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      "Stop complaining, Dani. You're wasting your breath."

      One of my maids yanks the cords of my blood red corset, tightening it to punish me for having trouble standing still. My breath whooshes out of my lungs in a hollow gasp. At this rate, I won't have any breath to waste.

      I shoot her a vicious look that has no effect whatsoever. And why should it? I'm an omega. My maids might be glorified servants of the pack, but they're betas and they’re still above me in ranks no matter how rare I am. I'm lucky I don't get a slap to the face for my bad attitude.

      Another maid wipes hard at my eyes with a wet cloth that reeks of alcohol suspension and mineral water. "I don't know why she wears eyeliner like that," she huffs, as if I'm not even worth addressing directly. "With these long lashes, she really only needs a little mascara to bring out that lovely honey color."

      I'm nothing more than an object to these maids. To the whole pack, even, with the exception of one lone wolf. There’s always Christopher, my childhood best friend who would surely be here now to try to bail me out if he weren’t away on a mission. I guess there’s always hope that the baby-faced alpha will return at the last second and pull off some trick to put off the Trials.

      I’m starting to worry that he’s running out of tricks, though. He’s an alpha, and all alphas are driven to eventually lead the pack. He can’t skirt his looming duties forever even if he does respect me too much to take part in the ceremonial bloodbath that’s going to forever stain the dirt of the pack’s arena tonight.

      I force myself to stop thinking about him. He won’t be back to rescue me. Running away together so we could get out of our fates was just a silly childhood dream, and he’s made that abundantly clear with his latest trend of ignoring me and flirting with every she-wolf in the pack that so much as glances at him.

      No, we were never romantic outside of my one-sided crush, but she-wolves generally want to settle down and would never agree to taking off to a secluded cabin in the woods to hide a starry-eyed omega. The dream was doomed from the start. I’m an omega, a rare creature necessary for the long-term survival of the pack. Even if we did try, we’d be tracked down, I’d be given to the most suited mate and Christopher would be killed.

      “Be still, Dani.”

      “I am being still,” I growl through gritted teeth as my arms are forced into unbearably tight sleeves for the third time. I wish these maids would just pick a top and stick with it instead of changing my outfit every five minutes like I’m their dress-up doll.

      “No, you’re distracted and floppy,” she snaps back. “When you let your mind wander like that, your limbs get loose and this becomes more of a pain in the ass for everyone, yourself included. Focus on letting us get you ready and it’ll be easier.”

      I roll my eyes and stifle the angry words roiling in my throat, if only because lashing out at her will just make things worse for me. I learned a long time ago that the best way to handle maids is to not even try. Keep quiet and calm and let them do their thing, or get pinched or jabbed with a safety pin or get stuffed into even less comfortable clothes.

      “Are you excited about the Trials?” another asks in a bored tone, clearly just trying to keep me tethered to reality so I don’t let my mind drift again. She holds up a necklace and I dip my head to make it easier for her to drape it around my neck.

      “Very,” I lie quietly. Part of getting along with the maids definitely includes not going off on a rant about how dehumanizing it is to be fought over like a scrap of meat, and how I’m against anyone mauling each other in an arena like gladiators—yes, even alphas.

      “Do you know who the competing men are?” she asks me.

      “No.”

      “I know of two of them,” she says in a baiting tone that suggests she thinks I care. “Better hope the dangerous one doesn’t win.” She purses her bright red painted lips like she just let go of a big secret.

      I can only assume she means James, the vampire-shifter hybrid whose very existence was so controversial that the pack nearly split when he was born. He terrifies the other wolves just by being alive, which has always seemed silly to me; as far as alphas go, he actually seems like a decent person. Just… tremendously violent. I almost hope he does win. Maybe he’ll go on a bloodlust rampage and I’ll get torn apart before I’m forced to marry anyone.

      The maids lead me out of the dressing room at a clip I'm unprepared for in the high-heeled shoes I've only worn for ten minutes. I stumble after the maids as they press in around me, like they think I might be stupid enough to make a run for it. They walk me down a long hall that seems like it might go on forever, and the closer we get to the brightly lit entrance, the louder the roar of the crowd is.

      I know the fight isn't commencing just yet--I have to meet the alphas first--but the shouting and cheering still makes my heart plummet into my stomach. Is that how they'll sound when the first blow is landed? When the first bite tears the flesh off a living creature's bone? When the first alpha succumbs to knife or tooth or claw?

      Just when I'm sure I'm going to be pushed out into the light and forced to face the crowd prematurely, the maids usher me down a side passageway. Even as a human without a wolf's finely tuned senses, I can smell alphas already and know I must be about to meet my doomed potential suitors. I can definitely smell vampire. The hybrid must be one of the competitors after all.

      I tell my fluttering heart to take it down a few notches. Tonight isn't the beginning of the Trials, just the precursor. We, the Marok Pack, are the only pack left in the outlands region that hasn't abandoned the scenting ceremony or the other archaic traditions that accompany it. Most of the others have all banded together under the protection of the Eternus League, a pack system that prefers greater separation between the dinner table and the battlefield. Their soldiers are expected to act like gentlemen when they come home, alphas or not, and their omegas are protected but given freedoms I and the others can only dream of.

      That's why Christopher and I always talked of running away to the outskirts of their lands, the only true sanctuary we could ever hope to find where the Marok pack would be unwilling to follow us.

      As the doors open and I catch sight of the three alphas gathered before the crowd to take stock of the goods up for grabs, I recognize that childish hope for what it was: a pipe dream.

      I'm a woman now. My nineteenth birthday was just last month, and the only reason it took them that long to auction me off is the scandal surrounding my father's wrongful banishment. Sometimes I wonder if the real reason Mace framed him is because he knew my father would never let him take my hand as long as he was here.

      I suppose I should be grateful that he's still alive somewhere out there, even if I'll never see him again. My father is far from a gentle man, or even a kind one, but he has far more moments than any alpha gathered here today.

      In a way, I'm glad he isn't here. My mother, too. Losing her when I was so young was painful, but at least I got to enjoy my time with her as a child, before the role of indoctrinating me as an omega fell to her. It's more comforting to live in the fantasy that she and my father both would have tried to protect me from this fate, even if I know the truth.

      In the Marok Pack, the only law is tradition and there is no escaping it. Not for them, not for me, not for anyone.

      The crowd roars like a crashing wave as soon as I make my entrance into the arena that will be soaked in blood in less than a day's time. The night of the new moon.

      This new beginning for our pack will mean the beginning of the end for me, and as an omega, I'm not even permitted to face my fate with my head held high. Intentionally meeting an alpha's gaze would be scandalous, the defiance of a harlot. An omega is supposed to be soft, demure, barely existent.

      Despite not being able to look directly at them, I feel the three alphas' eyes on me like coal burning through ice. My hatred for the one burns just as deeply, but for the others, I can only muster apathy and a modicum of pity. They're all wearing suits tonight, but tomorrow, they'll be wearing fur and fangs.

      Rowan isn't much older than me, just a couple of years with the clean shaven face to go with his youthful good looks and short sun-bleached hair. His cold silver eyes are the windows that reveal just how many of those few years have been spent shedding blood on the battlefield and grappling for power at home. In any other pack, it would be his by birthright, but the only blood that matters here is the blood you spill—and Rowan must spill his share of it if he wants to stake the same claim his father did so many years ago. His presence is no surprise at all.

      Then there's James. I'm already having second thoughts about my hope that he would be among the contenders vying for my hand. He's undeniably handsome. They all are in their own way, but his rakish good looks and dark, unruly locks are the guilty pleasure of every she-wolf in the pack. I venture a quick glance to sate my curiosity, but the reddish-brown gaze that meets mine in that split instant is so full of wrath and darkness that I immediately regret it.

      There's something more than terror in the thrill that surges through my body and makes my spine tingle, but that response frightens me even more than he does. Shifters are conditioned to fear vampires, both by nature and by nurture. They are the monsters we tell stories about by firelight, and as we age, we learn that the reality of them is far more gruesome than the fables.

      Our kind have been at war for as long as anyone can remember, and it makes the decades-long strife between the Eternus wolves and the few packs that have resisted their conquest seem like the petty squabbling of siblings. James is the living incarnation of all that hatred and turmoil, and the chaotic energy pulsing off him in waves makes him seem every bit as volatile, ready to explode at any moment.

      I've only ever encountered him at a distance, with two or more guards between us, but his energy is beyond intimidating in person. It's chaotic and the scent of his vampire blood is triggering my instinct to run even more than this whole sordid affair already has. It's an unwelcome reminder that despite the fact that I can take a lupine shape like any other member of the pack, I'm still prey and tonight, they're all looking at me like I'm dinner.

      And finally, Mace. I know his face well, because it haunts my worst dreams, and its masculine beauty makes it all the more sinister knowing what lurks beneath. He has long hair, black as his soul, and pale skin that makes him look even more like a vampire than James does. His vivid green eyes flicker over me, casually surveying what he already thinks is his.

      He knows I hate him, and I doubt it matters. A man like him feels nothing, let alone offense. Mace entered our pack when he was already a teenager, and while I know about as little about his past as anyone else seems to, he wasted no time getting in good with the Alpha Lord. He’s the pack doctor, and one of Adam’s closest confidantes. Conveniently, he replaced my father in that role when he framed him for betraying the pack, and he’ll do whatever it takes to get what he wants. I’d be shocked if the man even knew how to fight fair.

      There was supposed to be a fourth among them, but I'm not about to remind anyone of that. The fewer deaths, the better. At the end of the Trials, I'll still be bound to the victor for the rest of my days. The look on the face of Rowan's mother, a frail and pallid woman who's eclipsed in both the physical and metaphorical shadow of her mate, tells me everything my mother never got the chance to warn me of.

      "Let us begin," the Alpha Lord announces. Adam is a broad and imposing man who's ruled with fear and zero opposition ever since he tore his only challenger limb from limb. The fact that he's about to step down of his own volition is a first in recent pack history, but I guess he wants to go out on a high note. I can tell from the complacent look on his face that he's confident his son is going to win the Trials. "The contenders may approach the omega.”

      And why not? Rowan is easily the largest of the three, and that's saying something. Mace is almost lithe, but no less of an imposing figure. I'm surprised the he even needs an X-ray machine in his office, since his sharp eyes seem to see through everything. Then again, he's far more interested in breaking bones than mending them. James is a bit broader, but it's his vampire nature that makes him both an asset and a liability to the pack. The only reason they haven't killed him is that he's shed more enemy blood than the average combat unit combined.

      Rowan steps forward without hesitation. I flinch at his sudden movement and the sound of his heavy footfalls approaching me. He comes to a stop right in front of me and I swallow instinctively as his large hand reaches out to cup the right side of my face. His touch is surprisingly gentle, even if his hand is rough and callused from years of battle. His hand sweeps down the side of my neck and he pulls me toward him abruptly enough that I'm forced to throw my hands up against his chest to keep from falling. His skin is burning hot, even beneath the thick wool of a suit I've never seen him wear before. Alphas usually have a higher body temperature than omegas, with one seasonal exception, and the thought of how inconvenient it would be to enter heat right now makes my cheeks flush.

      The gruff alpha lowers his head and leans in to sniff the left side of my neck, his lips brushing the sensitive flesh over my jugular vein. I was bathed in soaps of only the faintest scent and forbidden to wear any fragrance for this humiliating occasion. Each of the three alphas will be permitted to scent me like this, even though only one of them will have the privilege of hunting me once the Trials have concluded.

      While I'd have nothing against the idea of running if it actually meant the possibility of escape, there's nothing fair or sporting about the mating hunt. It's nothing more than a victory lap for the alpha who emerges supreme, and a way of putting the conquered omega in her place and reminding her that there is nowhere she could possibly run in order to escape her fate—or her mate.

      Rowan flashes me a smile I’m sure he thinks is seductive as he steps back. It probably would be, if I had any patience for him or any of the other contenders. There’s one I simply hate, and he’s the next to step up.

      Mace’s eyes are cold as usual, but the way he’s looking at me makes it clear he knows his mere presence is unwelcome. To his credit, and there’s not much of it, he makes it quick. As he leans in to scent me, his close proximity makes me shiver even though he only touches my arm, rather than my neck. The fact that he acts like such a gentleman makes me resent him all the more.

      I know what’s underneath, and it’s far from civil.

      The feeling of his breath against my neck makes my omega instincts flare up, in spite of myself. I keep my head turned, refusing to give him the pleasure of eye contact. He steps away to allow the next in line to take his turn.

      James steps up last, his gaze far more intense than I’ve ever seen before. He doesn’t bother to smile or even make eye contact. His hand slips into my hair to cradle my head as he pulls me closer. I feel his breath graze my neck and goosebumps raise up all over my skin.

      He’s the one I should fear the most, especially with his fangs so dangerously close to my neck, and yet… There’s something about him that I respond to instinctively, even if I know better logically. The man is danger incarnate, and I should stay away, but I find myself thinking that he’s the only one I wouldn’t hate being given to.

      The ceremony is over and as the alphas depart, I’m whisked away by my maids. Have to make sure the doll gets back on her shelf before she gets scratched.

      Tomorrow evening, the Trials will begin, and so ends the limited freedom I’ve known up until this point. I look around as I’m led back into the compound, desperate for one last glimpse of Christopher, but he’s nowhere to be seen.

      I guess he’s moved on.
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      The low, eerie throb of a ram’s horn trumpet echoes over the moonlit arena. With the lights dimmed, no one can see where I sit to the side in a protected but still highly visible gilded throne in a glorified cage. I’m flanked by somber bodyguards that look only somewhat capable of going head-to-head with a rogue alpha, an issue that’s certainly possible considering the adrenaline-charged battle that’s about to take place. That’s the only reason I’m grateful for the silver-clad iron bars that enclose me like a child’s pet bird. Otherwise, the bars are just a reminder of how the pack sees me. An object. A toy.

      Adam is introduced second, as if he’s less important than I am, and maybe he is for the night. It’s disgusting to me that he’s sitting right behind and above me, my cage at his feet, ready to watch his son either kill the other alphas or die trying. It doesn’t seem to bother him, either. This is normal for him. That’s the worst part—that all this is accepted as a thing the pack does. I’d have less of a hard time swallowing it if there was at least a murmur of resistance.

      The lights sweep to me and the crowd goes wild as I stand and take a bow, blinded by the white light better suited for a concert than a violent fight. The announcer’s voice is drowned out by the roar of the pack, but I can pick out my name when I’m introduced as the guest of honor.

      The lights sweep back out, focusing on the entrance to the arena as the alphas walk in like doomed gladiators. Rowan’s all smiles and teeth, eating up every bit of attention. Mace is blank, somehow more serious than ever as he walks with the others to the center of the arena. Then there’s James, who looks aggravated by Rowan and snarls when the other alpha gets in his space to catch a rose flung by some female in the stands. And then there’s Christopher, his youthful face unnaturally somber under his long bangs.

      Wait. Christopher?

      My heart leaps into my throat, then plummets into the pit of my stomach as I stand, groping for my previously unwanted binoculars for a better look. One of the guards grabs my upper arm hard enough to twist it and forces me back into my throne.

      “You already stood, omega,” he growls in my ear.

      “Let me up,” I snap back. His grip tightens and I grit my teeth, wincing. I don’t have time to argue. The announcer is going through the alphas’ names and short bios like this is just a harmless sport. Rowan, the standing Alpha’s son. Mace, a pack doctor. James, a hybrid soldier. Christopher, a border scout.

      Christopher, my best friend. Christopher, whose idea of saving me is apparently risking his life in a fight to the death he has no chance at winning. I’m going to have to watch this fool getting torn apart before my eyes. I only realize I’m crying when the guard shoves a handkerchief into my lap with a low growl that’s clearly meant to make me shut up. I wipe at my eyes, but the tears are coming faster than I can dry them.

      He is so doomed. He’s a scout, not a warrior like the other three. I don’t think he’s ever seen a real battle, or fought anyone at all outside of the occasional Eternus trespasser, and even then, all he really does is drive them off. The only reason they would’ve let him compete at all is because he’s killing fodder for the other alphas, a guaranteed first to go who won’t be a crowd favorite.

      The trumpet sounds again and the crowd screams all at once. I look up through my tears in time to see the stands filling with wolves that seem to be coming into the arena from all angles. Some break off to head for the spectator stand above me where Adam sits, and I hear him being brutally killed by the wolves even if I can’t see him. He tries to shift judging by the loud snarl that splits the air, but he doesn’t have time. There’s a gurgle, then he’s silent.

      The four alphas are coming my way fast, all wolves. Mace is a bluish slate gray wolf with no markings, Rowan is an enormous reddish-brown beast, James is solid white with crimson eyes the color of blood, and my Christopher is smaller than the others, a black wolf that was just a pup a year ago, all legs and big paws and wide, worried eyes. He’s the first to reach me. He leaps onto my cage, clawing and digging at the bars, but he’s no match for the silver that burns him wherever it touches him.

      Another wolf lunges for Christopher and tears him off the cage, slamming him into the ground. The smaller wolf cries out in pain and anger and fights back with all he has, but the beast on top of him is a thousand times more powerful and has no trouble pinning him down, exposing his throat for the finishing bite. My scream mingles with Mace’s roar as the blue wolf throws himself at Christopher’s attacker, knocking him back. The doctor stands over my best friend, fangs bared as he guards him from the circling trespassers.

      “Stop!” I cry as one of the new men opens my cage and pulls me out with strong but gentle hands. “Please stop!”

      “He was going to hurt you,” one of them says to me, his young face a mask of confusion and concern.

      “He wanted to get me out, he’s just—he’s just being stupid. He’s my best friend,” I plead, shaking off the man who’s acting like he just rescued me. He only grabs me again and I hear the click of a padded handcuff around my wrist, the murmur of how sad this is, the growl of a wolf that still seems ready to kill Christopher. Two armed men begin to drag me away and the last thing I see is a wall of dark fur pressing in around Christopher and Mace.
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      I never expected that the Trials would end in another pack murdering the Alpha Lord and dragging me to his mansion to get locked up with everyone in the pack who isn’t a potential soldier. It doesn’t matter who we are otherwise—I’m locked in a massive bedroom with every other woman in the pack, and the children are here, too, some so frightened they’ve resorted to their pup forms and are huddled under a blanket.

      My favorite, Aspen, rests in my lap with his snout buried in the crook of my arm. Like me, Aspen’s an orphan and an outcast. He’s unwanted because he’s afraid of everything bigger than him and doesn’t fit the recklessly bold alpha stereotype, just like I’m not a traditional doormat omega. He knows I’ll keep him safe. I can only pray I don’t let him down.

      Because of Aspen and my own terror, I’m only half-listening to the other women. Sounds like they don’t have a clue what’s going on either, only that the invaders are from the Eternus League, our long-time enemies and border rivals. They’ve always looked down on us for our brutality, not that I blame them, but the same violence that invoked their judgment has also always kept the enormous dynasty at bay.

      I know what it means if they killed our Alpha Lord and locked us all up. It means they took our pack. It means we’re probably no longer Marok at all, but an Eternus satellite. A wave of nausea washes over me when I think about Christopher. Eternus isn’t known for being barbaric. All I can do is hope they backed down when Mace stepped in, as mind-blowing as it is to me that the doctor would help a man he was clearly willing to kill in battle just a few minutes before the attack. Guess even Mace has a shred of honor.

      The door opens and everyone moves closer to the opposite wall out of instinct, all eyes on the soldiers entering the bedroom. They don’t look like they’re here to hurt us, at least. They just look somber.

      “What’s going on?” I demand as Aspen whimpers in my arms. I stroke his ears to soothe him.

      “The Marok pack has been conquered,” one says uncomfortably, clearing his throat, “and you are now under Eternus law. I’m very sorry for locking you all in here, but we needed to make sure the resistance was subdued before letting you go. You have been liberated.”

      A low murmur spreads throughout the women as the pups begin bawling. They don’t know what “liberated” means; they probably think it means they’re going to die.

      “Liberated?” one of the women cries. “We’re off to a good start considering you shut us all in a room after killing our Alpha Lord and likely our fathers and mates. Where is my Terrance? Where is he?”

      “Ma’am,” a soldier says slowly, “I’m going to have to ask you to settle down for a minute. We’ll sort out who’s missing later. We haven’t executed anyone. The only deaths occurred in the arena before and during the time you were taken away, and those deaths were a necessity as your alphas were attacking ours. Even then, only a few were killed.”

      “I didn’t see him then!” she shouts back, tears streaming down her face. “Did you ever wonder if we wanted to be liberated? I had a comfortable life. A good life.”

      “You might think so,” he replies. “I’m sure you’ll see him again soon, once the alphas have been fitted with collars to keep them in line.”

      I swallow the lump growing in my throat. Christopher and I had always dreamed of running to the border together and turning ourselves over to the Eternus scouts. It was a childish dream considering I’m sure Eternus is just as prone to killing trespassers as we are, and it’s one I’m sure Christopher has abandoned if he’s still alive at all, though I reluctantly trust the soldier who said no one had been executed. Christopher, as kind and good as he is, eventually adopted the “us and them” mentality prevalent in the pack and hated Eternus just as much as any other Marok alpha, if only because they’re a constant looming threat to our way of life.

      It’s a way of life I should be glad has come to an end, but at what cost? How many lives were snuffed out today? How many were innocent? I have no doubt some of the alphas who fought back only to be killed were just doing their duty. Then there’s the Alpha Lord himself, a man I always hated but still didn’t want to hear getting ripped apart right behind me.

      “Are you alright?” one of the soldiers asks me directly, a look of sincere concern gracing his handsome face. He’s younger than me, probably. Normally I’d be annoyed by the implication that I’m fragile, but I’ll take it today.

      “I need to see Christopher,” I reply, playing up my nausea-ridden shaky voice. “He was trying to free me from my cage when he was shot, and a blue wolf was with him. Mace, a doctor.”

      He nods. “He’s fine. He’s in your hospital.” He looks to the other soldiers. “Should we take her to him?”

      “I’m liberated, aren’t I?” I snap.

      That seems to be enough to convince them and they nod. Aspen begins to howl and cry with newfound fear and it takes everything I have to leave him there, promising him that it’s going to be alright.
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      The hospital is thoroughly guarded and seems to have been turned into some sort of outpost for the Eternus soldiers. This is what our pack is now, I suppose. There are armed guards on every post, and they all look at me with pity in their eyes, as if I’m some exotic flower they saved from being trampled.

      Technically, I guess they’re right. If they hadn’t come when they did, I would have been given to whomever won the Trials. Still, it’s hard to celebrate my newfound “liberation” when there are men with guns watching my every move.

      There are more wounded in the first few rooms we pass, and I start to wonder if the other soldier downplayed how many were killed. When I finally see Christopher, half-awake in a bed in a room with three other alphas, my heart beats faster.

      I still have no idea what he was doing at the Trials, and I’m not sure whether I should feel furious and betrayed or grateful that he was there at all. All I know is that I’ve never been more relieved to see him. “Christopher,” I cry, rushing to his bedside. My guards linger, like they’re not sure if my eagerness to see him is the result of Stockholm syndrome.

      He seems surprised to see me, and I can tell from the different dilation of his pupils that he’s had a concussion recently, but his mouth turns downward at the corners in disapproval. “Dani,” he murmurs. His throat sounds rough, and I wonder if they’ve given him any water. “What are you doing here?”

      I look back at the guards, scowling. “Can you give us a minute?”

      They both hesitate. I can tell they don’t actually see me as any less helpless than my own pack does, even if their ideas of chivalry are a bit more civilized. Finally, they nod and leave us in peace for the moment.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” he mutters.

      “Me?” I cry. “You’re one to talk. What the hell were you doing in the Trials, Christopher?”

      “I was competing,” he answers without missing a beat. His expression is somber, and there’s something in his eyes that makes him seem unfamiliar. As if he’s not the guy I grew up with. The one whose laugh I know like the melody of a favorite song.

      “Are you insane? Since when do you want to become the Alpha Lord?”

      “People change, Dani.” The tone in his voice makes his words seem heartbreakingly true. Maybe he really has changed. Maybe he’s not the man I thought he was.

      “You’re lucky to be alive,” I say shakily. I don’t know what else to say. That conversation is a road I’m not sure I have the strength to go down with everything that’s going on. I need to cling to the hope that I’m still more to Christopher than some object to be used for power.

      “Luck,” he snarls with bitterness that makes me jump. “You should have let me die. At least then I’d have my honor.”

      “Honor?” I echo. “You call being ripped apart in a surprise attack because of your stupid male ego honor?”

      He looks away, his jaw set in stubbornness. I can’t believe he’s acting like this. “You wouldn’t understand.”

      “You’re right, I wouldn’t,” I snap. “And neither would the old you. What happened to the boy who hated all of this? All the brutality and power games… We used to say we were going to run away together, or have you forgotten that?”

      “Of course I haven’t forgotten,” he mutters. He’s frustrated, but he seems a bit lighter now, like he’s coming back to himself. A ghost of a smile tugs at his lips. “I guess Eternus got tired of waiting and decided to run to us.”

      A laugh escapes me, but it quickly becomes a sob. I cover my mouth as the tears spill down my cheeks. Something about being in Christopher’s presence puts me back in a state of mind where it’s okay to be weak. Fragile. It was always okay because he never saw me that way. He was the only one who saw me as a person rather than an omega, and I was allowed to have a moment without it defining me. As he pulls me into his arms, my heart fills with hope that the security he’s always given me isn’t a lost cause, after all.

      “It’s gonna be okay,” he tells me, stroking my hair. His scent is comforting, even though it’s tinged with blood from his fresh wounds. He should be healing faster than that. He must be weak.

      “What are we going to do?” I whisper. “They’ve got us all locked up and they say we’re free now, but they’re stationed all around the pack.”

      “Free,” Christopher scoffs as I pull away. “Sure, in a manner of speaking. As free as they want any of us to be.”

      I’m still pondering his words when the door opens and another soldier walks in. “Lady Danica, the commander will see you now.”

      Commander. My hackles raise at the thought of meeting whoever orchestrated all of this. I don’t want to leave Christopher, but I know if I put up a fight, he might be the one who’s blamed for it, so I squeeze his hand and give him one last look.

      “Try to rest. I’ll be back soon,” I promise, even though I’m not sure that’s a promise I can keep. Time will tell just how serious our invaders are about changing the way of the pack.

      I follow the soldier down the hall to a meeting room, where a woman is sitting at the end of a large desk in a tall chair. She’s a pale blonde with high cheekbones and a severe expression on a face that looks forty or fifty tops. It’s hard to tell with she-wolves, since we age slowly. She’s obviously an alpha. Even if her scent didn’t tell me as much, I can tell from the way she carries herself and the fact that she’s wearing a military uniform.

      I’ve heard that Eternus packs allow women to serve in the military, but seeing it is still a shock. She nods to the soldier behind me and he leaves, closing the door behind him. I jolt when she invites me to sit down across from her.

      “Lady Danica,” she says in the same polite, reverent tone the guard used. I’m not sure what to make of it, but they don’t seem to be making fun of me. “Please, have a seat.”

      I comply, because I’m afraid not to. The sooner I get to the bottom of this chaos, the better. “Who are you?”

      “I am Commander Lumos,” she answers. “For the time being, my unit will occupy your pack to ensure a smooth transition to Eternus rule.”

      “Smooth? You call interrupting our ceremony and starting a massacre smooth?”

      I expect her to lash out at my impertinence, but instead, she smiles. Not with her thin lips, but rather her cold gray eyes. “You have led a troubling albeit sheltered life, and I wouldn’t expect you to understand the gift being offered to you and all women within your pack.”

      “I know exactly what you’re offering,” I mutter. “‘Liberation’ at the cost of our way of life.”

      “A way of life that led your father to be exiled,” she remarks coolly, looking at the file in front of her. Her words grate against me. So she’s done her research. All the easier to manipulate me with, I suppose.

      Why I’m important enough to any of them to bother is beyond me.

      “I understand that your father was framed for a crime he did not commit,” she continues. “Surely you can’t be too loyal to the old regime.”

      I swallow, choosing my words carefully. “I may not have liked the Alpha Lord, but that doesn’t mean I trust you.”

      “Nor should you,” she answers. “Trust is earned, and yours is, quite frankly, irrelevant. However you feel about me, the fact remains that you are now the highest-born member of the pack since the Alpha Lord has been deposed.”

      Her words take a moment to sink in. Of course, I know she’s right on a technicality. My father’s line was high-blooded, and if something had happened to the Alpha Lord before he’d had a son, he would have become the new pack leader. Still, he was banished. “I think there’s been a mistake.”

      “Your father’s banishment is meaningless to Eternus law,” says the commander. “You are now the natural successor to this pack.”

      “Successor?” I cry. “I’m an omega! I can’t lead.” Only female alphas and betas get that privilege.

      “Be that as it may, you are still the High-born Lady of this pack. Of course, you will still need to take a mate, and whomever is chosen will become the new Alpha Lord,” she adds casually.

      “Of course,” I mutter. “Same cage, different owners.”

      “I doubt you’ll feel that way once you understand the nature of our laws,” she says, leaning in. “You may not be permitted to lead as an omega, but you are permitted to choose your own mate.”

      My eyes widen. Is she serious? There’s not a hint of humor on her face, so she has to be. “You lost me.”

      She actually smiles, but somehow it’s colder than her blank expression was. “Our ways are not nearly as brutal as Marok’s. In our packs, she-wolves are permitted to choose a mate from among the highest born unmated males within the pack. As it so happens, the four contenders at last night’s ceremony fit the bill.”

      “You want me to choose one of them?”

      “Precisely.”

      It takes me a second to come to terms with what she’s saying. It still feels surreal, but the only question I can think to ask is, “Why?”

      “Because it is custom,” she answers with a shrug. “And between you and me, these transitions are easier to manage if a new Alpha Lord is chosen from among the original pack rather than installed.”

      Now I’m starting to piece it together. “You want to quell any resistance before it starts,” I murmur. “And you know whomever I choose will keep the others in line.”

      The commander smiles. “Clever girl. I suppose the stereotypes about you lot being uneducated are unfounded.”

      I bristle at her condescension, but I’m planning on choosing my battles. “And I’m free to choose any of them? Even Rowan?”

      “Your choice is your own,” she says, growing somber once more. “But remember that if you do not choose wisely and this pack becomes a threat, it would not be the first failed conquest to have to be disbanded.”

      I gulp. I only know a little about the Eternus wolves’ habit of disbanding packs that cause problems for them, and it’s hard to separate the facts from the conspiracies. I don’t want to take any chances on calling her bluff. “You make a compelling argument.”

      “I’m glad we understand each other.”

      Oh, I understand her perfectly. She’s Adam with a ponytail, and I feel about as liberated as I ever have.
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      A few days have passed and there are still Eternus guards everywhere. They watch all of us come and go, and while the women and children have been released to return to what’s left of our daily lives, the specter of surveillance weighs heavily on all of us.

      I was instructed by the commander to avoid telling anyone of my new role. She’s worried the others will see me as a target for their rage and insubordination, and I can’t say she’s wrong. I don’t trust most of the people I grew up with any more than I trust the civilized soldiers who claim they want to protect me. We’re all living in a war zone, and I feel like I’m the flag both sides want to plant in a hill.

      I’m under no illusion about my importance to the commander and her forces. They need a high-born omega to dangle in front of an alpha who will do their bidding and keep the others in line. In some ways, I’m as much of a political pawn as I ever was, maybe more. But the chance to choose my mate is something I never thought I would have.

      The obvious answer should be Christopher, but I’m still reeling from the realization that he was going to fight for my hand. Or rather, for the power it would afford him. It breaks my heart to wonder if I can even trust him, but I wonder all the same. Then there’s the fact that choosing him would put a target on his head, and it would jeopardize the entire pack if he can’t bring the rebellion to heel.

      The other males may be collared, but you can’t cage a Marok warrior for long. Sooner or later, the rebellion will rise, and I’d never forgive myself if Christopher was hurt because of me. That leaves Rowan, who’s probably the obvious choice for the pack’s wellbeing, but I know he wants vengeance for his father. Choosing him is almost a guarantee that the pack will rebel, and if that happens, how many more lives will be lost?

      Then there’s James, a wild card in every way, and I’m sure that even the Eternus wolves aren’t crazy about the idea of having a hybrid Alpha Lord among their ranks. That leaves Mace, who’s probably the least controversial choice for all involved—if I could put aside my own hatred for the man, and that’s a big if.

      My life went from simple to the point of torturous to overtly complicated overnight, and so much rests on my shoulders even though I was raised to be nothing more than something pretty to look at. Not only do I have to choose an alpha I can stand to spend the rest of my life with, I have to choose one strong enough to lead this pack through these troubling times.

      I’m starting to wish I could go back to the old days, when my life was already laid out for me. At least that existential dread was easier to accept, considering it didn’t come with the heavy weight of impending guilt that settled on my shoulders as soon as the commander told me about the choice I have to make.

      In the meantime, I’ve been trying to keep some semblance of normalcy for the orphaned pups who’ve fallen into the care of the unmated females in the pack, including me. For now, no one knows about my newfound responsibility, so they’re all sticking me with the least desirable babysitting shifts.

      Not that I really mind. I’d much prefer to spend time with the pups than hear about how this is all my fault somehow. As if I had anything to do with Eternus deciding to invade during the Trials I wanted no part of in the first place.

      I haven’t talked to Christopher since I found him in the hospital, but it’s not from lack of trying. When I went to visit him the last time, they said he’d checked himself out and volunteered to be collared, even though most of the males had to be sedated.

      For the moment, the rebellion has been stifled, considering that a young alpha male already met his end trying to attack an Eternus guard. The blade inside the collar activated and sliced through his jugular. He bled out in a matter of seconds in the town square, and that’s a scene none of us have forgotten.

      As I sit on the edge of a fountain in the garden watching the young ones play, most of them still choosing to romp in their puppy forms, it’s easy to pretend like things are back to normal. The garden is nestled within the heart of the pack, so there aren’t as many guards, and I’ve managed to talk them into keeping their weapons sheathed around the children so there are no “accidents.”

      Collars or no collars, if a single scrap of fur on those little ones’ heads is harmed, even Eternus knows there will be a war.

      Aspen is playing tug-of-war with a small brown-and-white pup across the lawn, and I can’t help but smile. He’s in better spirits than he was before, but unlike so many of the others, he had nothing left to lose that awful day.

      “That one is your favorite, isn’t he?”

      My spine stiffens and my blood runs cold at the sound of the smooth voice I’d be happy never hearing again. I refuse to turn around as Mace sits down on the edge of the fountain next to me. He’s the only alpha I know who actually bothers with aftershave. Even to my sensitive nose, it’s admittedly a pleasant scent.

      “What do you want, Doctor?”

      “Come, now. I’m vying for your hand, same as the others. I think you can call me Mace.”

      I turn to shoot him a glare that’s about one percent of what I actually feel toward him, all of it malicious. “Shouldn’t you be tending to patients?”

      “We heal quickly. Most of my patients are fine, and the ones who were too far gone have already left us.” He speaks so casually about the dead, but I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. It’s not like he has a conscience to trouble him.

      Mace is nothing if not adaptable, and I doubt he’s so much as lost a wink of sleep over the whole affair. It’s all about power for him. He’ll make himself useful to the Eternus wolves the same as he did with Adam. Playing both sides comes easily when you’re a psychopath, I guess.

      “They give you a lot of freedom, don’t they?” I notice that even he’s wearing a collar, but he’s one of the only alpha males I’ve seen allowed on the grounds where the she-wolves tend to congregate. The Eternus soldiers act like we’re all made of glass, which is annoying in its own way.

      “I am a doctor,” he reminds me. “They need me, and I’ve taken an oath to do no harm.”

      I snort in spite of myself. “That’s a laugh.”

      He smiles in that half-visible way that drives me insane. Like he’s on a whole other level and everyone around him, myself included, is a source of constant amusement for him. “Believe it or not, I take my duties seriously. I’m simply able to compartmentalize my role as a doctor from my role as a warrior.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me.” I know being outwardly hostile isn’t going to get me anywhere, but if he thinks we’re going to be on friendly terms now just because we’re both in the same boat, he’s wrong. “Again, what do you want?”

      “I just came to see how you were doing. I’m sure it’s hard to adjust to all your newfound responsibility.” He watches me with a knowing look in those cold eyes. “You may be more capable than most, but you’re still an omega, and for what it’s worth, I think it’s wrong of Eternus to burden you like this.”

      His words raise my guard immediately. I’m too alarmed by the implication that he knows about my meeting with the commander to be properly offended by that remark. “Excuse me?”

      “I know about the role reversal,” he explains. “All four of us do, including your boyish playmate.”

      I bristle at his condescending mention of Christopher. “If you know, then you understand why she told me to keep it a secret.”

      “Of course,” he answers calmly. “And your secret is safe with me. Believe it or not, I care about your wellbeing.” He reaches to touch my cheek and gives another infuriatingly neutral smile when I swat his hand away. “I still have every intention of becoming your mate.”

      “Bold words for a man who no longer has a choice in the matter.”

      He chuckles. “You’re a smart woman, Danica. I’m sure you’ve realized by now that you’re still a pawn, even if you’ve been captured by the other side.”

      I set my jaw and try to remind myself that slapping him is only going to cause a scene. Besides, he hasn’t really done anything to deserve it yet, other than being himself. Old grudges die hard.

      “You think that means I’ll choose you?”

      “Consider the options,” he says diplomatically. “I think you’ll make the right choice. I have faith in you.”

      “Go to hell, Mace.”

      His eyes are light with amusement as he stands. “It’s a beautiful afternoon,” he remarks, looking up at the clear blue sky. “Let’s hope it doesn’t rain.”

      I watch him leave, trying to will my blood pressure to lower. The most infuriating thing about Mace is that he’s usually right. He’s by far the most clear-cut choice I have at the moment, even if the thought of being his mate makes me want to torch the entire forest. I’ll work with him for the good of the pack, for now, but I will never forget what he’s done, or what he’s capable of doing.

      I know what happens to people who stand in his way.
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        One Week Later

      

        

      

      There was a period of peace after the first rebellious alpha was killed without the invaders having to lift a finger, but it was short lived. Marok has a reputation for brutality for a reason, and it wasn’t long before another group attempted to mutiny. A couple even managed to get their collars off, but the Eternus guards were alerted and gunned them down before they could even shift to fight honorably.

      Death is a member of our pack now, and she seems intent on staying. I don’t know whether I should laugh or cry half the time. Sometimes I still feel like I’m barely holding it together. Our numbers are dwindling, and with fewer alpha males than females, choosing a mate to secure the legacy of this pack is more crucial than ever. The sooner we have defined leadership from within, even if we are being puppeteered by Eternus, the better for everyone.

      I want these soldiers with their guns and their sense of moral superiority out of my home. While I once wanted nothing more than to run, I know the truth now. For an omega like me, there is no sanctuary beyond these pack walls that provides anything resembling true freedom. There’s only the freedom we take, the freedom we wrest from our captors, friend or foe.

      I’m done being a victim. If this is my lot in life, so be it. I won’t let any more harm come to my pack, and that starts with throwing Eternus out of it.

      The commander called me in last night to give me a not-so-subtle lecture on the importance of my decision, and to silence me into waiting even longer to make it. Without a mated pair to lead, they refuse to leave the pack, and I have three months to choose the new Alpha Lord. Enough time for Lumos and her soldiers to dig their claws in deep and weaken our pack structure even more.

      I have a clear understanding of what’s expected of me now. Some of those expectations are the same as the ones I’ve borne all my life. Act like a proper omega, take a mate, have his young, raise them up to be good citizens of the standing order. The new ones thrown in complicate things even further.

      Choose a mate, but not because I love him. Choose the one who’s strong enough to protect the pack against the outsiders and cunning enough to play ball with them just enough to keep the peace. To keep the bloodshed at a minimum.

      Before, the pack was my cage. Now my ribs feel like iron, framing me, constricting. Every move, every breath is monitored and must be calculated, not only for my own survival but for everyone else’s.

      Choose a mate I can stand, or the one who can protect them, even if it means every waking moment is locked in enemy combat.

      The days turn into weeks, and the four men courting me in silence feel like additional prison guards, even if they’re all in shackles of their own. Even Christopher feels like a stranger.

      All I can do is wait and observe and strengthen my resolve. By the time the first evidence of winter comes, the heart of the pack is already long frozen. As I sit on the fountain watching Aspen play in the freshly falling snow, I realize this is it. This is the new normal. This is as peaceful and as good as it will ever be from this point forward.

      Footsteps crunching in the snow fill me with fresh dread. When I see the commander, it intensifies to hatred. She stares at me calmly, something in her right hand. “Good to see you out and about. The fresh air is lovely, isn’t it?”

      “It’s fresh,” I answer as she walks over to me. “Is there something I can help you with?”

      “No, but I wanted to give this to you,” she says, holding out a small black remote. I frown in confusion, until I see the same insignia that’s printed on the alphas’ collars.

      “What is this?”

      “It’s a detonator. Specifically, it works with the four collars of the males who will be courting you,” she explains.

      “Why would I need this?”

      “It’s one thing to hold power theoretically and another to hold it in the palm of your hand.”

      I frown, taking the remote if only so she won’t have it. Although I’m sure there are plenty of others where that came from. “You keep speaking of courtship, and so far, I haven’t even been able to tell the pack.”

      “In time,” she says knowingly.

      “And when will that be? After you’ve plundered every bit of information and resources you want?”

      The commander’s stare grows icy. “Know your place, Lady Danica. You may be of biological and cultural importance to this pack, but there are things your sheltered mind simply does not have the ability to fathom.”

      “How kind of you to protect me,” I say bitterly, watching as she leaves.

      Power. Maybe if I had the kind she wields so recklessly, that would be something, but the way things are now, I feel like nothing more than a toy.
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      The snow is up to my knees, and I haven’t seen any sign of Aspen all day. As I search the perimeter of the woods, since that tends to be where he likes to run off to, I tell myself I’m going to put a bell on him. I know I’m not his mother, but I’m all he has and he’s just about all I have. If anything happened to him, I’d never forgive myself.

      “Aspen!” I call, struggling to be heard through the wind. I catch sight of someone up ahead and I’m pleasantly surprised to find Aspen shifted back into his human form, all bundled up in a winter coat and hat. My relief is short-lived when I see who’s with him.

      James is feared by everyone in the pack, and for good reason. Hybrids are as vicious as they are unpredictable, and as soon as I catch sight of my surrogate son with him, my maternal instincts kick in.

      I rush through the drift and scoop the boy up in my arms. He’s digging for something in the snow with his gloves, and James looks at us both with a blank, unreadable expression. Everything about him is menacing and despite the fact that he’s not even wearing a coat, he doesn’t seem remotely bothered by the cold.

      “What are you doing out here?” I cry, looking down at the boy in my arms.

      Aspen seems startled by my tone, but I can’t help the fear coursing through me on his behalf. I set him down, giving him a scolding look. “Go back to town right now, and stay inside,” I order.

      He looks crestfallen, but he runs off to do as I said. I turn to James, who’s bent down, reaching into the snow for something in the same spot where Aspen was digging. “Well, what were you two doing out here? He could have frozen to death.”

      “Not in a parka in twenty-degree weather,” he scoffs, lobbing something at me. “Catch.”

      I fumble, barely managing to keep the small, frigid object from slipping out of my grasp and falling back into the snow. I brush the flecks of white off the surface and stare down at the pocketwatch in confusion. There are initials carved in the worn gold exterior. “What is this?”

      “It belonged to the kid’s dad,” he answered. “Said he lost it when he ran during the invasion, and I said I’d help him find it.”

      “Oh.” It’s all I can muster. My anger deflates immediately, leaving only humiliation. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” he says tonelessly, walking past me.

      “James, wait!” I call after him, struggling to keep up since the snow comes up a lot higher on me than it does on him.

      He stops and watches me in expectant, bored silence.

      “I really am sorry,” I say, panting. “I’m just a little overprotective. Aspen’s an orphan, and I’m the closest thing he has to… well, anything.”

      “I’ve noticed.”

      I hesitate. He doesn’t make conversation easy, that’s for sure. His intense gaze never leaves me and I feel like I’m going to wilt under the force of it. “Can we talk? If you have a moment.”

      “About what?”

      “About the arrangement,” I say awkwardly. “I’m assuming the commander talked to you.”

      “She did.”

      He’s really going to make me do all the heavy lifting here, isn’t he? “So… what do you think about all of it?”

      “About you choosing between us?” he asks.

      “Well, yes. Among other things.”

      He shrugs. “It’s not conventional, but it is what it is.”

      “You don’t seem as bothered by this as the others.”

      For the first time since I’ve known him, James cracks a smile, but something about it is even more bitter and icy than his piercing stare. “I’m a hybrid. Eternus or Marok, it’s all the same difference to me.”

      I wince. “Guess I can kind of understand that.”

      While I’ve always felt isolated as an omega, I was sheltered and put on a pedestal. James is just feared, and after my reaction today, I know he’s justified in seeing me the same as all the others.

      “So,” he says, seeming interested in our conversation for the first time. “Who’s it going to be?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Which one of them are you going to choose?” he clarifies. “I assumed it would be that pretty boy you always used to hang around with, but Mace is the obvious choice.”

      I’m surprised at how closely he echoes my own thoughts and I can’t help but feel violated. Either he’s a mind reader or the man I was sure didn’t even know I existed pays more attention to me than I thought. “I haven’t decided yet. The courtship hasn’t even begun.”

      He snorts. “I know how these things work, and courtship is a joke.”

      “If that’s how you really feel, then why are you still in the running?” I demand.

      He takes a step forward and I instinctively step back. He stops, disappointment in his gaze. “You’re not the only one who wants security. Adam made this pack hell for everyone he deemed an outsider, and the next guy could be even worse.”

      His words come as a shock, but I can’t help but feel that they’re sincere. This is the most I’ve ever heard him talk in one sitting, and I realize only now that he’s never actually said a word to me. “So you don’t just want the power?”

      “Oh, I do,” he corrects me. “More to the point, I don’t want anyone else to have it. That includes your boyfriend.”

      “Christopher isn’t my boyfriend,” I mutter. With the way things are going lately, I’m not even sure if he’s my friend anymore. “And believe it or not, I don’t know who I’m going to choose. There’s a lot at stake, and it’s not as simple as just picking the alpha I’d prefer.”

      He watches me without saying a word. There’s something that changes in his expression, but I can’t quite put my finger on it. “Guess you’ve got more going on in there than I assumed.”

      I frown. “Well, screw you, too.”

      He chuckles, and I almost can’t believe my ears. “No offense, but you play the whole docile omega role pretty well. Until I scented you at the ceremony, I thought there was a chance you were just a lifelike robot.”

      I know I should be offended, but I can’t help but laugh a little. “You’re not the only one who’s doing what he can to survive.”

      “I guess not.” He studies me again, but this time, I feel like he’s actually seeing me, rather than just another random omega. “I know we’ve known each other forever, but I don’t think we’ve ever actually met.”

      “No,” I agree, surprised when he offers his hand. I’m even more surprised that I take it. “I don’t think we have.”

      “James,” he says dryly.

      I can’t help but smile. “Yeah, I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      “Likewise.” He isn’t smiling again, but his eyes seem to be. He calls Christopher a pretty boy, but once you get past that intimidating glare he’s always wearing, he’s pretty gorgeous himself. And a lot less brutal than I was expecting.

      “Lady Danica!”

      I turn to see who’s calling me and recognize him as one of the commander’s guards. I frown as he approaches, his weapon at his side. Guess I’m not allowed a moment’s peace.

      “What is it?” I ask warily. I can feel James tense up with hatred. He may not like the old guards any more than the new ones, but I’m reminded of why everyone is afraid of him as soon as I see that look come into his eyes.

      “You shouldn’t be out here alone,” the guard says, looking venomously at James.

      The other alpha smirks, stepping up beside me. “What, are you implying that this contest for her affections isn’t as equal as you’d like to project?” he asks pointedly. “Don’t tell me the commander already has a victor in mind.”

      I’m shocked that James is willing to speak so brazenly to a man who could kill him with the push of a button, but judging from the fear scent coming from the guard, even though James is the one wearing the collar, he’s still in control.

      “Just make sure she’s back before dark,” he growls, casting an irritated glance toward the woods. “It’s not safe.”

      With that, the guard leaves us and I find myself relaxing, even though I’d never imagined I would be able to around James.

      “Better get the princess back to her tower,” he says dryly. There’s something strange in his gaze. Something that makes me wish we could linger just a bit longer. Instead, I follow him back, reassured by the knowledge that at least now I have one option that isn’t half as terrible as I imagined.
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      Things are finally starting to feel like normal again, and considering that the commander’s men are still everywhere, I’m not sure if that’s a good thing. The Eternus wolves keep me busy with meetings and classes that are supposed to teach me their oh-so-civilized ways, but I know it’s just to keep me occupied. Why I’m a threat to them is another story.

      For people who supposedly want me to give the choice of my mate the consideration it deserves, they’ve made a point of keeping me sheltered ever since that guard found me talking to James in the woods. It’s even more confirmation that he’s right. They see him as a threat.

      Maybe Mace has already worked his mind control on the Eternus wolves, too. It’s becoming increasingly obvious that there’s a certain way they want this all to go.

      Somehow, I need to find a way to meet with Christopher alone. Every time I’ve tried, I quickly realized I was being followed. Some liberation this has turned out to be.

      I head into the market square to pick up some produce for this evening’s dinner at the makeshift refuge for those orphaned or widowed. Taking care of the others has given me something to focus on, at least. For the time being, Eternus is keeping my future within the pack a secret, but I know that’s just another part of their control games.

      “You!” a boy cries from across the lawn. He barely looks ten, if that, yet he’s running after an Eternus soldier like he intends on taking him down. “You killed my dad!”

      I watch in horror as the boy charges the armed guard like he actually has a chance. The young ones aren’t collared, but that doesn’t make him any safer.

      Before the boy can even reach the guard, his massive boot comes up and plants hard in the young shifter’s chest. The boy is sent flying backward, hitting the earth with a thud. I wince at the sound of ribs cracking and rage spreads through my veins like a wildfire.

      “Rude little mongrel,” the guard snarls, reaching for his gun as he looms over the kid, who’s still glaring defiantly and ready to stand to meet his death.

      “No!” I cry, throwing myself between them, my arms spread wide. I stare the guard down and his expression turns to shock. Not only am I an omega who’s forgotten her place, but a tentative ally of the commander who’s about to forego any privileges she’s won. “Don’t touch him.”

      Before the guard can respond, I see someone moving toward us at breakneck speed. It only takes me a second to recognize the burly man as Rowan. “Hey,” he snarls, grabbing the guard’s shoulder to push him away from me. “You keep your hands off her, Eternus trash.”

      The guard quickly switches his gun for the controller that could end Rowan’s life in a second and I groan. Does he have any common sense?

      “Go ahead,” Rowan growls, taking a menacing step toward the guard, as if to answer my question. “Push it.”

      Before the guard can call his bluff, I snatch the gun from his holster and bring the hammer back, taking aim at his head. “Drop it,” I hiss, hoping that I look more convincing with the weapon than I feel. The guard’s face turns white and he lets the controller fall to the ground as he holds up his hands. Either he believes I’ll shoot, or my ineptitude is twice as frightening.

      “What’s going on here?” another soldier bellows, stalking toward us with the commander close behind him. I lower the gun slightly, but I keep it trained on the guard in front of me.

      The commander takes one glance at the scene before her and her gaze is trained on me. “Lady Danica! What on Earth is this?”

      “Your esteemed guard assaulted a child in the middle of the market, that’s what,” I answer, too furious to think about how terrified I am. The boy has darted back to hide behind one of the betas near the stalls.

      The commander’s indignation disappears for a moment and she turns to the offending guard. “Lieutenant, is that true?”

      “The brat attacked me!” he protests.

      The look on her face makes it clear she finds that excuse as paltry as I do. “Get back to the barracks,” she snaps. “I’ll deal with you later.”

      He salutes her and departs, but not before giving me and Rowan a death glare.

      “As for you,” the commander barks. “Put that gun down.”

      Reluctantly, I lower the weapon and another guard takes it from me as two more surround Rowan, trying to restrain him.

      “Hey!” he bellows, shoving them off. I can tell another fight is going to break out if I don’t do something fast.

      “You’re going into custody until we get this sorted out. It’s obvious you can’t be trusted even with limited freedom,” says the commander.

      “Wait!” I cry. The whole market is watching me. Most of the pack. I know the commander is probably going to lock me away in a tower after this, so now’s my chance. Maybe the only chance to save Rowan’s life, too.

      “I have an announcement to make,” I begin. Despite the dangerous look the commander is giving me, I summon my courage and continue. “As the highest-born member of the Marok Pack, I have been chosen to lead.”

      The entire square is silent. Even Rowan is looking at me like I’ve lost my mind. Maybe I have. I just know that there’s a good chance the commander will find a replacement plan if I don’t make her decision known now and hold onto whatever power I can grasp at.

      “By Eternus law, that makes me the pack leader, and I am permitted to choose a mate,” I explain, looking to Rowan. “Rowan is one of the four contenders, along with Christopher, James and Mace.” The last name sticks in my throat.

      “Choose a mate?” someone cries from the crowd.

      “To hell with Eternus law!” another woman shouts, brave enough to make her face known. “You’re an omega. Know your place!”

      I square my shoulders, ignoring the look the commander is giving me. I’m trying to protect these people and all they want to do is heckle. “Like it or not, the Alpha Lord is dead,” I say, raising my voice and summoning all my confidence, which doesn’t feel sufficient for the job. “If you want your children to be protected, you will accept the mate I choose as your new Alpha Lord. At that point, I promise you that we will ensure that the Eternus forces uphold their word to leave our land.”

      The crowd murmurs in confusion and the commander is simmering. I can tell she’s ready to explode, but she holds it together.

      “Isn’t that right, commander?” I ask pointedly, daring her to go back on her word now that I’ve outed our agreement.

      “That’s right,” she says through gritted teeth. “Once a new Alpha Lord is chosen and sworn to uphold Eternus law, the Marok pack will be assimilated. There will be no reason to continue occupation.”

      “Then you’d better take me out of the running right now, because I ain’t swearin’ shit to Eternus,” Rowan snarls.

      “That can be arranged,” the commander says slowly.

      “Rowan!” I hiss. “Please. Not now.”

      Now he’s glaring at me. “Who asked you to come to my defense?”

      “Who asked you to come to mine?” I shoot back.

      Before he can respond, we both notice the chant rising up from the crowd. Alpha Lord Rowan. Alpha Lord Rowan. It’s clear they’ve all made their decision about what mine should be. My stomach is tied up in knots as I begin to realize that I’ve solved one crisis only to start another.

      “Are you happy now?” the commander asks smugly.

      I gulp. Not by a long shot.
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      Back at the shelter, in my own little bubble of pretend, I make dinner for Aspen and try to think about anything but Eternus or my prospective mates. The boy is choosing to look human right now, which is rare enough, and even rarer for him to sit and eat his vegetables without complaining. I ruffle his hair before I take the seat across from him.

      It’s just the two of us at the table in the far corner of the room, but I can tell what the women at the table near the door are whispering about. They make no attempt to hide it as they look over at me.

      I don’t know what I was expecting. Sure, the commander was keeping my appointment a secret for her own selfish reasons, but now I realize it happened to be a protection for me, too. The crowd made it clear that they all expect me to choose Rowan and give his family the continued reign they expected. I can’t say I blame them for wanting consistency, especially after Rowan was bold enough to stand up to that guard, but if I do choose him, I’m sure the pack would revolt in a matter of months.

      Rowan is exactly the kind of alpha who would place honor over survivability, and considering he has every reason to want his father avenged, I can’t trust his judgment. But I can’t make it clear that I’ve already ruled him out or I’ll have a different kind of revolt on my hands.

      “Everyone is staring at you, Dani,” Aspen remarks without looking up from his cereal.

      I smile. The kid’s perceptive. “I know. Things will get back to normal eventually.”

      He gives me a dubious look. “Some kids said you’re the boss of us now.”

      A laugh dies out in my throat. “That’s… not really the truth.”

      He drops his spoon in his bowl and stares down at the table. I can tell he’s thinking about something that’s troubling him, and when he finally meets my eyes, my heart breaks at the expression in them. “You’re not going to have time for me, are you?”

      I stare at him in shock. I knew something was bothering him, but I never guessed it was this. “Hey,” I say, taking his hand to pull him onto the bench beside me. I drape an arm over his shoulder and squeeze him tight. “Listen to me, kiddo. No matter what, I’m never too busy for you. You got that?”

      He perks up a little, but I can tell he’s still afraid. And why wouldn’t he be? His parents are gone and everyone else in the pack treats him like an afterthought. A burden to be shuffled around from one person to the next.

      I make a vow to myself that no matter what happens, I’m going to keep him safe. I have to protect all of them, even if the rest of the pack hates me for it. The stakes are too high to let Eternus run us into the ground, or for the old ways to return.

      We finally have a chance at being better, and I have to do whatever it takes to make sure we are.

      While I’m still reassuring Aspen, I see a group approaching us that wasn’t in the room a minute ago. There are two males with them, both betas, which is forbidden in the shelter. No adult males are allowed here, and for good reason. I stand, immediately defensive when I see their posture.

      “There she is,” one of the men says smugly, looking me up and down. “The little bitch who thinks she’s going to tell the rest of us how to live.”

      “Funny how a few weeks ago she was shaking like a leaf,” one of the older women with them scoffs. She’s never liked me, or Aspen. My defense of him from her often violent tirades made sure of that.

      “You’re mistaken,” I say, trying to sound as calm as I can, pushing Aspen further behind me. “I’m not interested in telling anyone what to do. I’m just trying to make sure that Eternus gets out of here as soon as possible.”

      “Yeah, right,” the other male scoffs. I recognize him as Travis, a shifter who used to guard the gates. He steps up to me, easily twice my size, and I can tell he’s thinking about things that would make me want to vomit. “She probably screwed that lady commander. I hear the Eternus dogs go both ways.”

      “If you have an issue with my appointment, take it up with the commander,” I reply, refusing to dignify his remark. “We’re done here. Come on, Aspen.”

      Before I can reach for the boy’s hand, Travis backhands me in the rear of my skull, sending me flying forward into the table.

      “Dani!” Aspen cries, at my side in an instant.

      I push him away because I know Travis isn’t done and I don’t want him to get hurt trying to defend me. I’m barely on my feet before the beta grabs a fistful of the front of my shirt and hoists me into the air. “Thinkin’ it’s about time we reminded the omega of her place,” he says bitterly.

      My throat tightens and he’s got such a firm grip on me that it’s hard to breathe. My sneakers barely scrape the floor as I grasp behind me on the table for something to hit him with.

      A bottle finds its way into my hand, and I’m sure Aspen put it there. I bring it up and crack it against the beta’s temple. The force is enough to make him drop me, and I cling to the neck of the shattered bottle, my only weapon. Brandishing it keeps the other snarling beta at bay while one of the women cries out something about me going savage.

      “Aspen, run!” I cry, turning toward the rear door in the dining hall. His short legs carry him fast, and he flings the door open into the cold night air. My plan is to get within sight of an Eternus guard and hope the fact that they’re everywhere like cockroaches works in my favor.

      Before I can make it two steps away from the shelter, someone grabs me from behind—the other beta, Dan—and throws me to the ground. The snow breaks my fall, but not by much. My head still cracks against a stone on the ground and the world begins to spin.

      I try to push myself up, to gather my thoughts enough to tell Aspen to flee without me, but when my vision finally clears, I see one of the female betas holding him in a chokehold.

      “Get your hands off him!” I snarl. My voice sounds guttural, like an animal’s. As the others surround me, I sense another presence in our midst.

      “Hey!” A familiar voice bellows. “Get away from them!”

      “Christopher!” I cry. My relief fades when I see who’s with him. Mace.

      The other alpha looks absolutely livid. I’ve never seen him like this. Come to think of it, I’ve never seen an emotion other than smug satisfaction on his face at all.

      Christopher is running to my aid, but Mace has the beta who threw me to the ground up against the wall in an instant. He wraps his hand around the back of the other man’s neck and with one slick move, the beta’s skull cracks audibly against the brick.

      “Having a little fun, you coward?” he seethes in a voice I don’t recognize. “You like roughing up omegas and children? That how you get your kicks?”

      Before Dan can respond, Mace forms a blade with his hand and lowers it to the base of the beta’s spine. He juts his fingertips in sharply and I hear another crack that sickens me to my core as Dan lets out a scream that alerts every Eternus guard in the vicinity.

      Christopher is already beating the crap out of Travis, but even he stops short when he realizes what Mace has done. The doctor is still panting with rage as he lets his victim crumple to the ground, writhing in agony.

      “No!” one of the women cries, sinking to her knees. She looks down at the tortured soul and back up at Mace with tears of horror in her eyes. It’s rare that someone dares to challenge him on anything, but rarer still that he reminds us all of why. “Look what you’ve done! You’ve paralyzed him!”

      “And he can consider himself lucky,” Mace says, calm and collected once more as he straightens his tie. His eyes are still alight with the rage that came so close to turning deadly as he looks at the beta on the ground. “If he ever puts a hand on anyone else, he’s in for a far less pleasant fate.”

      “What’s going on here?” the Eternus guards demand as they surround us, their detonators drawn. After the incident with the boy in the market, they’ve started brandishing those in lieu of their sidearms. Less of a PR disaster.

      “Just dealing with the trash,” Christopher mutters. Evidently, he and Mace are working together now. I stare at him in disbelief, but I’m afraid Christopher will get wrapped up in it if I say a word to the guards.

      “Everything is fine,” Mace assures them, his usual charming self once again. The change happened so quickly it makes me shudder. It’s one thing to see him as this emotionless fiend who preys on every opportunity he gets, but knowing even he has a dark side…

      That anger was genuine, but why? I know he can’t actually care about me, or Aspen. Is he just enraged that another shifter would dare to touch what he views as his property?

      “She shouldn’t be out here,” one of the guards says, looking at me. I’m used to alphas talking about me like I’m not even here. Marok or Eternus, it’s all the same.

      “She’s not going to be,” Christopher says, putting a hand on my back. “Come on, Dani.”

      “No,” I cry, looking back at Aspen. “Not without him.”

      The boy’s eyes are wide with terror. One of the women who was all too happy to join forces against us has her hand on his shoulder, and I’m ready to bite it off. Aspen breaks away from her and runs to my side, clinging to me. I lift him into my arms as Christopher leads me away from the guards, and the pack members I trust even less.

      I realize too little, too late that Mace is close behind us. At least no one else is going to attack with these two flanking me.

      “This way,” says Mace, motioning for us to follow him to the house where he’s set up his clinic as he takes the lead. Christopher nods, and I can’t believe he’s actually taking orders from that creep, but as long as I don’t have to be alone with Mace, I decide it’s better than staying out here.

      Once we’re inside, I realize that Mace’s house is a lot homier than I expected. I’m not sure what I expected, really. Maybe that even the living quarters would be as cold and clinical as his hospital.

      I’m ushered into a room with a fireplace and a big, comfortable sofa, and it takes some coaxing to convince Aspen to sit down rather than clinging to me. I grab the blanket off the back of the couch and drape it around him. Something brushes against my arm and I look up to see Mace doing the same for me, dropping a tartan blanket around my shoulders.

      I frown at him, not about to let what I just witnessed go even if I’m not willing to fight in front of Aspen. I let the blanket fall off my shoulders and the look of resignation on his face tells me he didn’t expect a thank-you for his valiant efforts.

      “What the hell happened back there?” Christopher demands, his arms still folded as he looks down at me. “I would’ve thought the damn women’s shelter was safe.”

      “So would I,” I shoot back.

      “What happened?” Mace asks, calmer.

      “Nothing. Aspen and I were eating dinner and those four just came in and started threatening me,” I insist. “I cracked a bottle over Travis’ head when he grabbed me.”

      Christopher stares at me like he’s in shock. Mace snorts but quickly covers his mouth. Did he actually laugh? I guess it is at someone else’s expense, but still.

      I glance over and realize Aspen has already fallen asleep against the arm of the couch. Poor kid. Life itself is exhausting, let alone this day. I motion for them not to wake him and Mace jerks his head for me to follow him into the kitchen. I reluctantly do, with Christopher in the lead.

      “Sit down,” Mace orders, disappearing into another room. He returns a moment later with a first aid kit. “I need to have a look at you.”

      “I’m fine,” I insist. I’d rather deal with a concussion than let him touch me.

      Christopher gives me a withering look. “Let him treat your head, Danica. Don’t be a martyr.”

      “Screw you,” I mutter. “Since when are you two best friends?”

      “We’re not. We just have a common interest in keeping you alive, which seems to be more difficult these days,” Christopher shoots back.

      I reluctantly sit down at a stool on the counter. The kitchen is surprisingly modern and warm. Mace rummages through his kit and douses a cotton pad with something that looks like it burns.

      “I can do that,” I say.

      “I’m sure you can,” he answers without missing a beat. “But I’d feel better if I did it all the same.”

      I grunt my displeasure, but I let him clean the wound. I hiss air through my teeth. It stings, but not quite as bad as I expected.

      “It’s deeper than it looked with all the dirt,” Mace remarks. “You’re going to need a few stitches.”

      “Stitches?”

      “I can give you a local anesthetic,” he offers.

      I think about it for a moment before shaking my head, which just makes it hurt worse. “Just do it.”

      “I still don’t get what started all that,” Christopher says, like I don’t have anything else to think about right now.

      “What started it is that I announced my role in the pack and they wanted to punish me for it,” I answer.

      “Which brings me to my next question. Why the hell did you come out about that anyway?” Christopher asks, growing indignant once again. It’s not his best look.

      “Because if I hadn’t, they would’ve dragged Rowan off and he never would’ve been heard from again, that’s why,” I snap.

      “Not really seeing how that’s a problem,” Christopher mutters.

      I glare at him. “He saved me, and that kid. I wasn’t going to let them kill him, but that’s not the only reason.”

      “She has a point,” Mace muses. I see him preparing the sterile needle packet out of the corner of my eye and wish I hadn’t looked. “As long as she stayed silent, Eternus could change their minds and depose her without anyone being the wiser. By coming out, she forced their hand. Now they have a timetable, and the pack will expect them to leave by the time it’s up.”

      I’m surprised he’s actually defending me, and more than a little annoyed that Christopher seems to be considering his words while he dismissed mine out of the gate.

      “Still, that’s just going to put more pressure on her to choose Rowan,” Christopher says. “That’s what the pack obviously wants.”

      “Of course. But that could work to our advantage,” says Mace.

      “How do you figure that?” I wince as he sews the first stitch. He’s being gentle, I think, but it still stings.

      “Deep breaths through the nose,” Mace coaches. “Think about it this way. If they think there’s a chance of Rowan winning her hand, then they’re more inclined to go along with the new order of things than to rebel. The last thing we need is more bloodshed.”

      I’m even more surprised that Mace of all people doesn’t revel in the idea of more bloodshed, but I’m sure he just wants his dynasty intact to take over. “Rowan isn’t winning anything,” I remind them. “It’s my choice.”

      Both Christopher and Mace give me a condescending “poor baby” look that makes my blood boil. “I know what you think,” I say. “But I’m not letting Eternus make this choice for me.”

      “Eternus isn’t your biggest issue,” says Christopher. “Everyone in this pack is going to have a meltdown if you don’t choose Rowan.”

      “He’s right. It’s not safe for you to be out there alone,” says Mace. “This evening is proof of that.”

      “Well, I’m not staying here.”

      “Danica, try to be reasonable,” Christopher pleads, as if he’s exhausted. What the hell happened to him, anyway?

      “Reasonable?” I cry, pushing away from Mace. I doubt he’s finished with the stitches, but he’s done. “Have you actually forgotten who he is in all of this? What he did to my father?”

      Mace is silent, but the look on Christopher’s face tells me he hasn’t forgotten at all. He’s just moved on. “Dani, please.”

      “Don’t ‘Dani’ me,” I hiss, brushing past him. He moves quickly, blocking my path through the kitchen door. “Move.”

      “No,” Christopher says, folding his arms with a sanctimonious expression I absolutely hate seeing on a face I once loved. It’s only become more clear in this moment that he’s gone over to the dark side.

      He’s not my childhood friend anymore. He’s one of them.

      “You’re not going anywhere, but try to understand. It’s for your own good.’

      “Go to hell, Christopher,” I seethe.

      “I’ve prepared a room for you,” Mace quietly says from behind me. “There’s another I can clear out for Aspen in the morning.”

      I turn to face him, suppressing all the hate that hasn’t faded in the least. How could it? What he did to my father will never go away. Some things can’t be undone, and he’s the last person who would want to try. I know the truth behind the civility, even if Christopher bought it hook, line and sinker.

      Mace holds open the door to a surprisingly normal-looking bedroom and I step inside, pushing it shut behind me. I sink back against the frame and let out the sigh I’ve been holding in. Tonight went downhill from the moment those jerks approached us in the dining hall, but this is a new kind of defeat.

      Christopher—my Christopher—is gone, which makes my choice even harder than it was.
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      After a fitful night of sleep, I drag myself out of bed and force myself to face the waking world. I’m exhausted both emotionally and physically, and I know things aren’t going to get any easier. My conversation with Christopher and Mace is still fresh in my memory, and as much as I don’t want to admit it, I know they’re right.

      I’m being used as a pawn by the commander and her men, but knowing it doesn’t change anything. What am I supposed to do, just give up and choose who they want? Or who the pack wants? Either way, there will be more bloodshed. Either way, my heart won’t be satisfied.

      I’m not even sure what my heart wants at this point.

      I walk into the kitchen to the smell of food already cooking. Bacon and eggs, if my nostrils don’t deceive me. Toast, too. To my amazement, Mace is the one at the stove. The only thing more shocking would be if he was wearing an apron.

      Aspen is already awake, sitting at the counter munching on a plate of toast and jam. He looks happy, for someone in the presence of a practical serial killer. Guess he’s too young to know better. Then again, his instincts have always been pretty spot on and he’s smiling and chatting away to Mace about his lessons at school. Even more surprisingly, Mace is listening with interest.

      It’s a side of him I’ve never seen before. I don’t know why, but I just expected that he’d be cruel to everyone the way he was to my father. Maybe even he has his limits, as hard as that is to believe.

      “Ah, there she is,” he says, glancing over at me as he holds the pan of eggs in his left hand. “Sleep well, I take it?”

      “Not really,” I mutter, sitting next to Aspen. “What’s this?”

      “Breakfast,” Aspen says cheerfully. I can’t help but smile. I haven’t seen him in a good mood in as long as I can remember. Maybe life at the shelter took more of a toll on him than I thought.

      “Did you sleep good?”

      “Yeah! The couch is comfortable and Mace says I get a room.” The excitement in his voice hurts my heart. He makes it sound like something most kids take for granted is winning the lottery.

      “That’s great,” I say stiffly, deciding he doesn’t need to know I have no plans of staying here long-term. They’re right about it probably not being safe to be on our own right now, all things considered, but I’ll die before Mace becomes my permanent roommate.

      Still, as long as he’s being nice to Aspen, I’ll play along for the moment.

      “Hungry?” Mace asks, setting a plate in front of me. “I don’t know how you like your eggs, so I went with over-easy.”

      “Safe choice. Thank you,” I say, taking a fork. It pains me to thank him for anything, but I don’t want to set a bad example for Aspen.

      “Don’t mention it,” Mace says, sitting across from us at the kitchen island. “I have to go downstairs to work soon, but I trust that you two will be alright up here until one of the others arrives?”

      “The others?” I ask.

      “We’ve discussed it, and the four of us will be taking shifts,” says Mace.

      “Shifts doing what?”

      “Guarding you, primarily. And there is a certain expectation of courtship, or at least the appearance of it.” I can tell he’s choosing his words carefully around Aspen, so I decide to do the same, even though I’d like to tell Mace exactly what I think of courtship that involves him.

      “Right,” I mutter. “Any idea who’s taking first shift?”

      “Rowan, the last I heard.”

      I grunt, unwilling to say anything else in front of our innocent company. Aspen continues to eat, blissfully unaware of the adult drama going on around him. Sometimes I miss those days when life was simple, if boring.

      “I’ve arranged for a tutor to come here during the day, so Aspen can continue his lessons,” Mace announces. “All things considered, I don’t think it would be safe for him to return to school with the other children.”

      I blink. “That’s… thoughtful of you.”

      “Can’t have him falling behind,” he says with a shrug.

      I can’t tell if his concern and fatherly disposition is an act, and I’m not sure I want to know. For the time being, it doesn’t matter. Aspen does need to be in school and I’m afraid his connection to me has only further isolated him from the rest of the pack.

      “Go on and brush your teeth, and get changed before the tutor comes,” I tell him once he’s finished with his breakfast.

      “Okay, Dani!” He runs off obediently to get ready for the day.

      “He minds you well,” Mace remarks. “I think he sees you as his mother.”

      “I’m the closest thing he has,” I admit.

      “It’s admirable of you to take on that kind of responsibility. I’m sure life in this pack has been difficult enough.”

      “Recently, sure, but there’s nothing too difficult about being a glorified trophy for alphas to pass around,” I mutter.

      “Well, that’s going to change now.”

      “Is it?” I challenge. “Like you said last night, I’m still just Eternus’ pawn.”

      Mace watches me in silence for a moment. It’s hard to tell what he’s thinking. His eyes are always cold and sharp, but his face never betrays any emotion. Except last night… “I don’t know about that. I think anyone who underestimates your will is doing himself a grave disservice.”

      His compliment grates me, but I know calling him on his bullshit isn’t going to achieve anything. “Why did you do that last night?”

      “I assume you’re referring to Dan.”

      “What else?” I snap. “You’re a doctor. What happened to causing no harm?”

      He falls silent again, and I expect some sanctimonious response, but the look on his face actually seems to be one of defeat. “I suppose I lost my temper.”

      It takes me a second to process that answer. Especially the fact that it seems honest. “You?”

      “This may be hard for you to believe, but I do care about you, Danica.” His voice softens. “I won’t see you harmed, or disrespected.”

      I’m not sure what to do with that information. “You’re the last person I want as my defender.”

      “I know.” There’s nothing in his voice but resignation as he stands to clear the dishes. “I didn’t do it for your approval.”

      With nothing left to say, I watch him deposit the dirty dishes in the sink and shrug on his coat. Only a minute passes between him leaving and the tutor arriving. To my relief, she’s a young beta who’s never been anything but kind to Aspen and the other children.

      I find myself without a whole lot to do since Mace’s apartment is already spotless and I’m useless when it comes to math lessons.

      Luckily, I don’t have long to contemplate my obsolescence. Unluckily, the thing that distracts me is a fight going on in the street below Mace’s living room window. It only takes me a second to realize the participants are none other than Rowan and Christopher.

      “Hey!” I yell through the open window. Without waiting for them to respond, I barrel down the stairs and by the time I’m on the street below, Christopher already has a bloody nose.

      “Break it up!” I cry when it becomes obvious the Eternus guards across the street aren’t going to do anything but watch in amusement. “What the hell is wrong with you?” I cry, shoving Christopher away before he can get himself killed.

      “Move,” he growls, eyes locked on Rowan. “This doesn’t concern you.”

      “Like hell it doesn’t! What are you doing?” I demand, looking at Rowan. I can’t believe it, but he seems like my better chance at reasoning with one of them.

      “Ask your boyfriend,” he mutters, wiping the blood off his mouth with the back of his hand. Looks like Christopher got in a hit after all. He’s grown in stature, so I’m not sure why he’s still this fragile kid in my mind. “He started it.”

      “You sound like children,” I snap. “Get inside before this starts another riot.”

      To my surprise, they actually follow me in. I decide to capitalize on my newfound clout, folding my arms as I stand in front of them at the bottom of the stairs. “Alright, one of you tell me what’s going on.”

      “It’s my day to court her,” Rowan growls.

      “Who decided that?” Christopher shoots back.

      I groan. So that’s what this is about. The horses are barely out of the gates and now there’s a stampede. I should have known this would happen when I announced the whole thing publicly.

      “You guys can’t start fighting over me like a toy. Things are different now, and you’d better start acting like it,” I warn them. “In case you’ve forgotten, I’m the one who gets to choose, and beating the crap out of each other isn’t going to win you any points in my book.”

      They both look deflated, but at least they seem to be considering my words. “Still has to start at some point,” Rowan mumbles. “Who gets first dibs?”

      I scowl at him. Is it even worth explaining why that’s offensive? “Neither of you,” I say, deciding it isn’t. When I see the looks of shock and coming protest, I decide to squelch it. “Consider it a timeout until you learn to conduct yourselves like gentlemen.”

      “Then who goes first?” Christopher demands. “Don’t tell me it’s Mace.”

      “Of course not,” I mutter. If I can help it, I’ll find a way out of him courting me altogether. “I choose James.”

      “James?” they cry in unison.

      “Are you out of your mind?” Rowan bellows. “We let you go off with him and there’s a chance you’ll come back half-eaten.”

      “That’s speciesist,” I inform him. “James isn’t like you think.”

      Christopher snorts. “We’ll see.”

      “I didn’t ask for your opinion,” I snap. “As for who goes next, that depends on which one of you can manage to go twenty-four hours without making a fool of himself.” I look them up and down as I reach for my jacket on the hook by the door. “I don’t have very high hopes at the moment.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

        

      

    

    
      Christopher insisted on walking me to James’ place, even though he huffed and sulked the whole way there. I’m getting sick of the new and unimproved him, and I’m going to tell him as much when his day comes around.

      James’ house is a lot nicer than I expected. I’m not sure why I always imagined he lived in a tree fort or something. It’s on the far end of the pack, and I’m sure he likes being out here as much as the others want him here.

      The gate creaks as I step through and I turn around when Christopher tries to follow me. “That’s far enough. I don’t want you getting in any more fights on my behalf.”

      He frowns, but he storms off. I roll my eyes and go to the door, trying to quiet my own nerves. I wouldn’t admit it to the others, but James still intimidates me. Our unexpectedly pleasant meeting in the woods feels like so long ago now.

      He opens the door and seems just as surprised to see me. “Danica?” he frowns. “What are you doing here? Is something wrong?”

      “That’s a matter of opinion, I guess,” I say, pulling my coat a little tighter. “The courtship has officially started, so I thought we could get to know each other a little better. If you have time.”

      The blank look on his face makes me wonder if I’ve made a huge mistake. “Sure,” he says suddenly, stepping back. “Come in.”

      I step through the threshold, surprised once again at how barren the house is. There’s furniture, sure, but not a hint of decor. Not even a painting or a hint of the personality of the lone occupant.

      Everything he does have is nice, so I know it’s not a matter of not having the money to decorate. He watches me with that wild animal look in his eyes, only I realize for the first time that I think he’s more afraid of me than I am of him.

      “Your place is very…”

      “Empty?”

      “I was going to say spartan.”

      He snorts. “I’m not here often.”

      “I hope I didn’t interrupt anything.”

      “No. Do you want a drink or something?”

      “Do you have coffee?” I ask hopefully. Mace evidently doesn’t believe in caffeine, and I could use a fix.

      “Sure. Follow me.” He nods toward a room down the dark hall and leads me into a kitchen that’s as nondescript as the rest of the house.

      “So, do you not believe in throw pillows?”

      “I’m not really the creature comforts type,” he says, rummaging through the cabinets. He’s well-stocked on coffee, at least. I guess blood isn’t the only thing he needs.

      The thought makes me shiver and I wish I hadn’t gone there. As tame as James seems sometimes, I have no idea how his instincts will kick in if he smells blood. A paper cut could be enough to set him off. Then again, he held it together during the attack well enough.

      “You travel a lot, don’t you?”

      “When I’m not on duty as a guard, yeah. Before the lockdown.”

      “Right,” I murmur. I thank him when he sets a fresh cup of coffee in front of me.

      “Hope you like it black. I don’t really keep sugar around.”

      “Yeah, I noticed your cabinets are bare. Do you not eat or something?” It’s only half a joke, but I’m hoping he won’t take offense to it.

      He gives me a knowing look. “Not really.”

      I gulp. That wasn’t the answer I’d expected somehow. “Oh.”

      “In case you’re wondering, no, I don’t eat people.” He flashes me a bit of fang. “Not usually.”

      I shudder.

      “I’m kidding. I do drink blood when I fight, but mostly I just hunt animals. I figured you were probably worried about that.”

      “That’s enough?” I ask doubtfully.

      “It wouldn’t be if I was full-blooded, but it keeps me sane.”

      “That’s… good. Maybe if the others knew that, they’d be less afraid of you.”

      “Maybe. But I don’t see that as a good thing.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because at least when they’re scared of me, they leave me alone.”

      I wince. “Guess I can understand that.”

      “Why are you here, Danica?”

      “I told you—”

      “I mean why are you really here?” he says. I get the feeling he’s looking through me again. It’s impossible to lie to him, and I find that I don’t really want to. “I know you’re not actually considering me.”

      “That’s not true.” To my surprise, I’m not lying. “Honestly, I don’t know who I’m going to choose, but… you’re definitely in the running.”

      He eyes me doubtfully. “What about Christopher?”

      “You already know the risks of choosing him,” I murmur. “Besides, he’s changed. He’s not the guy I used to know. Not anymore.”

      James listens in silence. The others would jump in, maybe use my doubts to make their own case, but James doesn’t. He’s the only one I feel is actually listening to me, and I didn’t realize how much that meant before.

      “Anyway, I know what Eternus wants me to choose, and I’m not willing to do that.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Mace is already cozy with the commander,” I mutter. “I hate him, and I’d rather die than be his mate.”

      “Because of your father?”

      “Yes.” My throat tightens and I realize I’m about to go down a dangerous road if I keep dwelling on that betrayal.

      “What do you think will happen now that the pack is in Eternus hands?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean your father was banished,” he clarifies. “Now that Adam is dead, he could come back.”

      His words sting, even though I’m sure he didn’t mean them to. “You’re right,” I say hoarsely. “If he’s still alive, he could.” If he was, I’m sure he would have by now. I can think of no reason that would keep him away, and surely he’s heard about the takeover.

      “Maybe he can’t get here for some reason,” James says quickly. Does he actually feel bad for upsetting me? “He could be a prisoner of war.”

      “I’m not sure that’s a much better fate than death, but… thanks.”

      He gives me an apologetic smile. “I’m afraid I’m not very good at pep talks.”

      “No,” I agree, smiling. “But you’re good company all the same.”

      “Now that’s bullshit.”

      I laugh. “I’m serious. The others treat me like I’m fragile, or worse, a child. You talk to me like a person. I appreciate that.”

      “I’m only half wolf,” he reminds me. “Probably has something to do with it.”

      “Maybe, but it’s nice all the same.”

      “So,” James says after a moment of contemplation. “I’m supposed to be courting you.”

      “Mhm.”

      “Probably should’ve planned ahead,” he says, running a hand through his hair. “I’m not really sure how these things are supposed to go.”

      I can’t help but smile. “Me either. But since I don’t know what I’m doing either, I wouldn’t complain about dinner and a movie. Preferably in the house.”

      “That can be arranged,” he says with a glimmer of amusement in his eyes. “Give me thirty minutes, and stay put. I don’t want you causing any more fist fights.”

      “That wasn’t my doing,” I grumble. Once he leaves, I decide to give in to the temptation to snoop, just a little. Going upstairs feels a bit too invasive, but his bedroom is on the first floor, and I’m relieved he actually has a proper bed setup. The way he acts, you’d think he slept in a cave.

      When he returns with a bag of groceries, a gust of cold air follows him in. “Good. You’re still here.”

      “I can listen from time to time,” I tease. “What’s that?”

      “Ingredients. I hope you like pasta.”

      “You know how to cook?” I ask, arching an eyebrow.

      “Yes, it’s just not a skill I have to use often,” he says dryly, going over to the counter to start preparing the food. “The remote’s on the coffee table. Pick something you want to watch.”

      “Satellite. Nice,” I say, flopping down on the couch. I scroll through the movie channels and settle on a horror movie I’ve been wanting to see, since I think a romantic comedy would be torture for him. And maybe give the wrong impression.

      Although I’m not sure what the right impression is. This is the most normal I’ve felt in a long time, and the more time I spend with James, the more I begin to relax around him. I never thought I’d have the chance to go on an actual date, but it’s kind of nice.

      When he comes to join me with two bowls in his hand, I look up in surprise. “You’re going to eat, too?”

      “I can eat regular food, it just doesn’t do much,” he says, sitting down. “You seem like the type who’d feel weird eating alone.”

      I’m not sure what that’s supposed to mean, but he’s right. I press play on the movie and take a bite of the pasta. “Holy cow, this is good!”

      “You sound surprised.” He sounds insulted.

      “Sorry,” I laugh. “I just wasn’t expecting you to be the chef type.”

      He rolls his eyes and turns back to the screen. It’s a little bit chilly even though the heat is on, and I find myself scooting closer. When his arm pops up on the sofa behind me, my heart beats a little faster. Something about this just feels right. It’s easy to forget what this is and let myself live in the fantasy that I’m just a normal woman dating a normal guy, even though we’re both so far from that.

      I find myself relaxing against James’ side without really meaning to, and by the time I’m aware of it, it’s too late to pull away without hurting his feelings. Not that I want to. He’s so warm, and when his muscular arm drapes over my shoulder, I feel instantly safe and secure and happy.

      All my life, I’ve heard that when an omega meets the right alpha, he makes her feel safe. I’ve only ever felt objectified and insecure around the alphas I know, the old Christopher being the notable exception. This is… different. And I think I like it.

      James’ fingers stroke my hair absently, even though his attention is fixed on the screen. I find mine drifting, and shifting instead to his scent. It’s woodsy and pleasant, and each breath I take makes me want more. Without realizing it, I’ve leaned in to get a better whiff of his neck and the way his body tenses up tells me I wasn’t subtle enough.

      I pull away, my face flaming in embarrassment. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be.” His voice is rough as he looks me up and down, curiosity in his eyes. “What were you doing?”

      “I don’t know,” I squeak. “S—smelling you, I think?”

      That makes his head cock to one side in the most charming expression of bewilderment I’ve ever seen, which is definitely not helping my attempt to play it cool. “Why?”

      “I don’t know,” I groan. “Your scent is just… nice.”

      His mouth lilts at one corner.

      “What?” I snap defensively.

      “Nothing,” he snorts. “You’re cute.”

      “Cute?”

      Now he’s the one who looks embarrassed. “Yeah, well… obviously.”

      Not obviously, but knowing he thinks that makes my heart flutter in a different way. I don’t know what it is, but suddenly, all I can do is stare at his full lips and his chiseled jaw and wonder what it would be like to kiss him. One look in his eyes and I can tell he’s thinking the same thing. He leans in and I meet him halfway, and our lips connect in one blinding, dizzying moment of passion that sparks into an inferno.

      My hands frame his face and his span my waist. The kiss deepens and I’m not really sure who the culprit is. Both of us, maybe. It doesn’t really matter as he hoists me onto his lap and I straddle it, digging my hands deeper into his surprisingly soft tousled hair.

      He feels as good as he tastes, and something unfamiliar rises up within me, burning in a way that’s startling but not unpleasant. It spreads out through my chest like embers, and as James’ tongue makes its way into my mouth, my throat unleashes a soft moan of pleasure.

      “Danica,” he whispers against my lips before his graze my jawline. I shudder as he makes his way down to my neck, but my head rolls back instinctively, baring what I should want to protect from him.

      If he wanted to bite me, it would be so easy, and there would be nothing I could do to stop it. If he’s not in control of his bloodlust, it’s reckless to offer myself so brazenly, and yet it’s instinct to bare my neck to a potential mate. Especially one I find myself as attracted to as I am now.

      His lips press against my throat softly, seductively, but just when I’m afraid he’s going to bite, he pulls away and leaves me wanting. Shame fills me as I realize I actually wanted him to bite me. To let anyone, even my chosen alpha, feed from me would be the most prurient act an omega can commit, and yet the idea sends a warm thrill deep into my core…

      What is wrong with me? I climb off his lap, bringing my hair down to cover my neck.

      “I’m sorry,” James says quietly.

      I look up sharply at him. “Why? You didn’t do anything.”

      “I scared you,” he murmurs. “You thought I was going to bite.”

      I swallow hard, realizing that if I tell him the truth, I’ll unveil my own shame. That I did think he was going to bite me, but fear was the last thing on my mind. “No. I… I know you wouldn’t.”

      “Do you?” he murmurs. “I wanted to.”

      “I know,” I say softly, stroking his cheek. He seems surprised at the tender gesture, but there’s nothing I want more than to reassure him. “It’s okay.”

      “It is?” he asks doubtfully.

      “I know what you are. You don’t have to pretend to be something else.” I hesitate. “Tonight has been nice. Let’s not let this ruin it.”

      He nods, putting his arm back around me as I nestle in at his side once more. I close my eyes, content to enjoy just sitting with him, even if I stopped following the movie a long time ago. I could get used to quiet nights like this. A kind of peace I never imagined was possible. As I drift off under his arm, I find myself wishing it didn’t have to end.
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      I know I’m being childish by choosing Rowan next, but I figure it will pacify the masses and I’m not ready to have a heart-to-heart with Christopher. There’s so much I need to say to him, and I don’t even know where to begin. When Rowan shows up at the door below the clinic, holding a bouquet of flowers in his hand and smelling like fresh sap, I momentarily forget my coming confrontation with Christopher.

      “Rowan… hi.”

      He stares at me, then thrusts the flowers into my hands. “Here.”

      My lips quiver. I’m pretty sure this is the first time Rowan has ever been on anything resembling a date. Every she-wolf in the pack flings herself at him, so it’s not like he needs to bother with the formality, but the fact that he’s trying is unexpectedly charming.

      “Thank you,” I say, looking down at the bouquet. “They’re lovely. But I should probably put them in water before we leave.”

      “Right,” he grunts, casting a displeased glance up at Mace’s building. “I’ll wait.”

      I return inside to put the flowers in a vase and decide to leave them on my nightstand. I doubt Mace is the jealous type, or has any more interest in me than the purely practical, but you never know with alphas. It’s better if I don’t put them out in the open.

      Rowan is waiting for me on the steps, offering his hand in a surprisingly chivalrous gesture to help me down. Maybe he’s not quite as brutish as his father. “Where are we going?” I ask.

      “Not far with these assholes at every corner,” he mutters, looking up at the guard watching us from across the street. I can see the glint of his collar beneath his heavy denim jacket. This must be harder for Rowan than anyone. An alpha like him is used to doing whatever he wants, whenever he wants.

      Truth be told, I’m surprised he hasn’t rebelled against Eternus already. “There’s a place the next street over. It’s not classy or anything, but we can get a private table.”

      I’m surprised he wants to do something as conventional as going out to eat, but pleasantly so. I was afraid he’d want to go four-wheeling or something. “That sounds nice.”

      He wasn’t kidding about it not being a classy joint, and I realize this only as we approach the bar no omega in her right mind would go near. It’s where the alphas and a few betas who can hang congregate to discuss all sorts of unsavory things and occasionally beat the shit out of each other, if the stories are any indication. Then again, I doubt I have anything to worry about on Rowan’s arm.

      It’s quieter inside than I expected, and Rowan leads me straight to a table in the back. He’s right about it being private. Two partial walls separate the large booth from the rest of the restaurant. It’s the perfect place to plot a rebellion.

      “You come here a lot?”

      “Often enough,” he says, leaning his broad shoulders over the table. His forearms take up the full length of it. All alphas are big, but Rowan is in a whole other category. He looks like he could break most grown men in two without a whole lot of effort. Yet he’s gentler than I expected him to be. Maybe he’s just been in the Alpha Lord’s shadow for so long that I assumed the darkness was his own.

      “There are no menus?” I ask, looking down at the empty table.

      Rowan smirks. “This isn’t really that kind of place, but they can make whatever you like.”

      As if on cue, a middle-aged woman—a beta, if my nose doesn’t deceive me—comes out, holding a note pad in one hand and chewing a wad of gum. She gives me a disappointed once-over but turns to honey and sugar when she looks at Rowan. “Hey, sweetie. What can I get ya?”

      “I’ll have the usual, and whatever the lady wants.”

      “Um… do you have cheeseburgers?” It seems like a safe bet in this kind of place.

      The waitress snorts and scribbles something on her pad, which I assume means yes. “Two pints?”

      Rowan’s answer is a grunt. I’ve gotta learn to speak the language, I guess. The waitress leaves us and a few minutes later, she sets two pints of beer in front of us that are bigger than my head.

      Rowan laughs when he sees my moon-eyed stare. “You don’t drink?”

      “Omegas aren’t allowed, remember?”

      His father is the one who made that rule, so I hope I’m not rubbing anything raw by reminding him. He just snorts and takes a huge swig, leaning back against the booth. “The rules are a little fuzzy in this place. I won’t tell on ya.”

      I reluctantly take a sip and the way my face screws up earns a huge guffaw from Rowan. “Glad I could amuse you,” I mutter, wiping the froth off my lips.

      He just grins and beckons the waitress over. “Something a little lighter for my friend, Bette.”

      A moment later, the waitress drops a glass of what looks like clear soda in front of me unceremoniously enough that a good quarter of it sloshes over the rim and onto the table. I sheepishly take a sip, relieved that there’s not a hint of alcohol. I always figured I’d be a lightweight.

      “Your kind really are fragile, aren’t you?” Rowan scoffs.

      “Isn’t that kind of the point?” I shoot back. “Alphas don’t like omegas who could drink them under the table.”

      “Dunno who came up with that,” he snorts, taking another gulp of his beer.

      I tilt my head, watching him curiously. I’m not really sure how I expected our date to go, but talking to me like a person wasn’t on the list. “So,” I say, growing serious. “How are you doing with all this?”

      “Collar’s a bit itchy, but you get used to it after a while,” he answers.

      I give him a look. “That’s not what I meant.” I hesitate. “I’m sorry for your loss. I never really got the chance to tell you that before.”

      I’m not sorry Adam is dead, necessarily. It’s hard to see that as any loss to the pack, or the world in general, but I know what it’s like to lose a parent and Rowan isn’t enough of the hardened man I thought he was to be ambivalent about the grief he must be going through.

      He grows uncharacteristically somber, gazing into what’s left of the amber glass in his hand. “You don’t need to worry about me. I’m not losing sleep over it.”

      “How?” I ask before I can stop myself.

      Rowan watches me, and to my relief, he doesn’t seem offended. “I’m not oblivious to what my father was. I know there are as many people in this pack who’re glad he’s dead as there are who grieve his loss.”

      “Rowan…” I can’t argue, especially since I’m in the former camp, but I feel compelled to try.

      He shrugs. “It is what it is. He was a cruel son of a bitch. Just because I’m his son doesn’t mean I’m blind to that.”

      “You’re different,” I murmur. “I don’t know why I always assumed you were like him.”

      “Probably because that’s what I want people to think.”

      “Why?”

      “You know what this pack is like. You know the expectations, and they’re not just on omegas. The Alpha Lord’s son? Everyone expects you to be a certain way. To want certain things.”

      “So what do you want?” I ask, surprised at just how much I care about the answer.

      He doesn’t give it right away. The look of hesitation on his face makes me wonder if he ever will. “I don’t know,” he admits. “Not anymore.”

      “That makes two of us,” I murmur.

      Purpose suddenly lights his eyes. “I didn’t just bring you out to have a few beers and talk shit.”

      “No?”

      “I know you’re not going to choose me,” he begins in a tone far more serious than I would have thought him capable of.  “Honestly, that’s probably a good thing.”

      “What?” I ask, struggling to make sense of his words. “What do you mean?”

      “Don’t get me wrong,” he says with a hint of the smug charm he’s so well known for. “I’d be more than happy to rock your world when you get tired of the angsty pretty boys and want to try a real alpha on for size. But if you choose me as your mate, the pack is going to rebel.”

      I’m shocked that he’s this self-aware, let alone that he seems to think of rebellion as a negative. “Don’t you want that?”

      “In a sense,” he mutters. “I just care too much about this pack to lead it into a suicide mission.”

      “Your mother,” I say, thinking of the frail, timid woman who’s always lingered in the Alpha Lord’s shadow. “You’re protecting her, aren’t you?”

      “That’s part of it. Neither of us were ever anything more than pawns to my father,” he replies, bitterness and pain in his voice where I once thought there was only room for brutality and ego. “She got the worst of it. If there’s actually a chance for her to live out the rest of her days in relative peace, I’m not gonna take that away from her.”

      “I don’t know what to say…”

      “Say you’ll go with Christopher. Or hell, even James,” he grumbles. “Anyone but that snake doctor.”

      His words take me by surprise, especially with how close they echo my own feelings about Mace. “You don’t trust him either?”

      “I saw what he did to your father firsthand,” he says. “My father was not an easy man to manipulate, and Mace played him like a fiddle.”

      “So you know what really happened?” I ask hopefully. “Could you prove that he didn’t betray the pack?”

      Rowan hesitates. “I don’t know. The evidence Mace presented was pretty solid.”

      “What was it?” I ask, sitting on my trembling hands. This is the most anyone has ever spoken to me about the accusations that led to my father’s banishment. Rowan seems reluctant, so I know I have to press him. “I’ve lived with the consequences all these years, Rowan. I think I can handle the truth.”

      “Alright,” he mutters, leaning in like he’s afraid someone is listening in this hole in the wall. “The short version is, Mace had proof that your father was conspiring with another Eternus pack to absorb Marok and get a foothold on the outlands.”

      He’s not telling me anything I didn’t already assume, even if no one else would confirm it. Marok sits on the border that separates the scattered and brutal outlands packs from the cohesive system of the Eternus dynasty. We’ve been their number-one target for a decade now. It was only a matter of time, but the rough, mountainous terrain that protects us would require an insider’s knowledge to stage a successful assault.

      “My father has been gone for years, and that didn’t stop them. Obviously the traitor is still among us.”

      “Right,” Rowan says pointedly.

      It takes me only a second to catch his drift. “You think it was Mace?”

      “You don’t?”

      I hesitate. I’m not sure what to think. “It’s been so long. Why would he do it now?”

      “A couple of years isn’t that long for a man like Mace,” Rowan says knowingly. “My hunch is that your dad figured out what he was planning, and Mace rushed to flip the script on him. He probably put things off until now to make sure the heat was off him.”

      Everything he’s saying makes sense, and it aligns with my own beliefs, but still. Thinking Mace would betray my father and thinking he would betray the pack itself are two different things.

      “Think about it,” says Rowan. “Who do you think Eternus would want you to choose?”

      “Mace,” I answer without a shred of doubt.

      “Whenever your hand’s being forced, ask who benefits.”

      “If you’re right and I don’t choose him, there could be consequences.”

      “There’ll be consequences no matter what you choose. Just think about which ones you can live with.”

      My heart is pounding, but I’ve barely had time to process this new information when Rowan pushes up from the table. “I should get you back. Wouldn’t want the good doctor to come looking.”

      “No,” I murmur, wondering if being under Mace’s watchful eye is just another ploy of the commander’s to lead me into believing I have an actual choice.
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      When Christopher shows up at the door, I’m still stewing on my conversation with Rowan yesterday. Is he right? Is Mace really the one who betrayed us to Eternus? It should be so easy to believe, especially since I want it to be the truth, but something just doesn’t sit right with me.

      “Hey,” he says, seemingly as uncomfortable with this reunion as I am. We haven’t actually gotten the chance to talk, and while there are a million things I want to say, I’m at a loss for any of them right now.

      “Hey,” I respond.

      “So… wanna get out of here?”

      I nod, following him out onto the sidewalk. Despite my hesitation about staying with Mace, I’ve hardly seen him at all these last couple of days. He works all the time, as far as I can tell. Then again, it wouldn’t surprise me if he’s found a way to evolve beyond sleep.

      “I thought we’d go to the usual spot,” he says, referring to the old clearing in the woods where we built a tree house when we were kids. I haven’t been there in ages, and I’ll be surprised if it’s still standing, but I nod.

      To my amazement, the old boarded structure is still there, but it doesn’t look anything like the sprawling castle I imagined when we were kids. “Hard to believe this thing stood up over time, isn’t it?” he asks, batting the rope ladder that’s certainly seen better days.

      “It is,” I admit. “Guess no one else ever found it.”

      “We picked a pretty good spot.”

      “Yeah,” I agree, unable to keep from smiling a little as I think back to all the time we spent out after curfew putting the shelter together. “Remember when we used to store supplies so we could run away?”

      He laughs. “Yeah… back then, we actually thought a few cans and a change of clothes would get us somewhere.”

      “In this pack, if you’re going to dream, it has to be unreasonable,” I murmur, sitting on the swing hanging from the lower branch of the tree. It creaks under my weight, but even as a little scrap of a thing, it didn’t feel all that sturdy. The swing was there long before we found the place, and I can only imagine who put it there. Maybe someone long gone, or at least someone who’s long since forgotten the child who once wanted to swing by the water.

      I look up when I realize Christopher is watching me. The wind rustles through the tall dead reeds and makes ripples on the surface of the water. “What is it?”

      “Just remembering,” he answers, shoving his hands into his pockets as he leans back against the tree trunk. “Sometimes I wonder what would’ve happened if we’d gone through with it.”

      His words take me by surprise. “I thought you were past all that now. The new Christopher is boring and sensible.”

      He gives me a trace of a smile. “He tries to be. Doesn’t always succeed,” he says, wandering over. He moves behind me and gives the swing a light push. “I miss you, Dani.”

      “Could’ve fooled me,” I mumble, thinking of all the she-wolves I’ve seen hanging around him over the years.

      “I knew you were never going to be mine,” he says quietly, pushing me higher. “What was I supposed to do?”

      I plant my feet in the earth and turn to face him, the ropes crossing in front of me to create a barrier between us. “We could have gone away together. You had a choice, Christopher.”

      “So I did,” he says with sadness in his eyes.

      “Why didn’t you?” My voice breaks right when I want to seem strong. Beyond caring about what he does or doesn’t want.

      He reaches out to caress my cheek and I hate myself for the way my heart responds. He’s the last person who should be able to comfort me, but all it takes is his presence. “I knew I couldn’t protect you the way you deserve,” he says quietly. “I wasn’t strong enough to fight for you back then, but I am now.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying if you want to run, that’s what we’ll do. It’s not too late.”

      For a moment, it feels like I’m dreaming. This can’t be real. Is he actually saying this? Then, reality sets in. “I can’t.”

      The disappointment on his face fills me with guilt and fury at the same time. After I waited for him for so long, how dare he do this to me now? “Why?”

      “Because I have a responsibility.”

      “To what? A pack that’s never done anything but use you?”

      “Yes,” I say through gritted teeth. “If I leave now, I’ll just prove them all right about me and my father. Then there’s Aspen… I actually have the chance to make a difference now, and I’m going to take it.”

      “Your father is gone, Dani. He’s not coming back,” he says slowly, as if I don’t already know that. “You need to start thinking about yourself. About your future.”

      “What does my future matter if this pack gets wiped out?” I demand. “You know what Eternus does to packs that fail to assimilate. Is that what you want to see happen to the place we’ve called home all our lives?”

      “No,” he mutters, looking away in frustration. “Of course it isn’t, but that doesn’t mean anything we do is going to change it.”

      I get off the swing, letting it flip back. “If that’s how you feel, then you’ve made my decision even easier.”

      “Danica, wait!” he cries.

      I ignore him, running deeper into the woods even though I know I should go back. It’s been so long since I shifted, but the pain in my chest makes the transformation happen automatically. My wolf is small with stone gray fur and white flecked throughout its coat. What it lacks in strength, it makes up for in speed and agility, and I weave through the trees to escape him. I keep running until I sense he’s given up.

      It’s not like I’ll get far. I wouldn’t make it past the territory line before the Eternus guards caught up with me. I can feel them watching me now through the trees, but I don’t care. This is the only escape available to me, even if it, too, is an illusion. All I want is to get away.

      All I want is to forget how I feel, even if it’s only for the night.
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      At some point in the night, I must have come into the house in my wolf form, judging from the leaves and brambles on my clean white sheets. It takes me only a moment to remember that I don’t have white sheets. Mine are tan with little pink polka dots.

      I sit up sharply, looking around the unfamiliar room. It smells like Mace, so I must have wandered back to his house during the night. He’s nowhere to be seen, and I can tell he hasn’t slept in the bed recently. I must’ve gotten confused and broken into his room.

      I throw the tousled sheets off, torn in places from my claws trying to make a nest. I gather them up to hide the evidence before I realize my own nakedness is more of an issue.

      I open Mace’s dresser and pull out a shirt that’s big enough to be a dress on me, then pull it on over my head. The idea of wearing something covered in his scent, however faint, chaffs against me, but I don’t have much of a choice. I gather the sheets and take a deep breath before opening the door, hoping desperately that I woke up early enough to miss him entirely. There are some nights he doesn’t come home at all. Please let this be one of them.

      When I open the door to find him sleeping soundly on the couch, I realize it isn’t. My breath catches. I’m afraid to make a sound and risk waking him, but I have to get past him somehow. The question is, why wouldn’t he just wake me up and throw me out of his room?

      It’s still early enough that Aspen won’t be awake for another couple of hours. I can only hope Mace had a late night. As I slip past, the floorboards creak and I freeze in place, wincing.

      “Good morning,” he says knowingly. When I turn around, he’s just sitting up and he slips on his glasses. He’s still wearing his clothes from the night before.

      “Hi,” I mutter, my face burning with embarrassment. “So, I guess you saw me in your room.”

      “You seemed rather… feral,” he says politely. “Long run?”

      “You should have woken me up.”

      “You were out of it, and I didn’t want to disturb you.”

      “So you slept on the couch?”

      “It seemed like the gentlemanly thing to do.”

      I snort. “Right. Well… next time, just wake me up and kick me out.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “You plan on making a habit of turning up naked in my bed, do you?”

      My face is molten hot now. “You know what I meant!” I snap, bundling up his sheets to fit them into the trash. “Sorry about your sheets.”

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      I try to pretend like I don’t notice him watching me as I move around the kitchen to make coffee. I can tell it’s going to be one of those days, so I could use the caffeine.

      “You can keep the T-shirt, too,” he remarks.

      I freeze when I realize I’m still wearing it. Too late to slink off modestly now. “I figured you’d already seen enough,” I mutter.

      I expect him to make some snide remark, but his “Not really” is clearly a lie meant to save me face. Why he bothers, I don’t know.

      “How do you take your coffee?” I ask, deciding to at least try to be civil, since he’s making the effort. Doesn’t mean I don’t still hate him.

      “Black with sugar, please.”

      “That’s a surprise.”

      “Why, because I’m a doctor?”

      “Because you’re a robot,” I say before I can stop myself. Old habits die hard.

      Mace just chuckles, sitting at the counter. “I know I’m probably the last person you want to discuss what happened last night with, but if you need a listening ear, I’m here all the same.”

      “You’re right. You are the last person,” I admit. “But nothing happened.”

      “Is that why Christopher was sulking in the tavern at three in the morning? Nothing?”

      I frown. “What happens between me and Christopher is none of your business, honestly.”

      “Fair enough.”

      I set the coffee in front of him and he thanks me unnecessarily.

      “It’s your day,” I remind him.

      “Yes, it is,” he says casually, blowing off the steam.

      “So, what am I in for?”

      He gives me a quizzical look. “I’d assumed you would rather bypass the day altogether.”

      “Of course I would. But why would you go along with that?”

      “You know where my interest lies, Danica. And I know where your heart lies. The rules have changed and the choice is yours now. I understand that forcing you to spend time with me isn’t going to change it.”

      He lays it out so logically, like he does with everything. Sometimes I wonder if the man has ever had a thought driven by pure emotion. Then I remember his face that night when Dan attacked me, and the answer makes me regret asking the question, even to myself.

      “It’s no secret that Eternus wants me to choose you,” I say, deciding to just come out with it and see how he responds. If he’ll deny it. “We should at least spend the day together for the sake of appearances.”

      “If that’s what you want, that’s what we’ll do.”

      I study him carefully, trying to figure out if he’s manipulating me or if he’s actually that agreeable. “I should get dressed,” I decide, not wanting to stand there in his T-shirt any longer. I take my time showering and by the time I’ve changed and come back out, I already smell food.

      “I was going to cook,” I tell him.

      “Looks like I beat you to it.”

      Aspen’s door cracks open and he comes out, rubbing his eyes. His hair is all rumpled and he staggers a little. “Dani, I don’t feel good,” he mumbles.

      I rush to his side, forgetting my hatred for the man in the kitchen for a moment. “Sweetheart, what’s wrong?” I ask, kneeling down to get a better look at him. His face is flushed and when I touch his forehead, my hand is burning up. “You’ve got a fever.”

      “My nose is stuffed,” he sniffles, putting his arms around me so I’ll pick him up.

      “It’s probably the flu,” says Mace. “It’s been going around all the kids in nursery.”

      Young wolves generally have a good immune system, but we’re immune to human vaccines, so when they do catch something, it spreads like wildfire. Poor kid. Like he hasn’t been through enough.

      “Go back to bed,” I tell him, giving him a gentle push. “I’ll go get you some medicine and make you something light to eat with it.”

      “Okay,” he yawns, wandering back into his room.

      “I’ll make him some oatmeal,” Mace offers. “There’s medicine in my bag, if you check the closet by the door.”

      I nod, following his orders. Sure enough, there are a few effervescent tablets to dissolve in water. “Will these work?”

      “There’s not too much you can do except let it burn itself out, but those will help with the fever and congestion,” he says, getting a bowl down from the cupboard. “There’s a vaporizer in the bathroom closet.”

      I find it easily enough, since everything in Mace’s house is meticulously organized, and it only takes me a few minutes to set it up. When I feel someone behind me, I turn around to see Mace offering me a jar of salt.

      “Oh, right. Thanks,” I mutter, pouring it into the humidifier. Soon enough, the hot steam tinged with eucalyptus oil starts billowing up into the room. It’s a good thing, since Aspen is already coughing.

      “Feel better, kiddo?” I ask, sitting down on the edge of the bed.

      Aspen nods sleepily. “But I’m bored.”

      I can’t help but laugh. “You still need to rest.”

      “We could move him into the living room,” suggests Mace. “I’m sure there are cartoons on.”

      I’m surprised he’s willing to let his living area be turned into a sick room, especially considering that this is the only day he has a right to demand my time. “Are you sure?”

      “Very,” he says, carrying Aspen into the living room, blankets and all. He seems content, especially once he’s settled on the couch with the remote. A few minutes later, the vaporizer is set up out in the living room and I settle in beside him.

      “Can I get you anything else?” asks Mace.

      Aspen looks up at him. “Watch cartoons with us, Mace!” he pleads. For some reason or another, the kid idolizes Mace. Then again, he’s too young to have any idea what he’s really like.

      Mace hesitates, looking to me. It would be so easy to use this as an excuse to get close to me, but he isn’t. Not knowing why makes me even more frustrated, but I can’t very well say no.

      “Sure,” I say, moving over to make room for him on the couch.

      He sits down, still leaving enough room between us not to touch, even though he could easily get away with that, too. Somehow, his ability to be so chivalrous in the little things makes his callousness in the big things even more unsettling.

      I’m sure watching cartoons with a perpetually sneezing five-year-old is the last way Mace wanted to spend the afternoon, but he goes along with it like a good sport. I’m actually starting to relax, which I know I’ll end up regretting.

      Before long, Aspen falls asleep and I can tell from the sound of his snores that he’ll stay that way for a while. “I should put him to bed.”

      “I’ll clean up,” he offers as I gather Aspen into my arms and carry him into his room. By the time I come back, all the dirty tissues and cough drop wrappers are gone.

      “Hungry?” Mace asks.

      I have half a mind to say no, but my stomach won’t let me. “Starving.”

      He goes over to the sink and starts washing vegetables.

      “You know, normal people just eat cereal when it’s late and they’re exhausted.”

      He chuckles. “What kind of doctor would I be if I fed my house guests processed sugar and dairy?”

      I roll my eyes, but I can’t say I’m complaining about the idea of a hot meal. I was usually the one who cooked at the shelter, so it’s kind of nice to have someone do it for me. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you actually liked cooking.”

      “I do,” he says, drawing a knife from the cutting board. I wince instinctively as he brings it down on a radish, nearly grazing his fingertips. “It’s a bit of an art and a science.”

      “Not the way I do it.”

      He smiles. “I’ve noticed.”

      “Hey!”

      Mace just laughs. I never realized how different the sound is when he actually means it. If I didn’t already hate him so much, I might actually enjoy his company.

      Rowan’s warning is a sobering reminder not to get too complacent. If he’s right, Mace isn’t just an opportunistic traitor who betrayed my father. He might have betrayed the entire pack.

      For whatever reason, his interest in me seems genuine enough. Maybe I can use that to get the proof I’d need to do anything about it.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      “Of course,” he says without looking up.

      “You’re not going to like it,” I warn him.

      His eyes meet mine, calm and unsurprised. “I didn’t expect that I would. Ask all the same.”

      “Okay.” I take a deep breath and force myself to come out with it. I don’t expect an answer, but I’m hoping there’s something I can glean from his response. “Why did you do it?”

      “By ‘it,’ I assume you are referring to the report that led to your father’s exile?”

      “Yes,” I mutter.

      He pauses, studying me closely. The knife in his hand has never left my thoughts, even though somehow I know Mace would never hurt me. Not physically, at any rate. “I don’t suppose you would be willing to entertain the possibility that I said what I said because it was the truth. Because I had every reason to suspect your father of treason against the pack, and turning him in was a matter of life and death.”

      “Of course not,” I hiss. “Stop playing games and just tell me the truth.”

      He gives me a strange, rueful smile and goes back to murdering vegetables. “Your defense of him is admirable. Any other omega would have taken every chance to distance herself from the family shame.”

      “Is that what you hoped I’d do?” I ask, losing my inhibition. Why I thought I could have an impartial conversation with him is beyond me. “Fall into your arms and beg you to save me from my traitorous father’s tarnished reputation?”

      “It doesn’t matter now, does it?” he answers coolly. “The tables have turned and you’re not in a position to be rescued by anyone.”

      His words surprise me, and I’m not sure what to make of them. “I may not know who I’m going to choose,” I concede. “But we both know it’s not going to be you. There’s no harm in coming out with the truth now that Adam is dead and you’re right. The rules have changed. So just tell me.”

      “You really want to know?” His eyes grow cold as they lock on mine and I freeze solid. “You want to know why I turned him in?”

      Suddenly I’m not sure I do, but I nod anyway.

      “Because he was in my way,” he says simply. “Because I saw an expedient way to be rid of him and gain Adam’s trust and I took it. Is that what you want to hear?”

      I thought it was, but while I expected the admission to feel cathartic, or at least to make my blood boil, it isn’t and it doesn’t. Instead, it leaves me with an emptiness I don’t understand.

      I stand, pushing my stool into the counter. “I’ve lost my appetite.”

      “Danica,” he calls once I’m already at my bedroom door. I stop, but I can’t bring myself to turn around. His voice lowers to a whisper as he says, “You may hate me forever, and that’s fine. But everything I have done, I’ve done for you.”

      The rage that wouldn’t come a moment ago suddenly fills me. How dare he say that? More mind games. I won’t stick around to play them.

      I slam my bedroom door and sink down to the bottom of it, pulling myself into the tightest ball I can form. The tears streaming down my cheeks make no more sense than all the rest of it, but they flow freely all the same.
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      Three weeks have passed since I began my official courtship, and I’ve hardly seen Mace since that night we talked. Not that I’m complaining. He’s usually gone by the time I wake up, and his scarcity saves me the trouble of having to avoid him.

      I’m not sure what I was expecting by asking him that question, but as I’ve grown more distant to him, I’ve grown even closer to James and Rowan. We attend our dates regularly, but Christopher and I have agreed to table any discussion of the past—or the future.

      I know this can’t last forever, but as tense as the current arrangement is, it works in a way. I enjoy spending time with James, and with the pressure of considering him as my mate removed, I’ve gotten surprisingly attached to Rowan. I’m actually looking forward to seeing Rowan tomorrow, since he promised to teach me how to fight.

      That morning is like any other. By the time I make it to the kitchen, Aspen is already on the couch watching cartoons and I can tell he’s fully recovered from his illness.

      “Hey, kiddo,” I say, ruffling his hair on my way into the kitchen. “How are you feeling?”

      “Hungry,” is his only answer. He doesn’t look away from the screen.

      I laugh. “I’ll see what I can whip up.” I pause at the refrigerator. “Mace already left for the day?”

      “I dunno,” Aspen answers. “I haven’t seen him.”

      That’s strange. Usually he makes Aspen breakfast before I get the chance, and there’s no coffee on. Maybe he’s pissed at me, despite the fact that we haven’t said more than a few words to each other in weeks, or maybe he slept in. The latter seems unlikely.

      I make Aspen’s breakfast and eat half an apple since my stomach is full of butterflies for some reason. His tutor arrives on schedule, so I throw on my jacket and head downstairs before James shows up. Before I can reach the clinic, the door opens and my date appears on the steps an hour early.

      “James!” The look of excitement on his face is both uncharacteristic and refreshing. “What’s going on? I wasn’t expecting you until ten.”

      “You haven’t heard?” he asks, searching my face in confusion.

      “Heard about what?”

      “Your father,” he says urgently. “He’s back.”

      Time stops and I find myself staring at James, trying to convince myself I heard him wrong. I know he wouldn’t joke about something like that. He’s so much kinder than anyone gives him credit for. At least to me. But that leaves only one impossible explanation: he’s telling the truth.

      “What?”

      “Come see for yourself,” he says, taking my hand to lead me out into the street below. I forget about my plans to check in on Mace. Unpredictability isn’t something I can tolerate where he’s concerned.

      “You must be mistaken,” I insist as James leads me through the crowded street. Something is definitely going on, but it can’t be what he thinks.

      “I know what your father looks like, Danica,” he says, glancing back at me. “It’s him.”

      “How is this possible?” I ask in disbelief. “When?”

      “I don’t know. I just know the commander met him at the gate, and he was with a bunch of Eternus soldiers.”

      My pulse pounds in my eardrums. He’s alive! But that means he’s a captive of war. Why would Eternus bring him here? Are they trying to use him as an offering to pacify the pack? It’s not unheard of for controversial prisoners to be used as a scapegoat in situations like this. At least now I know where Mace is. He’s probably leading the charge to burn the witch, so to speak.

      The crowd gathered around the commander’s building is so thick it wraps all the way around to the other end of the street. People are giving me even more suspicious glances than usual, but James’ presence keeps anyone from acting on it. We’re given a wide berth that allows us to make our way to the front and James puts a hand on my shoulder as we overhear the guards near the building discuss the execution of “the traitor.”

      I clamp a hand over my mouth to suppress my sob and if it wasn’t for James’ support, I know I’d collapse. He pulls his arm tighter around me, looking up at the building.

      “It’ll be alright,” he says in a low voice, meant only for my ears. “Whatever is going on, we’ll fix this.”

      I nod, but I’m crumbling inside. For years, all I’ve wanted was the chance to see my father again. Now that it’s finally happening, now that I know he’s alive, it’s all going to be taken away from me again. I thought not knowing what happened to him was the worst it could get, but this morning has proved me wrong.

      It feels like forever before those cold, ominous doors open. When the commander finally steps out, her harsh features are set in stony purpose. She squares her shoulders and holds her head high. “Esteemed members of the Marok pack,” she calls, her sharp voice carrying over the murmur of the crowd. “May I have your attention?”

      Everyone falls quiet. They’re all willing to rebel when the occasion calls for it, but news is news and we all want to know what’s going on. My father’s name is always good for stirring up tension, not to mention bar fights, and it seems that nothing has changed in that regard.

      “I have an announcement to make, and I believe that at this point, you have proven yourselves worthy of hearing it,” she continues. “Years ago, a traitor was ousted from your midst.”

      My heart sinks as the furious murmurs rise up. They all remember, and just like back then, they’re all willing to hang him without evidence. His high birth is the only thing that gave him a day’s head start to run the first time, but this time, he won’t be so lucky.

      “What you may not realize,” the commander continues, “Is that the man your beloved Alpha Lord banished is innocent.”

      That stills the raucous, and we all listen in confused silence. What is she saying? Her eyes land on me, cold and emotionless, as she continues. “Ryland Wake did not betray your pack. He was framed by the man who did, and like a reckless fool, Adam believed him, endangering all of you in the process.”

      That sets the crowd aflutter. “Lies!” one alpha roars in accusation. The others soon rally behind him in a chant.

      “Silence,” the commander barks. Her guards raise their weapons, but the control switch in her hand holds more sway than a gun. Realizing that their fathers, brothers and sons could be killed in the push of a button, the crowd falls silent at her command.

      “You need not take my word for it. As a member of the Eternus Army, what the Marok pack considers a traitor, I might consider an ally,” she says calmly, taking a folder one of her men offers her. “However, in the interest of moving forward with full knowledge and for the betterment of your pack, I thought you would all be interested in the proof.”

      “A letter,” she continues, removing a slip of paper from the folder. “Handwritten instructions on breaching the perimeter of the Marok pack, sent to the Eternus Army General three years ago. The author? Doctor Mace Edwards.”

      Fresh cries of disbelief spring up, but they’re fewer and meeker than before.

      “Can someone who knows the doctor’s handwriting step up to confirm?” the commander asks.

      A female beta slowly steps forward. She’s wearing plain clothes, but I recognize her as one of the nurses at the hospital. “I can.”

      The commander directs a guard to help her up onto the steps. The nurse leans over to examine the paper the commander presents to her and when she’s finished, her face is sheet white. “That’s his writing.”

      My heart thunders in my chest. This is it! The proof of my father’s innocence. Of Mace’s guilt, delivered by none other than the commander herself.

      “If this is true, why are you telling us?” another alpha demands. “Isn’t the traitor on your side?”

      “Doctor Edwards’ information may have allowed us to conquer this pack, but what’s done is done,” she answers. “The Marok pack is now part of the Eternus dynasty, and as such, all its members are afforded the same rights that any Eternus citizen enjoys, should you choose to accept and prove yourselves worthy of them. Now, you have a choice. You can either continue to cling to loyalty for an Alpha Lord who cared so little about his pack that he was willing to listen to a traitor who tickled his own ears and banish the hero who tried to warn him, or you can do as Ryland has done and see the full possibility of what is being offered to you.”

      Confusion sets in once again until the doors open and my father steps out, wearing a heavily decorated Eternus uniform. I can’t believe my eyes, and I feel like I’m looking at a ghost, but the guards step away from him in deference, making it clear that I’m not just hallucinating.

      My father’s gaze passes over the stunned crowd, stern yet forgiving. He hasn’t seen me yet, and I’m not sure what I’ll do when he does. This is too impossible. It can’t be real. James’ strong arm around my shoulder is the only thing keeping me in reality.

      “Good morning, brothers and sisters.” His deep voice booms in the cold air, filling me with nostalgia and warmth. My heart feels like it’s going to burst with relief. I expected to see him in chains, beaten and emaciated, not decorated in the glory that adorned his uniform before everything was taken away from him.

      “Now that you know the truth, it is my honor to return to you,” he says kindly, seeming to look at each member of the pack in turn. His gaze finally settles on me with a calm, reassuring smile that could always put my childhood fears at ease. “I come not to assert my right to vengeance, or to demand an apology, but to help this most beloved pack of my birth come forward into a new era of peace and prosperity.”

      His words elicit a mixed reaction, but considering that a few minutes ago, they all would have killed him on sight, it’s progress.

      “I don’t hold my banishment against any of you,” he says, growing somber. “Or even against the vanquished Alpha Lord. Mace is and always has been a conniving viper, and Adam was nothing more than his pawn.”

      I see a few nods, and even those who were skeptical a moment ago seem to be falling under the spell of the truth. They’re listening, and I’m finally beginning to accept that my father isn’t going to be dragged off and publicly executed in front of me.

      “Where is he?” one woman demands. “If you’re accusing him, he deserves the right to defend himself!”

      “How true, sister,” my father says, nodding to the guards. They respond to his command and trickle offstage, suggesting that his authority is shockingly on par with the commander’s. “Let’s bring the traitor before us. Let him speak for himself.”

      After a few moments of thoughtful murmuring and apprehension, the first guard returns to announce, “He’s gone!”

      My heart is racing again. Mace fled? My, how the tables have turned. But how did he escape with his collar intact? My father doesn’t seem the least bit surprised by this news. He turns to the woman who was heckling him a moment ago.

      “Well, my dear. It looks like he won’t be speaking on his own behalf after all. From my perspective, his absence speaks volumes.”

      The lone detractor nods her agreement and shrinks back into the crowd. Now the current of opinion has shifted fully to my father’s side. I can feel the energy of betrayal and agitation in the air, just like it was the night he was banished. It still fills me with anxiety, but I tell myself that this is what I wanted. Mace is finally going to get what he deserves. Banishment in shame, at the very least.

      So much for protecting me. He fled in the night without a word. He must have known my father was coming back, and he couldn’t even be bothered to say goodbye.

      My heart sinks as I consider what I’m going to tell Aspen. He’s gotten attached to Mace. He’ll take this as another abandonment, and I don’t know how I’m supposed to reassure him otherwise.

      At least I know that his life will get better with my father’s return. For the first time, I actually feel hope that things are going to change for the better, for all of us.

      As my father continues to answer questions and explain how he came to his current position within Eternus, I’m as enraptured as the rest of the crowd. When he fled with nothing but the clothes on his back, he nearly succumbed to the elements. An Eternus unit found him fading in a cave in the coldest month of the year and took him back to their base. They saved his life, and in true Marok fashion, he tried to kill them and escape. It wasn’t until he saw their way of life and realized that it was nothing like the Alpha Lord had conditioned us to believe that he realized there was more freedom to be found in his captivity than he’d ever known as a decorated soldier at home.

      They’re dangerous words to speak among wolves who breathe tradition and valor, and a day ago, they would have gotten him executed. After the revelation of Mace’s betrayal and Adam’s complacency, the faith in the old dynasty has been shaken enough to make them willing to listen in a way I now know they never would have listened to me.

      Just as I can tell his radical speech is stirring some dissent among the old timers, my father’s tone shifts. “I can understand why some of you may be wary of trusting Eternus, as I was. For that reason, I’m sure we can make a show of good faith,” he says, turning to the commander, who’s silently joined him onstage. “Isn’t that right?”

      She nods, but I can tell she isn’t happy about it. She removes what I assume to be the master control for all the collars from her pocket and holds it up for the crowd to see. They all gasp as she presses the button, but rather than the fearful punishment she’s been holding over our heads from the beginning, every collar around the square springs free. Alphas grasp at their newly freed flesh and their wives and children gather around in jubilation.

      They’re free now, or so it seems, and my father is the one holding the keys. As relieved as I am, my heart aches to speak with him. To hug him and breathe in the soothing scent of comfort that no longer haunts me. When he finally meets my gaze, he extends a hand to welcome me onstage. I freeze in disbelief, and James gives me a gentle nudge. His touch gives me the strength to climb the stairs and take my father’s hand.

      “My daughter,” he says, embracing me tightly. I begin to sob, and the crowd cheers, as if they’ve all forgotten how much they hate us both. He pulls away, holding me by the shoulders as he looks down at me. “My, how you’ve grown. The commander has told me how brave you’ve been. How you’ve helped hold the pack together.”

      “I wouldn’t say that,” I murmur. The commander really must want to kiss his ass if she’s talking nicely about me.

      “Forgive me, friends, but it’s been a long journey and I have a lot of catching up to do,” my father says to the crowd.

      They all smile and laugh in understanding. We’re all old friends now. I should be grateful. This is everything I’ve ever wanted. His return, the restoration of his honor, peace. Something about it just feels so artificial, but I try to focus on what matters.

      As my father leads me back into the building, I turn to realize James is missing from the crowd. Rowan and Christopher are both there, and the look on the former’s face crushes me. My father’s honor may have been restored this day, but his just received the final crushing blow.
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      Once we’re inside, my father’s duties are far from over. He commands Eternus soldiers to do this and that like he’s been on their side all his life, and they listen. I can’t help but wonder if the commander resents his presence, but if she does, she keeps it to herself and for the time being, she’s taken a backseat on directing the others.

      “Well,” my father says with a heavy sigh as he turns to me. “That should take care of things for the moment. How about you and I go have some dinner?”

      “Sounds wonderful,” I say, following him into a dining room even I’ve never seen before. Adam abandoned the old building for a far more luxurious construction, but this was originally meant to serve as the Alpha Lord’s living and working quarters combined.

      We’re seated at a table while the servants rush about to make sure everything is perfect. “This is all still so hard to believe,” I say, taking in the sight of him across the table. I never thought we’d have another family dinner again, even if it is only the two of us now.

      “I know, my dear,” my father says with a warm smile. “But it’s the truth, and believe me when I say that if I could have come a second earlier, I would have.”

      “Why now?” I ask in disbelief. “If you had proof that Mace is the one who betrayed the pack, why wait?”

      “It took a while to find that proof. Eternus is vast and more fractured than they’d like you to believe,” he says, taking a sip of his wine. “Right now, there are no fewer than forty different splinter cells working to undermine the strength of the dynasty, and my skills were needed elsewhere.”

      “So you really work for them now?” I ask. The way he’s speaking, he’s become a true believer.

      He gives me a knowing look. “I know it’s hard for you to understand, Dani girl, but this world is more complicated than a little omega could ever fathom. Good and evil are never as black and white as we want to believe.”

      I force a smile, even though his words grate against me. “Of course.”

      “Well, enough about me. I’ve missed out on nearly four years of my daughter’s life. Tell me everything. Have they been treating you right?”

      “More or less,” I say carefully. “I’ve tried to help where I can. Things have been chaotic ever since the attack.”

      “That’s my girl,” he says, spearing a hunk of meat with his fork. “I hear the commander has rounded up quite the lackluster selection of mates for you.”

      I wince. So he knows about the four. “I wouldn’t say that. Other than Mace, they’re all very strong men of good character. Christopher is one of them.”

      My dad snorts. “That boy always did follow you around like a lost puppy. I’m surprised he had the balls to participate in the trials.”

      “He’s changed a lot,” I murmur. Some for the better, some for the worse.

      “Well, you won’t have to worry about all that now.”

      “I won’t?” My heart skips a beat. Is he going to exempt me from having to choose a mate? I’d be surprised if even he has that kind of sway. I’m almost twenty and that’s two years past the point an omega is supposed to be settling down.

      “Of course not. Choosing a mate,” he scoffs. “I may be working with Eternus, but that’s a bit far.”

      My heart sinks as I realize what he actually means. “But I’ve been promised to one of them. The commander —”

      “The commander is a glorified errand girl who will be moving back to her paper-pushing duties posthaste,” he says firmly. “She has no say in how I run my household.”

      “So… I don’t have to take a mate?” Something about the way he’s talking makes me afraid to assume that. I didn’t realize until this moment just how close I’ve grown to the three. Even Mace’s absence leaves a hole I don’t understand. It doesn’t make sense, either. I can understand why he would frame my father. The lust for power and political maneuvering all fit in with his character, but betraying the pack for Eternus? Why?

      “Of course you will. I’ve already arranged it,” he says, as if it’s just a trivial thing he forgot to tell me.

      I stare at him, struggling to process what he’s just dropped on me. “I’m sorry, you what?”

      “He’s a very esteemed general from the north lands,” he answers. “His first mate turned out to be barren, and he needs an heir. He’s willing to overlook the fact that you come from an unsettled region on account of your relation to me.”

      His words fill me with dread, but there’s one matter I can’t get out of my head. I look at the stars on his chest, then up at his face. “You’re a sergeant.”

      “Yes, they transferred my rank,” he answers as he continues to eat, like he hasn’t just announced the upturning of my world.

      “And you’re in your forties,” I say slowly, hoping he catches my meaning. “How old is this general?”

      He sets his fork down and gives me a look I know all too well. He wore it on his face whenever I’d ask to stay out late playing with Christopher, or wanted to wear something to class that he didn’t approve of. “Dani, you know how these things work. Mating is about political connection, nothing more and nothing less.”

      “So you’re selling me off to some man in the Arctic so I can cement your political connections?” I seethe, standing from the table.

      “The General is a very powerful and honorable man, and I’ve been gone longer than I thought if you lack the common sense to see that,” he growls. “The daughter I raised would have the foresight to understand the opportunity being presented to her.”

      “I understand this ‘opportunity’ perfectly!” I snap, tears welling in my eyes. Every dream I’ve ever had of his homecoming is shattered, leaving behind only disillusionment and pain. “How could you do this to me?”

      “In time, you’ll understand that I’m doing this for you,” he says in a resigned tone that makes it clear he won’t be argued with or convinced.

      My stomach is in knots, but I force myself to back away before I can say something I’ll regret. Before he can decide he wants to keep me here.

      “Take the night to calm yourself down. We’ll discuss this in the morning when you’ve had time to come to your senses.”

      I turn away, too furious to respond. As I stalk down the hall, all my joy falling away, all I can think about is how my life is no longer in my control. I realize I didn’t even ask him when he plans to ship me off to this man I’ve never even met.

      What will happen to Aspen? I could fight to bring him with me, but I couldn’t guarantee that he’ll be treated any better up north than he is here. At least there are people he knows. People like his tutor, who will look out for him.

      The thought of looking into his worried face and telling him I’ll never see him again is crushing. And James… As furious as I am with Christopher right now, his offer to run away is sounding better by the second. I’ll even miss Rowan, the alpha I once dreaded being promised to.

      I spot the commander up ahead and my terror fuels me to take an unforgivable action. “Commander,” I call, trying to look like I’m not falling apart. “Can I speak with you for a moment?”

      She looks at the man she was just speaking to and nods for him to leave us. “What is it, Lady Danica?”

      “Did you know?” I ask hoarsely. “That my father was still alive? That he was working for Eternus?”

      “Yes,” she answers. “However, the matter was sealed under confidential clearance.”

      “On whose order?”

      “His.”

      Her words shock me, but I carry on. “He’s trying to send me away. To some General up north.”

      “Yes, General Harquest,” she says with a severe frown that makes her opinion on the man obvious. “I only heard of that plan shortly before you did. Obviously the courtship wouldn’t have been necessary if I’d known.”

      “You have to do something!” I plead. “Can’t you stop it?”

      She gives me a look of pure confusion that tells me I’m hopelessly out of my element. “My dear, you don’t seem to grasp the situation. Your father outranks me,” she says flatly. “And he’s just informed me that my services here are no longer needed.”

      “Eternus is leaving the pack?” I ask in disbelief. The withdrawal I once worked for now feels like another layer of protection being stripped away from me.

      “No, but your father is the one leading the command until the pack’s assimilation can be ascertained,” she explains. “I’m moving on.”

      “What’s going to happen now?”

      “I expect there will be pruning.”

      “Pruning?”

      “Your father has a certain method,” she says knowingly. “He’ll comb the pack for anyone with lingering ties to the dead Alpha Lord, and from what I gather, he plans to appoint himself. From there, there will probably be executions to ensure that all those who remain are strictly loyalists.”

      My heart flutters in my chest. It’s not anything more than any other Marok Alpha Lord would do, but knowing that this is what my father has become fills me with shame.

      Or maybe this is what he’s always been, and I was too young and blinded by childish adoration to see the truth.

      “How does he have that kind of authority?”

      “He doesn’t, but the General does. You’re a smart girl, Danica. You know how these things work.”

      I nod, feeling like I’m going to be sick. The commander places her hand on my shoulder and gives me a look that’s closer to warmth than any I’ve ever seen her wear. “If you want my advice, keep your head down and do as he says. No good will come from fighting it.”

      “What happened to liberation?” I ask through gritted teeth.

      Her face falls with sympathy. “That’s a luxury for the middle class, I’m afraid. You’re Eternus nobility now.”

      With that, she leaves and takes my last hope with her. Nobility. I know subjugation when I see it, whatever name it’s masquerading under. And this is only the beginning.
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      When I return to Mace’s building, I’m relieved to find that Aspen is still there with his tutor. She’s fallen asleep on the couch, and he’s asleep in the recliner by the TV, so I have a bit of time to collect myself and figure out what to do.

      I’m having a hard time even thinking. All I know is that I need to talk to someone or I’m going to fall apart. I go into my room to pack a bag, even though I’m not sure what it’s for. Maybe just to make myself feel better.

      I know I can’t leave, no matter what staying here costs me. I’ve wanted nothing more than for my father’s safe return and his reinstatement within the pack. I can’t betray him, no matter how he’s betrayed me. It’s more than a matter of flesh and blood, it’s a matter of honor, and I love him and this pack too much to bring so much shame on them.

      Still, it’s unbearable to imagine marrying a stranger—especially when I’ve already started giving pieces of my heart to three other men. I have to tell them, at least. There has to be something. Some way to convince my father, even if it is only to buy me time.

      I hear small footsteps as I zip up my bag and look up to find Aspen watching me, rubbing his tired eyes. “Where are you going, Dani?”

      I force myself to smile and kneel down, taking him by the shoulders. “Oh, sweetheart. You shouldn’t be up this late.”

      “Mace is gone,” he says, frowning in worry. “Liza says he’s never coming back. He left us.”

      The pain in his voice is everything I feared. I hug him tightly, wishing I could explain the truth without hurting him even more. There’s no point in tarnishing his memory of Mace. No good that would come from it. “He didn’t want to leave, but he had to,” I tell him. “I’m sure he misses you.”

      “Are you going, too?” His fearful tone breaks my heart.

      “I’m not going anywhere if I can help it,” I assure him. “And I promise, even if I have to go away for a little while, I’ll tell you before I leave.”

      “You promise?” he sniffs.

      “Double dog swear,” I say gravely.

      He laughs, but there are tears in his eyes. “Everything is different and I don’t like it.”

      “Me either, kiddo,” I say, clearing my throat. “Listen, you’re going to stay with Liza for the night. Go brush your teeth and get in bed, and do as she tells you.”

      “Okay,” he murmurs. Once he’s gone, I leave my bag and head over to James’. I don’t know how I’m going to break the news to Christopher yet, but I need to see him first. And I still have to warn Rowan. If the commander is right, which she usually turns out to be, he’s in more danger than anyone.

      To my surprise, all three of them are standing in James’ living room when I open the door. “Danica,” James says, walking over to embrace me. “How did it go?”

      “Not well,” I say, looking at the three men. “What are you all doing here?”

      “We were discussing your father’s return,” says Christopher, his eyes troubled. “Namely, what that means for you.”

      “Then you know what he’s done?”

      “Rowan has a contact in the military,” James murmurs. “According to him, Harquest is already on his way here and I’m sure he has no intention of leaving without you.”

      The room spins and I feel sicker than ever. Christopher takes my hand and leads me over to the couch, and I let him because the vertigo makes me not trust my legs on their own. “This is insane,” I say, burying my head in my hands.

      “No argument there,” Rowan scoffs. “Guess there wasn’t much of a point to all this.”

      I look up at him sharply. “You’re in danger,” I warn. “The commander says my father will come for everyone with a connection to yours. You’ll be the first head on the chopping block.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know.”

      “You have to run,” I tell him.

      “He’s not the only one,” says Christopher. “I know you weren’t flattered by my offer the other night, but I think it’s time to reconsider.”

      My heart tumbles in my chest. So they’ve all been talking about it, and from the somber looks on their faces, they’re on the same page. “I can’t.”

      “Don’t tell me you want to be married off to some creep and his wife,” James growls.

      “Of course not!” The very idea sickens me, and the idea of being separated from any of them fills me with more horror than I ever imagined. “But I can’t just leave. I have a responsibility to this pack. And to my father.”

      “To the man who’s fine with selling you off,” Christopher says bitterly. “The man who’s been out there all this time and could have come back?”

      “Not while Adam was still alive. Not while Mace was here, pulling the strings!”

      “The fact is, Mace is gone and I don’t know about the rest of you, but I intend to get out of here before the General gets here and Dani’s father needs a punching bag to impress him with,” says Rowan. “For that matter, I can’t imagine her childhood sweetheart and a hybrid everyone’s already terrified of will fare much better.”

      “He has a point,” mutters James.

      “You should leave,” I say, even though it pains me. The idea of losing them hurts so much more. “All of you. I’ll do whatever I can to help.”

      “I’m not abandoning you,” James replies firmly.

      Christopher frowns at him. “That makes two of us.”

      “Sorry to be the odd man out, but suicide by romance isn’t really my deal, as fond as I’ve grown of you,” Rowan says dryly. “But if you change your mind and decide you don’t want to be an old man’s bride, I’ll make sure your Plan B goes smoothly.”

      Their offer is more tempting than I want to admit, but I shake my head. “I’m sorry. I can’t, but you all have to go. I’ll find a way out of this. I just can’t betray my father.”

      James and Christopher look at each other. I’m not sure if I like the fact that they seem to have formed an alliance behind my back. Despite the fact that neither of them puts up an argument, I can tell they’re not done trying to convince me.

      “Just take the night to think about it,” says Christopher. “We’re going to plan as if we’re all going.”

      “Why are you working together anyway?” I ask. “Don’t you all kind of hate each other?”

      James smirks. “We’ve formed a bond over a common interest.”

      His words warm my heart in the strangest way, making the idea of them leaving me behind even more painful. I’m still going to make sure they do, whatever it takes. Rowan is the one in the most obvious danger, but he’s right. My mate-to-be is going to want Christopher and James out of the picture, too.

      James offers to let me stay at his place that night, and while I can tell the others don’t like it, they don’t say anything. I’m happy to take him up on his offer, and he insists on staying on the couch while I sleep in his room. His scent on the sheets and pillows is more comforting than I ever thought, but I still lie awake for hours, my mind racing in an attempt to come up with some solution I’ve overlooked. My exhaustion beats my ingenuity in the end.
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      Morning comes and with it, the announcement that General Harquest and his men have arrived. James breaks the news, and I can tell from his nervous disposition that he’s still hoping I’ll change my mind.

      “You understand why I can’t leave, right?” I ask softly, touching his cheek. We’re both standing in the kitchen and I’m still wearing his T-shirt as a nightgown. It feels good to be covered in his scent. Safe.

      I always imagined being claimed by an alpha in any way would feel like ownership, but I can’t help but wonder what it would be like to let him touch me the way my imagination has always toyed with. To feel his hands sliding over my bare skin, his fangs in my neck…

      The thought makes me shiver, but it’s not out of fear as I once thought. I find myself standing closer to him than I need to, his hard body putting off so much warmth I can hardly think straight.

      “I understand why you feel like you can’t leave,” he says carefully, stroking a strand of hair behind my ear.

      “You disagree.”

      “Obviously.”

      I sigh. “He’s my father, James. I have to obey him.”

      “You don’t have to do shit.” The force in his voice jars me.

      “James…”

      “I mean it, Dani. You’re stronger than that. Haven’t you figured it out yet?” he asks, shaking his head in frustration. “You held this pack together during its darkest moment. You’re meant for more than being some powerful alpha’s plaything.”

      “That’s exactly why I can’t abandon this pack!”

      “You’re not going to have a choice,” he growls. “You think you can help the pack when your father ships you off?”

      He has a point, but it’s not one my heart is ready to concede. I turn away as he takes me into his arms. “This isn’t just about the pack,” he says, lowering his voice. When I finally meet his eyes, the vulnerability I find makes it so much harder to do what I know is right. “I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that part of the reason I want you to leave is about me. About the way I feel about you.”

      His words succeed in taking down my defenses, if that’s what he’s trying to do. Against my better judgment, I ask, “How do you feel?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” He searches my face and seems disappointed to realize it isn’t. “I love you, Danica. I love you and I want you to be mine.”

      All the breath leaves me. I never expected him to say that, even if he’s only echoing what I already feel for him. And Christopher, if I’m being honest.

      “Sharing you with Christopher is one thing,” he mutters. “That, I can handle. Giving you to someone who sees you as a pawn? I can’t do that, Danica. I won’t. Not without a fight.”

      “James,” I whisper, breathless once more as he takes me into his arms and kisses me the way I’ve longed to kiss him ever since that first one we shared. I moan against his lips and he pushes me up against the counter.

      His touch is raw and passionate, and I find myself losing my restraint as I tear the shirt over his head, revealing the hard lines of his heavily scarred torso. I trace each one as his lips meet my neck and my instinctive fear mingles with excitement as I feel his teeth graze my bare skin.

      My body melds against his and his hands are everywhere, but not enough. My heart is soaring from the confession that at once changes everything and nothing, but this moment is too sweet not to savor it, even if it’s something that can never happen again.

      Our clothes hit the floor and he lifts me up onto the counter. My legs wrap around his waist and his tongue enters my mouth. I bury my fingers in his hair, tasting him greedily, and somehow I manage to wriggle out of my jeans.

      “Danica,” he pants, looking down at me with hooded eyes. “If you need to slow down…”

      I shake my head, unbuttoning his jeans. “I want you,” I say breathlessly. I may not know what the future holds, or what’s right anymore, but this moment is the one exception. I know I’ve never wanted anything more than I want him right now, and the long-awaited union of our bodies is proof that I’m on the right track.

      I’d always been conditioned to think the first time an omega has sex is supposed to be excruciating, but while there’s pain, James is more gentle than ever and the pleasure is more than enough of a distraction. It only occurs to me when I see the flash of red in his eyes that this is more difficult for him, albeit in a different way.

      “Are you okay?” I ask breathlessly. I trust him, but I know even a small amount of blood can trigger a vampire’s instincts.

      He nods, caressing my cheek. “Are you?”

      “Yeah,” I breathe. “This feels… good.”

      He smiles. “That’s kind of the idea. Just tell me if it’s too much.”

      I moan as he presses kisses along the curve of my jaw. If anything, he’s just stirring a hunger that seems like it will never be sated. My heart swells with bliss as he takes me and I give myself to him fully, even if my body is all I have to offer.

      His hand cups my breast and his touch brings the fire he sparked so long ago roaring to life. I never imagined someone so strong could be so tender, and I feel a surge of power knowing that this moment goes to someone I love, not someone who sees my “virtue” as an object to be claimed. I know James would be every bit as careful with my heart as he is with my flesh, every caress pure worship, and it shatters with that painful realization.

      I love him. God help me, I love him and I can’t have him. All I can have is this moment, but I take it with abandon and clutch it to me as selfishly as I clutch him against my body. By the time he next moans my name, his is the only thing on my lips and in my mind. He holds me until it’s time to part and when it is, my heart breaks all over again because I know it will never be this way again. I know I’ll never feel this right and safe and whole.

      I fight back my tears as I put on my clothes, because I don’t want to have to explain to him that they have nothing to do with the choice we just made and everything to do with what will never be.

      “There’s something I should tell you,” I say, leaning up to brush my lips against his once more as he buttons his shirt.

      “What’s that?” he asks, his face still flushed as he looks down at me. The approval in his intense stare fills me with fresh satisfaction.

      “I love you, too.”

      His lips turn up, a smile softer than I think him capable of. He grows somber a second later, his arms wrapping around my waist. “Then you’ll leave with me.”

      My heart sinks back down to reality. “James…you know I can’t.”

      His body tenses up and when I meet his yes, they’re guarded. “Why the hell not?”

      “We’ve talked about this. I love you, but I have a duty to my father. To this pack.”

      “To a man who wants to use you,” he growls. “To a pack that sees you as an object.”

      I hug myself, bracing against his words. They sting because they’re true, but it doesn’t change anything. “I’m not who they think I am, but I would be if I just left. If I didn’t at least try to change things.”

      “You’re one person, Danica! How are you supposed to change anything when you don’t even have control over your own life?”

      I understand his frustration. I feel it, too. “You wouldn’t understand.”

      “No?” he grits out. “Because I wouldn’t know what it’s like to be an outsider? To feel like my fate isn’t in my own hands?”

      “That’s not what I meant!”

      “You have to make a choice,” he says gruffly. “You have to choose whether you’re going to start living your own life or keep being a tool for someone else’s. What’s it going to be?”

      I shake my head and for the first time, I see the anger in his eyes that everyone thinks defines him. Knowing it’s not directed at me doesn’t make it hurt any less. He backs away from me, like he can’t even stand to be near me.

      “So that’s just it. You’re going to let him win?”

      “I don’t have a choice. Try to understand,” I plead with him.

      “You always have a choice,” he growls, grabbing his jacket before he stalks out the door. “You just don’t want to admit it.”

      I cover my mouth as the tears spill. He’s gone, and I don’t know if he’s ever coming back. I wish he was right. I wish there was a way I could make the choice my heart wants and live with myself, but I can’t.

      It was so much easier when I had nothing to lose.
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      I return to the Alpha Lord’s estate before my father can send the guards after me, determined to meet my fate—and my betrothed—with dignity. I can only hope that James and the others are long gone by now.

      As soon as I arrive, three of the maids who primped me for the ceremony under Adam’s authority surround me, clearly well-adjusted to working for my father even though they were just as quick to condemn him.

      “There you are!” Lori cries.

      “And you look like a mess,” Krey huffs, scowling at my disheveled appearance. “It’ll never do to have you meet the General like this.”

      “Come,” Krey’s sister, Vanessa, urges as she pushes me down the hall. Before long, they’ve run off with my clothes and have me dunked in a hot bath filled with oils I could do with never smelling again. I’m scrubbed, scoured and perfumed before they stuff me into another corseted dress and pull the strings as tight as they can. It’s nothing compared to the suffocating grip of the bars closing in around me.

      In contrast to the freedom I found so recently in James’ arms, this feels like a death, but at least I’ll look good for the funeral. They push me in front of a tall mirror and fuss with the drape of the golden fabric that clings to every curve of my body. The neckline scoops low, making it clear that I’m just another dish on display. As Vanessa curls my hair, Lori sprays it down and Krey paints a line of silver along each eyelid.

      I felt like I’d come so far from the days when I was nothing more than a doll to be primped and paraded out at ceremonies, but now I realize nothing has changed at all. Now I’m just a pawn in my father’s hands instead of Adam’s.

      I close my eyes and take a deep breath. At least maybe if I behave myself and make a good impression with the General, he’ll be inclined to make a concession where Aspen is concerned. If I’m to be the General’s breeding stock, then maybe I can convince him that adopting the young pup will be good practice for motherhood.

      The thought of bearing his young sickens me. I’ve always wanted children of my own, but I’d hoped that it would come after having the chance to get to know my mate. I’d hoped for a man who loved me and me alone, not an arrangement where I’m nothing more than a utility to a couple who’ve already shared a life together.

      When the maids lead me out into the hall, the music playing feels like a death march. One foot after the other, each click of my heels on the tile brings me closer to demise.

      The doors open and I recognize only a few of the many guests in attendance as part of the pack. My father has made quite a few connections, it seems.

      Everyone turns to look at me and as I’m paraded into the room, I feel even more like an object than I did at the scenting ceremony. A few whispers rise above the others. Nods of approval.

      “She’ll make a lovely second.”

      “A bit small, though, isn’t she? I hope she’s fertile.”

      “Yes, but those hips are built for the task.”

      My cheeks burn as a guard leads me over to a large table where my father is waiting with his esteemed guest. The man is far from the elderly figure I expected, but he’s well into his sixties at the very least and the life in his cheeks gives me reason to fear he’ll live well beyond them. His white hair is combed back over a balding crown and his fine suit does nothing to hide the hunger in his eyes.

      The frail woman next to him must be his original mate. One look into her glassy blue eyes and I know that she sees me as an intruder rather than a means to an end. Omegas are rare enough that we’re scarcely given to an alpha who’s already mated, but there are always exceptions to be made for the wealthy and powerful.

      My father looks on in approval, as if he’s pleasantly surprised his men didn’t have to drag me kicking and screaming. “General Harquest,” he says, standing. “Allow me to introduce my daughter, Lady Danica.”

      “The pleasure is mine,” the General says, snatching my hand and rolling my fingers about in his unnaturally smooth palm. His eyes drink in everything the maids took such care to bare, and his pale lips press wet and hot against the back of my hand, making my skin crawl. “Your father said that you were lovely, but I was sure he’d exaggerated.”

      “You are too kind, my lord,” I say stiffly, bowing my head. The woman next to him evidently decided she hated me the moment she laid eyes on me, so there’s no reason to fuel his delusion or her ire.

      “Lady Danica, this is Countess Mariana duLoc, my first mate,” he says, as if it’s already given there will be a second.

      “How do you do, Countess,” I say, curtseying to her.

      She gives me a disapproving look over, her thin mouth set into an even deeper scowl as she takes a sip of her wine. “I know the Marok wolves have a reputation for savagery, but do you not feed the omegas?”

      My father laughs good-naturedly, even though I’m sure he already feels the same about Mariana as she feels about us. “I assure you, she’s been thoroughly examined and tested. She’ll provide a fine quiver of heirs for you both, and be an asset to your pack. Won’t you, my dear?”

      “Yes, father,” I say through gritted teeth. I’ve never known such humiliation, even at Adam’s hands. I want to cry, or run, or both, but all I can do is take the seat the General pulls out at his side and pretend to listen as he blathers on about his glorious plans for the civilization of our pack, and my father’s role as its leader. I know what he’s doing. Dangling the bait in front of him. When his hand slips over to my arm, it’s all I can do not to put my shrimp fork through the webbing between his thumb and forefinger.

      “Say, what’s all this I hear about you harboring a hybrid?” the General asks, shifting topics.

      “Ah, that,” my father chuckles. “He’s been here all his life. One of those undead bastards raped an alpha she-wolf and when she offed herself, he became the pack’s problem,” he explains.

      I cringe inwardly at the callous revelation of James’ painful origins, which he’s never even shared with me. My heart breaks on his behalf, and the mother he’s never spoken of more than to say that she passed on some time ago.

      “Well, if you want my advice, get rid of him,” the General says, guzzling down the last of his drink. “The last thing we want is the higher-ups finding out about that. Our job is to make this pack seem civilized.”

      A burning inferno is ignited within me, and I’m not sure which one of them disgusts me more. I’ve already come to realize that there’s nothing of substance to the general besides his overgrown beard and the crust in his ears, but I never expected such cruelty from my father. “James has been nothing but an asset to our pack,” I say, ignoring the indignant glare my father is sending me.

      The table falls silent, but the General’s obscene belly-laugh makes me wish he was offended. “My, she’s a lively one, isn’t she?” he remarks before leading my father into another discussion about the neighboring pack they’ve set their eyes on.

      Dinner comes to an end after what feels like a thousand years, and the General rises not a moment too soon. “Well, Danica, what do you say you and I take a walk to get better acquainted?”

      I’d rather take a long walk off a short cliff, but before I can answer, my father cuts in. “Actually, General, I was hoping that you and I might discuss the logistics of my becoming the new Alpha Lord. There are customs and traditions the pack follows, and trivial though they may be, I think adhering to them would go a long way toward making the transition a smooth one.”

      The General looks forlornly at me, his tongue peeking out through his lips like a snake’s as he finally nods. “Yes, alright. Another time,” he says, patting my hand. I’ve never been more relieved to see someone walk away, but I know it’s only a little while before his noxious presence will be inescapable.

      The Countess leaves without a word and goes off to find herself another drink. Not that I can blame her. If I’d had to live with a man like the General for the last forty plus years, I’d be bitter, too. Still, getting to know her has convinced me that trying to bring Aspen would do him no favors. The crushing realization makes this night even grimmer.

      I walk out onto the balcony, desperate for air even though it does nothing to refresh my spirit. My chest feels tight and raw, like something is clamped around it. I grip the railing and try to convince myself that perhaps some good will come out of all this when I hear the sound of voices coming from below.

      My father and the general are conversing in the garden and if I stop breathing, I can hear just well enough to make out what they’re saying.

      “You know where I stand, Ryland,” the General says impatiently, fondling the oversized ruby on his ring finger. “You hold up your end of the bargain and I’ll hold up mine.”

      “So far, all I’ve done is hold up my end,” my father growls, his tone far less reverent than it was at dinner. “I’m the one risking execution if the King finds out the truth, and you haven’t made a single move that could compromise you.”

      “I’ve spoken with you, haven’t I?” Harquest shoots back. “You could take me down with you if you were caught.”

      Caught? What is he talking about? I crouch down below the lattice and ivy to conceal myself, listening closer.

      “It would be your word against mine! A General against a foreigner,” my father says gruffly. “No one’s going to believe you’d stage a coup against the King you’ve been championing since his infancy.”

      Harquest stares thoughtfully at his ring, taking his sweet time answering while I’m still struggling to believe I’m not having some bizarre nightmare. Is my father actually plotting treason? “King Albien will not be our biggest obstacle. Once the other two outland packs are assimilated under your rule, my men will feel comfortable backing the secession.”

      “So you say,” my father spits, pacing. “You’ve yet to even give me a name.”

      “In time, Ryland.”

      “No,” he growls, coming to a stop directly in front of the general. “You give me a name now or we’re through. I handed my own pack to you on a silver platter, along with my daughter, and I’m not going to continue doing your dirty work until you give me something in good faith.”

      I cover my mouth to hold back the sob in my throat. Mace was telling the truth the first time. My father is guilty of treason. He’s the one who led Eternus to our door, and now he’s declared himself our savior. My heartbreak has barely sunk in when Harquest delivers the final blow.

      “Daughter,” he scoffs. “What was that crack you made about not letting my ‘grubby hands’ touch her if she was your own flesh and blood, eh?”

      My father’s face falls, but the fact that he doesn’t deny it is damning. Soul-crushing. “So my men have loose lips. I was pissed at you for leading me on all these months,” he growls. “But I’ve kept my word and I expect you to do the same.”

      “Fine,” Harquest mutters. “You want a name? How’s Lindon?”

      “Lindon?” The name means nothing to me, but it changes my father’s tune immediately. I’m still reeling from the bewildering assertion that he isn’t really my father at all, and I can’t let myself dwell on it now or I know the grief will give me away. “You mean to tell me that Sir Lindon is on your side?”

      “The boy king’s uncle,” he sneers. “Is that good enough for you?”

      “If you’re telling the truth, then it’s a start,” my father says, stroking his beard.

      “I can give you all the proof you need. I’ll have him on the phone by morning.” The General leans in. “And I expect something in return, because he’s not going to be happy about it at this stage in the game.”

      “Fine,” my father grunts with a dismissive wave of his hand. “Take the girl out for a spin, just don’t come whining to me when that bitch of yours catches you.”

      My revulsion is outweighed only by my grief. I’ve heard enough. More than enough. I run back into the mansion and don’t stop until I’ve reached the front door. From there, I realize there’s nowhere I can go within the pack territory that will be far enough, but I’m in no state of mind to plot an escape that won’t end with my imprisonment in the hands of that vile beast my father’s sold me to.

      No. Not my father, but the truth leaves too many unanswered questions for my fractured mind. All I know to do is run to the one person I can think of who I haven’t already lost.

      Christopher isn’t home when I arrive, and I don’t dare check to see if James is. I wanted him to leave. I practically begged him to, but I know that walking into that empty house now is going to break me. As it is, the only way I’m staying together is because nothing has brushed against the shattered pieces hard enough to send them apart yet.

      With nothing left to grasp onto, I return to Mace’s apartment and grab the bag I packed. Aspen is staying with Liza now and I have half a mind of taking him with me, but I know there’s too great of a chance that I’ll be caught. If I am, I wouldn’t put it past the General or my traitorous father to hurt him just to punish me. The thought of his face when he realizes I’ve broken my promise will make me abandon the courage it will take to run if I let it, but something in my top drawer catches my eye as I throw the last of the clothes inside into my already overstuffed bag.

      It’s a locket. A simple golden trinket with the royal crest of Eternus engraved on the front. I open it up to reveal a small picture nested in the circular rim. The picture is in color, but it’s so faded that I can barely tell. Nonetheless, there’s enough detail in the three faces pictured that I can make them all out perfectly. There’s an elegant-looking man in a suit of formal wear with royal tassels hanging from his broad shoulders, and the gorgeous brunette next to him is holding a small infant clothed in a golden christening dress. The infant in her arms is what draws my attention. I don’t know the man or the woman in the picture, but I know her.

      It’s me.
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      The sound of the door falling shut makes me jump. I grab the locket and stuff it into my pocket, creeping toward the door to listen. Did my father know I was listening? My heart is racing a mile a minute, but I calm down enough to hear two men arguing in whispered voices.

      “She’s not here?”

      “I smell her… she must be.”

      Christopher. My heart jumps and I throw open the door to find him and James in Mace’s living room with an empty bag. They look like they just got caught breaking in, which… fair enough.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask, hugging both of them.

      There’s still a lot left unsaid between me and James. And me and Christopher, for that matter, but I’m too relieved to see them.

      “We came to get you,” James says, frowning. “And your stuff, but I see you beat us to it.” His gaze lands on the packed bag hanging on my shoulder. It travels up, meeting mine hopefully. “You changed your mind?”

      I try to answer him, but instead, it comes out as a strangled sob. James is the first to take me into his arms and he tries to comfort me, as if I didn’t just hurt him deeply after he confessed his love for me. I finally manage to calm down enough to explain everything I overheard between my father—using the term loosely—and the General.

      The bewildered look James and Christopher exchange reassures me that neither of them had any idea, beyond the instinct to get me as far away from the General as possible. I wish I’d listened. I wish I hadn’t come so close to forfeiting my life for a man who’s been lying to me for all of it.

      They should say, “We told you so.” They should be glad they’re finally proven right. Instead, they both listen in stunned silence, and once I’m finished, even Christopher takes me into his arms and holds me tightly.

      “I’m so sorry, Dani,” he says, pressing a kiss to the top of my head.

      I melt into his embrace, but I won’t let myself break down again. There isn’t time, and there’s more than just my feelings to think about.

      “I found this,” I say, taking the locket out. James moves closer to inspect it.

      “Who are those people?”

      “I don’t know the man and woman, but one of them is me,” I say.

      “Are you sure?” James asks, frowning.

      “I am,” says Christopher. “That’s definitely Dani.”

      “And you found that here?” James asks, echoing the question on my mind.

      “Which means that if these people are my parents, Mace knows who they are,” I say, my voice shaking as I speak the unthinkable. I’m no longer sure how to view Mace in light of my father’s betrayal. Maybe he wasn’t the one who betrayed the pack, or maybe both of them did. All I know is that he has the answers I need and I intend to get them.

      “So we find Mace,” says Christopher. “And more importantly, we get Dani the hell out of here.”

      “We’re agreed on that,” says James.

      I hesitate. “Were you two coming here to talk me into leaving?”

      “More or less,” Christopher says carefully. “If we didn’t succeed, we were basically going to…”

      “Kidnap you,” James says flatly. “With great affection.”

      I should be furious, but all I can do is laugh. “Of course,” I say, rolling my eyes as James takes my bag. “Well, that won’t be necessary. I’m eager to get out of here, but I have to say goodbye to Aspen first.”

      They exchange another troubled look. My self-appointed guardians seem to have bonded while I was busy.

      “I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” Christopher says.

      “Why not? I can’t just leave him. I promised.”

      “He’s safer with Liza than he is with us.”

      “I know that, but—”

      “He’s right, Danica,” James says gently, putting a hand on my shoulder. “Saying goodbye is only going to make this harder on him.”

      I know he’s right, but my heart still aches at the thought of Aspen thinking I’m just another adult who abandoned him. Even if that is the best thing I can do for him right now. I know having any connection to me will just put a target on his head, and the kindest thing is to let him forget me, but it still takes all I have to walk out that door with them.

      “How are we going to get past the guards?” I whisper. There aren’t any on Mace’s street, at least not any I can see, but I know we’ll never make it past the territory unnoticed.

      “I’ve got a plan,” James assures me, leading the way into the woods on the other side of the property. We barely get a quarter of a mile before a guard’s flashlight shines on us from up ahead.

      “Shit,” Christopher growls.

      James moves faster than my eyes can see, proving the rumor that hybrids are, indeed, faster than we are. He grabs the back of the guard’s head and slams it forward into a tree. The man is unconscious instantly and James motions for us to follow him.

      “Some plan,” Christopher mutters under his breath, trudging forward.

      If I didn’t already know James intimately, that performance would have made me even more afraid of him. All I can do is be grateful that he’s on our side. As we continue on, the sound of commotion coming from the direction of town makes it clear my absence from the party hasn’t gone unnoticed.

      “Come on,” Christopher urges. “Time to run.”

      “We could shift,” I say, struggling to keep up with them.

      “Not yet, your scent would be even easier to track,” James warns.

      “You said you had a plan?” I ask hopefully.

      James nods up ahead. I can barely see it, but sheltered in the leaves is a black SUV. He pulls something out of his pocket and the lights flash. “Get in!”

      I waste no time doing just that. Christopher piles into the seat behind me and before all the doors are closed, James takes off at a speed that makes my heart lurch.

      “Buckle up,” he warns.

      Even Christopher follows his advice as we barrel through the spindly new growth of the forest.

      “You know there’s a road,” Christopher growls from the back seat.

      “Yeah, and that’ll get their attention even sooner,” says James. “If you wanna backseat drive, you’re gonna take the wheel.”

      That makes him fall silent.

      “Just get us out of here,” I plead, committed to not looking at the road, or lack thereof. The forest clears out and it’s a downhill shoot for a few harrowing minutes, but James seems to somehow stay in control of the vehicle even at the most bewildering angles.

      We reach the base of the hill and the road comes into view. It’s a small dirt path, but it’s a far cry from the rough, steep terrain that we just crossed. We don’t have long to enjoy it before the sound of a motorcycle coming up from behind us fills me with dread.

      The driver is wearing a helmet, so there’s no way of telling who it is, but I’m sure there are plenty more where he came from. “Look out!” I cry as he zips past us in an attempt to divert our path.

      James swoops past him without losing focus, and Christopher unbuckles.

      “What are you doing?” I cry when I see him peel off his shirt.

      “That’s a scout,” he growls. “They send them out all over the territory to catch runners, and I’m not gonna give him time to alert his friends.”

      James glances at him in the rear mirror, giving him a curt nod. Before I can protest, the door swings open and Christopher dives out, already in his wolf form by the time he hits the ground and rolls.

      “Christopher!”

      James turns sharply enough to pull the door shut on that side, skidding to a halt as Christopher’s wolf descends on the unsuspecting rider. His scream cuts off, barely audible over the sound of his out-of-control bike as it flies overhead, just past the SUV.

      I wince as blood sprays the window even from a distance, and Christopher’s wolf doubles back toward us. James takes off driving again, with Christopher easily keeping pace alongside the vehicle.

      I can hardly breathe, but for the time being, it seems like their spur-of-the-moment plan worked. I hear more bikes in the distance, but there’s a highway sign visible just up ahead. The fact that our pack is on the border of the outlands with a thin strip of vampire-controlled territory in between is one of the only reasons it took Eternus as long as it did to take over. Now I know that my father was the one responsible for showing them how to navigate the tumultuous terrain that separates us.

      We drive for what feels like an hour, even though my mind was too frazzled to check the clock when we left, and James finally pulls over long enough to let Christopher back in. I try not to look as he struggles into his clothes in the backseat as James takes off again.

      “Hear any more of them?” Christopher asks. James’ hearing is slightly more sensitive than ours, so at least we should know if there’s another attack incoming.

      He shakes his head. “I’m still not going to stop until we’re out of vamp territory, though.” His dark tone reminds me that he’s no more at home among their kind than he is among ours. I can’t imagine what it’s like to feel like you don’t belong anywhere. My pain has always stemmed from feeling trapped, not unwanted.

      As the road grows quiet and long, the adrenaline fades and exhaustion takes over. I start to drift off despite my best efforts, and when I come to, James and Christopher are talking quietly.

      “Why would he have that locket?” Christopher growls. I realize he’s talking about Mace and pretend to keep sleeping so they won’t change the subject.

      “I don’t know, but he obviously wanted her to find it,” James answers thoughtfully. He’s still driving fast, but less so.

      “You think he’s working with Ryland?”

      “I doubt it. Mace left before anyone even knew he was coming back, so he at least knows more about all of this than we do.”

      “Then if we want to find out the truth about Dani’s parents, we have to find him,” Christopher murmurs.

      “You don’t remember anything?”

      “I was only two when she was born. I just know Ryland and his mate left to visit family in the Visath pack and when they came back, they had Dani.”

      I listen intently, realizing he means the pack next door. Is that where my real parents are? Through all of this, I’ve only been able to focus on the shock of my father not being the man I always thought he was, but the possibility that my mother wasn’t my real mother is too much to handle.

      “There’s a hotel not far from here,” Christopher announces. “We should stop for the morning and regroup.”

      I open my eyes a sliver and realize he’s right. The sky is turning pale blue, and while James isn’t as averse to the sun as his full-blooded vampire counterparts, the long drive seems to have taken a toll on him.

      When we finally pull up to a mostly empty motel parking lot, I pretend like the sound of James closing the door to go inside and book a room is what wakes me up.

      “Hey. How’d you sleep?” asks Christopher.

      “Okay, I guess. Where are we?”

      “Nowhere in particular, which is why we stopped,” he answers. “I see you’re still a bad actor.”

      I blink innocently. “What are you talking about?”

      “I know you didn’t just wake up,” he says, pausing as if he’s waiting for me to admit my bluff. When he realizes I’m not going to, he sighs. “How are you holding up?”

      “As well as can be, I guess,” I say, hugging myself. “It still doesn’t feel real.”

      “I know,” he says, his voice softening with sympathy. “I’m sorry. Believe me when I say I had no idea about your dad.”

      “I know.” I clear my throat. “He fooled everyone. But all that matters now is making sure he can’t hurt anyone else.”

      Christopher watches me worriedly. “Dani, what matters now is keeping you away from him. That’s gonna be a full-time job.”

      “We need someplace to stay,” I remind him. “He’s got connections all throughout Eternus at this point. The only place we can take refuge is the outlands.”

      “Based on what you heard him telling the General, it’s only a matter of time before Eternus goes after every pack that touches Marok.”

      “I know, and that’s going to start with Visath,” I insist. “All the more reason to warn them. Maybe we can get the Alpha Lord on our side.”

      To my relief, he actually seems to be considering it. James comes out before he can shoot me down, at least. “Hey,” he says, offering his hand to me. “I got us a room.”

      “Only one?” Christopher protests. “This place is deserted.”

      “It’s also in the middle of being renovated, so it was either a single or sleep in the car. Besides, we should stick together. We’re not out of the woods yet.”

      Literally or figuratively. There are thick woods surrounding the rural motel and the only thing that comforts me is knowing that most of us aren’t desperate enough to cross into vampire territory without good reason. I just have to hope that I’m not good reason enough.

      Once we’re inside, the smell of dust and old carpet makes me sneeze, but it’s better than being on the road one more hour.

      “Guess we’ll sleep in shifts,” says Christopher, looking at the queen bed.

      “No point in that. We’ll just be here twice as long and I don’t sleep soundly enough to miss anything,” says James.

      “Are you sure?” Christopher asks warily.

      “Trust me, if another wolf gets within a mile of this place, I’ll know.”

      I can’t help but wonder if he finds other wolves’ scents as repulsive as most vampires do, and I’m kind of afraid to ask. I take off my jacket and boots, feeling like I’m peeling off a layer of skin since I ran in them for so long. Even though I slept in the car, my exhaustion knows no depths.

      I climb into the middle of the bed and realize the guys are both staring at it like it’s made of lava. I roll my eyes. “We’re all adults here. I think you can handle sharing a bed for one night.”

      James doesn’t look sure, but he’s the first to reluctantly slip in beside me, even if it is only on top of the covers. Christopher lies down on my other side, and I feel their warmth even though he’s keeping enough distance between us to avoid touching me.

      I find myself wondering if he knows James and I slept together. He seems to have some awareness that we’re an item now, but I know James wouldn’t ever talk about it.

      I decide it’s better not to think about it tonight and close my eyes, feeling safer than I have in a long time between them. If only life could always be this simple.
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      When I wake up, I’m delightfully squished between two hard bodies putting off enough warmth to heat the entire room. I enjoy the cuddling without consciously questioning whose arm is wrapped around my waist and whose face is buried in the crook of my neck. In that sleepy, blissful state free of introspection and social norms, it feels so right I don’t want to question it.

      My eyes pop open and I realize that we all ended up in a tangle of limbs during the night. Christopher is curled up against my back, his muscular arm draped protectively over my left side while James’ nose is buried in the crook of my neck, his cool breath falling in even measures against my collarbone. I realize I’m the first one to wake up and for a moment, I lie still, afraid to disturb them. I know as soon as they realize what’s going on, it’ll be over, and I want to enjoy it for just another moment.

      As much tension as there has been between Christopher and me lately, I miss being affectionate with him. I miss the safety and security of his embrace, and his soothing scent. When I’m with the both of them, it just feels right. Normal.

      All good things must come to an end, and so does this. James wakes up first, and his glazed eyes meet mine. He smiles tiredly, but as soon as he realizes how close he is to Christopher, he jumps up. Christopher is soon to follow.

      “Oh. Shit,” he mutters, moving his arm off me like I’m radioactive. “Sorry.”

      “It’s fine,” I say, stretching out. “The room was cold last night.” We may be in our human forms most of the time, but wolves like to snuggle and we still have those instincts. Not that that’s enough to convince an alpha male that there’s no shame in cuddling.

      “We should move,” Christopher mutters.

      “Yeah,” James says, growing somber all of a sudden. “Wait.”

      “What is it?” I ask, immediately on edge.

      “I sense something.”

      “A wolf?” Christopher asks in a darkening tone.

      James nods, gaining focus like he’s listening for something. I’m not quite sure how his wolf radar works, but I’m going to let it do its job.

      “We need to move,” he says suddenly, grabbing my jacket. He puts it over my shoulders as Christopher follows close behind us, our things in his arms. The rest of our stuff is in the SUV, so we all pile in and barely make it onto the road before James mutters, “Shit.”

      “Where is he?” I ask, looking back to see through the rear window. There’s nothing on the open stretch of road behind us, but I don’t doubt James’ instincts.

      “He’s close,” Christopher says. “I sense him, too.”

      I close my eyes and try to focus through the panic so I can listen, too. The hum of the road is distracting, but once I manage to tune it out, I can feel the familiar vibrations of footfalls not far from the road. I turn to face the woods in the direction the vibrations are coming from, my heart surging. “There!”

      Just as I call out, a dark shape emerges from the forest. As far as I can tell, it’s only a single wolf, but he’s huge. His dark brown fur has a reddish tint in the light, and he takes up most of the narrow road. James barely manages to skid to a stop before we collide. Despite the size of the SUV, that’s not a collision anyone would come out from unscathed.

      “What the hell?” Christopher snarls, reaching for the door and looking like he’s ready to shift.

      “Wait!” I cry to stop him. I recognize the wolf in the road, staring us down with his bushy tail raised in a dominant yet non-threatening position, his golden eyes locked on us with a familiar intensity. “That’s Rowan!”

      James squints. “She’s right.”

      “Stay here,” Christopher orders, climbing out of the car to approach the living roadblock alongside James. I see Christopher waving his hands in agitation as he chews the shifter out and ignore his command, opening the door.

      “Rowan!” I cry, rushing to him just as he shifts back. He’s easily a foot taller than I am, and I try not to look below his thick yet ripped torso. “What the hell are you doing? You almost ran us off the road!”

      “How else was I supposed to get your attention?” he grunts.

      “Literally any other way,” James snarls.

      Rowan shrugs it off, turning his focus back on me. “Man, am I glad to see you. When I saw the search party, I figured you weren’t back home, but I was sure they’d have caught you by now.”

      “You went back?” I ask, thoroughly confused. “Why?”

      He hesitates, rubbing the back of his head. “I heard some stuff while I was on the run and I couldn’t just leave you there. I had to at least warn you.”

      “You came back to warn me?” I ask, strangely touched. “About what?”

      Rowan grows uncharacteristically serious as he looks down at me. “Your father. Dani, I don’t know how to tell you this, but —”

      “He betrayed the pack and blamed it on Mace,” Christopher interrupts. “We know.”

      The look of surprise on Rowan’s face tells me that wasn’t the revelation he came all this way to give me, but I’m not sure I can take another. “Huh? I’m talking about Dani’s mother.”

      “My mother?” My voice breaks. “What about her?”

      “I’ve been staying with some old family friends in a pack further up in the outlands,” Rowan explains. “One of them knew Gia pretty well when she was younger, and she gave me some interesting insight into Ryland’s character. Shit I thought Dani should know about if she’s gonna give up her life to make the guy happy.” He frowns. “What’s all this about betraying the pack?”

      “It’s a long story,” James mutters. “Before we exchange news, we need to get somewhere safe.”

      “No argument there,” says Rowan.

      “Rowan, you must know the Alpha Lord of the Visath pack, right?” I ask hopefully.

      “Sure, but why?”

      “It’s hard to explain, but the pack is my father’s next target,” I say gravely. “If we can warn them, maybe they’ll give us shelter.”

      Rowan considers my words, and I can tell he’s got as many questions as I have for him, but one of my favorite qualities about him is that he just rolls with things. He nods. “Yeah, alright. I can lead you there.”

      “This is risky,” James warns.

      “As far as the pack knows, we kidnapped an omega promised to one of the highest officials in Eternus,” says Christopher. “Everything we’re doing is a risk, but Dani is right. We need allies if we’re going to do this.”

      “Fair enough,” says James, heading back to the SUV. By the time I turn around, Rowan is a wolf again. As soon as we’re in the car, he takes off running and James has to struggle to keep pace with him.

      I’m still reeling from the fact that he came back for me. The last twenty-four hours have brought me nothing but heartbreak, but knowing that the three of them are standing by me makes it all seem possible to bear.
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      After driving so long in the other direction, the journey to the Visath pack feels like a step back, but I know it’s the next step forward. I’ve had a lot of time to think, and just escaping isn’t going to cut it. My father has done the unthinkable, and his web of betrayals is more complicated than I ever could have imagined. He’s been using me since I was born, and if he’s not my birth father, given everything he’s revealed about his character lately, I have to assume that he didn’t come by me through any legitimate means.

      That leaves an uncomfortable number of questions unanswered, namely, who are my birth parents? And why did Mace leave that locket for me to find? Was he trying to lead me down the right path, or is this yet another betrayal that’s going to come back to haunt me?

      When we finally arrive on the outskirts of the Visath territory, Rowan instructs us to wait while he reasons with his contacts inside. I can only hope the neighboring pack still thinks fondly enough of his family to help us, even though I never imagined a friend of Adam’s would be a friend of mine.

      He seems like such an insignificant threat now. The pack was far from idyllic or peaceful under his rule, but at least he kept order. At least he didn’t bring strangers to our streets to point guns at our children.

      Rowan is gone for almost an hour, and I can tell the others are starting to grow as nervous as I am. He finally comes back, human and fully dressed, flanked by a few outlands guards.

      Christopher and James jump out first, and for once, I follow their request to stay behind. I begin to relax when the conversation seems peaceful enough, and before long, James comes to get me.

      “It’s safe,” he assures me, helping me out of the car. One of the guards takes the keys from him and drives the SUV off somewhere else while we’re led into the pack. The streets are quiet, save for a few people drinking and talking outside a bar. They all stop to look at us, but they resume their conversation a moment later.

      “The Alpha Lord has agreed to hear you out, so make it good,” Rowan whispers to me as the guards lead us down the road toward an old colonial mansion up ahead. Ivy clings to the thick columns around the house and willow trees stretch over the stone walkway like they’re bowing to welcome the guests. I never imagined the Visath pack was so homey, but it’s smaller than I expected. I hope their army can at least mount a decent defense.

      The servants give us worried glances and skitter away as the guards take us to the Alpha Lord’s chambers. The man is exactly as I remember him from the one time I saw him in attendance at one of Adam’s rare social gatherings. He doesn’t seem to recognize me at first, and as usual for an alpha his age, he only addresses the men in the room.

      “When Rowan told me a runaway omega wished for an audience with me, I was curious enough to humor you,” he says dryly. “Especially when he informed me you had some tall tale to share about Eternus?”

      “It’s not a tall tale,” I say, speaking up even though it would be enough to get me thrown into a locked room for a week at home. The time for pandering to tradition is gone, and if this old man thinks that it will save him from Eternus’ forces, he’s got another thing coming.

      Even James seems shocked at my bravado, but I step forward. Something tells me that playing the meek, shrinking violet omega won’t get me anywhere with the Alpha Lord. “It’s the truth, and I witnessed the invasion of my pack first hand. We have no other reason for being here than to warn you.”

      The Alpha Lord stares at me and for a moment, I’m sure he’s going to throw me out. It’s a gamble, but it seems to have paid off when he chuckles, breaking the tension in the quiet room. “My, you are a feisty one, aren’t you? I’d heard there was an omega who thought herself high enough to choose her own mate, and you certainly don’t disappoint.”

      I’m sure he doesn’t mean it as a compliment, but I smile anyway. “With all due respect, my lord, your pack is in grave danger and there’s no time to waste on formality.”

      “Spoken like a true Marok wolf,” he chuckles, leaning back in his chair. “Alright, go ahead. This should be good,” he says aside to his advisor.

      I summon my resolve and begin to explain everything I’ve learned over the last couple of days. The shocking conversation I overheard between my father and the General, the truth about Mace, even the strange locket. The Alpha Lord goes from casually amused to listening intently as I continue, and I can tell from the look on Rowan’s face that a lot of this is news to him, too.

      Once I’m finished, I stand back and wait for the Alpha Lord’s judgment. His decision whether to act could change the tide of the war my father and his allies have planned. I can only hope it’s still early enough to make a difference.

      “We have been watching the developments within your pack with great interest,” he says thoughtfully. “And I’ll admit, your intelligence checks out with my own.”

      “So you believe us?” I ask hopefully.

      “I have no doubt that Eternus wants this land,” he scoffs. “That has never been in question, and in thirty years, they haven’t managed to take it. Every other Alpha on the outlands border knows the same.”

      “But things are different,” I insist. “My father —”

      “Your father is the spawn of Marok, the weakest link among our region,” the Alpha Lord says sternly. “It appears that you did not inherit that weakness, but for an omega, it’s more of a curse than a blessing.”

      “You don’t understand,” James growls. “They are coming and it’s only a matter of time before they take over. Ryland wants as many annexed packs under his control as possible, before he stages a coup against the King.”

      “A rebellion against that precocious boy king is none of my concern,” the Alpha Lord spits with a dismissive wave of his hand.  “Let them storm our gates. My men could use the refreshment of cowards’ blood.”

      “Sir, I think you should at least consider warning the other alphas,” Rowan says carefully. “Presenting a united front could make Ryland and his forces back down.”

      “I’ll hear no more of it tonight,” the Alpha Lord grunts, taking another gulp from the large chalice in his hand. “Now, if you’re so worried about these timid dogs, you can take shelter in the pack for the night, and nothing more. It’s only out of loyalty to your father that I offer that much.”

      “Yes, sir,” Rowan mutters, bowing his head low.

      He’s silent as we’re escorted out of the chambers and he leaves us to go speak with one of the guards across the room. I can tell from their body language that there’s some connection between them. The other man glances our way and nods before patting Rowan on the shoulder and returning to his post.

      “What did he say?” Christopher asks solemnly as Rowan comes back over to join us.

      “He’s an old family friend. His family has a cabin up in the woods, outside the pack,” Rowan answers. “They’ll let us stay in their barn for the night.”

      “Probably smells better than that hotel room,” Christopher mutters.

      Turns out, he’s right. Just not by much.
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        * * *

      

      The barn is old and dusty, but at least it’s not currently in use. Kara, the farmer’s wife we’re staying with, comes in carrying a stack of sheets and thick blankets that should make the straw mattresses more tolerable.

      “I’m sorry there’s no room in the house,” she says apologetically. “Ever since Zane’s cousin came to stay with us, we’re full up.”

      “We appreciate you letting us stay at all,” I assure her, taking the blankets. “I can’t thank you enough.”

      She smiles sympathetically at me, then looks up at Rowan. “I just hope that everything works out alright. We packed some supplies for you to take with you tomorrow and left them in your SUV.”

      “Thanks, Kara,” Rowan says warmly. He follows her to the barn doors and pulls them shut.

      “Well, looks like we’ve got shelter for the night,” Christopher murmurs. “Let’s hope the Alpha Lord is right about his impenetrable fortress.”

      “He’s a pompous old bastard,” Rowan mutters, somber once again. I realize he was just putting on an act for his old friend, and the fact that he’s worried makes me even more on edge.

      “What if he’s wrong?” I ask. “All these people are in danger and they don’t even know it.”

      “That’s life in the outlands,” says James. “Eternus has always been a threat.”

      “Still, there’s gotta be something we can do.”

      “There is,” says Christopher. “Whatever secrets your father is keeping, we get to the bottom of them and use them against him. To do that, we have to get out of this territory.”

      “He’s right,” Rowan agrees. “I grew up with these folks and I know how stubborn they are. I already talked to Zane and Kara and they know everything that’s going on, but they refuse to budge.”

      His words are sobering, but I know he’s right. Most of the Marok pack is the same way. As much as I want to protect all of them and atone for my own role in my father’s plan, I know the only way I can actually help right now is by staying out of his clutches.

      “Rowan,” I say suddenly. “Earlier, you told us you came back because of something you learned about my mother. What was it?”

      He frowns as if he’s just remembered. “I was hiding out in the pack she happens to be from. I only found out because I was asking around about your dad. Something about his triumphant homecoming just didn’t sit right with me,” he explained. “One of the people I was staying with knew her from school. She said she remembers when your mother and father—er, sorry. When she and Ryland came to visit right before you were born.”

      “Then she might know who my real father is,” I say excitedly, reaching for the locket. I pop it open to show the picture inside to Rowan. “Do you think she’d be able to identify these people if I brought her the locket?”

      He hesitates, and I can tell he’s not sure how to tell me whatever it is. “Dani, that’s just it. She was with your mother the month before you were born.”

      I wait expectantly for him to go on. “So?”

      His brow furrows. “I don’t know how to tell you this, but… she wasn’t pregnant.”

      His words cut me like a knife even though I’ve known all along I was hoping for something highly unlikely. “I—is she sure? Some women don’t show much.”

      “She remembers clear as day, Danica,” he says gently. “Emma wasn’t pregnant at all. Certainly not eight months along.”

      It feels like there’s a weight on my chest that won’t let up. James leads me over to a bench to sit down, which is good, since the barn feels like it’s spinning.

      “I’m sorry,” Rowan says guiltily.

      “Don’t be,” I murmur. “I knew when I saw that picture there was a good chance my father wasn’t the only one who wasn’t who I thought he was. I just hoped…”

      James sits next to me, putting an arm around my shoulder. “Whatever the truth is, we’ll find it,” he says, sounding so sure of something I’m afraid to even hope for.

      “He’s right,” says Christopher. “Whatever we have to do, as soon as we get you to safety, our first priority is going to be finding out the truth about your parents.”

      “I hate to be the bearer of more bad news, but that probably means finding Mace,” says Rowan. “She found the locket at his place, right?”

      No one answers out loud, but the silence is clear enough. My path has turned into a dizzying mass of knots, and all of them lead back to Mace. If he was savvy enough to not only slip his collar but escape before my father could track him down, I know finding him isn’t going to be easy.

      For the night, I’m too exhausted and overwhelmed to think about all of it. All I want to do is sleep. I lie down, and James holds me close, stroking my hair as Christopher stands guard and Rowan beds down up in the loft. Knowing they’re here, and that they’re all safe, means more than I know how to express right now. I just hope I find the way to tell them before it’s too late.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

        

      

    

    
      My dreams are fitful and full of fire. The flames lap at my feet as I struggle against ropes binding me to a stake high off the ground, in view of the entire pack. Their somber faces are all turned up, flushed by the blaze eating away the fuel at the bottom of the stake.

      My father leads them, his blood red uniform and gleaming brass glowing in the reflection of the embers. The heat is overwhelming and I can barely breathe, but I can make out the sight of one man standing behind him, scarcely visible through the flame.

      His piercing gray eyes cut deep into my soul. Mace. He puts his hand on my father’s shoulder and leans in to whisper.

      “Long live the King.”

      I scream as the flames engulf me, and I sit upright as a pair of strong arms wrap around me. At first, I’m sure it’s the rope cutting into me, but the familiar scent awakens me fully and I find myself in James’ arms, staring into his concerned eyes. Rowan rushes down from the loft and Christopher is right beside us, a worried expression on his tired face.

      “You’re alright,” James says, holding me close to his chest. “It’s fine. It was just a dream, Dani.”

      I know he’s right, but my heart is still racing and I still feel the smoke in my lungs. I struggle to see through the tears, trying to convince myself that it wasn’t real. “I was being burned,” I say, touching my shoulders. My fingertips feel cold compared to the rest of my skin. “My father was there, and Mace, he…”

      “It wasn’t real, Dani,” Christopher says, sitting beside me. “You’re safe. We’re not going to let either of them hurt you.”

      Before I can respond, a howl from the village below interrupts our conversation. All of them turn to face the barn door and as soon as Rowan throws it open, I smell smoke. This time, it’s real. I rush to the door and Rowan grabs me to keep me from running out. Tongues of flame are spreading out around the pack, and I can see men in Eternus uniforms lighting the woods surrounding the town with dark torches.

      “No!” I cry as Rowan holds me back.

      “Get her out of here,” he growls, passing me off to Christopher. “I’ve gotta warn Zane and the others.”

      “Come on,” Christopher says, taking my hand to pull me around the barn and away from the chaos.

      “We have to help them!”

      “They’re trying to smoke us out, literally,” Christopher argues. “We have to run.”

      “He’s right,” says James. “The Alpha Lord had his chance to prepare for an attack. It’s up to them now. There’s nothing we can do.”

      I know they’re right, but it doesn’t stop me from being overwhelmed by guilt. I think of Aspen and the promise I made to say goodbye. It’s only the knowledge that if we’re caught now, he and Rowan and Christopher and James will all face the punishment for my escape that keeps me moving forward.

      Hatred burns within me, hotter than the flames behind us, and I make a vow to myself that I will stop my father—no, the traitor who kidnapped me as an infant and used me every waking moment of my life—no matter what it takes. I’ll find my parents, and I’ll have my vengeance. He won’t get away with this.

      Once we reach the car, I leap inside and Christopher takes the wheel. James buckles me in as we peel out onto the deserted road.

      “What about Rowan and the others?” I cry.

      “He’ll meet up with us,” says James. The sound of gunfire coming from town mingles with wolves’ howls. I know that sound. A call of war. It makes me shudder, even as the beast within longs to join the fight.

      How many more people will die because of me? Because he’s after me? We have to run, but we can’t stop. There is no shelter, not out in these lands that Ryland and his men have marked for conquest.

      He knows the game too well. He served Adam for too long, and he knows the terrain as well as anyone. A traitor is the most dangerous foe imaginable, and the General chose his allies well.

      If we’re going to survive, I’ll have to choose mine better.

      I catch sight of Rowan running alongside the SUV in his wolf form. “Stop the car!”

      James seems reluctant, and he barely slows down, but it’s enough. I open the door and Rowan leaps in, all two-hundred pounds of muscle and fur.

      I throw my arms around his thick neck and squeeze tight. He smells like the woods and there are leaves in his fur, but I don’t care. I’m so happy to see him. “What about the family?” I ask hopefully, looking down at him.

      His eyes are full of sorrow and he gives his big head a somber shake.

      I swallow the sob in my throat and curse the man who raised me. I curse myself, too, for letting this happen. I bury my face and fingers in Rowan’s fur as Christopher guns it out of the territory. We have to go deeper into the outlands before we can get out, but we all know the unspoken truth.

      There’s nowhere in this land that’s far enough to escape. Anywhere we stop for shelter becomes Ryland’s next target, and we can’t trust anyone outside this vehicle.

      After what feels like forever, Christopher’s eyes meet mine in the rearview mirror. “I think we lost them.”

      “Too soon to say for sure,” James mutters. “Keep driving.”

      “Obviously,” Christopher shoots back. “I just need to know where.”

      James falls silent in contemplation, but I already have the answer. “We have to find a way into Eternus territory.” Now they’re all looking at me like I’m crazy. Even the wolf who’s resting his head in my lap.

      “As long as we’re out here, we’ll just be struggling to stay a few steps ahead of Ryland and Harquest,” I explain, deciding I need to share the plan that’s been brewing in my mind ever since the Alpha Lord made it clear that a direct offense against Eternus wasn’t going to be feasible. “Our only chance is finding an ally more powerful than the General.”

      “Like who?” Christopher asks doubtfully.

      “I overheard them plotting to kill the King,” I remind them. “I say we go all the way to the top.”

      I just hope the young king is more willing to listen than the old fool who left his pack vulnerable to destruction.
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      It took some convincing to get the guys on board with my plan, and I think the only reason they all agreed is for lack of a better one, but either way, I finally feel like we’re making progress. We’re deep into vampire territory, which is the only way to reach Eternus territory without running into Ryland’s forces.

      If there’s one thing I know will give him pause, it’s vampires. The rivalry between our kind has gone on as far back as the records that exist, and just being in a city overrun by the undead is a risk in itself. Granted, it’s a calculated one with three big alpha males surrounding me at all times, especially since one of them is a hybrid. James assured me with a rueful smile that vampires are every bit as put off by his existence as wolves are.

      Tarka is a vast coastal city full of ten times as many humans as vampires, and the nervous looks on their somber faces as they dart to and from work tells me they know the danger they’re in. The city might look like any other, but the entire region is guarded by a forcefield that reads the data in the electronic collars they all wear, either around their wrists or their necks.

      The humans in Tarka are a food source, even if they are allowed some semblance of a normal life. Most of them have jobs and go to school. They’re forced to give blood regularly, and the structure of the “donation” centers keeps the human rights activists at bay, but there are plenty of predators lurking who’d rather have a hot meal.

      If there’s any life more tightly controlled and circumspect than an omega’s, it’s that of a human in vampire country. I’m sure the only reason they’re allowed as much freedom as they have is because their population increases that way.

      While humans lack the sensory perception to recognize monsters wearing identical skin, they all look at us as if they know something’s amiss. I’m average height for a woman my age, but the guys all tower over the humans, even Christopher, who’s not that tall for an alpha.

      “This place gives me the creeps,” he mutters, glancing at James. “No offense.”

      James has been silent the entire walk to the bar where his contact is supposed to meet us. According to him, this vampire is a broker of information who knows how to smuggle people into Eternus territory. If we’re going to reach the King, that’s our ticket in.

      I can tell that being this close to so many humans is difficult for James. The realization makes me pity him, but it’s also a reminder of just how dangerous he really is. I put my arm in his, hoping that my touch gives him a fraction of the comfort his gives me. “Are you okay?”

      He gives me a strained smile and nods. I’m not sure if he’s being so quiet because he’s distracted, or because breathing makes restraint more difficult. Supposedly, being a hybrid doesn’t actually mute his thirst for blood. If anything, being out of practice with hunting humans seems to make it more difficult for him.

      We finally reach a bar that doesn’t look like much more than a stairwell leading down below the street, but James seems confident this is the place. As soon as he opens the door, the pounding music sets a migraine in action. Is this really how vampires like to spend their time? There seem to be a good number of humans on the floor, and unlike the modest folks on the street, most of them have their collars proudly on display.

      There’s a woman in a black latex bikini dancing on a stage in the middle of the room, her collar hooked to a thick metal chain leash attached to the pole she’s dancing on. I like to think I’ve come a long way from the sheltered omega I was when this all began, but I find myself blushing on her behalf. Unlike the vampires sitting around the stage, staring at her like she’s dessert, James and Christopher don’t even seem to notice. I follow them behind the bar and up a set of stairs that lead to a private area.

      The scent of blood hits my nose—a few moments after James’, I’m sure. He freezes and I spot the woman moaning in the next room as two males feed from her, one from her neck and one from her wrist. The fact that she seems to be enjoying herself comes as a surprise, and I can’t help but wonder what it would be like to have James…

      No. I can’t let myself go there. Especially not now. It’s obvious that any reminder of his vampire half causes him distress, so I doubt it would even be an enjoyable experience for him. After learning the truth about his birth, I can understand why.

      I still feel guilty for knowing such an intimate detail that he’s obviously tried to keep hidden, but I don’t know how to bring it up without upsetting him.

      James keeps moving and I notice that Christopher has moved between us. I glare at him for the unsolicited overprotectiveness, and he pretends like he doesn’t notice.

      “Here,” James says, holding open a door that leads into a dark room with couches on every wall. There’s a cage in the middle and I don’t even want to know what that’s for.

      “You’re sure this guy’s on the up and up?” Rowan asks skeptically. I can tell he’s by far the most skeeved out by this little field trip out of all of us. Not that even the most ballsy vampire would risk going after his neck.

      “Girl,” James corrects. “She’s an old friend. I trust her.”

      Jealousy immediately flares up in me and I suppress it, but not without a thorough scolding. I should be glad James has someone in his life that he trusts, especially since it’s not something that comes easily for him.

      The door opens and my shallow hope that maybe she’s ninety-five goes out the window when I see the gorgeous blonde clad in a skin-tight leather corset and jeans that look painted on. She’s voluptuous, but her waist is narrower than mine, and she’s got that goth girl vibe going for her that vampires so obviously obsess over. She looks at each of us and her stark blue eyes settle on James. Her purple lips part in a big smile as she runs to throw her arms around his neck.

      “Jamie!”

      I’ve never actually met a full-blooded vampire, but somehow I never imagined they’d be perky. Her fangs seem even sharper than the pictures I’ve seen, and she makes no attempt to hide them.

      James returns the hug stiffly and pulls away, looking at me. “Thanks for coming, Brit. This is my girlfriend, Danica,” he says, putting his arm around my waist. “Dani, this is Brit.”

      “Nice to meet you,” I say, trying to convince myself not to throw in the towel and shrink behind the sofa. Why isn’t he with her? She’s gorgeous, she understands the side of him he seems to hate in himself, and she obviously adores him, given that warm reception.

      It hits me a moment later that he introduced me as his girlfriend in front of the others. Rowan doesn’t seem phased, and while Christopher is silent, he doesn’t seem surprised, either.

      Guess it’s all out in the open now.

      “She’s cute,” Brit remarks, her eyes flickering over me appreciatively. “Never seen a little omega flower in person.”

      Christopher and Rowan move in a little closer, and I can tell they’re both tense in the vampire’s presence. Even I’m getting a little apprehensive with the way Brit keeps eyeing my neck, but I remind myself that I trust James’ judgment.

      “And you brought the whole pack,” she sneers, her toothy smile widening as she plants a hand on her hip. “How fun.”

      “Sorry to cut things short, but we’re on a time-sensitive mission,” James says politely. “Do you think you’ll be able to help us?”

      “It’s gonna be hard with four of you,” Brit muses. “But I think I can manage. Hope you’re good with pretending to be a leashed pet, Danica.”

      “Wouldn’t be that much of a departure from the usual,” I mutter.

      She laughs. “It’s settled, then. I’ve got a guy who’ll arrange to have you brought through the border with a caravan shipment. James, you’ll be playing the part of a wealthy half-blood broker, and these hunks can be your bodyguards. I’ve even printed up your documents, and the paperwork for owning an omega.”

      “They’re going to believe a hybrid got his own omega?” Christopher asks in disbelief.

      “You’re entering Eternus territory, darlin’,” Brit says, folding her arms over her ample chest. “Money talks and this cover didn’t come cheap, so don’t blow it, hm?”

      Christopher grunts, but I can tell he’s as doubtful as I am. Brit’s phone rings and she exchanges a few short words with the person on the other line. What little I hear gives me the sinking suspicion that she’s not just brokering a sale of donor blood.

      “Excuse me just a sec,” she tells us, slipping out of the room.

      “What exactly are we going to be delivering in this ‘shipment’?” I ask, turning to James.

      “I was wondering the same thing,” says Rowan.

      James doesn’t answer right away. I can tell from the look in his eyes that he’s uncomfortable, which can’t mean anything good. “It’s the only way in, Danica.”

      “People?” I cry, reading between the lines. “Why would your friend smuggle humans into Eternus territory?”

      “Vampires have an appetite for human blood, but they’re not the only ones who keep them as pets,” James says in a somber tone. There’s shame in his expression, and I try to scale back my own reaction when I realize he’s going to read my horror as a projection onto him. “For what it’s worth, they’re going to a better life than the one they’d live here.”

      “It’s usually humans who’ve refused donations, or tried to escape,” Christopher murmurs. “Before the trade started, they were just killed.”

      “You knew about this?” I ask in disbelief.

      Christopher sighs. “You were sheltered, Dani. I know the Eternus packs seem civilized, but they just exorcise their demons in different ways.”

      His words make me shudder. Demonic is about the right term for it. “I hate this.”

      “I know,” says James, touching my cheek. “For what it’s worth, so do I. But if we’re going to stop Ryland, this is the only way.”

      I nod, knowing he’s right. I have been sheltered, and that’s become abundantly clear ever since taking a step outside my gilded cage. There’s more cruelty and darkness to this world than I ever imagined, and I’m afraid that uncovering the truth about my past is only going to lead me deeper into it before I reach the light.

      Brit comes back in, a triumphant look on her face. “Alright, puppies. We’re all set.” She pulls four stubs of thick paper from her corset and offers them to James. Of course. “Here are your tickets to the golden palace.”

      “Tickets?” Rowan frowns. “We’re flying?”

      “Of course. You didn’t think you were driving, did you?” she asks. “Much more stylish, and it takes half the time. You’ll have your own private flight.” Her eyes dance with mischief as she looks at me. “Something tells me you’ll find a way to occupy the time.”
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      I’ve never been on a plane before. Hell, I can count the number of times I’ve been in a car on two hands. Omegas aren’t allowed to travel without direct supervision from an alpha, and the fact that I’ve got three surrounding me does little to calm my nerves.

      The sky is overcast and heavy with rain as we take off, and the sight of the plane lifting into the air makes my head spin. James touches my shoulder from the seat next to me. “It’s alright,” he reassures me, not for the first time.

      I give him an apologetic smile and settle back down in my seat. “Sorry. I’m sure I’m making you nervous.”

      “It’s understandable,” he says, taking my hand. It’s just the two of us in the aisle, for the moment. Brit wasn’t kidding about it being private. There’s even a bed in back behind a curtain. I’m told the humans are on another flight. The plane is big enough that I haven’t seen Rowan since he went off to get food, and Christopher left somewhere without a word of explanation.

      He’s been acting strangely ever since James introduced me to Brit as his girlfriend, and while I’m worried about him, I’m not sure anything I could say would make it any better.

      I’ve always loved him, even if it is different from the way I feel about James, but our timelines just never seemed to line up. Now, there’s so much left unspoken and undone that I’m not sure how we’re ever going to get back to the way things were between us, if that’s even possible.

      “What’s on your mind?” James asks, searching my face. “I know something’s bothering you.”

      “A lot is bothering me.”

      He gives me a knowing look. “You know what I mean.” He pauses. “It’s about Brit, isn’t it?”

      I think of lying, but our relationship is still so delicate that I don’t want to risk anything else coming in between us. “I just can’t help but wonder,” I murmur.

      “About what?” He seems genuinely confused, even though it seems perfectly obvious to me.

      “She’s gorgeous,” I remind him. “I’m sure you’ve noticed.”

      He hesitates. “She’s… very attractive, yes. I’m still not sure what that has to do with anything.”

      “It has a lot to do with everything,” I inform him. “She’s a vampire. She understands you, and she’s obviously crazy about you. I just don’t understand why you’re not together.”

      James blinks, like he legitimately wasn’t expecting that response. “Danica… Brit is just a friend,” he says firmly, making eye contact as if to emphasize the importance of his words. “Even if I had ever felt something more for her in the past, which I didn’t, that was all over when I fell in love with you. You’re the only woman I’ve ever loved.” He cups my cheek in his hand. “Someday, when all this is said and done, I want you to be my mate.”

      My heart starts pounding again, but in a different way. “You do?”

      “Of course,” he says, leaning in to kiss me. “How could I not? You’re perfect.”

      That’s not a word I’ve ever considered to describe myself, but he says it with such feeling that I want to believe him. His lips meet mine again and I slip my arms around his neck. That familiar desire stirs up again. Wondering what it would be like to be his in every way.

      I remember his reaction the first time we made love. I saw a hint of his true nature then, and while I once thought I would run in fear, it only made me feel closer to him. We’ve been vulnerable with each other, and I want that to continue. I want this bond between us to grow deeper, even if my feelings for Christopher have complicated things.

      The door to our private section opens and I look up to see Christopher staring at us with a blank look on his face. “I’ll come back later.”

      “No! Christopher,” I call, sitting up. “I’m sorry. We didn’t think you were coming back soon.”

      James doesn’t go as far as apologizing, but he does say, “There’s no need for you to go.” He pauses, standing up. “Actually, maybe we both should. There’s something I wanted to talk to you about, anyway.”

      “What is it?” Christopher asks.

      “I’d rather talk in private.”

      “Seriously?” Christopher asks, frowning.

      “It won’t take long,” James says, putting a hand on Christopher’s arm to politely shoulder him through the thin sliding door that separates what would be first class from the rest of the plane. I’m left as surprised as Christopher is. What could James want to talk to him about that he doesn’t want to say in front of me?

      I’m giving a shameful amount of consideration to following them and eavesdropping when Rowan comes over with a plate of food piled a foot high.

      “Never knew they made shrimp this huge,” he says, flopping down on the seat across from me.

      “I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself on a trip where we’re bringing human pets to the castle for God only knows what reason,” I say, folding my arms.

      “Hey, me not eating isn’t gonna change that. Egg roll?” he offers, holding one out to me.

      I sigh. “I’m not hungry.”

      “Where’d your boyfriends get off to?” Rowan asks, looking around the otherwise empty car.

      “Only one of them is my boyfriend.”

      He gives me a doubtful look. “Okay.”

      “What? I’m serious.”

      “Huh. Always figured you and Christopher were secretly an item.” He smirks. “I was kind of pissed about it when I was trying to win you and all.”

      My face grows hot, but there’s too much in that remark to focus on one thing. “Well, those days are over,” I say firmly. “I’m not going to be ‘won.’ But… I do appreciate you coming back for me.”

      He gives a dismissive shrug. “No big deal. Wasn’t gonna let you get hitched to that old creep without knowing all the facts.”

      “It is a big deal. You stuck your neck out for me and I haven’t really given you much reason to,” I admit.

      He snorts. “Don’t mention it. Wouldn’t be much of an alpha if I didn’t look out for the omega who was almost my mate.”

      I wouldn’t say almost, but I decide to let him have it, smiling. “You know, you’re the only one I trust to be honest with me. Do you think we actually stand a chance?”

      He grimaces, tilting his hand back and forth. “Eh… I’d say fifty-fifty.”

      “That’s higher than I would’ve thought,” I sigh. “I’ll take it.”

      “I know the outlands like the back of my hand, but we’re in Eternus territory now,” he says, looking through the window as a distant cityscape goes by. The sky-high buildings and thick woods on all sides of the city show me why the long-defeated packs of the outlands fought so hard to keep this territory out of Eternus’ hands. “It’s all uncharted from here.”

      “Yeah,” I murmur, taking in the muted colors of the sunset. We’ve already been traveling for almost a day, and there are two more to go. Somehow I feel a pull deep within that tells me the closer I get to the answers about my past, the closer I’ll get to Mace.
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      The plane landing makes my ears pop, but it’s relatively smooth. The airport is bustling, and as I adjust the shawl around my shoulders, the golden silk leash fastened to the collar around my neck brushes against my exposed cleavage in the absurdly revealing and embarrassing outfit Brit picked out for me. James is holding the other end of it, and even though I’d rather it be him than Rowan or Christopher, the act we’re expected to put on makes me uncomfortable. Especially when we’re surrounded by so many people.

      Then again, I guess it’s not really any different than the role I almost played for a lifetime. Looking back, it still seems bizarre that I was ready to step into life as a stranger’s status symbol.

      Maybe my liberation didn’t come at the hands of Eternus like the commander promised, but it happened little by little. The change was so gradual, in fact, that I didn’t realize just how accustomed to charting my own destiny I’d become until that choice was ripped away from me.

      What stings more than anything is knowing that I was willing to fall back in line. To be a pawn once more. Sure, it was under the guise of family honor rather than just trying to survive, but it’s so easy to resent myself for falling back into the pattern I already escaped once.

      I promise myself that this will be the last time I ever wear a leash for anyone, literally or figuratively. More than that, I’m going to do something to change the way this twisted world works—even if I have to dismantle it myself. It’s not enough anymore just to refuse to play into the hands of the man I called my father for the last twenty years of my life. I have to stop him.

      James leads me down the ramp, his hand on the small of my back. His energy is different somehow. He finally looks and acts the part of the callous vampire who thinks of nothing more than blood and how to profit off of it.

      Another alpha in a bright blue uniform comes to meet us at the bottom of the ramp as Christopher and Rowan take their places at our sides. They look the part with dark suits, sunglasses and wires coming out of their ears.

      “Mr. Shephard,” the man says, nodding respectfully to James even though I can see the disgust in his gaze when he sees me behind him. Is this what he deals with all the time? I’m ashamed that I never noticed before. Even here, where his status is supposed to be high enough to warrant entrance into the King’s court, he’s looked down on by some mid-level guard. “I hope your flight was comfortable.”

      “It was… acceptable,” James says boredly. He’s really giving his all to the role. “If you don’t mind, I’m in a hurry to get this over with. The sooner I meet with the Duke, the sooner I can get back to civilization.”

      The guard seems taken aback by his response, but he mutters, “Of course. I’ve been authorized to wire the money into your account, so if you’d like, we can take care of it right now.”

      “That won’t do,” James said firmly. “The Duke requested a personal hand-off, and I won’t be the scapegoat when he decides one of his apples is bruised.”

      Even more flustered, the guard mumbles something and opens the door to a limousine that pulls up to take us. I keep my gaze averted as I follow James into the backseat, and Rowan and Christopher pile in across from us.

      Once the door is shut, Rowan scoffs. “That won’t do,” he says in a snooty tone. Even Christopher is laughing.

      James rolls his eyes. “If I acted like I gave a rat’s ass, the guy would’ve been questioning me.”

      “He has a point,” Rowan agrees. He looks around as the modern city flies by. “I can’t believe we made it this far.”

      “Me either,” I admit, relaxing against James’ side. I realize I still don’t know what he wanted to talk to Christopher about, but it doesn’t feel like the right time to ask.

      “What the hell do you think the Duke wants a bunch of donors for, anyway?” Rowan asks.

      “Beats me,” said Christopher. “Guess we’re going to find out.”

      I don’t have high hopes that we’ll receive much help from a man whose underlings see humans as food—or pets—but this is fighting fire with fire. I just hope we’re not putting information in the hands of a man who’s even worse than Ryland.

      The drive isn’t long, and I’m surprised the castle is so close to the heart of the city. Then again, I’m surprised that it’s a literal castle with high turrets and stone walls covered in ivory. There are guards everywhere, and it takes us thirty minutes just to get through the gates. Brit’s paperwork proves to be flawlessly forged and we sail through without a hitch. It’s not until our driver pulls into the garage that I finally let myself breathe easy.

      Christopher and Rowan get out first. “After you, your highness,” Rowan says dryly.

      James subtly flips him off before helping me out of the car. Even the garage is lavish. The whole castle must be the size of the Marok pack. If this is how the Eternus wolves live, I can see how they can afford such a massive army.

      I keep my head bowed and walk behind James as we’re passed off to the next palace guard. It’s all so formal, and every open door feels like a miniature ceremony. The first hallway we’re led down has ceilings so high I can barely see the ornate patterns on them, and the sconces on the wall give the whole place an unexpected feeling of warmth. We walk along a bright red carpet and the scent of vanilla hits my nose, triggering the strangest sense of nostalgia.

      I can’t explain it, but somehow, I feel like I’ve been here before. It’s impossible, but the feeling only grows stronger as we continue down one winding corridor after another. The wooden doors speak of an era gone by, but they’re refurbished and refinished with gleaming curved handles. I’ve never seen such luxury—or such decadence.

      When I think of how so many of us in the outlands live, I can’t help but feel a twinge of anger. These are the high-born souls who make the decisions that shift our lives in an instant, probably without ever having to give a thought to the consequences the rest of us have to live with.

      “The Duke will see you shortly. Please, wait here,” says a petite woman in a pinstripe suit. She opens the door into a vast room that might as well be a house. There’s a bed, a sofa, and a library that occupies one corner big enough to be the entire dining hall back at the shelter. I smile as I think of what Aspen would say if he saw all those books, but the thought quickly turns bitter.

      James steps into the room and I follow him, taking a seat on the red velvet sofa when he drops my leash. I keep my hands in my lap and my eyes on the marble floors until Rowan closes the door behind him. Once I’m sure we’re alone, I look around. “This place is ridiculous.”

      “I think it’s kinda classy,” Rowan says, flopping down on the sofa beside me. He takes up most of it, propping his dirty boots on the glass table.

      “Try not to break anything,” Christopher warns.

      “You two should get moving,” says James, looking at Rowan and Christopher. “Try to find the King, I’ll stall the Duke for as long as I can.”

      “I’m going with them,” I say, standing as I clutch the locket against my chest.

      James frowns. “Danica, I’m not letting you leave this room.”

      “Letting me?” I challenge. “Since when do you ‘let’ me do anything?”

      His frown deepens, but I can tell he’s not backing down. This is a new side of him, and I don’t like it. “You don’t know what these people are like.”

      “I didn’t come all this way and pretend to be your pet so I could just sit by on the sidelines!” I insist. “The King’s life is in danger, and I don’t even know if he deserves to be saved, but if there’s a chance he can stop Ryland, I’m going to take it myself.”

      “She’s right,” Christopher says suddenly. “This is Dani’s fight as much as ours, and if the King is going to listen to anyone, it’ll be her.”

      If looks could kill, the one James is giving him would warrant a life sentence. Rowan seems to sense a fight about to break out and he puts a large hand out to stop Christopher, who looks like he’s about to lunge. “It’s a castle. This place is swarming with guards from top to bottom. Besides, we’re not gonna let anything happen to her.”

      I give Rowan a grateful look, but I can tell James still isn’t convinced. I step forward, reaching up to touch his cheek. “James, I love you,” I murmur. “But I’m not going to be another alpha’s pawn, even if it’s one I love. I’m not asking you to let me go. I’m telling you how it’s going to be, and you can either continue to support me the way you’ve done this whole time, or not.”

      His eyes shine with frustration, and I can tell he wants to argue, but at least, he sighs in defeat. He brings his hand up to mine and nuzzles my palm. “Go,” he mutters, looking sharply up at Rowan and Christopher. “If anything happens to her—”

      “I know, you’ll kill us,” Rowan says, taking me by the shoulders to lead me out of the room. “Let’s get a move on.”

      As soon as we’re on the other side of the door, I hear footsteps coming from down the hall. “Take this,” I urge, shoving the end of my leash into Rowan’s hand. He straightens his spine and does a purposeful march down the hall that I struggle to keep up with.

      “Easy,” I hiss. “Not all of us have ten-foot-tall legs.”

      “Sorry,” he whispers, growing sullen as we pass the whistling guard. The man stops, glances sideways at me, then carries on like nothing is amiss.

      “Alright,” Christopher says, leaning in. “Since you’re leading this show, any idea where you’d hide if you were the King?”

      “Based solely on the fairytales I’ve read, I’d say a tower somewhere,” I mutter.

      Rowan points up ahead to a flight of stairs. “Looks like those go up.”

      They go further up than I imagined. By the seventh flight, I’m starting to wish we’d taken the elevator. When we finally reach the top, I pause to catch my breath and tuck my locket into the band of my corset. “Okay,” I wheeze. “Let’s hope he’s up here.”

      There isn’t a higher floor to reach, at least not from this wing. Rowan opens the door and the hallway is surprisingly deserted. The fact that it’s not very well-lit makes me fear we’ve taken a wrong turn. Surely the King’s quarters would be more elegant than this, and more heavily guarded.

      “Stay here,” Rowan says, leaving me in a small cove. “I’ll go case the floor and see what I can find.”

      “I’ll come with you,” says Christopher.

      I’m annoyed that they’ve gone off without me, but they look like they belong here while it’ll be hard to explain why they’re parading an omega around. I decide to lie low until I hear movement coming from down the hall. I peek out in time to see a woman in uniform leading a group of humans in collars down a different corridor. They look terrified.

      My stomach twists in knots and I try to convince myself to stay where I’m at, but I can’t. I rush forward as quietly as I can and see the last human in line disappear into a large room.

      Before the door can fall shut, I follow them in and freeze when I see the man dressed in a golden suit decked out in every pin and embroidered patch Eternus has to offer. He turns to greet the men and women who’ve just arrived, and his face is young and surprisingly kind. He’s handsome in an almost feminine way, and his long, dark hair makes him all the more so. There’s a heavily decorated sword at his side that I’m willing to bet he’s never actually drawn, judging from his slender build and soft features.

      I can’t believe my eyes, but I think I just found the King.
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      “Hello,” the King says gently as he looks at the newcomers. He takes the hand of the woman in front of him and frowns when he sees the metal band on her wrist. It’s the same one the humans in the cities wear. “Jenna, please, take these off at once, would you?”

      The woman in uniform who led the group down the hall takes out what looks like an electronic wand and waves it over the human woman’s wrist. The cuff falls off and the woman looks down in confusion, rubbing her irritated flesh.

      “I’m so sorry,” the King says, looking down at her bruised skin with what appears to be genuine sorrow, before he turns to the others. “All of you. I’m sure you’re confused, and I apologize for not being able to explain sooner, but it’s a matter of security and we can’t jeopardize these missions.”

      “What do you want with us?” one of the men Jenna hasn’t reached yet asks, his voice shaking with fear and anger.

      The King’s expression softens. “Nothing. I want to help you. After this, you’ll all be assigned to one of my most trusted employees, and you can choose either to stay here or be resettled elsewhere in the city. For those who have family in Tarka, every effort will be made to assist you in reuniting with them.”

      “You’re not going to feed from us?” another human woman asks doubtfully.

      Her question doesn’t offend the King. Rather, it seems to grieve him. “No. No, of course not, all that’s over now. You’re free to live your lives with whatever help I can offer you. I’m afraid it’s not nearly enough,” he says in a guilt-ridden tone. “But I’ll do whatever I can.”

      The murmurs of confusion spread throughout the group as Jenna tries to get to all the collars and bands. The King’s eyes finally land on me, and I freeze, realizing I’ve just been standing here in shock with the rest of them.

      “Oh,” he says, raising a hand to his chest as he gazes at me in confusion. “Hello. Can I help you?”

      I realize with one look into his soft eyes the truth that should have been obvious from the moment I entered the room. The King is not an alpha or a beta. He’s an omega. Male omegas are so rare that I’ve never actually seen one in person. As gentle males in a species where the only way to obtain power is to be capable of producing young or conquering territory, they’re often unwanted. The possibility that the King of Eternus himself is an omega never even occurred to me, and I’m not sure what to make of it.

      “Your Majesty,” I say, bowing down when I remember what I’m here for. “Forgive me for intruding, but there’s something urgent I have to warn you about.”

      “Urgent?” He frowns. “Well… come, let’s hear about it.”

      I can tell he thinks I’m just a lost, confused pet, and the fact that he’s being so kind is more of a testament to his character than my success. Either way, I have more hope of reasoning with him than before.

      The King leads me down the hall and into a room full of old books and light. Dust particles dance in the rays beaming through the windows that stretch up to the ceiling. The King stands beside an ornate globe with every human, wolf and vampire territory marked. I notice the little flags sticking up in various parts, but something makes me doubt they’re plans for conquest.

      The beautiful man watches me in deep concern. “What seems to be the trouble?” He looks around. “Are you in danger?”

      “Not me,” I say, needing to answer my own curiosity before I satisfy his. “Those humans… are you really going to help them?”

      “Of course,” he says, tilting his head. “How did you get up here?”

      “I’m sorry for intruding,” I say quickly. “But as I said before, you’re in great danger. I come from the Marok pack, and —”

      “Marok?” His eyes widen, and he actually seems frightened for a second. Fear isn’t something I’m used to inspiring in men. “This must be a joke…”

      “I’m telling the truth, Your Majesty. I swear it. My name is Danica Wake, the daughter of Sergeant Ryland Wake.”

      I see the recognition light up his face. “Sergeant Wake?” he murmurs. “My uncle tells me that he is a great man. A noble soldier who joined us and sought to bring civility back to his people.”

      “That’s one way of telling it,” I mutter. “Your Majesty, as difficult as this may be to hear, I witnessed my father and your uncle, General Harquest, plotting treason.”

      “Treason?” Up until this moment, he’s actually been listening. Now I can feel a wall between us. “My dear, I’m afraid you must be mistaken.”

      “I know how this sounds, but I heard them myself,” I insist. “They’re planning on turning against your dynasty as soon as they’ve conquered the other two packs on the outlands border. The General has the numbers, and my father has the experience. They’ve already taken the Visath pack.”

      “If that were true, my men would have told me,” says the King, his gaze turning troubled as he looks at me in a new way. I can’t tell if he’s angry or if he pities me. “And I’m not sure what you heard, but my uncle would never betray this dynasty, or his family. He raised me after my parents and sister were killed.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss, and I know firsthand what it’s like to be betrayed by someone you loved and trusted, but if you don’t act, this kingdom will fall,” I say, struggling to remain firm. I know what I heard, but his absolute belief is making even me question it.

      Now the King’s feelings are plain on his face. He watches me in pitying silence until a knock at the door interrupts us. I jump, convinced it’s one of the guards who’s realized I’m not where I belong. Instead, Jenna appears, looking curiously between us. The statuesque blonde has a beautiful if severe face and piercing blue eyes that make me fear exposure. She looks at me for a moment before turning her attention back to her king with a short bow at the waist. “Your Majesty, the party has begun and the guests await your appearance.”

      “Yes, thank you, Jenna,” he says thoughtfully, turning back to me. He touches my shoulder with a soft, sympathetic smile. “Please wait here. When I return, we’ll discuss this matter further.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.” I bow to him as they leave. I know if I stick around until he gets back, I’ll end up in a butterfly net, so as soon as the coast is clear, I take off to find the others. I round the corner and literally run into Christopher. His livid eyes tell me he noticed I wasn’t where they left me.

      “Where have you been?” he hisses.

      “I found King Albien,” I say, knowing there’s no time to waste. “He refuses to believe his uncle would turn on him, and he’s going downstairs to some party.”

      “A party?” Christopher frowns, following me down the hall. “You know there’s like three dozen humans up here, right?”

      “I know. King Albien freed them,” I say, noting his confusion. “It’s a long story. Where is Rowan?”

      “He went looking for you. We thought you might’ve gone back to James, so we fanned out to search.”

      “We need to find them both and get into that party,” I tell him. “If the King won’t listen to reason, we’ll just have to keep him safe ourselves.”

      “And how the hell are we supposed to do that?”

      “I don’t know,” I say, looking down at my corset and black tulle skirt. “But we’ll need a change of clothes.”
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      James was less than thrilled when he found out I’d been separated from the others, but I think he’s too impressed that I actually found the King to say anything. I told them all about Albien being an omega, not that they believe me. They’ll find out soon enough.

      We managed to find a change of clothes for me, Rowan and Christopher in one of the royal changing rooms. Judging from the number of clothes on that rack, I don’t think they’ll miss these anytime soon. James is already dressed for the occasion, and since the Duke never showed for their meeting, he’s free to join us.

      I chose a golden ballgown with a glimmering train. It’s a struggle not to step on it, especially since I’m not used to wearing heels, but that seems to be the fashion among women in the Capital. The neckline leaves me feeling as exposed as the corset, but the gown is tasteful, at least, and when I look around the grand room, I’m relieved that I’m appropriately dressed.

      “Where is Albien?” asks Rowan, squinting at the crowd of wealthy people sipping wine and mingling over hors d’oeuvres.

      I look around the room, struggling to spot him in a sea of men who stand well over six feet tall. He’s slight compared to the other male shifters, and I don’t see any sign of his gilded uniform.

      Finally, I spot him at a table drinking from a goblet. Is it poisoned? Maybe I’m being paranoid in thinking the General would be so bold, but now that they know I’m gone, their plans have been rushed. If they were willing to raze an entire town, I can’t imagine familial loyalty will protect the King as much as he believes it will.

      If he won’t listen to me, maybe he’ll listen to my protectors. Just as I’m thinking of going over to try reasoning with him again, Christopher taps my arm and points across the room. “Look!”

      There’s a waiter standing near one of the King’s guards, whispering something in his ear as they glance Albien’s way. That’s definitely suspicious. I watch as the guard passes something underneath the waiter’s tray and he takes off at a clip toward the King’s table.

      “He’s got a gun!” I cry, rushing forward. My dress limits my movements, but Christopher and the others catch him in time. The waiter gives a startled cry as the three wolves pounce on him and Rowan pulls his arms behind his back.

      “Got it,” James mutters, snatching the gun that was concealed beneath a large silver tray and a white cloth draped over the waiter’s arm.

      A woman screams and the elites flee their tables, overturning a few in the process. King Albien is surrounded by a team of guards and Jenna emerges from the throng, brandishing a gilded firearm. She stalks toward us, her gaze settling on me.

      “What is the meaning of this?”

      “This man was trying to kill the King!” I cry. James offers her the gun. “And he wasn’t alone. One of your guards is with him.”

      “On it,” Rowan says, passing the waiter off to Christopher and James before taking off in the direction the guard left in.

      Jenna seems as perplexed as everyone else, but she calls her men over and they cuff the struggling waiter, freeing James and Christopher of their burden.

      “Who are you?” Jenna demands, looking right at me.

      Before I can answer, King Albien breaks free of his guards. “She tried to warn me of the attack, but I wouldn’t listen,” he says, his gaze softening as he looks down at me. “Forgive me… Danica, wasn’t it?”

      “Yes, Your Majesty,” I say, catching my breath. I don’t know why, but I’m relieved he’s alright for more than just the obvious reasons. We need him if we’re going to stop Ryland, but it’s more than that. I feel like I know this man. Like there’s something good in him that’s worthy of trust, and that’s something that’s more difficult for me than ever.

      “I know it’s a bit late, but I think I’m finally ready to listen to you and your…” he trails off, looking curiously at my two companions. “I’m sorry, who are you again?”

      Neither of them seem to know how to answer, so I take a stab at it. “They’re my, um…”

      “Protectors,” says James. “She’s the one calling the shots.”

      I can’t help but smile. ‘Protectors’ doesn’t quite seem like enough to describe the three men who’ve stuck by me through hell. Each one of them is so much more than that, but for the time being, it’ll have to do.
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      An hour later, the King has invited us all into his throne room. Jenna stands at his side, ever present and ready to come to his defense. As soon as Rowan returned with a look of defeat on his face, I knew he hadn’t succeeded at catching the waiter’s co-conspirator.

      “I’m sorry, Your Majesty,” he says in a somber tone. “He got away.”

      “You have nothing to apologize for,” King Albien says earnestly. “I’m the one who should be apologizing to all of you. If it weren’t for your insistence and quick thinking, I’d be dead right now.” His gaze turns sorrowful and he presses a hand to his heart. “My uncle has betrayed me. I was too naive to see it before, but now I know the truth.”

      “I’m sorry,” I murmur. I know the pain he’s feeling well, and no words are enough to soothe it. “You seem like a kind soul, and no one deserves this.”

      Albien looks at me strangely, his gaze traveling down to the pendant hanging around my neck as if he’s seeing it for the first time. “Where did you get that?” he asks breathlessly.

      I look down, touching the locket. “I came by it recently,” I admit. “I’m not sure where it’s from, but it has a picture of me when I was a baby.”

      “May I see it?”

      I lift the chain over my head and offer it to him. He opens the face of the locket and puts a hand over his mouth as he stares down at the photograph. It’s the same reaction I had, a mixture of confusion and disbelief. When his eyes meet mine, I know something is wrong.

      “What is it?” James asks, coming to stand beside me.

      “These are my parents,” King Albien says without taking his eyes off me. “The child in this photograph is my twin sister. She died in the same plane crash that killed them.”

      “That’s impossible,” I say, my pulse quickening.

      The King picks open the first button on his jacket and pulls out a locket that’s identical to mine. He offers it to me and as soon as I open the locket, my breath leaves me. The picture is nearly identical to mine, only the infant they’re holding is dressed in a royal blue suit. He could easily be my twin, and when I see that matching photograph, I understand why the King looks like he’s seeing a ghost.

      He is.

      “I don’t understand,” I choke out. “How is this possible?”

      “That’s what I’m wondering,” he murmurs, his gaze sweeping over my face in awe. “Victoria?”

      He speaks the name so hopefully, as if he’s afraid to let himself wish for it to be true. It means nothing to me, but the familiarity I sensed from the moment I met him is beginning to. My thoughts are racing, and I don’t know what to feel. I was expecting the answer to my parents’ true identities to lie further up in the outlands, if anywhere, not the royal palace of our sworn enemies.

      “Wait, I’m lost,” Rowan interrupts. “Someone wanna tell me why Dani and the King have matching baby photos?”

      “They’re her parents, too, numbskull,” Christopher mutters under his breath. “They’re twins.”

      “But he’s a guy and she’s a chick!” Rowan protests.

      “That’s common with fraternal twins,” James says impatiently, watching the King. “Are you absolutely certain your sister was killed?”

      “No,” Albien says. He still hasn’t taken his eyes off me. “No, I’m not certain of anything anymore. My uncle was the one who announced their deaths, and if you had told me a day ago that he would be capable of such treachery, I never would have believed it. Now…”

      “I can’t be the princess,” I say, knowing that much for certain. “I don’t know why we look so much alike, but…”

      “There’s no other explanation, Dani,” says Christopher. “As farfetched as this seems, the alternative is even more ridiculous.”

      He’s right. I know he is, but still. Me? A princess? Then I remember what Rowan found out, about the mother who raised me not even being pregnant when she was supposed to be weeks away from having me. Knowing what I know now of Ryland, I wouldn’t put anything past him, but why?

      “If you’re alive, then that means you were taken,” Albien says, his voice growing strained. “That means all this time, I’ve lived thinking I was the only one left, and you were out there.”

      “Ryland,” James growls, his eyes darkening with rage. “He kidnapped her.”

      “With my uncle’s help, I’m sure,” Albien adds.

      “Why?” I ask, shaking my head. “King Albien would be the clear heir to the throne. Why would I matter to them?”

      “Think about it, Dani,” says Christopher. “Your father was going to marry you off to Harquest, who’s what, fourth in line for the throne? Fifth?”

      “Seventh,” King Albien says darkly, evidently on the same page as Christopher.

      “All they had to do was arrange their pieces on the board and when the time was right, kill the King,” Jenna murmurs, speaking up for the first time.

      James nods thoughtfully. “Then, I’m sure they’d planned to pull Dani out of their back pocket. Harquest would already have the territories and a good chunk of the Generals on his side, and being mated to the rightful Queen would silence any lingering dissent.”

      Rowan grimaces. “Then that means Harquest is…”

      “My uncle,” I finish for him, feeling like I’m going to vomit as soon as the words are out of my mouth.

      “Well, that explains why they had to take you to the outlands,” Albien says in a tone of pure disgust. “Inbreeding has been outlawed among royalty for the last century.”

      “That’s just sick,” James mutters. Even the stoic Jenna seems a bit green around the gills.

      “He was willing to kill his own nephew. I don’t think there’s anything that twisted bastard wouldn’t do for power,” says Christopher. He glances up at the King. “No offense, Your Majesty.”

      “None taken,” Albien says in a somber tone. “Well, we figured out the plan.”

      “Now I feel like I need a shower with bleach,” I mutter, shuddering. Just when I thought Ryland couldn’t sink any lower, he finds new ways to make me despise him even more. I’m no longer willing to settle for stopping him. I will find a way to kill him, and when I do, it’s not going to be quick.

      “Me, too,” Rowan chimes in. “So now that we know the master plan, what the hell do we do about it?”

      “I don’t know,” Albien says, his expression softening to a smile that warms my heart even though betrayal has frozen it solid. He reaches for my hand and squeezes it tight. “What I do know is that I’ve found my sister, and that calls for a celebration.”

      “Is it a good idea to make her identity known right now?” Christopher asks, frowning. “Especially with bullets already flying at the royal family.”

      “I’m sure those two weren’t the only eyes Harquest had in the room tonight,” says James. “The plan Dani overheard was to overthrow King Albien, not kill him. They jumped the shark because they’re scared of us, and by now, I’m sure they know everything we know.”

      “He’s right,” says Jenna. “The General kept the Princess hidden away for twenty years, hoping to use her to obtain power in his own time. Bringing her into the limelight now will take the control out of his hands and allow her to move with the full protection of the Eternus Army.”

      “And us,” Rowan grunts. “Don’t forget that.”

      “Yes,” Jenna says, arching an eyebrow. “The Princess and her… um. What are you three, again?”

      “Guardians,” says James.

      “Protectors,” Christopher says at the same time. They look at each other and Christopher mutters, “We’re still working on a name.”

      “I have a suggestion, if I may,” Albien offers with a mischievous glimmer in his eyes. “The traditional nomenclature would be Knights of the Royal Guard.”

      “They haven’t gone through training,” Jenna protests.

      “There are exceptions in the law for acts of extraordinary valor and prowess,” says the King, drawing the blade at his side. The edge looks dull, so I can tell it’s just for ceremonial use, but Rowan tenses up like he’s going to have to defend himself. Albien smiles patiently, resting the tip of the blade on the large alpha’s shoulder. “If you are willing.”

      “Oh.” Rowan gawks at him. “Uh… sure.”

      “Get down on your knee, dumbass,” Christopher mutters under his breath.

      “Oh, right.” Rowan quickly complies as the King taps each of his shoulders with the blade.

      “I dub thee Sir Rowan, the Great.”

      “Heh. Neat.”

      Christopher rolls his eyes as he sinks down and Albien makes his way over to him. He accepts the impromptu honor with a bit more refinement, folding his arm over his chest the way I’ve seen other Eternus soldiers do.

      “I dub thee Sir Christopher, the Lionhearted,” Albien says fondly, moving on to James. He pauses, studying the hybrid carefully. I fear for a moment that James’ duality is what’s giving him pause, but instead, Albien bestows upon him the most fitting title of all. “And I dub thee Sir James, the Honorable.”

      I’ve never actually seen James taken by surprise, but I can only imagine what it must feel like to be an outcast all your life only to attain one of the highest commendations possible from the King himself. My heart surges with pride as they stand and Albien turns to me, smiling.

      “My dear sister, despite being isolated from your home and cut off from your true identity, you’ve chosen your court far better than I have,” he says gently.

      Tears sting my eyes as I take in the sight of the family I never knew I had. I don’t care about the title, and I don’t think I’d ever feel at home in a lavish castle, but knowing I’m not alone? It fills my heart and takes away the sting of the painful journey it took to get here.

      “I’m very lucky.” My voice is strained and it’s all I can do to hold the tears back. When the King discards formality and pulls me into a tight embrace, I give up trying.

      “Welcome home, sister,” he whispers.

      “Welcome home, Your Majesty,” Jenna says in a tone of great reverence, bringing her fist to the medal of valor over her heart as she sinks to one knee. “I swear my honor and fealty to you, Crown Princess of Eternus.”

      I gasp in bewilderment when I see James, Christopher and Rowan sink to their knees once more, along with every other guard in the room.

      “And I,” James says, his gaze full of love and pride as it meets mine.

      “And I,” says Christopher. His expression is grave, but his lips curve up in a slight smirk I know so well. He’ll never let me hear the end of this Princess thing, but all I can do is laugh as the joy in my heart bubbles over, even though it’s probably not a very regal thing to do at my unofficial coronation.

      “Me, too,” says Rowan. James elbows him and he grunts. “I mean… And I.”

      Fresh tears spill down my cheeks. This moment is something I never thought possible. Not only do I have a brother—a twin—but my three best friends, each of whom I love in a completely unique way that’s impossible to fully describe, have taken an oath to stay by my side. As perilous as this journey has been, the one comfort was having them with me, and until now, I’ve feared the day when we would inevitably have to part. Now I know that day will never come. They’ll be with me, always. It feels like just enough time.

      The End of Book 1.
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