicle as badly as he parked it. Safely behind the gate, I led Rielle through the courtyard toward my home. I would call Kathryn once we were inside and let her know Rielle was safe. 
 
    When we reached the front steps, my boots crunched on the broken glass, reminding me of the shattered front windows. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Without a word, I bent and scooped Rielle into my arms, carrying her across the glass so she wouldn’t cut her paws. She couldn’t shift yet. Not until we were inside. I wouldn’t let anyone see her naked body. I’d lose my mind. Maybe she could sense that because she didn’t even try. 
 
    Inside, I kicked aside the broken pieces of furniture and continued to the bedroom. The goddamn bedroom she was supposed to lock herself in. Like she’d promised. 
 
    Well, we’d both broken promises now, but I was going to do my damnedest to never break another. Because I intended to promise her a lot of things before the night was over. 
 
    I set her on her feet and turned to set the lock on the bedroom door. I put it in exterior mode for added security since my outer windows were busted. No one could get in the gates, but if they did, they wouldn’t make it through this door. 
 
    We were safe. I pressed my forehead against the hardwood of the doorframe and let out a breath. 
 
    “Evander.” Rielle’s trembling voice told me she had shifted back to her human form. 
 
    I spun, stalking forward until I could take her face in my hands to look her over.  
 
    “Are you okay? Are you hurt?” There was some soot on her cheek and I thumbed it away until I realized it was coming from my hands. “Blood? Are you bleeding?” I scanned her body for cuts and bruises. From shoulder to fingertip. Torso, legs… fuck, she was very, very naked. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said, shivering. “What about you?” 
 
    “Me?” She was concerned about me. “I’m not hurt. Not even a little. But you could have been. You promised you’d stay here where it was safe.” 
 
    “And you said you’d protect me through my heat! You kissed me! And then you left just like—” She slammed her mouth closed on whatever she’d been about to say. 
 
    “Just like who?” Did she already know I was her alpha from the wall? Or was there another male she’d cared enough about to lose? 
 
    And what would I do if there was someone else in her past? 
 
    She shifted her weight from foot to foot, her hands coming up to twist nervously. “When I was a little girl, I used to play with an alpha boy through a crack in the wall that separated Luxoria from the Badlands. He never told me his name but he said we were friends and I believed him. I really believed him. Until one day, I came to the gap like normal, and the hole was plastered shut from the inside. There was only—” I put my finger to her lips before she could say the rest. It was my turn. 
 
    I reached beneath the collar of my shirt and pulled out the leather string that held the precious button I’d left for her all those years ago. “This,” I whispered. “There was only this.” 
 
    Rielle’s eyes widened upon seeing the item I’d taken from her. “Yes.” 
 
    “He left it for you, hoping it would be enough to keep you from being too sad when he was gone.” 
 
    Her forehead crinkled with confusion. “How do you know…” And then quickly changed to something that made my heart clench. Realization. Hurt. Anger. 
 
    Betrayal. 
 
    “It was you?” she gasped, familiar tears welling in her eyes. “You were my alpha?”  
 
    My alpha. The phrase gave me hope. 
 
    I let her step back enough for me to dig in my pocket and retrieve the smiley face button I’d kept close all these years. I held it out for her to see. “I never forgot you. I had this with me everywhere I went. Everyday, to remind me.” 
 
    She shook her head, her face creasing with even more emotion. Shit, she looked like she was breaking. And my heart thundered for me to do something. Anything, to fix it. 
 
    “We… you… you promised you would always be there. You promised we would be friends forever. And I know it was stupid to believe it, but I did. You gave me hope. You made me think things could be okay, and then you broke my…” She swallowed hard. Suddenly she wasn’t Rielle, she was a tiny green eye staring at me through a crack in a stone wall. She was small. She was hurt. She was afraid. “How could you do this? When did you know who I was?” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure until I saw the necklace.” 
 
    “But you suspected?” 
 
    Not exactly. I shook my head. “I saw you in every omega that I ever crossed paths with. I used to question every female your age with dark hair. Did they live with four others? Did they lose a guardian when they were nine? Did they pick flowers or leave them to grow? Did… did they like buttons…” I stepped forward. If I could just touch her again, she would know I was telling the truth. But she jerked back before I made contact. “One day I stopped asking because every no led me to believe you hadn’t made it, and I didn’t want to think…” 
 
    “Of me dead?” she snapped. “Like so many other omegas?” 
 
    “I did everything I could to make things easier. When the king wouldn’t pay wages for service… that changed because of me. If I saw soldiers attacking omegas without cause, I put a stop to it. I counseled fairness to Adalai with the best of my ability. I did what I could, from my position beside the king. And do you know why? Because of you. Because of one little girl who dared to come to the wall and show me we weren’t so very different. I rose to the king’s right hand because of that single experience, don’t you understand?” I needed her to see I was still the boy who would have fought demons to protect her. “I didn’t always do right, Rielle, but I did my best, because you were always in my mind, and in my fucking heart.” 
 
    She shook her head, her mouth opening to lash out again, but I couldn’t let her. Not until it was all out in the open. 
 
    “I loved you, Little Omega,” I rasped. “I didn’t know it at the time. I didn’t realize what the feeling was until I had to give you up. I was a boy. I didn’t have words for what was happening inside my heart. I just knew I had to protect you. They were sending me away and I knew if you kept coming back to the wall looking for me, someone would find you. Someone who might hurt you. And I couldn’t take the chance.” I removed the button necklace from around my neck and held it out to her. “I hoped this would be enough for you to know… I care.” 
 
    Time stood still as she stared at the necklace. It could have been minutes or hours, I waited for her to say something. I was offering it back. She could take it and wear it like she had for so long. But this time, it would mean so much more. We both knew it. 
 
    Rielle took the smallest step closer. Almost imperceptible. But this time her eyes weren’t on the button I’d given her all those years ago. 
 
    They were on the little brown one I held between the fingers of my other hand. The one with a faded smiley face from all the years I’d carried it. 
 
    “You really kept Junior?” Her voice was barely a croak and she wiped tears from her cheeks like they’d cause a flood if she let them fall. 
 
    “Junior?” 
 
    She sniffed, pointing her chin at the smiley face button. “That was his name before I gave him to you. Junior.” 
 
    I sighed. “Yes, then. I kept Junior. He was all of you I had left and small enough, no one would take it away.” 
 
    “But you kept it even when you were grown and no one could take it. Why’d you do that?” 
 
    “The same reason you kept yours.” 
 
    “Say it,” she whispered. Another tiny step closer. Damn, I wanted to reach out and pull her close. But she had to choose this. She had to know she was in control this time. 
 
    “To remind me of what was lost, what I could never have.” 
 
    She pressed her lips together, nodding as she blinked away more tears. “But now we’ve found each other again. Does that mean we can? Finally have what we want?” 
 
    “There’s no more wall,” I murmured. “We can close the gap. What do you want, Little Omega?” 
 
    Her eyes roamed my face, softening until they shone with emotion. She took a definite step forward this time, coming so close the heat of her body threatened to burn through my clothes. “I want my necklace back,” she said. 
 
    Then her lips crashed against mine in a completely different kind of promise. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen
Rielle 
 
      
 
    On my darkest days, the dream of my prince was the only thing that gave me the will to keep going. A tiny spark of light in an endless tunnel.  
 
    So many times, I questioned if he was real, or if he was a figment of my imagination like the games I used to play with my little painted rocks in their rusty can house. I was a battle hardened omega with the audacity to dream. It made me good at my job, because I knew alphas had the capacity for compassion, even if it was deep down in their rotten hearts. Zelene wasn’t the first omega queen. Someday, my prince would have decided his love for me was so strong he’d knock down the walls between us to come back for me.  
 
    Me and only me.  
 
    And now finally we could have each other. I was never letting him go. 
 
    Heat soared through my body. I needed him now. Hooking my hands around his neck, I kissed him. His hands were on my back, and the necklace tapped against my bare skin as we met in a hot kiss.  
 
    Our tongues tangled, and I was hungry, so hungry. Shifting always cured what ailed us, and the muscles weakness, the brain fog that had been ever-present since I woke up in Evander’s clinic—I hadn’t even realized how bad I felt until now—had all been replaced by this insatiable hunger.  
 
    In the Badlands, an unmated omega’s heat was something to fear. Even now, I was terrified. Not because Evander would hurt me, but because whatever happened next would change everything.  
 
    He pulled me against his hard, ready body, kissing me so urgently I thought I’d die without his touch. Even though I’d never stopped dreaming of my prince, I never dared to think a heat could be… fun.  
 
    An all too familiar feeling surged through me. It wasn’t heat. No, it was a craving for something much more sinister.  
 
    Juice. No. It was like my body was fighting with itself, between pleasure and pain and this horrible chasm in between.  
 
    I pulled away from the kiss. Evander’s eyes were wild, glowing with need. He tightened his grip on my body. His animal was responding to all the signals I was sending it. 
 
    “Evander.” I could barely get the word out. “Have any of the omegas that came back from the Keep gone through a heat yet?” 
 
    He shook his head slowly. “You’re the first.”  
 
    I couldn’t even take a full breath. The heat always took over everything—function, reason, humanity—but this craving...if Evander wasn’t holding me I’d be on my knees. This wasn’t good, and I was so angry at those omegas, the ones who’d been my friends and still fed me that horrible drink, and the humans who thought my body was their own personal playground. 
 
    No. I wouldn’t let them take this from me. I’d waited my whole fucking life for my prince and I sure as hell wasn’t too damaged to have him.  
 
    “I want…” I didn’t want to say it. I shook my head, but nothing would take the craving away. 
 
    He tipped my chin with his fingers so I met his molten gaze.  
 
    “Keep looking at me like that,” I rasped. He had the power to make the craving go away. 
 
    “Little Omega, tell me what’s wrong.” Through the flames, there was sadness. And something that broke my heart-stricken, juice-addled heart. Defeat. Oh gods, he thought I didn’t want him. That I didn’t need him. That I hadn’t wished on every shooting star in the desert that he’d come back to me. 
 
    “I want…” Pressing my lips together, I had to take control. “I want you, but I want juice too.” 
 
    “No.” He kissed me again, and the intensity ignited my heat. I gave myself to him, to let his love heal me, to make me whole again. Maybe for the very first time.  
 
    He took a few careful steps, leading me to the bed. When the backs of my thighs hit the mattress, I crawled onto it, never taking my eyes off him. 
 
    Evander unbuttoned his jacket slowly, revealing a little more of himself to me with each notch. The jacket fell to the floor. His chest was solid muscle, with a dusting of dark hair that intensified below his belly button. I let out a whine of appreciation when he loosened his belt and unzipped his fly. His massive cock had been hard against my belly, and my muscles ached in anticipation of it knotting inside me. 
 
    He was naked now, and his shaft was just as glorious as I’d imagined. 
 
    The mattress shifted under his weight as he crawled onto the bed. His lips curled into a smile when I let out an appreciative whine. It felt so good to actually let myself be in heat. To know I was safe.  
 
    Evander pushed a damp strand of hair away from my cheek. I tipped my chin back, willing him to kiss me again. I wanted this man to fucking consume me and there was no way I could express it in words.  
 
    But instead, my prince slipped the worn leather cord over my head, and smoothed the necklace as it fell to my skin. How I’d missed the familiar, forbidden weight of it. The button settled between my breasts and he couldn’t tear his eyes away from it. 
 
    “Beautiful,” he whispered. 
 
    My new dream would be of him looking at me just like he was, with pure adoration and scorching desire, but that awful feeling, the one I still couldn’t control, was digging its claws into me. 
 
    I never thought he’d have to save me from an attack from my own kind. 
 
    “Evander,” I whined. “I need.. I need…” 
 
    “Shhh.” He ghosted his lips over my skin, and his beard tickled my cheek. His fingers were on the button, and I writhed below him, needing his touch.  
 
    He circled my nipple with the rough pad of his thumb, and my body rose from the bed to meet his touch. Whether he intended to or not, he was going to bring me to the brink of utter insanity. I’d fallen into step with his rhythm, and then he pinched it hard.  
 
    I let out a cry, and he nodded as he straddled me. “You’re so beautiful when you’re wild.” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    “You were always beautiful. Even when I could only see this much of you.” He wiped his fingers over my cheekbone, and I gasped when they came away wet. I had no idea I was crying. For once, they were happy tears. His gaze swept over me, and he had one hand on that massive cock. I wriggled, trying to angle myself so I could take him.  
 
    Evander knew what I needed. We could do soft and sweet another time. Right now, I needed him to own me. To chase the bad shit away. Grasping my hips, he opened me up wide. Those hands that had been so gentle just moments before pushed my thighs up.  
 
    He growled as he lowered his face to my pussy. The sound reverberated through my body as he swept his tongue along the seam of my nether lips, and his lips found my clit. He sucked long and hard, and pressure built low in my belly.  
 
    His tongue swirled, finding the most sensitive spots and teasing them to the edge of madness. It was like he knew the waves were building inside me, and he didn’t want me to crack. Not yet.  
 
    His hand slipped under me, lifting me higher. He dragged his fingers the length of my slit, teasing my ass but not committing to it. Instead he slipped two fingers inside my pussy and pumped. 
 
    “Evander!” I cried as I tangled my fingers in his short hair. It was so much, but it wasn’t enough. I needed his cock inside me. I tried to tell him, but things weren’t making sense anymore.  
 
    Pulling his hair, he looked up at me. In that moment, he looked more wolf than human, and my own animal reacted by instinct. He rose up on his knees. That glorious cock shone with a drop of moisture on its tip. He pumped it, and I whined.  
 
    He lined himself up with my opening and let himself inside. There was no need to go slow. Like either of us had any control left. He thrust hard and fast and so so deep.  
 
    I cried out, sometimes the words made sense and the rest of it I didn’t care. I did everything I could to drink him in. The way he held himself over me. The drops of delicious sweat that dripped from his skin as he rutted. The way his muscles tensed and his body stuttered to a stop before his shaft swelled inside me. His hot seed sprayed inside me, and he groaned, kissing me as he came. 
 
    This was the moment I’d dreamed of in all those dark nights. When my prince claimed me.  
 
    And now I belonged to him forever.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen
Evander 
 
      
 
    I roared as my release hit me like thunder, shattering the binding that kept my animal at bay. My knot swelled, locking me and Rielle together while her orgasm pulsed along my length. 
 
    We were forever bound. 
 
    The gap completely closed. 
 
    No wall would ever come between us again. 
 
    The feeling of freeing my animal yet binding my heart with a mate should have been a conflict of emotions, but instead, it was a perfect combination. I was in sync for the first time in my life. 
 
    With one hand on her jaw, I found her eyes. She blinked, looking relieved and even shocked. “What have we done?” 
 
    “What we should have done so many years ago, if life hadn’t been so cruel. We’ve bonded, mate.” 
 
    She smiled, and it was the same one I remembered from when she was a girl. A true one, that came from her soul. Here, in my bed, it wasn’t even tinged with the hard past she’d endured. It was just… happy. And I felt it in my veins replacing all the regret that diluted my blood. 
 
    “Mate,” she whispered, and I kissed the word from her lips before pulling back to stare at her. 
 
    My strong and beautiful omega. Mine. Always. 
 
    I wanted to tell her, and hear it from her own mouth. A promise like the one we made as kids, but this time, better. 
 
    “You will be mine, and I will be yours. Say it, Little Omega.” 
 
    “You will be mine, and I’ll be yours, my alpha.” 
 
    “For always.” 
 
    “For always,” she agreed. 
 
    The pressure of my knot in her channel loosened and I slipped from her body to wait for the next wave of heat to overtake us. Curling against my chest, she sighed a sound of complete contentment and I felt my own smile slip into place. We were each like a piece of the other, not quite perfect until we were united. If anyone had tried to explain this to me before this very moment, I would have called them crazy. Adalai, Dagger, Cassian. None of them could have convinced me, because I wasn’t looking for something to fill my heart. I’d left my heart in a small gap in the wall years ago. 
 
    I just never imagined I’d find it again. 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” Rielle asked. She looked up at me from where her head rested on my chest, and I couldn’t have named a prettier sight. 
 
    I smoothed her hair back so I could lose myself in the depths of her eyes. “I think they call it fate,” I said. “I never believed in it until now.” 
 
    “Fate. Neither have I.” 
 
    “When something lost comes back to you. When you think there’s no hope, but it rides in on the last minute. Fate.” 
 
    “You believe in it now? 
 
    “How can I not?” I whispered. “You’re here.” 
 
    Rielle dropped a soft kiss to my chest before her brow furled in a frown. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    She shook her head, lifting up to rest on her elbow. “I don’t know. Something’s… different. My heat is… more controlled?” 
 
    It was true of what I knew about omega heats. She wasn’t out of her mind with lust. She wasn’t writhing in pain over desire that needed sating. But before I brought her to the bed, she’d mentioned the juice. 
 
    “You were craving the drug before,” I reminded. “How do you feel now?” 
 
    Rielle shrugged. “I feel no draw to it. Do you think it will return with my cravings for…” She looked away as she said, “you.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” The idea of her desire for me being linked with juice withdrawals left me unsettled. “But I need you to tell me if it does.” 
 
    She nodded. “Maybe the connection means something,” she murmured, almost to herself. “The way the juice affects the animal and the way our bond seems to affect the symptoms. Could that… I don’t know, could that mean something?” 
 
    I considered it. The withdrawal had intensified with her heat cycle, but she was able to resist it. And mating had taken away the cravings altogether. No doubt, this meant something. Hell if I knew what yet. 
 
    “More research is needed,” I answered, and Rielle smirked. 
 
    “Did you just make a sex joke?” 
 
    “I told you, I used to joke all the time.” 
 
    Her gaze went soft. “Yes, I remember.” 
 
    She rested her head back on my chest. I could feel her skin growing hotter. Soon she would be pulsing with need again. 
 
    “So you’ll help me then?” I asked. “With my research?” 
 
    “Are you implying more sex or a lab partner.” 
 
    “Both, technically.” I brushed my thumb over her full lower lip, already tasting the kiss I would give her. “We can do both now, Rielle. Love each other and help the omegas find a way to control this addiction.” 
 
    “No more wall,” she murmured. 
 
    “It’s fucking gone.” 
 
    Her leg slid against mine, her body already growing slick with heat. “Then yes. I want both. Love and revolution.” 
 
    “Done,” I declared, lifting up to consume her once again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen
Rielle 
 
      
 
    Waking up next to my prince...my mate...my alpha was almost too good to be true. We’d spent most of the night in a haze of lust, and as the telltale signs of heat left my body, I feared I’d imagined the whole thing. I patted my chest and snuggled deeper against Evander when I discovered the pendant was indeed there.  
 
    His eyes fluttered open, and his body vibrated. It was then I realized he woke up very ready for the day.  
 
    And I was more than willing to make sure he had an amazing start. 
 
    “Rielle.” His voice was gravelly. “I need to shift.”  
 
    “Then you should shift.” We were already naked, so that made things a lot easier. Then I remembered something very important. “Have you ever been in your wolf form before?” 
 
    He shook his head. Beads of sweat had formed on his forehead.  
 
    I peeled back the covers, and taking another look at his beautiful, battle-hardened body. All those hours I’d stood on the other side of the wall, watching him train, I never realized what he would become. And I finally got to reap the rewards of his hard work and my patience.  
 
    There was no way I could prepare him for this experience. I didn’t know what it was like to be without my animal. But I wanted to help him.  
 
    “Trust your instincts. Your wolf knows what to do.”  
 
    He reached for me, pulling me on top of his body. Heat seared my skin as he claimed my lips in a hot and hungry kiss. If I didn’t know he was minutes away from going furry, I would have slid onto his hard cock and rode him until he knotted me once again.  
 
    “Can’t you shift at will?” he asked, lifting me to the edge of the bed, and then rising from it himself. His hair was a mess from our night together. It seemed absurd to think he was adorable, considering all the things he’d done to my body, and that he was about to turn into a wolf, but my heart swelled with that thought. 
 
    I considered his question. “I’ve never wanted to shift. I’ve only done it because it was either that or die as a human.” 
 
    His mouth dropped. “Ever since I was a little boy, I dreamed of two things. Somehow finding you again… and shifting into my wolf form. Why wouldn’t you embrace your animal?” 
 
    I crossed my arms over my chest. “You know, alpha. Because shifting was associated with being feral and lesser than our neighbors in Luxoria.” 
 
    “No.” He was already off the bed, heading for the door. “Shifting is power. Promise me you’ll never deny your animal again.” 
 
    My heart broke, that omegas had access to that power all along and yet we’d been punished for it.  
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    I followed him through the house, leaving my necklace on the bedside table. I hated taking it off, but it was a piece of me, a symbol that love could truly conquer all. 
 
    He fell to his knees as soon as he reached the courtyard. Kathryn came running out when she saw us out there, but fur had blossomed through his skin before she had a chance to protest. She glared at me. I was still human, still naked, and still feeling judged for having this awesome ability. And I was aware that doing this in front of a beta could backfire. Even for an alpha. 
 
    Evander’s shift was quick, which was good, because it hurt when it took too long. He rose to his paws, tipped his head back, and howled.  
 
    Heat rose in my body, but it wasn’t the kind that signaled danger. My animal was coming willingly, savoring the chance to run with my mate. I’d never done this without panic, without fear, without having someone too close to hurting me. 
 
    I never realized my animal could be such a beautiful thing. 
 
    “My alpha.” I nudged his snout. “Where should we run to?” 
 
    “The castle,” he said. “We’ll be safe there.”  
 
    “General Evander!” Kathryn cried. “You can’t go out in the city like that.” 
 
    He growled, and she backed away, in awe or fear or whatever, and punched in the codes to set us free.  
 
    Evander sprinted through the streets of Luxoria. The battle had subsided through the night, but after what I saw yesterday, I knew the war was far from over. We needed to make Luxoria a safe place for everyone to thrive—alpha, beta, and omega. I didn’t have any problem keeping up with him. The guards that protected the royal gate cocked their guns until they realized who approached, and then they fell to one knee. 
 
    Even for me. They let me pass because I belonged here, in the castle, with Evander.  
 
    He led me to a part of the castle I’d never been in before, not even as a human member of the queen’s court. It wasn’t as fancy as the living quarters or the places that the royals invited their visitors. This was far more utilitarian.  
 
    Evander pawed at a giant wooden door carved with the symbol of Luxoria. I was surprised that His Majesty opened the door himself. I envied him for feeling safe in his own home, even when it was under attack. He had the audacity to think he could never lose his crown. It was admirable, until it was stupid. 
 
    The betas had broken into the armory. There was no telling what other royal secrets had been compromised. 
 
    King Adalai’s gaze shifted from Evander, to me, and then back to Evander. A smile finally bloomed on his lips. “A bit dramatic, Evander, don’t you think?” 
 
    The king had a sense of humor? That had to be Zelene’s doing.  
 
    “Not at all,” Evander replied. “It feels fucking good to be who I am.” 
 
    The king steeled himself, and I had a feeling I was missing some major context that I’d have to ask Evander about once we were alone. If we could keep our hands off of each other long enough to do it. 
 
    “Zelene,” His Majesty said without turning away from us. “Bring your courtesan to her quarters and monitor her shift.” 
 
    Oh. So the king was not amused we showed up furry. Tension was thick, and a little bit of that old fear returned. Of watching Evander getting reprimanded by his trainer, and that horrible beating. But he was a man now, and he could defend himself, even against the king.  
 
    Zelene appeared behind her mate in the doorway. “Your tail is wagging. It’s adorable.” 
 
    I huffed out a breath. “I’m not cute. I’m fierce.”  
 
    “Come on, these two want to talk about alpha things, which is fine with me. We have omega things to catch up on.” She waved me on but didn’t say anything else until we’d turned a corner, then she went down on one knee and hugged me.  
 
    “It’s so good to see you like this.” She buried her face in my fur. “We were so scared for you.” 
 
    “How bad was I?” I’d never considered the possibility that I wouldn’t recover but judging from the tears welling in Zelene’s eyes, she certainly had.  
 
    “We thought…” A sob choked her words. “We thought you’d been permanently altered. Like you could go full mutant. At first, your condition got worse. We’ve got some omegas at the castle who never turned around. That’s why we put you in a coma. Some of the other doctors thought we should give up on you—” 
 
    “What do you mean, give up on me?”  
 
    “They suggested euthanizing.” She shuddered. “But Evander told me to have faith, and he’d make you better. I was hoping it wasn’t just for his pride. I wanted the two of you to have a connection.” She ran her fingers through my fur. “You’re so soft. Your fur is full and silky. A shift can make a lot of bad stuff go away.” 
 
    “Can I see them? The omegas that are here?” It would take me awhile to come to terms with what she’d just shared with me. But maybe I could find some closure with these omegas, and make some good come out of this horrible situation.  
 
    “Yes, but not like that.” Zelene struggled to get to her feet. The baby had to be coming any day. “I’m not sure what kind of effect it would have on them. Can you shift back?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Two complete shifts in two days wasn’t the only thing that scared me. I wondered if the craving for juice when I was in bed with Evander last night had anything to do with my shift. If it was another lingering effect of the poisoning.  
 
    And coming face to face with what could have happened to me was absolutely terrifying. 
 
    Walking into to my quarters after a month away was surreal. It never felt like it belonged to me. “Stay with me,” I begged Zelene.  
 
    She nodded as she sunk into a chair near the window. “You’re safe here. I hate seeing you so afraid. Adalai will protect you, no matter what happens.” 
 
    That was a loaded statement, because it could have referred to my condition, or the state of the city. 
 
    “Evander will protect me.” 
 
    She smiled, and rubbed her belly. “Yes, he will.”  
 
    After I shifted, I took a quick shower and once again dressed as a member of the queen’s court, like nothing had ever happened. But since I’d last laced up my corset, my entire life had changed.  
 
    “Isn’t there something in between these stuffy dresses and military uniforms we can wear?” They were both horribly uncomfortable. 
 
    “Wear whatever you want,” she said with a chuckle. “When we were kids in the Badlands, I always wanted one of the gorgeous dresses that we saw the alphas wear to the galas. I think only Ashla shared that dream, or she’s too polite to ask for what she really wants. Speaking up takes some getting used to, but it’s worth it. What did you dream about?” 
 
    Heat rose in my cheeks. “You wouldn’t believe it if I told you.” 
 
    “We’re in the castle, and I answer to the title of Your Majesty. Kind of makes me think anything is possible.”  
 
    I tapped my chest, hating that I didn’t have the button. I’d always done my best to keep a secret from the girls when we were in the shack. But now, I wanted to show her.  
 
    “I dreamed of Evander.” 
 
    Her lips parted, and she nodded. She thought I was speaking figuratively, not literally, and someday, I’d tell her the whole story. Maybe I’d tell her baby too. I had a feeling she was having a girl, and as her auntie, I wanted to make sure she knew dreams came true. 
 
    Zelene led me through the castle, to the service hallways. They still felt more familiar than the living quarters I should’ve called home. I had a feeling I wouldn’t be here long, unless Evander preferred to call the castle home. 
 
    I shuddered from the familiar smell of the infirmary. It was too similar to the clinic. And it didn’t have any windows either. There had to be some sort of significance to keeping sick omegas away from natural light. I wondered if it was because it made us more susceptible to their heat. Or if it intensified the cravings for juice. 
 
    Because both things had happened to me once I was free. Of course, all hell broke loose when I left Evander’s quarters, but that was a pretty common occurrence in Luxoria, and a day that ended in Y in the Badlands.  
 
    Zelene gripped my hand as we stood outside the door. “If it’s too much, we can go.” 
 
    “No. I want to help them.” 
 
    “We all do.” She bit her lip before she turned to the door.  
 
    “But I know what they’re going through,” I protested as I followed her. 
 
    They didn’t have a private room like I did. The first few were sectioned off behind retractable curtains. Hooked up to cords and machines like I had been, and their eyes were closed.  
 
    Comatose.  
 
    A chill swept over me, and Zelene rubbed my arm. “These are the good ones.” 
 
    It was then that I heard the cries. I must’ve been too scared, too lost in my own experience to register them before. They rang through me, familiar.  
 
    “This is what it was like in the Keep,” I said. The memory was as clear as if I was there. “So many omegas crying out for juice. They weren’t animals, but they weren’t humans anymore. But the sound…” 
 
    “I know.” Zelene shook her head. “It’s so hard to listen to. But we can’t abandon them.” 
 
    Cautiously we stepped further into the facility. A medic curtsied when she saw us. 
 
    “Please let me know if you’d like an update on our patients,” she said. 
 
    I shook my head, putting my hands against the glass. These omegas, the ones that cried for juice were trapped in cells, like they were a danger to all that was around them. Had they already been altered, as Evander had called it? Were their brains capable of healing? 
 
    “Can I watch them for a while?”  
 
    “Of course,” the medic said. 
 
    I didn’t know what I was looking for. A sign they were like me, or maybe a glimmer of hope that they could improve. I knew some of the people behind the glass, but they didn’t recognize me.  
 
    I wondered if they still had dreams.  
 
    Evander came in, looking so handsome in his military leathers. I hadn’t moved from the spot I’d been in, observing, hoping to make some connections that would make this awful mess go away.  
 
    He slipped his arm around my waist and kissed the top of my head. “Some of them have gotten better. Some haven’t been so lucky,” he said softly. “And some have stayed like this the whole time. You were lucky, my Little Omega. You beat it.” 
 
    I turned to him, relishing the heat of his body now more than ever. “We can learn from them.” 
 
    He nodded.  
 
    “I realized that you were the only one who scented my heat,” I said. “Kathryn was totally clueless, and Ashla didn’t know until she touched me. Back in the Badlands, heat was like a chain reaction. Once one of us got it, the heat bunkers were at capacity. And Solen had his suspicions, but he didn’t lose control.” 
 
    Evander pressed his lips together as he considered that.  
 
    “My heat was totally bearable. Maybe because I was in a soft bed, and maybe because I had access to running hot water in the shower. But it could’ve been the juice, too.” I was getting excited. “I want to help these omegas. All omegas. Maybe a low dose of the juice could ward off omega heats, and make it less dangerous for unmated females.” 
 
    “It’s possible.” He stepped away from me to pick up a tablet. His gaze was fixed on the numbers. “I want you to work with me here, Little Omega. Everything you went through, it made you stronger. And now you have a chance to bring these patients something I couldn’t. Hope. And because you’ve been through their situation, you’ll have a unique perspective an entire army of doctors couldn’t have.” 
 
    “I’d love that.” It was an honor that he had enough faith in me to help save these omegas’ lives. “There are so many omegas that need our help.” 
 
    The possibilities went far beyond this infirmary. My mind raced with all the things we could do now that we had access to funding for research. Even just meeting basic needs would make a world of difference.  
 
    When I dreamed, I dreamed big. And I didn’t give up.  
 
    “I know there are.” He gave me another kiss. “And you’ll help me make their lives better.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen
Evander 
 
      
 
    Rielle stared through the glass with so much determination in her eyes. My omega was going to be okay. For the first time ever, I let myself believe it. Whatever remnants of the addiction that were left in her, I felt confident we could turn them into something good and useful. 
 
    I let myself remember the warrior boy who used to sit and talk to a little girl through a gap in the wall, but this time, I didn’t feel disdain for him. I didn’t feel like he’d failed. Didn’t feel like he was a liar. 
 
    I felt grateful. 
 
    To the man that boy became, the man who never gave up. To the Little Omega who grew strong and endured unspeakable things, and somehow found her way back to me. 
 
    And most of all, to the world for finally being a place where two people from either side of the wall could love each other without repercussions. 
 
    Our world was far from perfect. In fact, it was likely to get worse before it got better. 
 
    Adalai had informed me that the betas were gearing up for something big. The castle was being fortified for bio attacks. New weapons were being formed to fight the mutants, who no doubt had made allies of the beta resistance. The humans and their experiments still needed to be dealt with. Nothing was certain. Even some alpha soldiers wondered if the omega Ashla had betrayed the kingdom. With the king’s blessing, Solen had taken her into hiding at an undisclosed place until proof could be made on her behalf. 
 
    This was what change felt like. What growth felt like. What rooting out injustice felt like. It hurt as much as it healed, but being whole was fucking worth it. 
 
    Rielle’s hand slipped into mine, squeezing. “I’m ready to go.” 
 
    I brought it up to my mouth to kiss the back. “I have something to show you first.” 
 
    “Uh oh. What is it?” Her expression grew wary, but I was sure she’d like what I had up my sleeve. 
 
    I smiled as I led her back into the main hallway and toward the level of the castle dedicated to research. “It’s a surprise.” 
 
    Her dark eyebrows came up. “A surprise?” 
 
    I nodded. “You always liked surprises. I haven’t forgotten.” 
 
    “Of course not.” She grinned, bumping me with her elbow. “One little omega sure left quite an impression on you, huh?” 
 
    “She was memorable.” I smirked. “Never saw a girl so obsessed with buttons.” 
 
    Rielle sighed as we walked. “I’m still obsessed with buttons. For example, I want to undo all the ones on your jacket when we get home.” 
 
    I growled at her suggestive tone. Finding the first dark opening, I dragged her into it, pushing her up against the wall so I could kiss the sound from her lips. When we broke apart, she was breathless and I was hard not to impale her on the spot. I pressed my hips into hers, letting her feel my desire. 
 
    “Why, alpha,” she breathed, “I do believe you have a thing for buttons too.” 
 
    “Yes…” I buried my face in her neck and soaked up her scent. “I want to watch them scatter across the floor as I rip this dress off you.” I could take her now, here. No one would see. Not this far away from the main happenings of castle life. But what I wanted to show her was important. 
 
    I pulled back to find her pouting. It was adorable and reminded me of a young Rielle. I loved this side of her that no one got to experience except me. 
 
    “Surprise first,” I said roughly. It took all my self-control not to give in. 
 
    Taking her hand, I led her back into the corridor and down a set of stairs to the labs where most of my work for the king was done, and where we would work to help other addicted omegas. Passing various work stations, we ended up before a locked door. I tapped a code into the keypad and we entered a room lit with artificial sunlight. It wasn’t as good as the real thing, but it worked for my purposes. 
 
    In the center of the room was an array of rose bushes I’d spent years experimenting on. Any time I couldn’t sleep, when my omega was on my mind and memories assaulted me, this was what I worked on. 
 
    The bushes were in full bloom, colors ranging from deep reds to golden yellows. Rielle walked forward, her eyes taking in the beautiful flowers. Slowly, her fingers brushed the petals of one that was orange with pink tips. 
 
    Like the sunshine had kissed the earth. 
 
    “Do you remember our first fight?” I asked. 
 
    Rielle squinted, bending to sniff the bloom before answering. “If I recall correctly, I was very angry that you picked a rose to give me.” 
 
    “Yes. You weren’t grateful in the least… because it was going to die.” 
 
    “I thought you were a monster for hurting something so wonderful. Couldn’t believe my friend, my alpha, would do such an awful thing.” 
 
    I chuckled. “It was a proper shaming.” 
 
    “Until I went home and asked Tavia how long flowers could live if they weren’t plucked by awful alpha boys… well, I left the alpha boys part out, but you get the point. She told me flowers were meant to be picked. That it was the only way for them to be free.” 
 
    I nodded, walking forward to stand beside her. “She was right. But do you remember what you told me that day?” 
 
    Rielle shook her head. 
 
    “You said ‘everything matters, every living thing matters.’” 
 
    “I said that? Little Rielle was smart as hell, wasn’t she?” 
 
    I brushed my thumb over her silken cheek. “She was. And Little Evander never forgot her words.” I reached for a bloom and carefully pulled it from the bush. “I’ve been working on this for years. It was a bit of a hobby of mine.” 
 
    Rielle frowned. “Growing roses? I guess that explains the beautiful courtyard at the clinic.” 
 
    “Not just any roses, mate.” I turned, holding the rose out to her, unable to contain my smile. “These roses don’t die when they’re ripped from the mother plant.” 
 
    I watched her eyes grow big as she stared at the bloom. “What?” 
 
    “They don’t wilt and die with time. Instead, they thrive. They grow stronger when subjected to harsher conditions and each separation actually allows the single bloom to grow its own roots and become its own plant.” 
 
    “You… you created a rose that doesn’t die?” 
 
    “It can die, but not because of something so trivial as picking it. And actually, it wouldn’t be easy.” I swallowed hard because the next part was going to tell her so much about me and the time we spent apart. This was my heart wide open. “This rose… can live in the desert.” 
 
    Rielle’s gaze jerked to me, her emerald eyes digging in ruthlessly. “You made a rose that could live in the Badlands.” 
 
    I nodded, my throat closing on any words. 
 
    “You… you did this for me? Even when you didn’t know if I was still out there?” 
 
    Curving my palm around her cheek, I pulled her close. “You changed me, Rielle. The wall, the gap. I was never coming out of that unscathed. It wasn’t easy, what we went through, but it was worth it to be here, now.” 
 
    She pressed her forehead to mine. “You changed me too,” she admitted. “You made me dream bigger than I ever could have if I’d never peeped through that hole. And you made me believe in kindness when it got you nothing in return. And…and in happily-ever-afters.” She sucked in a sob and I kissed her lips softly. 
 
    “I’ve named it,” I murmured. 
 
    Tears danced in her eyes as she smiled up at me. “What did you name it?” 
 
    “I call it… the Omega Rose.” 
 
    “The Omega Rose,” she whispered, staring at it in awe. “It’s amazing.” 
 
    “I want to take this one home. Will you help me plant it in our courtyard?” 
 
    “Yes!” Her smile was so big, I knew it would haunt me for days to come, taking the place of everything that came before. 
 
    “Let’s go home, Little Omega.” 
 
    “Home.” Her words were quiet, but so happy. She threw her arms around me, squeezing me in a hug. “I love the sound of that.” 
 
    My arms came around to rock her close. “I’m going to make you love everything about being mine.” 
 
    “For always?” 
 
    “For always, my omega.” 
 
      
 
    *******  
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading HIS CAPTIVE OMEGA. We hope you enjoyed Evander and Rielle’s story as much as we enjoyed writing it! 
 
    Be on the lookout for the final book in The Royal Omegas series, releasing May 2020! 
 
    Preorder now!  
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