
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
    An omega on the run will show this alpha general the truth can heal... 
 
      
 
    I’ve been accused of treason against the Kingdom of Luxoria. Not only is the king looking for me, but the rebel army has also put a bounty on my head. Problem is, I didn’t do it. 
 
      
 
    Solen promises he can keep me safe. He knows I’d never betray a secret. I’ve kept his for years. It wasn’t just for honor. He’s my mate. Can I show this merciless soldier that compassion will bring our city peace, and that embracing his true nature will make him stronger?  
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 Solen
Chapter One 
 
      
 
    If anyone had told me I’d be here, locked in my home, alone with an omega female… I would have said they were crazy. Reality however, has a way of making the craziest of circumstances possible, and my entire life was a you can’t make this shit up scenario. So who was I to be surprised at finding myself in this position? 
 
    Back and forth, back and forth. Ashla was a small female, delicate even. But her pacing seemed like thunder instead of the soft swish that it should have been while wearing a pair of my socks. 
 
    “Woman, settle,” I grumbled for the third and what had better be the final time. 
 
    “I think better on my feet.” Her voice was a low murmur, as though she was distracted. 
 
    “There is nothing for you to think about. Not for tonight anyway.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s safe here?” she asked again. I’d lost count of how many times. 
 
    “We wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t.” 
 
    “But how can you be sure? People want me dead. What will keep them from finding me and doing whatever they want with me?” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow because wasn’t it obvious what would keep them from her?  
 
    Me, that’s what. 
 
    Did she even realize how she injured my pride? Maybe that was her goal. After all, she knew my biggest secret. The truth about me that only one other person in the world knew. The thing that could have me stripped of my title and imprisoned. Or worse, punished by death. 
 
    Ashla knew the truth, yet she kept it to herself. 
 
    For that, I would protect her. 
 
    Ashla, as unassuming as she was, had worked in the royal armory before King Adalai abolished The Division, a law that kept the lowest shifter class segregated to the outskirts of the royal city of Luxoria. The armory was under heavy security and few knew how to breach it. Ashla was one. So when the beta resistance was able to break in and steal entire caches of weapons to use against the King Alpha, many believed she was to blame. 
 
    I knew they were wrong. 
 
    Not because Ashla was too kind-hearted to do such a thing. I’d seen her fight in battle. I had witnessed her protecting her friends when they needed her. She could be ruthless when the situation warranted it, but she wasn’t a traitor. 
 
    A traitor like you. The animal inside never missed an opportunity to remind me where I went wrong in life. 
 
    I pushed the words out of my mind and focused on the female. She kept secrets. Mine and probably lots of others. But she would never betray her friends, and especially not the queen. 
 
    Ashla wasn’t responsible for the armory break in. 
 
    When I found her in her wolf form, running for her life in the riotous city streets, I brought her here because it was a safe place to hide until we could find out exactly who was responsible. Now she’d shifted, was dressed in my clothes, and refused to rest like I demanded. 
 
    I let a growl roll up my throat, hoping to make her stop the back and forth. It did, for a moment, as her gaze skated to me. 
 
     “Did you hear that?” 
 
    I frowned, opening my mouth to tell her she was too jumpy. But she shushed me before even a syllable left my lips. 
 
    She marched over to the steel shutters that covered the front windows. They were locked into place with my security code. No one could break it. Not without a scan of my retina. Pressing her ear to the metal, she listened. 
 
    For what? 
 
    Maybe she was losing sense. Maybe the stress of castle life and the responsibility of being one of the queen’s court was getting to her. And now being blamed for the armory break in? It was enough to make a female crack, wasn’t it? Especially an omega. 
 
    Her breath stalled for several moments before her eyes went wide and she jerked back from the shutters.  
 
    “They’re coming,” she rasped. “Someone is coming.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” I snapped. 
 
    Ashla ignored me, her gaze moving around the room as if surveying exactly how she would protect herself in the event of an attack. “I need a weapon.” 
 
    I was losing patience. “You’re being ridiculous. I promised I’d protect you.” 
 
    Her blue eyes snapped to me, and for a moment, I saw something I’d never seen before. A secret she kept for herself. One that changed everything. 
 
    “An omega is taught to fight alongside her mate,” she said carefully, calmer than she was only seconds ago. “Not behind him. You should know this. I need a weapon.” 
 
    Mate. 
 
    I swallowed hard, my throat so dry it felt like sand. 
 
    Mate. 
 
    Mine, my animal howled inside, and I tried viciously to tamp it down. 
 
    She was my mate. 
 
    I’d been denying it for so long, pretending if I ignored it, I wouldn’t be sucked in like the others. Adalai, Dagger, Cassian, Evander. One by one they found their mates in fierce omega females. But that life wasn’t for me. It couldn’t be. 
 
    Not with the secret I kept. 
 
    The one Ashla knew. 
 
    She knew my other secret, too. She was mine. 
 
    Absently, I pulled a holstered dagger from my bicep and strapped it to hers. My outpost in the eastern territory was well fortified. Our defenses were secure unless… unless my soldiers turned on me. 
 
    No sooner had the thought crossed my mind than the rumbling of footsteps sounded outside the door. Seconds later, a fist rapped against the reinforced wood. 
 
    “General, open up! We’re here for the omega.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ashla
Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Did I just call Solen my mate? Out loud? 
 
    Time stopped, the tension between us shattered with the pounding on the door. We’d never be able to put it back together the same way again. Whoever was on the other side of the door could very well dictate our futures.  
 
    My animal twisted inside me. Physically, I was exhausted from shifting too much in a short amount of time, but more than that, from the stress of the last few days. Rielle had been sick, the betas were storming the castle, and somehow, all signs pointed to me as the one who’d given away alpha army secrets. 
 
    I’d taken my role as an armory employee seriously. Not many omegas were trusted with such high level intel. I would never put the castle in danger. Not because I was pro alpha. I had many dear friends who made that place run, and one of my best friends had just become queen. I would never knowingly bring harm to them. 
 
    But I was an easy target. A scapegoat to protect the real traitor. 
 
    “General! We know she’s in there. We can scent her.”  
 
    Oh, no. It would make sense that being so close to Rielle while she was in heat would trigger mine, but I didn’t feel like it was about to happen. It wasn’t something that snuck up on us. It came with a fever, and an awakening of my animal.  
 
    Solen’s gaze was glued to me. Had he known? There was only so long he could practice restraint as my heat intensified. 
 
    Maybe that wouldn’t be such a bad thing, my wolf said as a flash of heat overwhelmed me. I convinced myself it was a normal response to the bounty hunters at the door who wanted my head on a platter. 
 
    Solen had a brutal reputation as someone who would never offer an omega relief, even his mate.  
 
    I mean, I said what I said.  
 
    I proved myself trustworthy with his secret, and I prayed he thought now was a good time to return the favor. 
 
    “General Solen!” The voice on the other side of the door was sharp and urgent. As an omega, it was a tone I associated with severe punishment. “The king demands the female.” 
 
    “Liars,” he muttered between gritted teeth. 
 
    I reached for the dagger he’d hastily given me, and he growled his disapproval. The sound sent shockwaves through my exhausted body.  
 
    “What are you going to do about it, alpha?” The way I spit out the last word made his eyebrows shoot up. If we got into a fight over this, neither of us would win. That angry mob outside the door would be picking us out of their teeth. 
 
    “I said I’d protect you. My honor is fiercer than any weapon.” Solen stalked toward the door and tore it open with such force I braced for it to come off the hinges. More soldiers than I could count stood waiting for him on the other side. Waiting for me. 
 
    It didn’t matter how innocent I was. I was an omega, and I’d just insulted the only general willing to protect me. 
 
    Things had changed, but the old ways of thinking didn’t disappear overnight. It left a gritty residue on everything it touched. 
 
    “What king made such a declaration?” He didn’t need to shout to have everyone hear him, or raise a weapon to instill any fear. General Solen of the East was not known for showing any mercy. 
 
    “King Adalai, General.” A bold soldier steeled himself in front of Solen. He took up most of the space in the doorway, so any of those soldiers jockeying for position thinking they’d slip by him and grab me were sorely mistaken. 
 
    Some circles would consider him a hero if he succeeded. And I’d seen what men would do for a fleeting moment of glory. 
 
    “Traitors!” Solen roared. “You answer to me. I answer to the King Alpha. His orders come from me. Not you. No one will lay a hand on the omega.” 
 
    “Are you choosing an omega over your army, general?” 
 
    I’d had a lifetime to build a fortress to protect myself from that kind of comment. I was used to others thinking I was less than them. I could only see Solen from the back, his massive body hulking in the doorframe, and there was no missing the way the muscles in his back tensed and readied for battle.  
 
    No, I silently pleaded. There were two of us and so many of them. And if anything happened to my mate… 
 
    I had to stop thinking that way. Be practical. If these soldiers could smell my heat, this situation was a ticking bomb and the only certainty we had was that it would explode. 
 
    “If harm comes to her, I will kill everyone responsible. No army and no king will be able to stand in my way.” 
 
    Another slam of the door. This one rattled the foundation of the building. 
 
    When Solen turned around, his eyes were wild. Feral. 
 
    All too familiar. 
 
    My mouth went dry and fear rattled my body. We were safe, for now. The retreating army made a lot more noise than they had when they approached. Shame on us for letting our guard down. Solen wasn’t used to his safety being in question. 
 
    “You’re right,” he said softly. He’d used this tone with me before, when we were alone in the armory. I cherished those moments, because he made me feel like more than an omega. It made me wonder what else he could make me feel. I’d bet a hard man like Solen had a big, soft bed and… Another flash of heat surged through me. 
 
    Focus. 
 
    I managed a smile and rocked on my heels. “What was I right about?” 
 
    He let out a sigh. “My territory should be a safe haven for you, and I apologize it isn’t.” 
 
    I whistled low. “An alpha apologizing to an omega? We really are in a time of crisis.” 
 
    “Ashla.” I always loved the deep rumble of my name when it came off his lips. He didn’t say it often, which made it more special. “I admit my mistakes. We will find the source of this uprising, and who managed to infiltrate the castle. They will be punished. But first I have to make sure you’re safe.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    His forehead furrowed in frustration. “Because I know you didn’t give anyone those codes.” 
 
    “But I helped Charolet break into the armory to steal a truck.” And in the process, we almost got one of the King’s generals killed and narrowly avoided starting another war. Which wasn’t exactly true. The beta uprising had been caused by omegas they thought threatened their way of life. Like our being treated decently would take something away from them. I squeezed my eyes closed, reminding myself that a lot of good came out of Charolet and Rielle’s mission. They’d discovered the humans were altering omegas and turning them into fighting machines. My stomach churned at the thought of it. “Why do you believe I’m innocent now?” 
 
    “Never said anything about being innocent.” He had the nerve to chuckle. “I know I can trust you. You’d never hurt the people who matter to you. I have a bunker in a secret location. We need to get you there now. We don’t have a lot of time.”  
 
    “I meant what I said, before they showed up.” I needed him to know what he was. For better or worse, we were mates. 
 
    His adam’s apple bobbed. “An omega is taught to fight beside his mate.” The implication of his statement wasn’t lost on me, knowing his secret the way I did. 
 
    No matter what happened, Solen would fight beside me, and that was good enough for now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Solen
Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t great with words. In fact, I was pretty fucking horrible at saying what I meant. Especially when it had to do with things that could unravel my life. AKA, feelings and shit. Matters of the mating variety. It made me uncomfortable to feel attached to anything because I knew how brutally things could be taken away. But the wolves at the door, threatening my female had made things very clear. 
 
    Ashla was mine. And telling her so felt like a necessity. 
 
    An omega is taught to fight beside his mate. 
 
    We weren’t fighting. Yet. We were running. Hiding. But Ashla was smart and she would know that when it came time to fight again, we would do it side by side. Whether we accepted each other or not. That was my badly spoken promise to her. 
 
    Beyond that, the moment was significant for another reason. It was the first time the secret she kept was vocalized between us. 
 
    I wasn’t an alpha like everyone around me thought. Like my soldiers and fellow generals thought. 
 
    I wasn’t even close. 
 
    We were far away from my outpost before Ashla mentioned the hastily uttered admission. The desert moon was high above us and moving faster toward the horizon than I wanted it to. 
 
    “You’re omega.” Her voice was steady as we sloughed through the sand. There wasn’t a question in her words. There was no meaning to them at all it seemed. As if she was stating it as a matter of record. 
 
    “Yes.” I’d never told a single soul, not in all my time in the castle. Not before that. Not ever. 
 
    “How did you fool the king for so long?” 
 
    An alpha was never unsure. They knew the answer to any question, and if they didn’t, they made it up. Why was the sky blue? I didn’t know but if someone asked me, I would say it was because the world needed a shield from the sun. And not a single fucking soul would question me. 
 
    But I wasn’t an alpha. Not by birth. 
 
    “Who says I fooled him?” 
 
    Ashla shook her head. “He doesn’t know. He was a different person before mating Zelene. There would have been no place for you or any other omega in his guard, so don’t pretend I’m daft.” 
 
    My lips twitched at the way she could sound so sweet while defending herself. Her tone was soft like a bedtime story, but her words were sharp like a whip. She was an interesting contradiction. 
 
    “It was…” I started to say easy, but in so many ways, becoming alpha wasn’t easy. It was the hardest thing I’d ever had to do, betray my people. “It was natural. My temperament was always that of an alpha. It caused me a lot of problems when I was young. I didn’t like submitting. It wasn’t instinctual to me… even though it was supposed to be.” 
 
    “Born omega with an alpha heart,” she murmured, her voice mysteriously free of judgement. It wouldn’t stay that way. It couldn’t. No matter what had changed in the kingdom, the omegas had a lot of hurts to heal from, Ashla included. 
 
    “I guess you could say that.” I scanned the dark horizon for any sign of trouble and scented the air for unfamiliar smells. 
 
    “Does this mean I should stop calling you alpha now?” she asked quietly. 
 
    “You may call me Solen. I prefer it.” I’d always hated the way our culture referred to each other by status instead of name. I’d hated it in secret though, just like everything else. 
 
    “Okay, then you may leave the ‘omega’ off, and call me Ashla from now on.” 
 
    I mostly did that anyway, but having her permission was cute. Ashla. It was a beautiful name. A little sweet, a little spitfire. 
 
    The sun was beginning to rise as I led her to the far reaches of my territory where my secret bunker was hidden. The cover of darkness would allow us just enough time to get inside and seal it up before the dust and heat settled over the flat land, erasing whatever scent trail Ashla might leave behind. 
 
    I glanced at her in the waning darkness. She wasn’t in heat yet, but I feared she was closer than either of us realized. As we walked, her shoulders sank with each labored step. She was tired, but she hadn’t murmured a single complaint. 
 
    “We’re almost there, my little spitfire.”  
 
    “We’re close?” she asked. “I don’t see anything.” 
 
    I smirked. “If you could see it, it wouldn’t be very well hidden, would it?” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right.” 
 
    Twenty more steps and we were at the marker. A thin Joshua tree shaped like a perfect Y. Kneeling beside it, I brushed the sand away from the base, revealing a small keypad. 
 
    “The code is 1002 and my name spelled backwards,” I told her as I quickly unlocked the hatch and let it slide back. 
 
    “Whoa,” Ashla murmured as the outer arm of the hatch slid the sand away revealing the inner doors. “Let me guess. It replaces the sand when the door closes?” 
 
    I nodded and started down the sturdy ladder. I’d designed this hideout to be like the Badlands heat bunkers… but nicer and more secure. Much more secure. 
 
    Reaching up, I took her hand and helped her down the ladder before securing the hatch. I listened for the sand to fill back over the outer doors and only then did I breathe a sigh of relief. 
 
    Turning, I watched her take in the place as the lights slowly came on. She turned in a full circle, her eyes going wide with surprise. 
 
    “This is where you come to shift?” 
 
    “I shift as little as possible. I don’t need to often. This is where I come to…” Finishing that sentence was uncomfortable, but I did it anyway. “… to be me.” 
 
    Ashla eyed me. “You. Solen, not the general.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She looked around again, her gaze slowly roving over the place like a caress. “I’ve never had a place like that. Somewhere to just be… me.” 
 
    The Badlands didn’t allow for that kind of freedom, and the truth was, neither did the castle. Both our roles required discipline and the putting aside of wants. War. Tattered society. Prejudice. We all wore masks, some more painful than others. 
 
    That was the world we lived in. But for now, we had this. 
 
    “You can be yourself here,” I said, and she turned to me with a wry smile. 
 
    “I doubt that’s true. I’m used to dirty bunkers and satin sheets. There was never any in between.” She strolled forward, examining the king size bed that took up most of one wall. “They may not be able to hunt me down here, but freedom of any kind is still so far away.” 
 
    I disagreed. The king wasn’t as weak as some omegas liked to think. His mating to Zelene wasn’t a move of weakness. It was one of strategy even though his heart chose her. The love they shared only strengthened his resolve. 
 
    Aside from that, I knew something no one except the other guards did. 
 
    Adalai was working on plans of his own. No doubt whatever he came up with would blow everyone’s expectations out of the fucking water. 
 
    Freedom was closer than anyone expected. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ashla
Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    “It didn’t have to be this way.” An incredible wave of sadness washed over me as I took in this beautiful bunker. In a way, it was more comfortable than my room at the castle. It wasn’t for show. It was meant to be lived in. Anyone who came here could find comfort.  
 
    I wanted that. 
 
    It was more than just my heat making me react like this. The first thing an omega learned how to do was build a wall thicker than the one that had shielded Luxoria from the Badlands to protect ourselves from feelings. Always at a disadvantage, any weakness would be exploited.  
 
    In the armory, I worked with the strongest alphas that survived the front lines of battle. I’d studied them, and modeled my behavior after them. 
 
    I hated it. I was tired of being hard and afraid. A pretty dress and a room at the castle didn’t change that. And this bunker pissed me off. Solen could have fought for us. We all could’ve had this. But instead, he let us suffer. 
 
    I shook my head. “It didn’t have to be this way.” This time my voice came out stronger. 
 
    “It did, because that’s the way it was. It was a path set into motion long before you and me were in a position to do anything about it,” Solen said, taking a step closer to me like he meant to comfort me. No, not the mighty General Solen. Not Alpha Solen. My mate. We didn’t have to pretend he was something he wasn’t anymore.  
 
    “That’s easy for you to say, because look at what you had.” I swept my arm out, madder every time I looked at the room. “What did you have to hide from? We rode out our heats in a dark bunker huddled together on filthy mattresses. The whole time we were there, male omegas in their wolf form pried at the opening, trying to get to us. Sometimes they succeeded.” 
 
    A rumble emitted from Solen’s throat. I wanted more than that from him. I wanted him to be pissed off. He needed to know what it really felt like to be an omega.  
 
    “Why would you think something like that was supposed to happen?” My tone was as feral as his.  
 
    “We can’t change the past.” The man was as impenetrable as the steel that kept us safe. If I had any control over my shift, I’d go full wolf one more time and we could settle this in our animal forms. But he’d best me and once again I’d be expected to submit.  
 
    I reminded myself I had the advantage over him. I knew his secret. 
 
    “What did you do to get to have this? Do you have some special information about King Adalai that you used to bribe him into giving you status and safety?” This wasn’t just a side agreement. General Solen was in charge of the east.  He was in charge of alphas and betas who technically outranked him. 
 
    “Say what you mean, Ashla. Did I bribe him for my status?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Did you?” 
 
    “No.” His adam’s apple bobbed heavily. “Adalai is my cousin. As you know, his mother was also an omega queen. When it came time to divide the territories, my parents pleaded with his father to spare me. They believed I was destined for more, and Adalai agreed. I was raised by castle trainers just like the other generals, and when Adalai became king, he allowed me to prove myself. I worked for my position.” 
 
    “But he didn't just give you protection. He made you a general. Gave you your own territory. And it wasn’t even the Badlands.” 
 
    “I couldn’t be that close to omegas.” His gaze raked over me like flames. “I couldn’t smell your heat and be able to lead. But that’s not the reason Adalai assigned me the eastern territory. My weaknesses are not his problem. He knew if he gave me such a great responsibility, I would have more than enough motivation to never share my secret.” 
 
    “You could've influenced Dagger to advocate for us.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Only you and the king know my secret. I couldn’t trust anyone else with that kind of knowledge.” 
 
    “You don’t see what you did was wrong.” 
 
    He cocked an eyebrow. It was maddening that he didn’t say anything. If we’d had to build a wall around our feelings as omegas, Solen had been forced to rip his emotions away from himself and watch them burn. 
 
    No, I would not feel bad for him right now. 
 
    “I served my king and protected my territory,” he finally said.  
 
    “But you abandoned the Badlands. Your people were suffering—” 
 
    “They’re not my people, Ashla.” He was so perfectly frustrating, and it would be much easier to hate him if I didn’t want to rip his uniform away from his body and beg him to ravish me. My animal side was eager to undermine my human side. The calm, cool, and collected omega that everyone overlooked because she was quiet and polite.  
 
    They hadn’t given me a chance. But I couldn’t blame everyone else anymore. It was my time to stand up and make things right. I had nothing to lose, but if I made a wrong move, my friends could be driven out of the castle in the name of revolution. My mate’s reputation could be destroyed.  
 
    So I couldn’t be reckless.  
 
    “You could’ve done something about it.” I took a dangerous step closer to him.  
 
    “I am now.” The heat I felt wasn’t mine. It belonged to him. I could drown in his scent and die happy. There was no denying he was my mate. But it wouldn’t be so easy to get him to accept that. To accept what he was and embrace it as a strength and not a weakness. “I can’t change who I was in the past. But one thing I’ve never done is go back on my word. You know a thing or two about that. I said I’d keep you safe. Do you trust me, little spitfire?”  
 
    I couldn’t let the cute nickname sway me. If I said no, he might kick me out of the bunker to fend for myself in the desert. Not only was there a bounty on my head, but there were omegas who saw me like I saw Solen. As someone who’d betrayed their own kind when I was offered an opportunity to do better for myself. They’d turn me over to Solen’s army in exchange for whatever they could negotiate.  
 
    I knew what it felt like to sell myself short because getting anything was better than what I had. But I held Solen’s fate in my hands. I had to keep reminding myself. 
 
    “I’m not sure if I do or not. Why are you helping me now?” 
 
    “It’s the right thing to do.”  
 
    My heart sunk. I wanted him to embrace what the tension between us would no longer let us ignore. I was his mate. But I’d barely gotten him to admit he was an omega. 
 
    Baby steps. 
 
    “Do you have any idea who gave the betas the codes to the armory and the castle grounds?” There was a chance he was protecting them. 
 
    “I don’t.” A growl slipped out of him. “We have a traitor among us. Someone else knows my secret.” 
 
    “If there was any time for you to tell the truth, it’s now.” I waved my arms, hitting the massive wall of muscle that stood in front of me. Another wave of heat went through me. “The betas won’t like it, but if you do it right, you can help unify the city.” 
 
    He shook his head. “It won’t be that easy.”  
 
    I started pacing again. Nothing had ever been solved by staying still. “Let me get this straight. You think someone working with the king is willing to throw me under the bus to get you to admit your secret.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I think.” He was still stoic, and I was losing my mind.  
 
    “So what are you going to do about it?” 
 
    “I brought you here. You don’t have to be afraid anymore. Relax. Stop pacing.” He put his hands on my shoulders, sending a jolt of electricity shooting through me that practically ignited my core muscles. It was a miracle that his touch didn’t send me into a full blown heat. “Anything your heart desires is yours for the taking here.” 
 
    His scent surrounded me, and my mouth watered in anticipation of his promise. “Anything my heart desires?”  
 
    He nodded, trying to fight the smile, but he gave in and let one side of his mouth curl up. I was melting his defenses. 
 
    “Then what happens? We can’t stay here forever.” I didn’t expect him to have a complete plan. He’d rescued me in my wolf form from the middle of a street fight. But as a general, he was used to thinking of his feet when everything went to shit and lives were on the line. And he couldn’t tell me for a second that being an omega didn’t give him an advantage in that department.  
 
    “There are other places I can bring you. The king has a bunker.” 
 
    “So you’d rather spend the rest of your life running than let people know what you really are?” It was a slap in the face. “How do I know you won’t turn me in to keep your secret? Because if you do, I have no reason to keep quiet anymore.”  
 
    But would I be able to betray my mate, even if it was the only way to save myself?  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Solen
Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    I sat in a thick leather chair across the room, watching Ashla as she slept, sprawled across my bed. She’d finally settled down enough to rest, and that fact gave me great relief. She didn’t think herself fragile right now, and maybe she wasn’t completely. She’d been fine enough to give me the real what-for when we arrived at my bunker. But I saw the way her eyes were swollen and red, the way her shoulders sagged and the slight limp from the blisters on her feet. 
 
    She was tired, and on the brink of a heat that could take us both by storm. 
 
    Resting was essential. 
 
    Yet, I couldn’t bring myself to close my eyes. My mind ran wild with everything she’d said. She thought of me as a traitor, just like my inner beast did. She called the omegas my people, but how could they be my people when I’d grown up as an alpha? They weren’t. And it wasn’t because I thought of them as unworthy, though maybe some were. Just like there were unworthy betas and yes, even unworthy alphas. 
 
    The omegas weren’t my people because they couldn’t be. Not if I wanted to keep my position. Not if I wanted to serve my king and protect the pack. I’d cut those bonds long ago, and opening them up again would only bring pain to the people around me. 
 
    I stared at Ashla. 
 
    All the people around me. My army and territory weren’t the only ones who’d pay if my secret was ever discovered. 
 
    It was easy for the king and other alpha generals to mate with omega females, to commit to them for life. Because those men actually were alphas. I was a poser, and my fakery ran deep. All the way to my soul. It had to be that way for me to survive in a place I didn’t belong. There’d been no room for feeling attachment. It meant giving up my parents, my friends, life as I knew it. 
 
    I died that day. 
 
    The real me, the Solen who was born to a hardworking but highly respected omega family was gone and a new Solen rose in his place. One who didn’t love anyone. Didn’t need anyone. One who bled and fought and ruled… because that’s what alphas do. 
 
    Now the dead wanted to be resurrected. I was coming unraveled, and it was because of the little omega female sleeping in my bed. 
 
    I’d seen this coming the moment Adalai set his sights on Zelene. When he mated her and made her queen, I’d resisted as much as I could. And gods help me, but it was for this reason right here. 
 
    My past intersecting with my present. The dead me threatening to come alive again. Who would I be in this new reality Adalai was creating for our kingdom? 
 
    I couldn’t look away from my mate as she dozed. Ashla was beautiful. Especially here, in my domain. Her dark locks were messy and splayed across the white pillow. Long lashes rested on her cheeks. Full lips pouted slightly, letting me know she was completely relaxed. Her form was curvy in all the right places, and her smile, the way it gripped my heart in a vice—even though I couldn’t see it now—made me hard enough to rut. 
 
    I could fall so in love with her if I was the old me. The dead me. The omega me. 
 
    But opening myself to those feelings meant opening myself to all feelings. Including the ones that I shut away when I became an alpha. When I became a traitor. 
 
    I forced my gaze away from her and walked to the small office area that was cordoned off by nothing more than a long desk. The portable computer that sat there was a direct line to the king, and it was time for me to update him. 
 
    I sighed, lowering myself into the chair slowly as not to make any noise. I didn’t want to wake Ashla when she was finally sleeping. Giving her one last look to make sure she was sound, I began typing my message to Adalai. 
 
    My territory was compromised. Have taken the package to a safer location. Awaiting your instruction. 
 
    He’d know what I meant by safer location, though even he didn’t know exactly where this place was. No one did, and it would remain that way. 
 
    I stared at the screen, waiting for an answer but not expecting it to come so quickly. 
 
    The castle is secure, Adalai replied, and my heart sank. Would he ask me to bring Ashla back? It wasn’t safe yet. Not for me, and especially not for her. The mole needed to be uncovered first. 
 
    Quickly, another message came through. The resistance is contained, for now. Stay where you are until I send word. Updates daily.  
 
    I blew out a breath as relief hit me hard. Here, she was safe, like I’d promised she would be. 
 
    Understood, I wrote back. 
 
    Leaning back in the chair, I let my eyes drift closed. I was damn tired, and for the first time since leaving my outpost, I felt safe enough to rest. The castle was holding their ground. Ashla was hidden. The beta resistance was temporarily quiet. If sleep was going to come, it would be now or never. The leather chair was more comfortable than the desk chair but I couldn’t find the energy to switch. 
 
    I began to drift off, when I was jerked awake by a sound that shot straight to my cock. Ashla whimpered, demanding all my attention as I opened my eyes to find her still fast asleep in my bed. I stood from the desk, staring at her as if I could will that sound into existence again. But she remained silent. 
 
    I approached the bed, realizing it was a stupid idea when her sultry scent filled my nostrils. Her heat was growing stronger. It would be upon us soon and the idea of meeting her need made my chest tighten with pride. She was mine to care for, and I would see her through this. 
 
    But first, we would sleep. Sleep until we couldn’t anymore. Because when the heat came, there’d only be rutting and carnal need that would keep us up for three days straight. I licked my lips, already imagining what she tasted like. 
 
    Kicking off my boots, I shed my coat at the same time, leaving my uniform pants in place. I didn’t want her freaking out about nakedness when she found me so close. Peeling back the covers, I slid into the bed beside her, keeping some space between us. Not enough and too much at the same time. This way, I was near if she needed me. When she needed me. 
 
    Knowing I’d be cooling her heat in the most primal way, and that we could do so freely, safely, without interference was enough to lull me to sleep. Mate is safe, my wolf chuffed inside, more settled than it had ever been before. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ashla
CHapter Six 
 
      
 
    Delicious heat swept over me, and for once, I didn’t resist it. My heat had always been scary. A time of anxiety, not knowing if I’d be able to find safety, and who was aware of the changes in my body before I was. As omega females, we took measures to stay one step ahead of those opportunists. Those thieves. There was no need to glorify the situation anymore. We could expose it for exactly what it was. 
 
    It was time to reclaim my heat.  
 
    I was in that place between sleep and consciousness, the place that embraced me tightly and didn’t want to let me go. I didn’t resist that either. Since I moved into the castle, I’d been flirting with the fantasy of safety, of stability, but I never let it get close enough to let all the good feelings it offered sink in. Under this thin veil of sleep, I was finally ready.  
 
    But that peace didn’t last long, and this dimension had me firmly in its grasp. My skin melted away, and I was all wolf, running through the Badlands, but it looked different. It looked like it did when I was a little girl. There were still hints of opulence and prosperity that the dust and hard times had yet to blast away. The heat made me think this was the beginning of a renaissance, the first signs of progress of the program that Tavia and Dagger had enacted. All my omega friends, the women I’d considered sisters had all used their turn of fortune to do good for others, even if they had a funny way of going about it. We had to work through the anger that we’d pushed down for so long before we could help bring the peace the King had promised to the region. 
 
    Still, we worked at the whim of the King. But did he finally have our best intentions in mind? 
 
    What would my mark on this renaissance be? 
 
    I was no longer in the Badlands, and the wall that had separated us for so long dissolved as I ran past it. The guards that had once held me back cheered me on.  
 
    The city was full of wolves, and none of them were omegas. Betas and alphas had all shifted, and the city was in chaos. Wait, was I back in the Badlands? Storefronts crumbled and burned and wolves fought over scraps, betraying their own family for one more fleeting chance at survival.  
 
    But I wasn’t afraid. For the very first time in my life, I let myself feel my power. I’d been through this before, and I could show these frightened wolves how to survive.  
 
    I searched for my mate, willing his delicious omega scent to guide me to him.  
 
    That earthiness, laced with sage and a hint of wildflowers, lured me into the castle. I still didn’t feel like it was my home. I never would, I knew that now. We were meant for more than the castle.  
 
    But my mate had served the King so long he didn’t know another way. Yet.  
 
    My body shielded me from whatever happened next, snapping me awake. I gasped, shocked to find myself in the safety of Solen’s heat bunker, in the comfort of his bed, with him sleeping beside me.  
 
    The soft white sheet covered him to mid torso, contrasting with his dark skin. Even as he rested, his muscles were sleek, strong, and ready to fight. Sometimes, I had to remind myself that Solen was an omega, because his life had been so different from mine. But he was, and he was proof that we could be so much more. 
 
    If only I could convince him it was a strength and not something to hide. 
 
    Careful not to wake him, I picked up the sheet to see how much naked Solen I was dealing with. Although, if it was a lot, ignorance might be bliss. I was a little disappointed to find he was still in his military uniform from the waist down.
Always the soldier. 
 
    His eyelids fluttered and instinct tensed my muscles. This time, I couldn’t give into the surge of heat between us, that earthy scent that I wanted to bathe in, because it would send me straight into heat. And last time Solen and I were face to face, we’d come to a pissed-off truce. 
 
    “Hi.” His voice was raspy, and those golden eyes were full of light. Like somehow the sun could reach him deep in this underground bunker. Knowing this omega, he’d probably figured out a way to make it happen. “I came to watch you sleep.” 
 
    My heart fluttered, begging me to let my guard down. Maybe just a little bit would be okay. But my head knew better than to fall for those desires. “Liar.”  
 
    His head twisted slightly on the pillow, and he grinned at me in disbelief. In this thin veil between reality and dreams, Solen was vulnerable too. “You finally allowed yourself to rest, and once I ensured our safety, I couldn’t keep myself away. You have a way of drawing me in, my little spitfire.”  
 
    “Why now? Is this a new feeling, or did you know what I was to you before Zelene crashed the royal party?”  
 
    I hadn’t realized he was my mate right away, because I never dared to dream that I could belong to someone as strong and important as General Solen of the East. Things like that weren’t possible for an omega, or so I thought. But once I’d been given access to more than the dark underbelly of the castle, I dared to want more.  
 
    He took a deep, slow, sleepy breath and nestled a little deeper into the bed. My mouth watered with need. It would’ve been so easy to crawl over and press my lips against his. But I still had an advantage, knowing where General Solen’s strength really came from, so I would relish that power as long as I wielded it. If this wolf wanted a kiss, he could come and get it. 
 
    “I knew you were special as soon as I had a chance to work with you in the armory. I suggested that you could handle more responsibility than the other omegas. You worked hard and with pride. Many of the others went through the motions. Even though they knew they could be punished for their mediocrity, there was no reward for going above and beyond. But you did it anyway.” 
 
    I thrived from praise for my work. It was the only thing that had kept me going when there was no light at the end of the tunnel. Some alphas twisted my responsibilities to make them seem like a burden. “I did it for my own sanity. I had to keep my mind busy, and learn every single thing I could about my job even if it never amounted to anything.” 
 
    “But it did.”  
 
    “Nothing good, since I’m currently a fugitive.” 
 
    “Whether you like the circumstances or not, they brought us together. First in the armory, and now here.” He was so close to me, the heat from his body washing over mine, daring my heat to blossom. “But I think we’ve only seen a hint of what you’re capable of, Ashla. You have a strategic mind.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” I’ll admit it--I was praise motivated. I liked it in the armory, and I especially liked it when I woke up next to my mate. “What else do you think I’m capable of?”  
 
    His fingers were under my chin, and I gasped. Not at the surge of electricity that coursed through my body just from that little bit of touch, but because he caught me off guard. Judging from the slow smile that spread over his face, he liked my reaction to him. He leaned in and closed his eyes just before his lips slanted over mine.  
 
    Instinct twisted inside me. My first thought was to resist. This kind of contact was usually unwanted. But I had to keep reminding myself who Solen was, and that he promised me he’d keep me safe.  
 
    It was time to believe him.  
 
    His lips were soft but urgent as he moved against me. I parted my lips, letting him inside. Our tongues tangled, and I let myself enjoy this kiss.  
 
    My hands were on his shoulders, and I ran them down his back, experiencing the way his muscles tensed and relaxed as we came together. Exploring each other. Trusting each other. This kiss was a concession, a promise. I could get addicted to the way his skin felt under my fingers. Soft and powerful. It was like he was reintroducing himself to me as we lay tangled in the sheets.
I couldn’t totally shake the feeling of danger. But now I was almost certain this powerful warrior would fight beside me. But would he fight for me? 
 
    We’d need a few more kisses to determine that outcome. And that fight, I was ready for. 
 
    He moaned against my lips before he drew away just enough to break the kiss.  
 
    “You’re destined for greatness, Ashla. Once we get through this battle, you will have a great role in the prosperity of the city.” 
 
    A great role in the prosperity of the city? That was all he had after that kiss? I wanted—no, I needed—so much more from him. There was no way he didn’t feel my temperature skyrocket. His skin was dewy from it.  
 
    I needed to tell him, but all I could manage was that telltale whine. “Solen—” 
 
    “I know.” His eyes turned to golden lava. And I was so ready to burn.  “Will you let me take care of you?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Solen
Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Ashla’s heat was intense, pulses of pheromones slamming into me in a continuous wave as her distinct whine drove my animal to the brink of insanity. I felt more feral than ever before. More animal than man. But then again, I’d never rutted with an omega before. As an omega male in hiding, I’d had to stay far away from the Badlands and any possibility of scenting a female’s heat, lest I lose my senses and hunt down a rut. 
 
    I swallowed a growl. 
 
    The idea of my Ashla hiding in a dirty heat bunker while other males fought to get to her… to hurt and take advantage of her… it made my blood boil. She was mine. No male would touch her again. No matter what happened going forward, she would never have to ride out her heat alone and afraid again. 
 
    Because of my status, I could give her this guarantee. It made what she called my betrayal all worth it. She could think me a traitor if she wanted, but never again would she be vulnerable when she was in need. 
 
    My heart lurched as I stared down at her. I hoped one day she would understand why I’d allowed the Badlands to wither. Adalai was made to hate them under the training of his father. It wasn’t as if I could have used my status to persuade him. Not before he mated Zelene. No matter how alpha I appeared or behaved, I was omega, and Adalai could have had me banished to the Badlands if he’d wished. Or worse. 
 
    Could Ashla ever see that things had happened the way they did so that we would have this exact moment to ourselves? Things work out the exact way that they should. Always. My mother taught me that before being cut from my life. 
 
    No. Don’t think about family now. 
 
    I slammed the walls down on my emotions and focused on my mate. Taking care of her now was going to soften a lot of those hurts that I’d stuffed inside for so long. 
 
    “Solen?” Ashla touched my cheek and for a moment the lusty fog that clouded her expression cleared. “Do you want this?” 
 
    I opened my mouth to answer, but she wasn’t finished. 
 
    “You can leave me here. Lock me in and come back for me in four days. But you have to go now, before it’s—” 
 
    My snarl ripped from my throat, stopping her just before my lips crashed into hers. No way in hell was I leaving her here. Her nails raked down my back, giving me a clue to just how needy she was. 
 
    Pulling back, I used a claw to slit the front of her shirt down the middle. She bucked up when the cool air hit her bare chest, presenting her tight nipples for my attention. The heat radiating from her was intoxicating. 
 
    I braced my forearm under her back to keep her propped up so perfectly, and watching her reaction, I slowly lowered my tongue to lap at one hardened bud. Her cry of pleasure pierced me like a weapon, threatening to make me lose control. 
 
    Closing my lips around her nipple I sucked until she writhed in my arms before moving to the other one to repeat the action. My cock pressed against my zipper and she found the hardness, rubbing carelessly against it with her pussy through our clothes. 
 
    Need to be skin on skin. 
 
    Lifting to my knees, she followed me up, clawing at my waistband until my cock sprang free, bobbing and ready to sate her lust. All the breath rushed out of my lungs as she wrapped her fingers around my thickness and stroked. 
 
    “Fuck,” I croaked, straining for more of her touch. 
 
    Her gaze went to mine and beyond the sheen of sweat and lust, I saw her satisfaction. As if this made her feel powerful. And something unexpected happened inside me. I liked making her feel powerful. Was this the difference between an alpha and omega male? I didn’t feel the need to cage her, or dominate her. 
 
    Was she mine? Yes. Nothing would ever change that. Ashla belonged to me. 
 
    Did I want her beneath me, pounding her with my strength while we both came together? Yes. Fuck yes. But I also wanted to give her power over me. I wanted her to have her way with my body. 
 
    I wanted her to be the only one who ever could. 
 
    I… I wanted to belong to her. 
 
    I swallowed hard as she lowered her lips to take my cock deep in her mouth. A growl slipped out when I hit the back of her throat and my bones turned to jelly. Fuck, she was making me weak and I didn’t even care. 
 
    She sucked hard enough to make an obscene noise when her mouth popped free, and she pushed me back until I was flat on the bed beneath her. The scraps of her shirt fell away and with another quick move of my hands, her pants were gone too, giving me so much more of that sultry heat scent. I wanted to feel that slick, hot place between her legs, but before I could, she twisted her body, straddling me backward so her ass was in my face. 
 
    “Yes,” I growled in appreciation. 
 
    Leaning forward, she took my cock in her mouth again, but the sight of her glistening pussy, swollen and waiting for me to lick it, sent me into a frenzy. I needed her taste on my tongue more than I needed my next breath. 
 
    Gripping her hips, I positioned her over my mouth, taking a slow lick up her center. The taste of her arousal made me dizzy with desire. I wouldn’t last long like this, with her mouth on me, and my mouth on her. 
 
    Ashla moaned around my cock and her knees gave out as her pussy quivered and throbbed under my tongue. Still, I held her there, wanting as much of her as I could get, until I couldn’t take it anymore. 
 
    I needed to be inside my mate. 
 
    Lifting her off me, I laid her back, spreading her legs wide to fit between them. 
 
    “Solen,” she whimpered, hips undulating uncontrollably. 
 
    “It’s okay, mate. I’ve got you.” 
 
    With my next breath, I pushed into her slick channel, planting myself to the hilt, and kissed away her scream of pleasure as I lost myself in my female’s heat. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ashla
Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Solen pumped his cock into me and I had to keep forcing myself to open my eyes, even when the heat overwhelmed me and the electricity that flowed from his body to mine threatened to set the entire desert on fire, because when I closed them, we were both wolves. 
 
    And we were free. There was no Luxoria, no Badlands, no alphas, no omegas. It was just me and him.  
 
    His shaft swelled, and the very last pulses of my climax fluttered around it as he knotted and shot his seed into me. My temperature soared and that fire had never felt more real. His body stuttered and his muscles went tense. In that moment, he’d never been more vulnerable, stronger, or more beautiful. 
 
    Once his knot released, the only sound in the room was our labored breathing as he picked up my ruined top and pressed it between my legs, wiping away any evidence of our union. It was a thoughtful gesture, but it made me sad. I wanted to wear his mark. It was only a matter of time before those rogue soldiers would catch up to us and when they scented me, they should have no doubt I belonged to Solen.  
 
    He dropped the cloth on the floor and grinned before crawling over to me. His feral grace sent another wave of heat through me. Soon, I’d need him again.  
 
    “How are you feeling?” he asked, his voice soft. He was showing me a totally different side of him. Like he finally wasn’t afraid to be himself. Not just with me, but I had a feeling this was the first time he’d ever let his walls down.  
 
    I did that for him. 
 
    “Best heat ever.” I dared to press a kiss against his cheek. 
 
    Solen laughed, and it was such a beautiful sound because it was real and genuine. “It really is. And we’re not done.” 
 
    My exhausted core muscles fluttered a hell yes in response. 
 
    “What was it like for you before?” I asked. Omega males didn’t have a heat like females, but they had cycles that coincided with ours.  
 
    He rolled onto his back and sighed. “Difficult. Every time I rutted with a female, I feared I would shift. So I only did it when necessary. And when the omegas in the Badlands reached the peak of their cycles, I made sure to stay as far away as possible. I’d come here. This bunker is fully outfitted with everything I need to lead the east. But even with the best of precautions, I couldn’t always prevent my shift.” 
 
    Fascinating. The omega males I’d grown up and worked with had had a much different objective. There was some sort of male omega pissing contest in the Badlands that reached a frenzy as the females went into heat. Rutting was a badge of honor for them, and a mark of horror for unmated females. Solen’s experience was closer to mine.  
 
    I wouldn’t tell him that. Didn’t matter what class this wolf was, he still had his pride.  
 
    “Did anyone else ever see you shift?”  
 
    “Adalai,” he said. Even though the two men were cousins, and omega blood ran through the King’s veins, I wondered how that went. If Solen was ashamed, and his kin disgusted. “And you.” 
 
    I raised a brow. “All these years, you only shifted in front of two people?”  
 
    “As far as I know.” He turned and looked at me. “It’s possible that someone in the castle saw something they shouldn’t have. It might be why we’re in this situation right now.” 
 
    I hated that my omega side thought he meant the two of us in bed together as a situation. Like it was a bad thing. But I had ways of protecting myself too.  
 
    “Why did you shift in front of me?” I’d walked in on him in the armory. I’d heard him before I found him in a dark corner. I’d always assumed it was a mistake and I was glad I was the one who found him before he revealed his secret to any other omegas. 
 
    But did I find him in time? Did I do enough to keep him safe? That was a thought I never expected to have.  
 
    “Mate.” The word was tipped with a growl and he rolled to his side, his eyes wild, like he meant to claim me all over again. “I could sense you were near, but I’d denied who you were to me. I didn’t want you to be my mate.” 
 
    My gasp betrayed me. I wished more than anything I could’ve remained aloof in that moment. Like I didn’t need him on much more than a physical level. “Why not?” 
 
    “This was before Adalai claimed Zelene. Alphas and omegas couldn’t be together.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about trying to sound virtuous. If you claimed me, everyone would’ve known what you really are, and you would’ve lost everything.” 
 
    He nodded. “And I would’ve never been able to give you the life you deserved. I would’ve been disgraced, and your quality of life could’ve been worse than it was before.” 
 
    “Like that was possible.” I scoffed. 
 
    “You worked in the castle. I don’t know what your life was like beyond city walls, but you held high status if you were allowed to work with the royal family. The King didn’t let just anyone work in his home.” 
 
    “He had a funny way of expressing his gratitude.” 
 
    Solen’s hand was on my chin. That delicious livewire current flowed between us once again. “Stop focusing on things you can’t change. That’s the past. Your future won’t look anything like that.” 
 
    “What happens next?” I was already salivating just from his touch, my need bubbling below the surface. One time with my mate was not enough to satisfy my heat. But we had inconveniences such as a revolution and a potential traitor to deal with. Good thing I had plenty of practice pushing my desires to the back burner. “You kind of destroyed my clothes, so that’s an issue.”  
 
    He gave me a wicked grin. “I like you like this. And it wouldn’t bother me if I kept you naked in my bed for your entire heat.” 
 
    A whine slipped out from between my lips. I’d grown so accustomed to suppressing it, to being ashamed of what I was because it was lesser, dirty, stupid...but this man, this omega, smashed all my misconceptions about myself. I could be strong and respected. I could lead. 
 
    “Let it out, my little spitfire,” he said, his voice raspy. “Let it all out.”  
 
    But was that what I wanted? For so long, I’d only longed to be taken care of, but Solen had given me permission to dream bigger.  
 
    Zelene, Tavia, Rielle, and Charolet all had a mission once they found their mate. It had been in their heart all along. But I was the one who’d accepted what I had, who made it through the situation one day at a time, and didn’t have the audacity to dream. How could I, when there was so much despair around me? It felt greedy, like I was taking more than my fair share. 
 
    But I’d think about it later because Solen’s mouth was crushing mine. His body was hard and warm, and his hands were everywhere. I let myself savor the sensations of his exploration.  
 
    It wasn’t long before my hands were on the thing I wanted most. His cock. It was hard and as ready for me as I was for him. There was no way he didn’t know that, as he stroked between my legs, his fingers soaked with my desire.  
 
    I stroked his length slowly, taking my time, really getting to know my mate. I had this crazy idea that I could set the tone of our time together. Not like I’d ever forget our first time. But it was frantic with need. I wanted to remember the way he felt when my inner muscles throbbed against him.  
 
    A horn or an alarm or whatever it was, a horrible noise separated us. My heart pounded and my pussy throbbed with need.  
 
    “What the hell was that?” I hastily pulled the sheet around my body. In the process, I’d uncovered Solen, but he had clothes here. I did not.  
 
    “It’s a message from the King,” he said, jumping out of bed in his hard, naked glory. I appreciated his round, firm ass and the two dimples at the base of his spine.  
 
    I sat up, only following him into his office with my eyes. He hunched over a laptop, frantically punching the keys. His eyes widened and lips parted, but then he shook his head and frowned as he typed some more. 
 
    “What’s happening?” I asked. Sweat beaded along my hairline, and ran down the middle of my back. Whatever it was, I hoped he could solve it from here. In this moment, I needed him more than the King did. 
 
    Solen didn’t answer as he returned to the bed, his expression distracted and concerned. I tried to clamp down my whine long enough to figure out what was wrong at the castle, but the need was rising again to nuclear levels. 
 
    Solen jerked his gaze to me, those golden eyes knowing exactly what I needed. The concern about the king’s message disappeared as his body pressed into mine to sate my heat once again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Solen
Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    I awoke in a tangle of limbs, unaware of how much time had passed. Ashla was draped across my chest, peaceful at last. I planned to let her sleep. She must be exhausted after the constant mating her heat required. I’d knotted in her more times than I could count, but maybe that was because I was out of my mind with pleasure, my inner wolf pushing me to satisfy her. 
 
    My mate. 
 
    My chest clenched just thinking about her. Something was happening to the walls I’d built around my heart. Something dangerous. Ashla was opening me up to a lot of feelings I’d avoided for so long. 
 
    I smoothed my hand up her bare back, pushing her tangled hair out of the way so I could watch her sleep. 
 
    Dangerous. The word described her perfectly. She was an unassuming warrior. Quietly lethal. And she was ruining my carefully cultivated detachment. Worst part was, I hardly cared. Let her fuck me up. I was tired of having no one to trust, no one to confide in. Solen, the alpha was hard and cold and powerful… and fucking lonely. 
 
    Ashla stirred, blinking awake with clear eyes, not the lusty, needy gaze of the past few… how long had it been… days? 
 
    She smiled and my stomach flip-flopped in response.  
 
    “Hi,” she murmured. 
 
    “Good morning, mate.” 
 
    “Is it morning?” she asked. “How can you tell?” 
 
    I squeezed her closer and kissed the top of her head. “I can’t. I’m pretending so that we can lay here longer.” 
 
    Soon, we would have to leave this bunker and face what was happening outside. The bounty on Ashla. The traitor in the castle. The beta resistance and the enemy humans from the Keep. As much as I wished it could, life wouldn’t stand still for us. 
 
    “Before we…” Ashla paused to trace her finger down my sternum. “Something happened before we…” 
 
    “Lost our minds to your delicious heat?” I rumbled. 
 
    “Yes, that.” Ashla’s cheeks reddened but there was no whine of desperation. Was it already over? A thread of sadness wound through me at that. And if so, just how much time had we lost? 
 
    I needed to check my messages to see if there was anything new from Adalai. The last one didn’t sit well with me. 
 
    Thanks to Ashla, I’ve identified how deeply the resistance goes. Adalai hadn’t used the code word ‘package’ as we’d agreed upon. Instead, he’d called her by name. It was dangerous and reckless. The king was neither. 
 
    The package is secure, but this line may be compromised. Switching to secondary communications. After I typed my response, I sent a code to crash that line so it couldn’t be used again. From now on, the messages from the king would come through my wrist com. 
 
    “Is the castle still safe?” Ashla asked. “Zelene and the others?” 
 
    “Yes, the castle is secure and the resistance is controlled for now.” For how long, that was the question. 
 
    “Wow. You just went into soldier mode before my very eyes. I don’t know whether to be impressed or annoyed.” 
 
    I quickly kissed her smirk away. “Be impressed. Your mate is a warrior just like you.” 
 
    “My mate. You’d better watch out,” she said softly. “That sounds dangerously like a commitment.” 
 
    It did. But I was living dangerously these days. There was no telling what I would promise this female before we left our hideout. 
 
    Ashla sat up, reaching high above her head for a long stretch. I was mesmerized by her curves and valleys. Her lean muscles. She was a work of art, and yet battle scars from her days in the Badlands marred her skin. I’d paid special tribute to those last night, kissing and licking each one. 
 
    She noticed me watching and her cheeks went pink. Her shyness pulled at some male part of me that I couldn’t explain. Part of me that wanted to hide her away forever and give her anything she wanted on a silver fucking platter. 
 
    “I’m going to shower,” she said, standing and pulling the sheet with her. I grabbed the end of it just before she slipped past the bed. 
 
    “Leave that here.” 
 
    She dropped it, her gaze turning hot again. “You can join me.” 
 
    “Give me five minutes. I need to update the king.” 
 
    She closed the door to the bathroom before I rose from the bed to find my wrist com. Four unread messages from Adalai waited for me, all marked URGENT. 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    Something has come up. Return to the castle immediately. Bring the package. 
 
    The next three were more of the same, except with varied levels of threats attached. No mention of the compromised communications. 
 
    I typed a reply. The package is hot. Still in danger. Advise. 
 
    Adalai’s response came quickly. Hot? Tell me that doesn’t mean what I think it means. 
 
    Affirmative, I answered. 
 
    This time, the reply took several minutes to come through. It doesn’t matter. You must return with the package immediately. 
 
    I frowned. The king was asking me to return even though Ashla was in no state to travel and every wolf within a hundred miles would be scenting her heat? Reckless. 
 
    How do I know this is you? Our other line was compromised. Confirm identity. 
 
    My wrist com buzzed with an immediate reply. Twelve. Eight. Double zero. It was the king’s security code. We’d settled on it long ago when I first built this bunker. 
 
    This confirmed I was talking to Adalai. 
 
    I stared at the bathroom door, contemplating my next move. Adalai might be my king—and before my time here with Ashla that meant a whole hell of a lot—but he was putting my mate in danger with this request. 
 
    Request? It wasn’t a request. It was a command, and I was expected to obey it. Like always. 
 
    Why? I quickly typed into my com. 
 
    Why? Because I’m your goddamned king. 
 
    I promised I’d keep the package safe, I wrote. You’re asking me to break that promise without any explanation. What kind of general would I be if I didn’t ask, if I didn’t question the strangeness of Adalai’s request? 
 
    What kind of mate would I be? 
 
    There has been evidence brought against the package. Proof of guilt. 
 
    My heart stopped. Proof of guilt? How could there be proof, when Ashla did nothing wrong? 
 
    She’s innocent, I wrote back. 
 
    She needs to stand trial. For the good of our entire pack, they need to see that justice will always be served. 
 
    I believed her when she said she was innocent. But… but even if she wasn’t, I was ready to defy my king to keep her from harm. 
 
    Shit. Duty versus my heart was always where my true battle was destined to be fought. 
 
    Solen, it’s not just the package. There is also evidence against you. 
 
    I jerked my head back, reading the message again and again. Evidence against me? Impossible. I was more loyal to Adalai than anyone. There was no evidence against me. 
 
    What evidence? I asked. 
 
    Return to the castle and we will have a trial. 
 
    Bullshit. You know this is bullshit. Inside, I felt a deep betrayal. In all my years, Adalai had never done me wrong. But now? Was he using me and Ashla as pawns in a political move? 
 
    Bullshit or not, that’s an order, and I expect you to obey it. Come home. 
 
    I stood, launching my wrist com at the wall with all my strength, shattering it to pieces. My fists clenched as fury filled me to the brim. I wouldn’t obey my king this time. Not when he was asking me to hand over my mate. 
 
    I couldn’t. Not after promising her safety. If she couldn’t be safe with me, then… when would she ever be safe? It was the question every omega asked. When will we be safe? 
 
    We. An omega is taught to fight beside their mate. 
 
    I was choosing to fight beside mine now. 
 
    The beta resistance could use someone else to sway the king. It wouldn’t be me and Ashla. 
 
    I’d rather be an outlaw, with an outlaw mate, than a scapegoat in a plot to overthrow the king. 
 
    I wasn’t alpha. I wasn’t omega. I was somewhere in between. 
 
    And that’s where I planned to stay. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ashla
Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    As good as it felt to have Solen calm my heat, this shower was pretty amazing too. A shower in an omega heat bunker was on a dream-like luxury level to begin with, but this one went even beyond that, with sprays of water coming from multiple places in the walls and the ceiling.  
 
    I dragged the washcloth over the skin, loving the way my mate had left his mark on my body. I ached in all the right places. My nipples were sore from his mouth and his fingers, but it didn’t stop me from circling them with the cloth, bringing them to a peak one more time… 
 
    Where was he?  
 
    He said he had to deal with king stuff, and which shouldn’t have filled me with the amount of rage it did. As the main suspect in the castle security breach, it had never been more important to guard my emotions. But I wasn’t that perfect little omega anymore. The one who never said what she wanted in the event it might put her in danger.  
 
    I was greedy for my mate. If he’d gone to the shower first, I’d be in here on my knees making sure every inch of him was ready for whatever battle we faced next. 
 
    My leg muscles weakened at the visual. 
 
    The door opened and Solen emerged from the mist. He stalked toward me, those golden eyes feral and unseeing.  
 
    He needed to shift. 
 
    “Solen—” I couldn’t ask him what was wrong because in one swift movement, he had me pinned against the wall in the corner. His face was buried in my neck, his knee between my legs, and that glorious cock hard against my belly.  
 
    He moved his hands from my shoulders to my breasts, and the contact was nowhere near as gentle as I’d been with the washcloth. But it felt just as good. I writhed against him, play fighting with him, because I knew it would drive him wild, and make him assert his will over me.  
 
    He groaned against the crook of my neck, nipping my collarbone just before he drove his cock inside me. I was jelly under his touch, riding the waves of pleasure as the water rained down all around us. It didn’t take time for his knot to swell and for him to shoot his seed inside me.  
 
    There was nothing but the sound of our breath and the water falling as he pulled out, and kissed my head. So gentle in contrast to what he’d just done. 
 
    “I take it the king had good news?” I’d dropped the washcloth I’d been using on the floor, but there was another one ready for me, like Solen had known he’d have a guest here sometime soon. Like he’d been waiting for me. I wanted to wash him. This omega had seen much different brutality than I had in his life, and it was time someone showed him another way. 
 
    He shook his head. “I need to keep you safe.” 
 
    “Solen.” I grasped his massive biceps but he moved away from me, refusing to look me in the eye as he shut off the water. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “You’re innocent. I know you’re innocent,” he growled and handed me a towel. It was soft and fluffy and so in contrast to my mate’s fury.  
 
    I wrapped myself in it and followed him to the bedroom. “You’re talking nonsense.” His thunderous expression snapped to me. I deserved that look, but it still took me aback. “I am innocent. I need to know why that’s suddenly a problem.”  
 
    His gaze met mine, and even the fluffy towel couldn’t erase the chill that swept over me. “King Adalai has proof you’re not.” 
 
    My chest constricted. Not possible. I’d been set up. “And you believe him.” 
 
    “No. I’ll defend my mate’s honor, even when the King has the audacity to bring it into question.” He ripped open his closet door. The same uniform shirt hung perfectly one in front of the other. He pulled one off its hanger, sending the rest into chaos. “We’ve been summoned back to the castle. Immediately.” 
 
    “Okay.” This was really happening. The king had not been gentle with his justice of the royal omegas. Charolet served time in the dungeons, and His Majesty did not give one damn she was in heat.  
 
    I was still in heat. Solen had calmed the worst of it, but a desperate wolf, one looking to make a statement, wouldn’t miss my scent.  
 
    Solen raised an eyebrow as he buttoned his shirt. “No. It’s not okay. It’s anything but okay. His information is bad, or he’s trying to make an example of you. Of us.” 
 
    “Us?” It could simply mean our mate connection, or something much more dangerous. “Does anyone else know what you are?”  
 
    “There’s no telling what anyone knows anymore.” He sighed, and unclipped a pair of leather pants from the hanger. “But I don’t plan on finding out. I’m not bringing you back to the castle. It’s not safe. You’re still in heat.”  
 
    “The king will listen to reason.” That assumed he cared about my safety, Solen should be able to convince him I’d still be just as wrongly accused when my cycle was done. 
 
    Sometimes, I wondered if Zelene catching the attention of His Majesty put us in more danger than we ever were before. 
 
    “The king will listen to what he wants to hear. He can have a trial without us.” 
 
    “A trial?” This was so much worse than Solen had let on. No wonder he was so rattled. “He wants to put us on trial?”  
 
    Royal trials were no joke. I’d been very far removed from some of them as an armory employee, but they put everyone on edge. Justice in the castle always favored the king.  
 
    “Adalai thinks it’s good for the pack to see justice served.” He growled. How this man hadn’t shifted yet was beyond me. He’d denied his animal for so long it had him twisted in knots. “But he’s wrong. The pack needs to see that the king isn’t always right.” 
 
    “Solen,” I gasped. “You can’t be proposing revolution.” 
 
    “No. But we’re not going back there. We’re innocent. We’ll go to—” 
 
    “Where?” I put my hand on his arm. Power vibrated through his body. “We’re in the middle of the desert. Half the army’s gone rogue and there’s a bounty on my head. The only places we can go are the Badlands or the Keep. One is full of wolves that are already licking their chops at the prospect of an omega female in heat, and the other would declare victory if they captured the king’s omega general. And this is probably a good time to remind you that you tore the only clothes I had to shreds.” 
 
    That got a grin out of him, and he looked human again. Inwardly, I breathed a sigh of relief because now I had a chance of talking some sense into the man.  
 
    “We’ll go further than that,” he said.  
 
    I shook my head. “We need to go to the castle, Solen.”  I let my towel drop, and the way he drank me in gave me the strength I needed to face this. “Running will make it worse. That’s if we make it back to the castle.” 
 
    “All those threats you listed wait for us no matter where we go.” 
 
    “Right, and if we show a good faith effort to return to the castle, we’ll have the support of the king if we fall into trouble. If we’re caught going somewhere else, the king could look the other way when we need his help the most.” 
 
    Solen didn’t say anything. He sat on the edge of the bed, and I joined him. If we weren’t careful, he’d have me pinned down in the tangle of sheets to rut me once again. I wouldn’t complain if it happened, but it would solve absolutely none of our problems. He had to face this. Whatever scared him about this accusation. He had to show the king how strong he really was.  
 
    “We’re innocent,” I reminded him. “And the world finding out you’re an omega isn’t the worst thing. Everyone knows the King’s own mother was omega.” 
 
    His gaze roamed my body one more time. “Do I carry you naked into Luxoria and have you stand trial while I fight off every male who thinks he can lay his dirty paws on my mate?”  
 
    “No.” But that ridiculously all too real scenario gave me an idea. “We arrive as wolves.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Solen
Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    I entered the code to lock my bunker from the outside and the cover slid over and filled with sand, effectively hiding the opening again. I turned to Ashla, finding her solid gaze. She had already shifted into her wolf, but her eyes remained familiar. The animal was beautiful and sleek, with a coat of gray and brown that fluffed around her baby blues. We were to cross the desert as animals and return to the castle as omegas. 
 
    This was it. We were going to face the charges against us. Together. 
 
    Ashla was sure we could prove our innocence, but I wasn’t counting it a victory until I saw the so-called evidence. Something must have convinced the king to question my allegiance after so many years. 
 
    “Ready, mate?” I didn’t wait for Ashla’s answer before I shifted, urging my body down to all fours as my skin peeled away to reveal my powerful wolf’s form. 
 
    I’d never voluntarily shifted in front of anyone before, but just like before when she caught me in the armory, with Ashla, I didn’t feel threatened. I didn’t have to hide who I was, not from her, and that taste of freedom was something I’d never expected to be given. 
 
    “Stay close,” I spoke to her mentally. “If you scent any wolves, take the lead. Head straight for the castle and find Zelene.” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” she snorted. “Like I’m gonna leave you to fight alone.” 
 
    I growled, snapping at her neck with my fangs, just enough to assert my authority… whatever of it I had left. But instead of growling back, she lowered her head, rubbing her nuzzle along my jaw, melting my resistance faster than should have been possible. 
 
    “I can’t leave you behind,” she said. “What kind of omega would I be?” 
 
    “Is that the only reason?” 
 
    She pulled back, her wolf eyes clear and honest. “You know it’s not.” 
 
    “If I knew, I wouldn’t have asked,” I admitted. Did she really care for me beyond what our bodies demanded from us? 
 
    Like I was coming to care for her. 
 
    Damn it. I almost wished I could pull the armor back around my heart. Almost. It was dangerous to care. I knew that better than anyone. But caring for her was like the sun coming up after the longest dark night. It was what I wished for but never thought I’d have. 
 
    Ashla pressed closer, her tongue darting out to lick my nose before she murmured, “I can’t leave you behind because I—” 
 
    A harsh wind whipped around us, reminding us that any breeze could quickly carry her scent across the land and send wolves hunting for us. We couldn’t stay here. 
 
    “Come on,” I urged. “We need to get to Luxoria before this storm gets too close.” 
 
    I pulled away and ran toward the city, letting my mind wonder how she meant to finish that sentence. 
 
    I need you? She did. She needed me to stand with her at the trial. She needed me to sate her heat. Maybe she needed other things from me too. 
 
    I want you? That would have been a better ending. No one had ever really wanted me. Not just because. Perhaps they’d wanted me because I held a position of power or because they thought they could get closer to the king, but wanting me just for me, the real me? That was different. 
 
    I… love you? 
 
    I sprinted faster, dust kicking up as Ashla kept pace beside me. I tried not to stare at her as we ran. She was such a gorgeous wolf. Mine. A wave of sadness swept over me as our reality sank in. 
 
    No, Ashla couldn’t love me. Not after what I’d done, living as an alpha, pretending I didn’t belong in the Badlands. 
 
    Except the truth was I didn’t belong there. I was too alpha to survive there, and my parents had known it. Instead, I belonged nowhere. Maybe that was why ending The Division was something I couldn’t immediately latch onto. I couldn’t see a unified future the way Adalai did when he mated Zelene. 
 
    You belong where your mate is, my wolf reminded me. If there was a single truth to take away from this, it was that I never wanted to be anywhere Ashla wasn’t. Whether she felt the same way or not. 
 
    We crossed the desert in record time, our animals pushing us to our limits. As we passed my outpost in the east and drew near to the city boundaries, I scanned our surroundings, looking for any hint of trouble. None of my men would expect to see me as a wolf unless… 
 
    It occurred to me that they wouldn’t automatically think of me as an omega just because I was shifted. The other alphas were also able to shift after mating omegas. At first glance, my soldiers would think I had mated Ashla and unlocked my inner beast. 
 
    I could use that to get us through the city safely. 
 
    The city streets were still ravaged from the beta uprising, but clean up had begun and the king’s soldiers patrolled heavily. I cut down a side road, trying to avoid any who weren’t from the eastern borders. 
 
    We made it deep into Luxoria, the castle in sight, before males recognized Ashla’s scent. Betas and alpha guards alike, took notice. Soon, we would be surrounded. 
 
    It was time to play my trump card. 
 
    I led Ashla to the nearest of my soldiers and addressed them in my wolf form. “My mate is wanted by the king for treason.” I hoped they didn’t know that I was apparently also wanted for treason. “Guard us from the betas until we reach the castle.” 
 
    A younger alpha guard stumbled over my command, drawing his weapon. “Sir? You’re…” Don’t say wanted. Do not fucking say it. “… a wolf.” 
 
    I snarled to cover my relief. “No, shit. I just told you the outlaw is my mate. You know alphas shift when mated.” 
 
    He looked to the other three and they seemed to be considering what to do. I could make it easy. 
 
    “Hurry,” I growled, nudging Ashla in front of me as we pushed past them. “If anything happens to her, the king will have your head.” 
 
    Ashla ran, taking the lead, dodging the guards and weaving toward the castle with me hot on her heels. I ignored my soldiers behind us as they fought back beta and omega males who wanted to sink their claws in my mate. My only goal was to get behind those castle gates. The only thing safer than being in the king’s custody, was being so far away from Luxoria that no one could ever find us. 
 
    The guards at the entrance were confused as we approached but it didn’t take long for them to realize who I was, and they opened just enough for us and my men to slip past. 
 
    I circled Ashla as they secured the gates and then the guns were turned on us. The guards shouted for us to shift so we could be taken into custody, but that wasn’t how this was going to go down. The second we shifted we’d be separated, and I wasn’t letting my mate out of my sight while she was still vulnerable. 
 
    “Take us to the king,” I demanded. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ashla
Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    “She’s coming with me. I’ll make sure she’s ready for trial.” Zelene grabbed the scruff of my neck and ripped me away from the chaos that had erupted upon our arrival back at the castle. None of the generals expected Solen to show up in his wolf form. Of course, most of them thought it meant he’d claimed me. They had no idea what else it signified.  
 
    I was proud of him for facing these charges, and facing who he really was. 
 
    “You didn’t have to be so rough.” I shimmied out of her grasp once we were away from the males. “You’re the only one who could convince me to leave Solen’s side.”  
 
    “If you’d heard the accusations that have been flying around this castle, you’d be wishing I got you out of there sooner.” Zelene kept her hand on me, like she thought I’d run when faced with that reality. But she wasn’t yanking my fur anymore. Even if she was doing it with love, it hurt.  
 
    “We insisted we have a chance to get you ready for trial.” Tavia said. She’d morphed into a total badass since mating with Dagger, and she let everyone know it in her leather military uniform. “We’ll tell you everything you need to know. But I have a feeling the king plans to blindside you with—” 
 
    “Adalai wouldn’t do that.” Zelene glared at her. 
 
    “He can’t possibly think he’ll convict her with the evidence he has,” Tavia countered. “And we know he wouldn’t be making such a big deal out of this if he didn’t expect a guilty verdict.” 
 
    “I won’t let him punish Ashla for something she didn’t do.” 
 
    “Even if it means you give up your crown?” 
 
    “Ladies!” They were about to rip each other’s heads off, and I had enough problems without having royal blood on my paws. “We swore to each other we wouldn’t let the alphas rip us apart under any circumstances. No alpha is worth fighting over, even the king.” 
 
    Tavia raised an eyebrow, her arms crossed defensively over her chest. “You wouldn’t fight for Solen?” 
 
    “I am fighting for Solen. But I won’t let it destroy my friendship with any of you. Friendship seems like such a trivial word for what we’ve been through. We’re fierce omega warriors who’ve spent hard time in the bowels of hell and are telling the tale from inside the king’s castle.” It was incredible that we’d come so far. “And it doesn’t matter what the charges are. I’m innocent.” 
 
    The sisters exchanged a concerned look that made my hackles rise. Thoughts twisted in my brain. Had I done anything wrong? No. They couldn’t make me believe I was guilty. 
 
    “Oh good, she’s here.” Rielle fell to her knees in front of me and wrapped her arms around my neck, giggling when I licked her cheek. It was good to be back with these ladies. I hoped my innocence was enough to keep me here. “I was so worried they’d bring you straight to trial.” 
 
    “The clock is ticking.” Charolet looked like Tavia’s badass twin in her leather uniform. “The King has assembled his court. He’s already called all the generals and prominent alphas, like it’s some sort of gala.” 
 
    And I was the entertainment.  
 
    “You need to shift, and we need to get you ready.” Rielle smoothed out my fur. 
 
    “We’ve been given explicit instructions on what she should wear to trial.” Zelene added, and then put her hand on her stomach and winced.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked.  
 
    She nodded, but I wasn’t convinced. “The baby’s getting ready to come. I have a feeling we’ll be meeting her any day now. She’s getting feisty.” 
 
    “Good. We need more feisty.” Tavia laughed. “But let’s get Auntie Ashla’s name cleared before she comes.” 
 
    They brought me into Zelene’s chambers so I could shift. A shower was apparently a luxury I didn’t have time for.  
 
    Rielle handed me a pile of clothes, but she wouldn’t look me in the eye. It was light and thin and I knew what it was before I unfolded it. 
 
    “They want me to dress as an omega?” I hugged the garments against my bare body before I put them on, like I could change them into something more substantial. It didn’t have to be a fancy gown, although I hadn’t complained about those as much as some of the other ladies here. But some leather would’ve been nice.  
 
    “Adalai wants to make sure that everyone understands who you are.” 
 
    For the first time, I was scared. My innocence was never enough to clear my name. His Majesty had made a mistake. It wasn’t taking Zelene as his queen, but it was letting others think that made him weak. He believed he was guilty of his own crime, and somehow, I was about to pay for it.  
 
    “So, does anyone want to fill me in on what I’ve done?”  
 
    That garnered a few sad snickers.  
 
    “We hear there’s credible evidence that you helped the betas breach castle security. They were able to access the armory.” Charolet sighed. “The fact that you helped us steal the truck to get to the Keep has been mentioned a few times too.” 
 
    “Nothing specific as far as what the evidence is,” Rielle added. “I really thought the King was using this as a ploy to bring his best soldier back to the castle until he started assembling an actual jury.” 
 
    I was dressed now, and honestly I was glad they’d given me these clothes. I was proud to be an omega, just as I was proud of my work at the castle. When I got cleared of these charges—which I didn’t think would be easy—it would prove an omega could go up against the king and come out victorious.  
 
    My objective wasn’t to make the king look bad for my gain. That would backfire, not just for me but for all the omegas. I’d play along with this sham of a trial and I’d do everything I could to get them to treat me with respect. 
 
    “I’m prepared to defend myself against those charges.” Or at least, that was what I’d keep telling myself. “Does anyone have any idea what Solen’s been charged with?” 
 
    Concerned expressions were the only immediate answer.  
 
    “Solen’s been charged?” Zelene asked.  
 
    “You didn’t know that?” A swirl of emotions went through me. Whatever Solen was up against, he thought it was better to run than face it. But these ladies who were so close to his fellow generals had no idea.  
 
    It made me wonder what else they didn’t know about this trial. 
 
    “No. The focus has been on you.” Tavia tapped her finger against her chin. “It could be something completely different. Or maybe he’s worked with the betas. Maybe they think you gave him the information—” 
 
    “No. He’s an alpha.” Even though he’d arrived at the castle in his wolf form, he’d conveniently explained that away by saying he’d taken me as his mate.  
 
    Had he known this was going to happen and was using me as a cover? I couldn’t think about that right now. That could be the king’s strategy—to divide and conquer.  
 
    But why would he turn on Solen, who wasn’t only a trusted and respected general and a brutal warrior, but his own family, after he’d protected his secret for so many years? 
 
    I’d fight beside my mate, but the first lesson any omega learned in the Badlands was that we took care of ourselves first. We couldn’t fight for others when we were down. 
 
    “Maybe it’s unrelated and the King’s on one of his rants,” Tavia said. “Don’t give me that look, Zee. You of all people know how he gets.”  
 
    “I’m ready.” The longer we waited, the more chance we had to spread misinformation, rumors, and fear. I wanted to get this over with, and I really wanted to see Solen. He couldn’t make this all go away but I could channel some of that amazing strength for this fight. 
 
    “Adalai said he’d send someone when he was ready for—” 
 
    “I’m ready now. Being a good little omega got me here. So I say we get this over with.” I slipped my feet into my omega slippers. They were new and clean which was nice, but they were sure to give me blisters until I broke them in, and I didn’t plan on staying in this outfit long enough to break them in.  
 
    The ladies trailed after me, begging me to change my mind. But I wouldn’t. I couldn’t. I wasn’t exactly sure where I was going, but the energy in the castle led the way. I was still thinking like a wolf. It was an advantage over the alphas, who didn’t have their animal available to them as readily as omegas.  
 
    There was the crowd. I pushed through it, reveling in the gasps of the alphas who didn’t expect to see me yet. So many people were here. Too many. If His Majesty didn’t intend to turn this into a spectacle, these charges could have been heard before his generals and his court. Not every resident of Luxoria.  
 
    The King had already settled into his throne, a goblet of wine by his side like this was a cause for celebration. The seat next to him was empty, but soon Zelene would join him in judgment.  
 
    She was a brave woman, and she’d fight for me just like I’d fight for her.  
 
    “What is she doing here?” The king roared. “I didn’t call for her.” 
 
    I tilted my chin, steeling myself for the battle of my life. “I came to hear the charges against me.” 
 
    And that was when I spotted Solen, standing on the other side of the stage.  
 
    They’d dressed him as an omega too.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Solen
Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    I stood beside the king like I always did, with the same regal stance, the same alpha certainty. It didn’t matter that he wanted to dress me like an omega. Like Ashla said, we were innocent, so I would fucking act innocent. 
 
    Adalai hadn’t allowed me time to plead my case as I hoped he would. For the first time in a long time, I wanted to punch him in his smug face when he looked me up and down like I was a specimen instead of a faithful guard and general of the eastern borders. 
 
    I’d never betrayed him. Others, as some would say, but not him. 
 
    If he thought dressing me in omega garb was an insult, well then perhaps our queen needed to remind him why he’d abolished The Division in the first place. 
 
    What did he think this show of power was going to accomplish? Maybe he meant to appease the beta resistance rather than fight them, but that wasn’t the Adalai I knew. The king I served ruled with brute strength. 
 
    Offering scapegoats wouldn’t stop the resistance and win the war, but he didn’t ask my opinion. He just tossed me a set of thin clothes to replace my uniform and armor. 
 
    A commotion in the crowd made me focus on all the faces I’d let blur before me. The one face I’d been waiting to see, stood in the center of the room. 
 
    “What is she doing here?” Adalai boomed. “I didn’t call for her.” 
 
    I stiffened, hating the way he glared at Ashla. Like she was the enemy. Did he really believe she’d helped the resistance? Did the queen? 
 
    My mate straightened her shoulders as she faced him. “I came to hear the charges against me.” 
 
    Her eyes clashed with mine and her expression softened before turning grim. I lifted my chin and widened my stance to remind her who we were. Innocent. And even if they found us guilty today, it wouldn’t change that fact. 
 
    If they found us guilty… shit, how would I protect my mate if I lost my place in the guard? 
 
    The crowd became more riled as someone shoved Ashla, sending her tumbling forward and some of the queen’s court rushed in behind her. Tavia, Charolet, and Rielle pushed people back as much as they could but in the melee, Ashla was getting trampled. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I charged forward but an arm came around my neck from behind, jerking me back in place. “Don’t.” Cassian’s voice was hard and urgent. “You’ll make it worse. Stand your ground. Our females have this.” 
 
    “She’ll be hurt,” I snarled, clawing at his arm, but he didn’t budge. 
 
    “She’ll be hurt worse if you don’t fucking stop.” 
 
    I was going to shift. My wolf would fight for her, and I dared any of these males to challenge it. 
 
    “Order!” Adalai roared, standing to his full height. “I will have order in this room!” 
 
    Everything went quiet and Tavia bent to help Ashla to her feet. 
 
    “Where is my queen?” Adalai growled. 
 
    “Right here, my king.” Zelene appeared near the throne, her schooled face barely hiding her troubled expression. 
 
    Adalai stalked to her, gently placing his palm over her bulging belly before bending to kiss her forehead. The tender move was in stark contrast to his vicious tone. There was no doubting the king adored his mate as he led her to sit beside him, but clearly it wouldn’t stop him from hurting her friend. 
 
    Ashla was brought to the front, guarded by the other three omega mates. When she stood beside me, Cassian let go and I broke my stoic silence. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” I growled low. 
 
    “Not really. Just a bump or two. It’s fine,” she answered quickly. 
 
    “Let us begin,” the king called out as he settled next to Zelene. His dark eyes landed on Ashla first. “Ashla of the Badlands, you have been accused of treason against the Kingdom of Luxoria, against your king and queen, and against your people by conspiring with the enemy to allow entrance into the royal armory. How do you plead, omega?” 
 
    Ashla faced the king to look him dead in the eyes as she spoke. “I would never betray her majesty, Queen Zelene, nor the kingdom which I have bled in battle for. I have served loyally. I am innocent.” 
 
    Zelene nodded slightly as if she approved, but the king just turned his gaze to me. 
 
    “Solen, General of the Eastern Borders and personal guard to the king, you are charged with treason against the Kingdom of Luxoria, against your king and queen, and against your people by aiding and abetting the accused omega, and furthering the beta resistance. How do you plead?” 
 
    I stared in disbelief, hearing the charges against me. I assumed he was outing me as an omega or accusing me of disobedience. But treason? Never. Aiding Ashla when he was the one who told me to keep her safe? Ridiculous. And no one was more against the beta uprising than me. I wanted peace for our pack. The despair and fighting was getting fucking old. 
 
    Narrowing my eyes at my cousin, I tried to read him. He knew I was too alpha to sit by and let this go unchallenged. And he also knew I was too omega to let innocent Ashla be disgraced for his cause… whatever it was. 
 
    What game was the king playing? 
 
    “How do you plead?” he repeated, sharper this time. 
 
    “Not fucking guilty, Your Majesty.” Nothing else needed to be said. 
 
    Adalai looked satisfied. “Bring the evidence,” he commanded, and Dagger strolled forward, carrying a case with computer equipment. He set the items on a long table and briefly made eye contact with me. 
 
    What was happening? If Dagger truly believed I’d betrayed the king he would be furious. I’d be able to see it in his walk, in the way he moved. 
 
    I looked at the others, Evander and Cassian. They couldn’t hold my gaze more than a second or two, but there was no scorn there either. 
 
    They didn’t believe the king’s accusations any more than I did. 
 
    Dagger set up a portable digital screen and inserted a disk containing whatever so-called evidence for the entire gathering to see. 
 
    “This was sent anonymously to the king,” he announced, as the screen lit up with the tell-tale lines and grooves of a retinal scan. “This is the scan that accessed the armory just before the break-in, and as you can see by looking at this side-by-side comparison…” Dagger turned to the audience. “It belongs to the omega, Ashla.” 
 
    Gasps rose from the crowd and Ashla twisted her gaze to me, her eyes filling with tears. “Guilty!” someone shouted. 
 
    “When we checked the scans ourselves, just after the break-in, the scan that unlocked the building was unidentifiable, leaving us with no clue to the identity of the traitor until this evidence was brought forward. We believe that General Solen, upon mating with the omega, helped destroy the evidence of her betrayal before taking her into hiding.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” I spat. 
 
    Ashla shook her head. “No, it isn’t true. None of it.” 
 
    Adalai raised an eyebrow. “Solen, I am told you arrived here as a wolf. Is that not true?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s true—” 
 
    “And everyone knows only mated alphas can shift.” 
 
    Yes, only mated alphas. But he knew I was omega. 
 
    “So the question is…” Adalai stood and came to stand before us. “Did you mate with the omega?” 
 
    I couldn’t lie. He knew I was damned either way, but lying about mating Ashla would hurt my soul. I wouldn’t do it. 
 
    “Yes,” I answered, and the crowd rumbled with sudden dismay. As if their king wasn’t mated to an omega himself. As if mixed matings were still against the law. 
 
    Adalai returned swiftly to his throne. “I will hear your defenses now. The omega first.” 
 
    Which one, I wanted to shout. 
 
    “Your Majesties, I am innocent. I didn’t do this. I implore you to question the source of this evidence. It was sent anonymously. Perhaps—” 
 
    “Dagger,” the king interrupted. “Is it possible for retinal scans to be forged?” 
 
    “Not to my knowledge, sir.” 
 
    “So there is no doubt, this is Ashla’s?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Dagger confirmed. 
 
    “And it was time stamped minutes before we were alerted to the break-in?” 
 
    Again, Dagger nodded. 
 
    The king turned his haughty stare to me. “Your defense, general?” 
 
    I stared at him, grappling with what to do. It didn’t matter what I said, the verdict would be the same. For some reason, me and my mate were being framed. And with the king’s knowledge. 
 
    Trust the King Alpha, my animal whispered to me. 
 
    As much as I wanted to buck what was happening, take my mate and run, or at the very least, make some people bleed before they carted us to the dungeon… there was no denying that the king—and his court—were hiding something. These were men I had trusted wholeheartedly in battle. I had to believe that this was for a reason, that they wouldn’t let me down now. 
 
    Either that or I was the world’s biggest fool. 
 
    Tipping my chin back, I stared into my king’s eyes and said, “I have no defense to offer.” 
 
    As soon as the words left my mouth, I could have sworn I saw relief pass over Adalai’s face. 
 
    “Very well.” He stood once more, pulling Zelene up with him this time. She looked worried. Whatever was happening, she wasn’t privy to it. “I find you both guilty of crimes against Luxoria. Take them to the dungeons.” 
 
    The room exploded into a raucous of shock as the king and queen left out the back door with Dagger as their guard. Cassian and Evander and three other guards swarmed me as I tried not to lose sight of my mate. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ashla
Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    “No. No!” My pleas started quietly, like I was waking from a nightmare. But as the guards stalked toward me, pushing past Tavia, Charolet, and Rielle, fear filled my body like cement. I should’ve run. I probably knew the back passageways of this castle better than most alphas. I’d been trusted to help keep the king safe. The city safe. I’d taken pride in that responsibility, and these charges were total bullshit. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    The girls weren’t coming to my rescue, but not because they didn’t want to. Their mates stood beside them, pleading with them. Who was standing with Solen? 
 
    All it took was a second to lose my freedom. Shifting my focus away from the guards to find my mate had given them the advantage. They slipped their arms around mine—I liked that they thought it would take more than one of them to contain me—pinning my arms behind my back. Wriggling only made their grip tighter. They had me off the ground and I kicked as hard as I could, but in these slippers, it was surely hurting me more than it hurt them.  
 
    “She’s in heat,” one of them said with a laugh. The other eyed me longingly. 
 
    Oh, hell no. 
 
    “Solen!” I cried, but I couldn’t see him anymore. The guards headed toward the hallway as screams erupted in the room. I couldn’t see my mate, but I knew by scent he was no longer human.  
 
    My mate was a warrior, no matter what form he was in. I willed myself to shift, but my animal was too exhausted to come. 
 
    In his wolf form, Solen pushed past us, snarling and baring his teeth at the guards. He lunged for one of them, and I kicked the other. 
 
    An omega always fights for their mate. 
 
    A shot rang through the hallway, and the crowd erupted in a new round of screams. Everything happened in slow motion as Solen’s body jerked back, his eyes slackening before his body dropped to the floor. 
 
    “NO!” I fought harder than I ever had for anything in my life, but I couldn’t break free of these guards. And if I wasn’t careful, the next bullet could be aimed at me. 
 
    “It’s just a tranquilizer dart, omega,” one of the guards grunted. “Look, there’s no blood.”  
 
    He was right, but it was still unsettling. I stared at Solen’s body, relief crashing over me when his fur rose slightly with breath. 
 
    “Dagger. Cassian. What is happening?” I asked as they came to collect their fellow soldier’s body. But they didn’t acknowledge me.  
 
    Did I ruin all the progress Zelene, Tavia, Charolet, and Rielle had made for the omegas? I was innocent. I wracked my brain as the guards brought me down to the dungeon, trying to figure out some way I could’ve given such important secrets away to a beta. 
 
    But as far as I knew, I’d never come in contact with a beta. They didn’t have much access to the castle, especially not the armory. Any betas that came in had business with the king’s court, or those who were kept in charge of keeping the daily operation of the castle running on all cylinders. 
 
    Unless, like Solen, someone wasn’t who he said he was. 
 
    But who could it be? The thoughts would consume me in the darkness. Howls rose as the chains clanked against the bars of the door.  
 
    “Won’t be able to get out of here, will you, omega?” one of the guards chuckled. 
 
    I grunted. My arms ached, and I was moving in slow motion. I didn’t have enough power to call my wolf after so many shifts in a short amount of time. And Solen had drawn almost every drop of my heat out of me. But not enough to keep me safe. 
 
    But the truth was, I could get out of here. I’d been given access to all the codes in the castle. Unless my retinal scan privileges had been revoked, I could override changes and set them back to an earlier version of the code. I’d always taken great pride in having access to such data, although I never understood why. 
 
    The more I put all these things together, the more it felt like we’d been set up. 
 
    But as the door of my cell clanged shut behind me, I was glad for those locks. The omegas in the neighboring cells reached through the slats of their doors, their only connection to any other lifeform. Their eyes were more terrifying than anything else I’d seen in all my days in the Badlands. Not human, not wolf. Stuck somewhere in between, like a botched experiment from the Human Keep. 
 
    A wave of ice coursed through my veins at that thought. Was that the fate that waited for me? The King knew what had gone on there. And these charges were total bullshit. Nothing was adding up.  
 
    “Solen,” I cried. There was no telling what was happening to him, in his wolf form. My stomach roiled at the thought of his most trusted confidants turning on him.  
 
    I got a few offers for help, but none of them came from my mate.  
 
    One more tug on the door to make sure the lock was secure before I crashed onto the bed. Calling it that was generous. It was a cold, hard piece of metal sticking out of the wall.  
 
    I curled up into a ball, my wary eyes on the door, while I tried to piece it all together. And plan our escape. This wasn’t the only place in the castle where prisoners could be held. It was, however, the worst. Which made sense that I was here and Solen was not. Even if the king had practically outed him as an omega, I was willing to bet he didn’t have the stomach to subject his kin to the worst his title had to offer.  
 
    I wouldn’t be able to do this alone. Even if I escaped, I’d need access to the entire castle. I’d have to disguise myself, at least enough to confuse the guards who wouldn’t know the difference between the royal omegas… 
 
    My eyelids grew heavy, and as much as I resisted sleep, I knew I needed it.  
 
    *** 
 
    “Solen?”  
 
    The clanging of the chain that locked me into my cell woke me. It was slightly less terrifying than the image of Solen being shot that had roused me over and over again. This woke me completely, while the nightmare played with me, making me think I could change the way things happened. Once, I broke away from the guard to take the poisonous blow, but the dart sailed through my body and hit Solen anyway. Another time, I was actually able to get Dagger and Cassian’s attention, but their eyes were hollow, and the King’s face was reflected in them.  
 
    Howls erupted in response to whoever came to visit me. I crawled off the bed, ignoring the protest of my aching muscles as I stood tall.  
 
    Floral perfume wafted into my cell.  
 
    “Zelene?” Since she’d taken the crown, she wore rose oil. She called it her signature scent, and told us how it drove the King wild. I could only hope his mate had the power to talk some sense into him. “It’s not safe for you to be down here.” 
 
    Her silhouette was small and strong, except for her round belly. That baby was coming soon.  
 
    “This is my castle. It’s my job to guarantee everyone’s safety. Being down here reminds me how much work I have to do,” she said. “And besides, I brought the best backup a queen could ask for.” 
 
    Stumbling over to the door on jellied legs, my heart swelled when I saw Tavia, Charolet, and Rielle guarding their queen in military leathers. But that wasn’t all they had to protect them. Their weapons shined like beacons of hope in the low light. 
 
    Nobody in this dungeon would mess with these omegas unless they wanted a couple of scars as souvenirs. But that was exactly what Zelene wanted to fix. There shouldn’t even be a dungeon in the castle. 
 
    “Where’s Solen?”  
 
    “He’s okay,” Zelene said. 
 
    “That doesn’t answer my question.” I had so many. Had he shifted, and were his friends coming to his aid like mine were? 
 
    “You’ll be able to see him soon,” she added with a smile that looked more like a grimace. I could be delusional and blame that on the baby.  
 
    But I needed to know what was going on, so I could get a feel for what happened next. The ladies might have a plan, but those didn’t always work out in Luxoria. “What’s happening with the uprising?”  
 
    “It’s not safe to talk here. We don’t know who’s listening,” Tavia said. As far as I could see, hands protruded from bars, trying to grab us. If they got a hold of us, there was no telling what could happen.  
 
    “I have ideas how we can escape. There are other places they keep prisoners.” 
 
    Tavia shot me a warning glare. I was already delusional, and I was saying way too much. 
 
    “You’ll be sentenced soon.” Rielle clutched my arm, steering me clear of the other prisoners. “And we’ve come to get you ready. Do exactly what we say, Ash. We know everything we need to know now.” 
 
    “What about Solen?” I asked. Adalai wouldn’t cast away a trusted general and his kin without giving him a chance to explain.   
 
    It was nighttime, and the castle had fallen still. In the distance, gunshots and screams rang out. The uprising wasn’t done.  
 
    They brought me back to our quarters, and let me take a shower. My body ached for Solen, remembering the last time I’d done this. It seemed like a lifetime ago.  
 
    Military leather waited for me when I toweled off. 
 
    That was a good sign. “Did I get a promotion?”  
 
    “We weren’t given instructions on how to dress you this time. So as far as we’re concerned, it’s open to our interpretation,” Charolet said.  
 
    The royal omegas refused to go down without a fight. These ladies were more than my pack. They were my family. 
 
    “Okay, so here are the challenges that have been brought against you. Treason, and sharing classified information with those not authorized to access it.” Tavia sneered at the piece of paper in her hand. “Total bullshit.” 
 
    “It is. I wasn’t near the armory when the breach happened. I’d been relieved of my duties so I could serve on Zelene’s court.” 
 
    “Right.” Charolet took the paper from Tavia’s hand and sneered at it before crumpling it into a ball. “We’re about to find out what the king hopes to prove by the spectacle of sentencing an innocent omega.” 
 
    “I trust my mate,” Zelene said, drawing in a deep breath. Her expression was sure, even if her words shook. She squeezed my hand. “Everything will be okay.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Solen
Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    I came to with a snarl, immediately scanning my surroundings for Ashla. Instead, all I saw was Cassian’s ugly mug right in my face. 
 
    “Don’t fight,” he growled, his expression stern. 
 
     “Ashla.” My garbled tone told me I had shifted back to my human form after they tranquilized me. 
 
    “She’s fine.” Dagger’s voice came from somewhere behind Cassian. “The ladies are with her.” 
 
    I tried to sit up. “I need to get to her.” 
 
    “Impossible,” Cassian said, pushing me back down. “Just wait a goddamned second. The dart is still in your leg.” I growled as he quickly removed the offending projectile and tossed it aside. 
 
    When I was able to stand, I could see that we were in my castle quarters. Why wasn’t I in the dungeon where the king sent me? 
 
    “You need to shower and dress. The king expects you soon. You will be reunited with Ashla there.” 
 
    “The king expects me?” I spat. “I was supposed to go to the dungeons.” 
 
    Cassian pressed his lips together. “That was for show. If you hadn’t shifted—” 
 
    “For show. What the fuck does that mean?” 
 
    He looked at Dagger and back to me. “Better to let the king explain. Get cleaned up.” 
 
    I did what they said, but only because I knew it was the fastest way to get back to my mate, and soon, I was being escorted to Adalai’s meeting room. As I entered, I scented Ashla and found her standing between three other omegas. She faced the king dressed in military leathers. An unexpected choice. I knew how much she loved her gowns, but maybe she wasn’t allowed to wear her old clothes like I was. 
 
    She turned her head, spotting me, and a look of relief washed over her face. “Solen!” Ashla ran to me and I shook off Cassian to catch her in my arms. Dragging her close, I breathed her in before pulling back to look her over for injuries. 
 
    “Are you okay? Did anyone touch you?” The question came out harsh, but I wanted to kill Adalai for his accusations and verdict. If he was responsible for any harm to her… I would have his head. 
 
    “No, no one. I’m all right.” 
 
    I gripped her neck, placing a hard kiss to her forehead. Mine. It was the best I could do as a mark right now. 
 
    “What about you?” she whispered. “What’s going on?” 
 
    I could only answer with a slight shake of my head before Adalai interrupted. “I guess you’re wondering what all this is about, why you’re not in the dungeon.” He sounded more like himself, less like a pompous king needing to punish the innocent to appear powerful. 
 
    “You know we’re innocent,” I accused, pushing past Ashla to face the king myself. 
 
    “Of course you’re innocent,” Adalai snapped. “I know my generals, and I know you wouldn’t jeopardize your status for a rebellion.” 
 
    He didn’t know as much about me as he assumed, because if I had to lose everything to keep my mate safe, I fucking would. If one thing was clear after what we’d gone through together, it was that. 
 
    “Ashla didn’t unlock the armory,” Zelene added, her hand finding Adalai’s. 
 
    “No, my rose. She is also innocent. But I had to make it seem like I was falling for this bullshit setup in order to find out how deep the rebellion went.” 
 
    “Are you saying this really was a setup, and you let it happen?” Ashla asked. 
 
    “Yes.” Adalai straightened, tipping his chin forward in a way I’d come to recognize. It usually meant he intended to be blunt. “I noticed the way Solen was becoming protective of you. I knew you’d never be in any danger with him so close. So when the evidence was sent to us, I saw it as a chance to learn how far the beta resistance had spread, and whether they could be squashed like a mosquito or if it would take a bit more… effort.” 
 
    “This setup, blaming a royal omega, it was clearly meant to divide our pack further,” Cassian added. “To pit alpha against omega, and to make our people question the king’s actions in abolishing The Division.” 
 
    “How did you know I was innocent?” Ashla asked. 
 
    Adalai pegged me with a hard gaze. “Solen said you were. I believed him.” 
 
    “I mean… I said it too,” Charolet muttered. “Think we all did.” 
 
    Adalai nodded. “Right, but Solen knew she was innocent.” 
 
    I knew. Yes, I knew because she had protected too many people in this castle to give them up to traitorous betas. 
 
    Ashla’s eyes softened again like they had at my bunker. I was quickly growing addicted to her soft looks. Reaching over, I brushed my thumb over her cheek. 
 
    “She knew what I was and protected me, kept my secret,” I said. “She wouldn’t have given the enemy any leg up. Not when it could put people she cared about in danger.” 
 
    “You knew Solen was omega?” Zelene asked Ashla before turning to Adalai. “You knew too. Didn’t you? Before the trial, you knew.” 
 
    “Yes, rose. Solen is unique. Omega by birth, with alpha tendencies that refused to be denied. He belonged on a battlefield, and that’s where I put him.” 
 
    My mind swirled with all the new information. My chest clogged with so many emotions I couldn’t sort them out. Relief and vindication. Anger that I didn’t know which way to direct. To Adalai, for using us like he did? But if he hadn’t, we wouldn’t know what we know about the resistance. To the resistance for trying to hurt our people for their gain? That seemed like the most logical target for my fury. 
 
    “What happens now?” Tavia asked. 
 
    Adalai straightened his shoulders, looking as kingly as ever. “Now we show them what a mistake they’ve made coming against this kingdom, threatening our kind.” 
 
    “We’ve learned a lot,” Evander said. “No one in Luxoria can forge a retinal scan. That’s fucking human technology.” 
 
    Rielle gasped. “Are you saying the humans and betas are in this together?” 
 
    “It makes sense,” Charolet murmured. “They were training beta spies when we were trapped there.” 
 
    “If they can overturn the royals, take down the king, from the inside… they can take over Luxoria and use the betas to convince people to fall in line. Before you know it, they’ll have us addicted to the juice and becoming mutants just to survive.” 
 
    “Like the omegas from the Badlands,” Ashla whispered. “Just trying to survive.” 
 
    Adalai’s expression was grim but determined. “That won’t happen. Thanks to you two, I was able to get to the root of the treachery. Renaldo and his human army. Now, we just need to strategize.” He turned his hard gaze to me. “I don’t know anyone better suited to the task than you, Solen.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    “I want you to guide our armies to victory against the humans and this uprising. You will have full discretion over the other generals and the border soldiers. Give me a way to defeat these assholes once and for all so we can live in peace. All of us, in peace.” 
 
    It sounded like a dream. Peace, after lifetimes of fighting. But… it would never work. 
 
    “You outed me as an omega. An omega in such a high position?” I shook my head. “They’ll never follow me.” 
 
    Adalai stood. “They will because—” 
 
    “Because we will,” Dagger finished. “You have always been our equal, and you still are.” He came to stand before me, hitting his closed fist to his chest before bowing his head. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Dagger was fully alpha, but here he was, allowing me to lead him. 
 
    Cassian came next, and then Evander, both repeating the symbol of respect among alphas. I nodded at them each, crossing my own fist over my chest. 
 
    I wasn’t alpha, and I wasn’t omega. I was something in between. And that was just fine, because it was going to take all of us. Alpha, omega, beta… and everything in between, to conquer our enemies and find peace. 
 
    The king was right. I knew exactly how to squash the beta resistance and their human counterparts. 
 
    How do you defeat any snake? You cut off its head. 
 
    In our case, it didn’t even matter which was the snake and which was the head. Humans or betas, it didn’t matter because a dead snake… was a dead snake. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ashla
Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    I’d outfitted many soldiers for battle in my time in the castle, but never had it been more important and more of an honor than now, when I would make sure Solen, Omega General from the East, was ready to take down the beta and human resistance. 
 
    It was personal. Someone thought I was disposable, to be used as a pawn in their game. In the grand scheme I’d only been given a sliver of responsibility, working in the armory, but my actions ensured the alpha soldiers returned home safely. 
 
    I didn’t have to gain the trust of the alpha army. I’d done that already, and it felt good. 
 
    “I’m worried about you,” I whispered to Solen as I fitted the bulletproof vest over his broad, bare chest. The device did much more than deflect bullets. It measured body temperature, heart rate, and could detect the presence of chemical warfare. Only the most important alphas had been fitted for them. The ones considered essential to the king.  
 
    Solen was most essential. My heart swelled with pride for him.  
 
    “No. Don’t worry about me, my little spitfire.” He leaned in close and kissed my forehead as I worked. The device had to be synced to the castle database, and I had a whole new set of codes to work with after the hack. “I’ve been training for this moment my entire life.” 
 
    “I’m worried how much else they know. I was a sacrificial lamb—” 
 
    “No, you weren’t,” he growled. 
 
    I tipped my head as I calibrated his gear. “The humans have no regard for us omegas. It’s so weird to openly refer to you as an omega. And I have a feeling they know your secret. Your body temperature is different than the alpha generals. If they could access my retinal scan, chances are they took a deeper dive into the system. Why would they stop at making an omega servant the scapegoat? You could’ve easily turned your back on me.” 
 
    I loved the way he rumbled in opposition. “An omega always fights for his mate. And a king always fights for his army. Adalai outed me for a reason. If the humans or the betas had done it, it would’ve caused division in the army, and the soldiers would have started another rebellion. Now I have the king’s endorsement, and his generals are fighting with me. Soldiers won’t defect, because they know they’re giving up the protection of the crown.” 
 
    “I never thought of it that way.” That part hadn’t made sense to me, because I’d had it so firmly ingrained in my mind that being omega could never be an advantage.  
 
    “The humans might’ve known you're my mate,” he said. “But I’m not sure how. I never revealed it to anyone. Or perhaps they saw you as the easiest target to incite division. A former armory keeper turned queen’s courtesan? If they know omegas, they know the queen would have been torn in two with a judgement against you.” 
 
    He was right. The only thing that kept Zelene from fighting for me was the trust she shared with Adalai. Well, that and being nine months pregnant. The humans greatly underestimated the bond between mated Weren. 
 
    “I never went to the Keep, so any information they have on me is from the armory.” I wondered how things would’ve been different if I did. I had more knowledge of the military than Charolet, Rielle, or even Tavia. Realizing the humans knew that sent a shiver down my spine. “I don’t want to think about what they would’ve done to me if I’d gone with Charolet and Rielle. They don’t only have our biological information. They know what we’re thinking and feeling. How much can they possibly know about you that they think can bring the castle to its knees?”  
 
    He took his helmet from me, but he didn’t put it on. Once he did, I wouldn’t be able to see his eyes. The helmet protected his skull and covered most of his face. “It doesn’t matter what they know about me. They can’t take away what I am. What I want. The lessons I’ve learned in years of battle and being a faithful alpha. I’ve trained longer and worked harder than any other soldier in battle. They’ve fucked with the wrong omega.” 
 
    That was the first bit of hope I’d felt since we’d been called back to the castle. “All omegas are the wrong omegas.” 
 
    Solen leaned in closer. “If they don’t know that already, they’re about to learn that lesson soon. I wish you’d stay here in the armory instead of joining us in battle.” 
 
    “The armory isn’t safe either. They mined everything from here,” I reminded him. “And it’s not the first time I’ve fought. I’m familiar with a different level of battle than you are.” 
 
    “The down and dirty stuff you omegas with the fancy titles don’t have to deal with.” Tavia put her hand on my shoulder and gave me a knowing smile. She’d given me it a thousand times before when I’d been afraid that we wouldn’t survive the next battle. But this time, I didn’t have any of those worries. We’d finally come together, honest about who we were and what we really meant to each other. Alphas and omegas needed each other to survive. And this battle would prove it. “But the two of you look like you’re about to strip off your uniforms and rut in the middle of the armory and I suggest you channel that energy into the battle because it will make you mean and we need to put an end to this crap now. It’s time we omegas show them how it’s done.” 
 
    “She’s right, Solen.” Dagger could barely tear his gaze away from his mate, but his expression was serious. Almost grim. “This fight has been a long time coming. It’s time to set things right for everyone in this city. I meant what I said, that wasn’t a show for the king. You lead, and I’ll follow.” 
 
    “You lead, general,” Evander added.  
 
    “I’m proud to fight with you,” Cassian said.  
 
    My heart was about to burst, but Tavia pulled me away. “We have our own battle to fight.” 
 
    Solen nodded. “We’ll be defending the castle. But we expect the humans to unleash their experiments into the Badlands. No one knows that territory as well as you ladies. You know the people, and you’ll know if something’s wrong.” 
 
    The plan made sense, but it didn’t sit right with me. It was very much what the betas and the humans would expect, and they’d be ready to divide and conquer. If this was the last time I saw Solen… 
 
    “No. We can’t do that.” It wasn’t like me to speak up in a situation like this, and I’d bet anything that was why the betas targeted me. They thought I was too weak to stand up for myself, and I’d accept punishment for something I didn’t do. There was a time in my life they would’ve been right. “They’re expecting that. If we stay together and fight off the first wave, they’ll call off the rest of it. We can beat their best soldiers. But if we split up, they’ll have us where they want us.” 
 
    “So what are you suggesting we do?” 
 
    “We fight together.” The idea was risky, and it would turn everything the citizens of Luxoria had ever known upside down. “But we start with the Badlands. Let the omegas see one of their own leading the army, and they’ll make sure no one will ever get close to the king again.”  
 
    The generals eyed each other, no one willing to give their opinion, but their expressions made it more than clear. They hated the idea.  
 
    “The only thing that will make the omegas understand how serious you are about change is if you fight beside them. Even with all the changes, so many of them feel lost. Like they’re getting left behind. Fight with them and show them they’re the first line of defense and none of them will ever consider joining the resistance again.” 
 
    My heart was pounding. My suggestion would be the start of a true revolution. 
 
    “She’s got a great point, but it’s risky.” Dagger let out a heavy exhale. “I think it’s worth a try, but all battle plans have to be approved by the king and—”
“The king approves.” Adalai startled us all by appearing in the armory. He had his own dresser, but the expectation was he only set foot in battle under the most dire circumstances. “We start the fight in the Badlands. Omega Ashla, prepare me for battle.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Solen
Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    I watched with pride as Ashla fitted the king’s armor. She was mine, and after this was over, I was going to make sure she knew I wanted forever with her. 
 
    But first we had to make our people safe. 
 
    “The hook has been set,” Cassian confirmed. “The beta resistance has been given word that we’re planning an attack on the Human Keep. This should bring Renaldo out from under the rock he calls home. He’ll send the mutants first. We’ll have to be ready for them.” 
 
    “I have something that could be useful against the mutants.” Evander gestured to Rielle and she unlatched a weapons locker, pulling back the lid to reveal several rows of vials containing an electric blue liquid. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Dagger murmured. “What is it?” 
 
    Evander grinned. “I like to call it… anti-juice.” 
 
    Dagger blinked. “Anti-juice. Couldn’t you come up with a more badass name for it?” 
 
    “No. It’s perfect.” 
 
    Rielle nodded her agreement. “If you’d ever had juice, you’d know exactly how badass it is to be anti-juice.” 
 
    Cassian shrugged, walking over to inspect a vial. “She’s probably right. How do we use this stuff?” 
 
    “Two ways,” Evander explained, lifting a blue cylinder from the bunch. “The larger cannisters, like this, can be launched or thrown. Pull the pin, like an old style grenade and toss. For large coverage, for groups of mutants, etcetera. These smaller ones…” he pointed to finger-sized vials “… these can be loaded into the guns for more targeted attack.” 
 
    “Nice.” Cassian nodded in appreciation. “And what does it do?” 
 
    “It’s a more concentrated version of what we’ve been using to treat the addicted omegas. At low doses, it seems to reverse some of the effects of the juice. Concentrated, and in this form…” he glanced at Rielle, “we hope it will stop a mutant in his tracks, and revert the effects of the juice.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. “And have we replenished what we lost in the armory raid?” 
 
    Dagger shook his head. “Not fully. But our armies are well equipped, and with the omega wolves at our side, we have a clear advantage.” 
 
    I nodded. “Agreed. So here’s how it will go down.” I brought their attention to a screen where I’d started mapping out our battle plan. “Cassian, your army will protect Luxoria. The humans might send soldiers around the back when they encounter us in the Badlands, thinking they can attack from behind. Your job is to stop them, and guard the castle from any incursions.” 
 
    Cassian crossed his arms, nodding his approval. “Done.” 
 
    Charolet stood beside him. “This will put me in a position to see that Zelene is safe.” 
 
    “Do not let her do anything stupid,” the king spoke up. 
 
    “She would never.” Charolet blinked innocently. 
 
    “I mean it, Charolet. Don’t let her take risks with the baby coming so soon.” 
 
    Charolet’s expression softened. “She won’t. You know she won’t. And I won’t let anything happen to her.” 
 
    This seemed to satisfy Adalai, so I continued laying out the plan. 
 
    “Evander, your army will serve as a second wave attack and an extra protection against an invasion of the city. Your position will be here, between Luxoria and the Badlands. No doubt, you will field the harshest attacks from the beta resistance, those that don’t join the humans in the Badlands.” 
 
    Evander rubbed his palms together, looking like something of a mad scientist mastermind mixed with a warrior. “I have some tricks up my sleeve for the betas. Things nobody will be expecting.” 
 
    “Perfect.” 
 
    Rielle placed her hand on her mate’s arm. “Let’s not forget there are plenty of innocent betas out there who just want peace.” 
 
    Evander nodded. “Yes, mate. And they deserve to be protected from their own kind too.” 
 
    A collective nod circled the room. Peace was our end goal. Getting there was going to take a fight. 
 
    “Dagger,” I continued, “Your omega army and mine will spread equally across the Badlands, with strategic pockets of soldiers and wolves interspersed in these locations.” I pointed to several spots on the map. 
 
    Dagger nodded. “Sound cannons are already in place. They will affect the wolves in the same way they do the mutants, so they have to be used as a last resort.” 
 
    “Understood.” I pumped my fists, adrenaline already flooding my body. This would work. It had to. “Going by what we know from Charolet and Rielle’s experience at the Keep, the humans think they have the advantage with their Elite programmed mutants. But they have no idea what a unified pack of our size can accomplish. I believe we don’t even fully grasp what we can do together.” I stared at Ashla. She and the other omega mates had always known we were stronger together. That what was seen by some as a disadvantage was really an upper hand. That being seen as the weakest sometimes meant you had to become the strongest.  
 
    “We will win this war,” I ground out, determination flooding my voice. “For our people, for our future. Because goddamned happily-ever-afters shouldn’t exist in just fairy tales. It’s time to show our people what peace looks like, feels like. It’s time to work together and end this once and for all.” 
 
    A collective roar filled the room. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Adalai commanded, stalking toward the exit, the others following behind. 
 
    Pulling Ashla close, I inspected her leathers and weapons. Sure, she was the pro at outfitting for battle but I still wanted to double check everything. For my own peace of mind. If anything happened to her… 
 
    “This will work,” she said, and the surety in her voice was exactly what I needed from her. 
 
    I kissed her hard on the mouth, tasting her and letting my desire fuel me. When I pulled away, we were both breathless. 
 
    I pressed my forehead to hers. “Promise me you’ll shift into your wolf form when the fighting gets heavy. Use your animal. I know what she can do.” 
 
    Ashla nodded, pulling back to straighten my collar. “I will. And… don’t forget you have one too. You’re free to shift now. The enemy won’t expect it. It might come in handy.” 
 
    I brushed my thumb over her cheek, amazed at how perfect she was for me. “Good thinking, mate.” 
 
    With her at my side, and my soldiers at my back, I made my way to the Badlands to face our enemies one last time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ashla
Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    The taste of Solen’s kiss would fuel me through this battle. We had no room for error. Our armory supplies were enough for our troops, as long as nothing went wrong. In battle, that was a giant if. If Solen’s plan worked and we didn’t have to send a fresh wave of soldiers into battle, everyone was good. I’d been the one who’d suited the backup battalion, and it was never a joyous occasion to send in replacements. 
 
    When this was finally over, we’d celebrate truly being a united pack, in a city free from the threat of attack. I couldn’t believe there was finally going to be peace. All my life I’d known nothing but fighting.  
 
    We’d defended the Badlands many times, but nothing about this fight was like any of the battles my fellow omegas had fought before. We rode out with the King’s contingent, Tavia and I riding in the very back of the vehicle specially outfitted for the king. It was bulletproof and at the touch of a button, this thing could deploy some serious artillery. This vehicle was so important to the army, it was the only piece of machinery I was not allowed access to working in the armory. Being a passenger was the thing that finally made me feel like my title in the royal court was real. 
 
    Dagger drove, and Solen rode shotgun. I could barely take my eyes off him. He’d gone into full general mode, studying the screens in front of him, which provided him with surveillance of the areas, as well as infrared imaging that would pick up anything the naked eye would miss.  
 
    The king sat in the middle. It was the most secure seat in the vehicle. But it didn’t stop Tavia from leaning over the seat and pointing. “Those red blotches on the screen, are those mutants?”  
 
    “Not sure what they are. Never seen it before.” Solen tapped on the infrared screen to zoom in, and then scrolled the screen beside it to match the location. I couldn’t lie, watching him work like this was sexy. There were a myriad of buttons and switches on the dashboard as well as a detachable keyboard, and he was navigating the programs with ease. Like he was born for this.  
 
    It was easy to see why Adalai ignored his birth status in return for a true warrior. 
 
    “There doesn’t seem to be anything in the area on the surveillance screen.” Solen’s head moved back and forth and he tapped codes into the keyboard, changing the location on the screen. But still, nothing. 
 
    “Shouldn’t those computers be synced up?” Tavia asked. 
 
    “Tavia,” I said between clenched teeth. Now was not the time to pick a fight. 
 
    “It’s good that she questions,” Adalai said. “My generals have been trained to look at the big picture. The omegas are skilled in the details. That combination is what will lead us to victory.” 
 
    Tavia’s face lit up. “Wow. It’s like you finally like me or something.” 
 
    “I appreciate what you bring to this battle.” 
 
    “You can admit it, Your Majesty. We’re totally going to be drinking buddies when this is over.” 
 
    Dagger and Solen glanced at each other, amusement clear on their faces when the king groaned.  
 
    “Could those red spots be underground heat bunkers?” My heart sank at the thought of all those omegas in the worst possible position to be welcoming a bunch of angry soldiers, and lords knew whatever else we’d attract to this battle. On top of that, the male omegas would be distracted, violent, and greedy. 
 
    “They could be, spitfire,” Solen said. 
 
    “Aw, that’s sweet, he’s got a pet name for you.” But Tavia’s warm smile didn’t last long. “Why would there be so many females in the bunkers? It’s always a domino effect, but never so many all at once. It looks like they’re totally full.”  
 
    Now it was our turn to exchange a knowing look.  
 
    “Shit,” she said. “Remember when Renaldo induced my heat when we went to the Keep? What if he did that in the Badlands to throw a little wild card into the mix?” 
 
    The king let out a long, annoyed exhale. “The two of you were in charge of the Badlands.” 
 
    “We were in charge of rebuilding the Badlands. Not policing it,” Dagger said. 
 
    “And we’ve been a little distracted with the humans kidnapping our people and trying to turn them into mutants.” Tavia shook her head. “Meanwhile, they probably have pissed off omegas doing their dirty work for them. What if they’ve turned our best assets against us?” 
 
    “We win them over. We show them once and for all that things will be different, and the humans will bring them nothing but harm and misery,” Adalai said. “It won’t be easy. Not everyone will fight with us today. Not yet. But as they see us fighting, when they see Solen as a powerful omega, they’ll begin to see themselves in him. The omegas don’t want such conflict, and they’ll soon learn the humans have nothing for them either, if they haven’t already.” 
 
    “We have so much work to do,” Tavia said wistfully.  
 
    “We do, but this journey all of you have gone through to find your mates have shown you what you need to give back to your people,” the king said. 
 
    We were in the Badlands now, and not only the landscape had changed. Groups of soldiers had gathered in the streets. They seemed restless, waiting for direction. The energy made me sick to my stomach because it was so much bigger than me. I couldn’t control it.  
 
    The king gazed out the window, surveying the situation. I couldn’t read his expression. “We weren’t ready for peace. That’s why anything we built before now fell apart.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s pretty profound, your majesty.” Tavia grinned and I poked her. “What?” 
 
    “I thought it was beautiful.” The crowds were thickening. There was no going back. They were ready to fight. “What are we looking for?” 
 
    It was bad enough that we had unidentified red blobs coming up on radar and a bunch of omegas who weren’t exactly ready to welcome the king. We didn’t need more trouble than we already had. 
 
    “Human leadership,” Solen said. “They’ve stirred the pot. They’ll want to see if they can reap the rewards of their efforts.” 
 
    “If we can defeat Renaldo and his generals, the Keep will fall. It will be under Luxorian rule. We can free all the omegas, and discipline anyone responsible for harming them. That’s where we want to focus our efforts.” Dagger looked back at Tavia. “Ready, little firecracker?” 
 
     “I was born ready.” Tavia moved to climb out of the hatch, but then she stopped and grabbed my arm. “What the hell was that?” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “The ground just moved. There. It happened again.”  
 
    Sand twisted, but there was no wind. It was a hot, still day that was just waiting for something to happen. Everyone turned to look where Tavia was pointing. 
 
    “How close are we to those red blotches?” I asked.  
 
    “They’re all around us,” Dagger said.  
 
    Okay. Which meant there could be a whole lot of omega females in trouble. Or something totally different. “Any signs of Renaldo?” 
 
    “His battalion is ahead,” Solen said. 
 
    That did nothing to settle my stomach. 
 
    Tavia waved her hand in front of her nose. “It reeks of humans. Like the Keep. Oh, shit.” 
 
    A mutant rose from the sand, red eyes and gnarled teeth. Their omega soul long gone. Dagger gunned the engine and ran it over. 
 
    More mutants rose from the sand. The humans had hidden their weapons underground, and now they were ready to play. The omega soldiers stood paralyzed, stunned by what they were seeing. 
 
    “We’ve got to get the army to fight.” I was panicking. For the first time since we came up with this plan, I thought we might lose. “How do we make them move?” 
 
    “We lead by example.” Solen said. “Stop the truck. We get out now and properly lead our army into this battle.”  
 
    “But the mutants.” I could shift into a wolf, but I was no match for a monster. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Ashla.” The king had never addressed me without saying omega first. It was a massive show of respect and I’d fight to show my appreciation. But the mutants scared the ever living hell out of me. “Our weapons are stronger than theirs. Especially the man that I’ve put at the helm of this operation. Your mate.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Solen
Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    My gun was already loaded with anti-juice capsules so I wasted no more time on strategy. It was time to fight. 
 
    Springing from the vehicle, Adalai and Dagger right behind me, I aimed at the nearest mutant and fired a test shot. The round exploded on impact, dousing the mutant with blue liquid. He let out a high-pitched screech and staggered backward, red eyes glowing with confusion. He contorted in a way that reminded me of shifting from human to wolf, except slower. The transition was less smooth, and incomplete, leaving the mutant almost… glitching. 
 
    My mind raced. Could this be used to reverse the effects of the juice on the mutants? Could they be redeemed? It seemed impossible, but if I’d learned anything in life, it was that there was no such thing as impossibilities. 
 
    Before I could grapple with the idea further, the mutant I fired on straightened, going back to his half-shifted, muscle jacked state. And he looked furious as his gaze narrowed on me. 
 
    Shiiiit. 
 
    One shot of the anti-juice stopped the mutant from advancing, and even temporarily altered his body. What would multiple shots do? 
 
    “It works,” I shouted back at the others. “Evander’s concoction works.” 
 
    Dagger and the king started picking off the mutants as they rose from the sand where they had waited to ambush us while I crossed over to address the terrified omega army. My own alpha soldiers were mixed among the crowd. Some were already ramping up the omegas, calling for them to fight for the king. 
 
    But no, that wasn’t what we were fighting for. Not anymore. 
 
    “For peace,” I shouted, gaining the attention of the crowd. 
 
    “For the Badlands,” one omega female spoke up. She was brave, and I could see she was respected, but it had to be more than that. These people had to fight for more than just their Badlands. 
 
    “For unity,” I argued. “For Weren.” 
 
    She gave a slight nod before raising her fist to the air. “For Weren!” 
 
    “For Weren!” the crowd chanted as Ashla and Tavia rushed to distribute the anti-juice artillery. 
 
    Turning back to the battle, I spotted more mutant Elites rising from the sand while others writhed under the anti-juice attack. Some even seemed unable to keep fighting after the blue liquid covered their body. But the humans would show up any minute, and they were just as skilled in battle as us. 
 
    As the alpha and omega soldiers rushed in for a closer attack, I looked across the desert toward Luxoria. There would be a signal if—when—the beta rebels began their attacks. Blue smoke from Evander’s army between the Badlands and the kingdom, and purple from Cassian’s within the city. So far, there was no distress signal. But I’d be a fool to think the mutants attacking at this precise moment was for nothing. Renaldo and his men were close, maybe only seconds away, and I had a feeling they expected to see a lot more of us dead when they arrived. 
 
    A grin curled my lips. 
 
    They had no idea what was waiting for them. 
 
    I joined the fray, cutting a path through the army and mutants, delivering blow after blow of Evander’s blue stuff. Omegas shifted into their wolf forms, fighting the beasts the best way they knew how. Animal to monster. Fang to dripping fang. 
 
    My eyes continually roamed the battlefield to find my mate. Each time I spotted her, she was kicking ass and taking names, just like I knew she would. 
 
    The sound of laser weapons firing brought my gaze to the farthest part of the Badlands. 
 
    The humans had arrived. 
 
    Renaldo and his top enforcers didn’t usually see the war zone up close and personal. He preferred to have other people fight his battles. More to the point, other monsters. As if trying to steal Weren technology wasn’t bad enough, he’d taken our own people and turned them into weapons against us. 
 
    Not this time. 
 
    This time, I was going to make sure that asshole experienced the war he so brutally instigated. 
 
    Cutting across the sand, I dodged fighting soldiers and mutants doused in blue to take a spot closer to the human army. As I ran, I holstered my anti-juice weapon and pulled a laser gun free. When I got close enough to the human leader, it would be daggers and fists… to the death. But until then, I planned to carefully pick off Renaldo’s people. After this day, none of them would threaten the Weren again. 
 
    Luxoria would be safe. 
 
    Safe for us to thrive and grow families. To heal the fractures caused by those who came before us. To be happy for the first time in ages. 
 
    As determination filled me, I was overcome by my sense of purpose. This was what I was meant to do. Who I was meant to be. An in between. A bridge, bringing our past and future together. 
 
    Suddenly all the feelings I’d lived with my whole life, of not quite belonging anywhere, feelings of betrayal and sacrifice and regret… they all made sense. They were all leading to this moment. 
 
    Ashla and Tavia fought side by side. Alpha guards were back to back with omega wolves. Adalai and Dagger laid waste to the mutants as human forces flooded in from the sides. 
 
    And in the distance… blue smoke swirling with purple. 
 
    Secure the Badlands first, my inner wolf commanded firmly. Conquer the human army, and the beta rebels will fall. Cut off the head and the snake will die. The animal was right, and I needed to trust it just like I did when mating Ashla. 
 
    Aiming for the human forces that were quickly invading the Badlands, I let my laser burn a path to Renaldo. Fire, advance. Fire, dodge, advance. Methodical and lethal. For Weren. 
 
    A ferocious growl was the only warning I got before I was tackled to the ground. My body rattled with the force of the blow as I hit the sand, a slobbering mutant hovering over me. His glowing eyes told me all I needed to know. He intended to kill me. 
 
    Struggling, I tried to buck him off, narrowly avoiding drops of acidic drool as they fell to the sand near my head with a sickening sizzle. The laser would only be an annoyance to the monster, but if I could get to my juice gun, I could get a leg up. 
 
    I kicked upward, aiming to take out a kneecap as his fangs snapped, trying to find skin to shred. I wasn’t ready to shift yet. I needed to be in my human form to get to Renaldo. With another mutant roar, spittle coated my skin, burning as his half-formed claws ripped at my side. 
 
    Shit. I wasn’t going down at the hands of a mutant. Wasn’t fucking happening. 
 
    Punching and kicking, did almost nothing, but with each hit, I was able to move farther down his body. If I could get to his legs, and cripple him somehow— 
 
    A yelp, half-animal, half-human, pierced my ears and when I pulled back my fist it was covered in blue. Anti-juice. 
 
    The mutant shrieked and contorted, rolling away as more anti-juice exploded on him. I didn’t waste any time, finding my feet and wiping the acid from my neck. Hopefully Evander had some concoction to soothe the drool burn. That shit was painful. 
 
    Across the distance, I locked eyes with my mate. Her juice gun was still aimed in our direction, and her worried gaze told me she’d just saved my ass. 
 
    An omega always fights beside their mate. I knew she was remembering the same phrase she spoke to me our first night together. 
 
    Dragging my attention away, I refocused on my target. Renaldo fought alongside his enforcers, cutting down omegas and the few alpha guards who’d made it past the mutants. Not for long if I had my way. 
 
    I continued, closing in on the human until I was fist to fist with the last of his enforcers. In one blow, the man was out cold and there was no one left standing between me and Renaldo. 
 
    “Weren,” he spat, looking me up and down like I was as significant as a cockroach. “That was my best enforcer. I’ll make you pay for this.” 
 
    He didn’t even have the respect to look worried. Didn’t he know this was the end for him? 
 
    “You used our own people against us,” I snarled. “Turned them into monsters. Do you have anything to say for yourself?” Was it just the omega part of me who wanted an explanation now? The Solen who’d been an alpha soldier for so long wouldn’t have waited to hear the answer. 
 
    Renaldo pulled his daggers, marching forward, murder in his eyes as he answered. “Only that I’d do it again. A thousand times again. Your kind is an abomination.” 
 
    Fury flooded my veins. I’d heard those sentiments too many times in my life, in regards to our omegas. But these abominations were about to eliminate his forces and take back their lives. 
 
    Dagger in hand, I rushed him, taking a slice to my forearm in order to reach his midsection. He didn’t even flinch at the contact, and I knew he must be hopped up on some version of his own juice. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    He favors his left side, my animal offered. Fake an attack on the right, twist and come around from the back, finish him with a dagger to the throat. Make this quick. I was more grateful for the beast than ever. 
 
    Following the animal’s guidance, I stabbed right, waiting for Renaldo to protect himself before sidestepping him and twisting to drag his back to my front. Before he could gather himself enough to retaliate, my knife pierced his jugular, and it was over. 
 
    Over, over, over. 
 
    He twitched in my arms, and I thought of all the omegas he’d hurt. I thought of what he could have done to Ashla had he ever gotten access to her. I thought of my people in the city who he’d convinced to do his bidding. 
 
    It was over now. He could never hurt another soul. 
 
    I’d cut off the head of the snake. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ashla
Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    An eerie silence fell over the Badlands. I looked to Tavia, and then to my mate, who stood over the dead body of the leader of the Human Keep. 
 
    As more omegas and soldiers realized what had happened, a cheer rose from the crowd. The resistance was over. At least this part of it. 
 
    Still clutching my weapon, I ran to Solen, and he caught me in his arms.  
 
    “Mate,” he whispered. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “No. I’ve never been better. You killed him.” 
 
    “The anti-juice worked,” he said first to me and then repeated louder for the soldiers. “Use whatever of the blue bullets you have left on the mutants. We will appoint soldiers to round up the healing mutants so we can get them medical attention.” 
 
    My heart broke when I realized how many mutants were transforming back into their omega form. How did I not notice these people had gone missing? How did I miss the cries and the protests from their families? 
 
    The problem was, I knew, we all did, and there was nothing we could have done about it. So I blocked it out for my own sanity. 
 
    But there were so many of them. 
 
    “Do we have enough space to take care of all these people?” I asked. 
 
    Solen shook his head. “Evander will take the lead on that. It looks like he still has a battle on his hands, but as we return to the city and announce the fall of the Human Keep, the beta uprising will fall into line. The good news is there’s hope we can help the ones we thought were too far gone to save.” 
 
    “Everyone has a chance at a new life.” An unfamiliar feeling coursed through my veins. Joy. My fellow omegas were rejoicing in the streets, hugging each other and crying happy tears. Others worked with the alpha soldiers to round up the transforming mutants. But I didn’t see many omega females, and I feared they were still in those bunkers. All those infrared spots couldn’t have been mutants. There were too many of them. “What can we do to make sure everyone stays safe? There’s always chaos in transition, and I’m worried about the females in heat.” 
 
    Solen kissed my temple. “You’re always thinking of everyone else. Talk to the king. Tell him what you think is best for the females.” 
 
    “It still blows my mind that talking to the king is an option. Even more that he’ll listen.” 
 
    “He likes you. He always has, or he would’ve never given you such an important job.” 
 
    Until recently, he had a funny way of showing it. “All of the bunkers need a makeover. Soft beds, showers, and kitchens. We need to put people in charge of keeping them clean and safe. They need to look more like your secret desert bunker and less like a garbage can.” 
 
    “Those are great ideas, my little spitfire.” We walked hand in bloody hand back to our vehicle. “Today we still have battle ahead of us. But I can’t wait to get you into our bed to properly celebrate this victory.” He climbed into the passenger’s seat, in front of the screens and controls we didn’t have to worry so much about anymore, and I hoisted myself up into his lap and straddled his massive thighs to give him a victory kiss.  
 
    “I have more ideas about that.”  
 
    “You two need a room,” Tavia said as she crawled into the back of the truck. “There’s still more ass to kick before we can get down to the real work. All that smoke, those are our soldiers fighting to keep these beta assholes from storming the castle.” 
 
    “Perhaps you have a future in speech writing,” Adalai said. 
 
    “Whoa, destroying the enemy gave this guy a sense of humor.” Tavia winked at the King. “I have no problem rallying the troops. But I hope after today neither of us have to do it for a long time.” 
 
    “We agree again, Tavia.” The King considered his own screen, which I assumed gave him information even more classified than what Solen had on the screens in front of him. “Let’s get to the other battles before lives are lost unnecessarily.” 
 
    We headed back into the city limits, shooting as many mutants as we found with the anti-juice. Reclaiming peace would be a huge job.  
 
    We encountered Evander and Rielle’s battalion first, and just our appearance was enough to make the good news about the Keep spread through the troops. But our work was far from done. They had many more betas to deal with, but they didn’t have the balls to fight the King’s battalion directly. They fell quickly, and word of our arrival beat us to the castle and Cassian’s troop.  
 
    It was surreal to walk into the castle, hand in hand with my mate, this omega general who single handedly changed the future of our city. For the first time, I felt like I truly belonged here. 
 
    But all was not calm inside the castle walls. The omega workers were frantic and scrambling. The only time I’d ever seen anything like this was far behind the scenes, out of the sight of the king, when things were going seriously wrong.  
 
    “What is happening?” I stepped forward, looking for anyone I was familiar with. I hadn’t worked in this part of the castle. Charolet would’ve been the best contact, and she was nowhere to be found.  
 
    “Where is the queen’s court?” Rielle asked, grabbing an omega by the arm. The omega’s eyes widened, like she didn’t want to tell her. 
 
    “Her majesty...is in labor. The baby is coming.” 
 
    “My rose.” The king put his hand over his heart before breaking into a run. His generals followed him, leaving the omegas behind.  
 
    We took a precious moment for a quick celebration, hugging each other and squealing before breaking into a full run to get to Zelene’s quarters. 
 
    “Is this where she’d be?” I asked. “Or would she have gone to the infirmary?” 
 
    “No. The infirmary will be overrun with mutants who are having a hard time transitioning back to their omega form,” Rielle said. “The king and queen have their own medical team. They’ll bring the equipment they need here and keep her as comfortable as possible.” 
 
    “How can anyone be comfortable when they’re having a baby?” Tavia shuddered. “Leave it to Zee to go into labor when the most pivotal battle in the history of Luxoria is going down. This baby will be a force to be reckoned with.” 
 
    Solen, Dagger, Evander, and Cassian stood outside her quarters. Hands behind their backs like the soldiers they were, guarding their queen. 
 
    A scream cut from behind the door. 
 
    “I have to go in. I’m her sister. She needs me.”  
 
    Dagger did not argue with his mate and stepped aside. Tavia opened the door just in time for another blood-curdling scream.  
 
    “I should go too. I’ve been working in the clinics. I can help,” Rielle suggested, and turned back to me. “Come, Ashla. You’ll help us keep it together the next time she screams like that. They should’ve brought her more drugs.” 
 
    “You know Zelene doesn’t want drugs.” But I was nervous to go in, because Zelene had always been so strong, and those screams made her sound so vulnerable. 
 
    “Push, my rose. Push. The head is crowning. The baby is almost here.” The King was just as vulnerable as his first baby came into the world. Zelene collapsed against the bed in exhaustion as Adalai rushed over to cover her in kisses.  
 
    “What did she have?” Rielle asked only loudly enough for me to hear her. We went up on our tiptoes to catch a glimpse as the nurse washed and swaddled the baby.  
 
    “Your majesties, may I present to you the future king of Luxoria.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Solen
Chapter Twenty One 
 
      
 
    I waited impatiently outside Ashla’s quarters for her to accompany me to the royal celebration. After the battle and the birth of the future king, both of us were exhausted. I’d taken Ashla to my bed and we were asleep as soon as our heads hit the pillow. 
 
    Waking up to her in my arms was something I never wanted to take for granted. One kiss and I’d been ready to take her, knot her again, and mark her with my scent. However, she looked at the clock and noticed we were late. 
 
    Late. 
 
    She’d bolted out of bed, gloriously naked as she rushed to the closet for a robe. Her battle wounds were healing quickly with the help of her animal. “I have to go, Solen. I have to get ready.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I said, lazily tucking my hands behind my head to watch her. 
 
    She looked at me aghast. “Are you kidding? This is the most important ceremony of our existence. I have to look presentable. And right now…” She glanced at her reflection in the nearby mirror. “Right now, I look like a caveman dragged me to bed and left me there for a week.” 
 
    It wasn’t a flawed approximation, but damn if I didn’t love her even more now. 
 
    The ceremony was to be a dual celebration, the king said. Part victory dance for our new unified pack, and part naming ceremony for the new baby. 
 
    I would have gladly skipped any victory celebration in place of being with my mate, but the naming of an omega heir to the throne? 
 
    Yeah, I would’ve skipped that too. But Ashla wouldn’t miss it for the world. 
 
    I grinned, remembering her words. “See, that’s the difference between you and me, mate,” she’d said. “I lived in the Badlands, and I need to see this with my own eyes. You… well, you need to see it too, but you’d rather rut.” 
 
    “Yes,” I’d told her, going in for another hot kiss. “I’m glad you understand.” 
 
    She had kissed me back. Hard. I thought I’d won… 
 
    And then she slipped my grasp and pulled on a robe faster than a palace magician, and insisted she get ready in her own quarters. 
 
    I scowled at the door, waiting for her now, pacing out my frustrations. 
 
    After tonight, there would be no more her quarters. There would only be our quarters. 
 
    I looked at my timepiece. The events would be starting any minute. Where was my mate? 
 
    As if she could hear me silently begging her to hurry, she appeared in the doorway of her room. I stopped pacing at the sight of her, forgetting how to breathe. 
 
    Ashla, my sweet tempered omega mate, was completely stunning in a turquoise bejeweled gown that no longer only belonged on a royal. The neckline fell off her delicate shoulders, revealing her fine neck and jaw. I immediately located the place where she especially liked my lips, my teeth, just to the side of her chin. I wanted to kiss her there now, but my eyes kept moving over her curves and the way the dress played them up, to a dramatic disadvantage to my cock. 
 
    Gods, how would I make it through this party without mauling her with my need? 
 
    I found her eyes where she looked at me through dark lashes. I knew that particular look. It was almost… shy. I couldn’t explain the way that look affected me, but it was one I’d witnessed so many times as we passed in the castle. As we sat in meetings with the king and queen. As she paced my outpost nervous of being caught by alpha guards. 
 
    As she so subtly declared I was her mate. 
 
    I was hers. She was mine. 
 
    I wouldn’t be so subtle with my claiming. Not now that I knew exactly who I was, and who I would forever be. Neither alpha nor omega. Neither soldier nor royal. It was simpler than that. Simpler than labels people wished upon you, or you wished upon yourself. 
 
    I was simply a man who loved a woman, and wanted to keep her forever. I knew I’d do anything to make the world safe for her, for us. There was nothing else I needed to know. 
 
    I took her hand, lifting it to my lips for a soft kiss. “My Ashla, your beauty takes my breath away.” 
 
    Her return smile was soft, her pretty, kissable lips begging for mine to capture them. 
 
    I pulled her close. “Will kissing you mess up your makeup?” 
 
    Her breath caught. “It depends,” she whispered. “On what kind of kissing you plan on.” 
 
    I groaned, imagining all the ways I wanted to take her mouth with mine. Hard and fast. Soft and tender. Messy and breathless.  
 
    “We’d better wait,” I admitted, instead, nipping her earlobe. “Because when I kiss you, I’m not going to want to stop until this dress is on the floor and you’re on my cock.” 
 
    Ashla gasped and I pulled away to watch her cheeks go pink with a blush, satisfied that my female was just as hungry for me as I was for her. 
 
    Offering her my arm, she took it and we headed to the royal ballroom where a significant crowd had gathered. Alpha, betas, and omegas alike, had arrived for the celebration. With the resistance squashed and the Badlands secured from the human forces, the ease in the room was palpable. For the first time, in perhaps ever, we all felt safe. Not just royals, not just Luxorians, but the whole Weren pack. I couldn’t remember a time like this, and it made me think of my parents’ sacrifice. What would have happened if they’d taken me with them to the Badlands, if they hadn’t made a deal with the king? 
 
    Things might be a lot different. 
 
    I might have never met Ashla, and I surely wouldn’t have become the man I was today. 
 
    I sent out a silent thanks to them, and Ashla squeezed my hand as if she could feel my thoughts. 
 
    At the front of the room, the king and queen sat on their thrones. A cradle of intricate carved wood inlaid with gold was nestled between them. Zelene looked tired but deliriously happy as she reached into the cradle to shush the crying baby. My eyes went to Adalai. Love shone on his face like the sun on a cold day. I’d never seen my king so satisfied. 
 
    “Aw,” Ashla crooned. “I can’t wait to hear what they’ve named him. Can you believe how little he is? Tiny perfect Weren. He’s amazing.” 
 
    I nodded. “He’ll grow up strong. He has many aunts and uncles who will teach him how to fight.” 
 
    “And how to be fair, and how to love,” Ashla reminded. 
 
    I grinned. “Definitely that.” 
 
    She hugged my arm in response. “Will you want babies?” she asked quietly, but her question made my heart race in my chest and my animal instincts flare to life. 
 
    I found her curious gaze, and that familiar shyness bled through. Did she doubt exactly how much I wanted from her? 
 
    Bending low so only she could hear me, I murmured, “I want everything you will give me, my little spitfire. I want you every way, every day, for the rest of our lives. I want babies, family. I want your future, gray hair and wrinkles. I want your heart. All of it. Because you… you have mine.” 
 
    Her eyes were bright with happy tears. “Oh, Solen. You have it.” 
 
    I kissed her forehead as Dagger walked to the front and the music stopped playing. 
 
    “Welcome, on behalf of King Adalai and Queen Zelene. We are gathered to celebrate our recent victory against the humans and resistance, and…” He turned to peer into the cradle, a smile curving his cheeks. “… and the birth of our future king. Before King Adalai names his heir, we will have a report from General Solen.” 
 
    “This is me,” I muttered to Ashla, and then made my way to stand before the king and queen. After a slight bow, which made Adalai smirk—the delightful asshole—I turned to the crowd to give my report. “Those who once intended to rob us of the very thing that bound us together—our uniqueness, our variety, our heart—have finally been defeated. Sadly, however, not without much damage to our omegas. We will continue to see that those who were harmed by the humans are treated to the best of our abilities. We hope to see many make a full recovery under General Evander and Omega Rielle’s care. The king and generals would like to thank all the brave soldiers and omega wolves who fought to defend our people.” I bowed my head. “You are honored in this place from this day forward, under decree of the King Alpha.” 
 
    With roaring applause at the gesture, I left the stage to return to my mate. Her proud smile was all I needed to make me feel like I was finally worthy of happiness, that all the fighting had yielded a true victory. 
 
    Dagger cleared his throat. “And now for the presentation and naming of our most anticipated new member. I give you, King Adalai and Queen Zelene!” 
 
    The crowd roared with giddy anticipation as the king helped Zelene stand before lifting the baby from his royal cradle and placing him in her arms. Together, they stepped to the front, each of them looking like they’d found a lost treasure. The king was looking like a softy and there wasn’t a single person in attendance who could blame him. Besides, if they ever forgot how powerful he was, he’d be the first in line to correct them. 
 
    “My people,” King Adalai began. “It is my greatest honor to present to you my son, the future of the Weren throne, future ruler of the kingdom of Luxoria… Raddix the First. May he rule with fairness and equality.” 
 
    The crowd shouted their approval. 
 
    “May he lead with honor and virtue.” 
 
    Another shout of encouragement. 
 
    Adalai turned to his mate, his eyes softening. “May he find love no matter which path it drags him mercilessly down.” 
 
    Applause erupted as the king carefully took his son from Zelene’s arms and held him high for all to see. The oohs and ahhs were deafening. 
 
    Raddix, future King of the Weren, was already breaking hearts and taking names. 
 
    I laughed, dragging Ashla close and kissing her happy smile away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ashla
Chapter Twenty Two 
 
      
 
    I could get drunk from Solen’s kisses and that was exactly his plan. To get me addicted to his lips against my skin so I couldn’t live without him.  
 
    I wasn’t complaining.  It was exactly what I wanted, and I hoped I could do the same for him.  
 
    He rested his forehead against mine. “I think it’s time to continue this celebration in quarters, my little spitfire.”  
 
    The muscles between my legs pulsed in response to his suggestion. I couldn’t be close to my heat, could I?  I usually kept meticulous track so I couldn’t be caught off guard, but these last few weeks had been a whirlwind. 
 
    I brought a hand to my forehead, and I was indeed hot. But my animal was sated. Maybe because this was the very first heat that I wouldn’t have to worry about my safety and soon, no omega would ever have to worry again. The bunkers in the Badlands were getting a facelift, so they were all as comfortable and well stocked as Solen’s desert hideaway. It would be my responsibility to inspect and approve every single one of them. It was a great honor to be trusted with this project, and I’d do every omega wolf proud.  
 
    But tonight, we still had so much celebrating to do.  
 
    “Let me say goodnight to the girls.” As much as I longed to be with my mate, I wanted to collect as many memories from tonight as I possibly could and keep them inside my heart, so I could recall them often. Someday, we’d have a little one, a pure omega general by birthright, and I would happily share this moment with them so they would always appreciate how good they had it.  
 
    Solen nodded, and I pulled myself away from his warm, hard body. The gala was packed, and so many people wanted to wish me well. I graciously accepted all of them.  
 
    Zelene held Raddix, rocking him softly in her lap. She looked down at him with absolute wonder. Tavia kneeled beside her, making animal shapes with her fingers and laughing at her nephew’s reactions. Charolet and Rielle looked on.  
 
    “Come to join us, our little lovebird?” Charolet waggled her eyebrows at me. She and Tavia would never look right in the fancy dresses we had access to, but they’d worn them to honor their queen. 
 
    “Actually, I came to say goodnight. Solen suggested we—” 
 
    “Go back to your quarters and rut like you’re in heat?” Tavia grinned at me.  
 
    “Something like that.” Warmth rose in my cheeks. “We’re all safe this cycle. It’s amazing.” 
 
    Zelene rose from her throne and handed Raddix to Tavia, who quickly got back to work entertaining him. 
 
    “Our heat is what brought us here. If we ever doubted how powerful we are as omega females, that’s all the proof we need.” Zelene wrapped her arms around me. “And you were always the strongest of all of us. Don’t ever forget that. The army marched on your shoulders.” 
 
    “I never thought of it like that.” 
 
    “Because we weren’t allowed to recognize our own power, but that ends now. I can’t wait to see what omegas will accomplish.” She pulled away from me and wiped tears from under her eyes. “Go be with your mate. Soon we’ll be celebrating your babies being born.” 
 
    “I can’t wait.” 
 
    Giving the other girls a hug, I said goodnight with a strange sense of nostalgia. Nothing would ever be the same, and surprisingly, I was a little sad about that. As much as I was excited about the future, our struggles had made us strong and brought us together in a way that got the attention of a king. 
 
    Solen’s lips curled into a smile when I approached. He stood with Cassian and Evander, who both looked so handsome tonight in their formal military uniforms. Both generals kissed my cheek and congratulated me.  
 
    And now, it was time to be alone with my mate.  
 
    He pushed me against the wall of his quarters as soon as he shut the door, his lips falling to my neck, and then to my collarbone. I grasped his shoulders, pulling him in tighter against my body.  
 
    “You were the most beautiful woman at the party,” he breathed against my skin. “But all night long, I’ve been fantasizing about getting you out of this dress.” 
 
    “Don’t rip it. It’s too pretty.”  
 
    “No, my little spitfire. I don’t have to do that anymore. Tonight I get to savor your body for as long as I want.” He took a step back. “Turn around, let me undress you.” 
 
    Something about the way he said it made my knees turn to jelly. I did as he asked.  
 
    “Put your hands against the wall,” he instructed.  
 
    “Yes, mate.”  
 
    “Oh, I like it when you do what I ask.” His voice rumbled, and the vibration gave me goosebumps. He loosened the corset that held me into the dress slowly, his fingers brushing against my bare skin.  
 
    “Turn around, my love.”  
 
    I did and the dress slipped off my shoulders and to the floor. Now it was my turn to surprise him.  
 
    He blinked at my naked body. “You weren’t wearing anything underneath that dress?”  
 
    I shook my head. “The corset was built in, and do you know how hard it is to pee when you’re wearing one of these things? Gotta streamline the process.” 
 
    He let out a long, low groan. “So every time you’re wearing one of those dresses…” 
 
    I shrugged. “You’ll just have to wonder, won’t you?” 
 
    “How will I ever keep my hands off you?” His hands were on my bare waist, and he led me over to the bed.  
 
    I pulled at the buttons and zippers of his uniform. “This is needlessly complicated.” 
 
    He laughed, helping me with my task. “We’ll fix that.” 
 
    “It makes you look handsome.” I ran my hand over his bare chest when he stripped the jacket away. “Although I like you like this much better.” 
 
    “I meant everything about royal life. We’ll get rid of all the unnecessary stuff and finally get down to business.” 
 
    “I’m excited.” I closed my eyes as he pinned me down on the bed. “We’re going to do so many amazing things.” 
 
    “And every night, I get to come home to you.” He pushed my thighs apart and lowered his body, placing a kiss on my mound. There were no more words as he moved his talented tongue along my slit, and finally to my clit. It didn’t take long for the first wave of my orgasm to crest, and I came hard.  
 
    “Beautiful,” he whispered as he crawled up my body, looking every bit like the fierce warrior he was. Alpha and omega. Wolf. He captured my lips in a kiss, and I drank the taste of my arousal from him. He’d given that to me, and so much more. “Mine.” 
 
    “Yours,” I said as he mounted me and thrust his hard and ready cock inside me. I writhed below him, wanting every single thing this omega had to offer me.  
 
    I always knew there was something special about him. That he was stronger and fiercer than the rest because he was omega. An omega always fought for their mate, and I would be proud to stand beside him. 
 
    His shaft swelled, his knot forming, and his seed sprayed inside me. He held me close, kissing me and telling me how much he meant to me. But then he stopped, rising to studying my face. 
 
    “Ashla, you’re crying. Why?”  
 
    “Because we finally get to be everything we were meant to be.”  
 
    “Yes.” He pulled in tighter, and I felt so protected in his arms. Like nothing bad could ever get to me again. “We get to be together, and nothing will ever hold us back. I’ll fight for you, and with you, my little spitfire. My mate. Forever.” 
 
      
 
    *******  
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading HIS OUTLAW OMEGA. We hope you enjoyed Solen and Ashla’s story as much as we enjoyed writing it! This is the conclusion to the Royal Omegas series, but be on the lookout for more from us! 
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