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Prologue
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A sleek black limo slowly pulls up to the curb of the Ochre Knoll town hall, parking neatly in front of a section of the sidewalk marked off by velvet ropes. The day light is fading, casting a golden glow on the rustic brick walkway. It’s late summer, almost fall, and the prefect time to hold a banquet. The air is not stiflingly hot as it had been a few weeks ago, nor so chilly that it’s uncomfortable to mingle outside as well-dressed party goers gather around in anticipation. 

Tall white pillars frame the entry way, and a large window reveals the setting of a divine party which is awaiting the entrance of the attendees who are gathered outside. The party can’t start until the guests of honor arrive though, this has always been the tradition, and some here have been waiting for hours to even catch a glimpse of the new clan in town. 

The small port township of Ochre Knoll was ruled by the Shandower’s Clan, who’d held the territory for the better part of five hundred years. The sky port they owned was the bustling heart of the small piece of territory they controlled, and many times greater in size and wealth then the tiny town it hovered over could hope to produce. Though the town was still a precious asset to the Shandower’s who used it to make their port a historical feature, having carefully preserved the community to their exacting standards. It was as lush green and peaceful as was feasibly possible in a world run by those who mapped skies with their great flying apparatuses.  

Old Newlands Sky Port was a great piece of whirring machinery which allowed for passing sky ships and blimps to stop on cross country travels to refuel, repair, and make trade. It was tethered to the edge of town, kept hoisted in the air by swaying white paddles which maintained its altitude above the reaching lake below. Steam from the great engines occasionally escaped into the air creating whips of clouds and smoke around the floating port. Everywhere in town the machine hub was visible, even here in front of this old building whose back faced the thick forest that marked the edge of the township. 

Despite the constant flittering of ships around the port, the town below was left mostly undisturbed as there were no tourists allowed. Ochre Knoll was a historical town. By the law of the land, unless you were born within Shandower Territory, only those with special permissions were allowed to live or vacation there—let alone do business. 

Very few that visited the port were allowed to break for land, as merchants, inns, restaurants, and most other amenities where plentiful on the port or could easily be delivered from the town. No, only the notable where allowed to descend from the sky loft, when the Shandower’s Headship would invite them to a great gathering of other strong packs, wealthy clan heads, and premiere businesspeople yet unbonded. This is who waits outside the town hall. But as the port was bathed in the orange light of sunset, the crowd grew anxious. They were ready to head inside for food and gossip, and to see who was deserving of being the guests of honor. 

The focus of all is on the arrival of that long black limo, parked where only the invited may park. 

From the vehicle a tall alpha with broad shoulders and a fit frame steps out from the driver’s side. He strikes everyone who sees him as strong—stronger than almost any other alpha they’ve met. Maybe even stronger than Mr. Shandower himself. His eyes are so sharp a blue they seem to glow, made brighter by the tan on his skin and the swoop of black hair that touches his eyebrows. If his body commands attention, the weight of his strict gaze on the crowed makes even nearby beta’s interest peak. 

Next a woman exists the car from the front seat’s passenger side. She strikes them all as severe, someone you’d think twice about crossing paths with in a store or at any social event. Blonde hair is slicked back into a pony tail so precisely it could have plastic molded to fit her head, and brown eyes betray not a single one of her thoughts to the onlookers. She doesn’t even look at them. The slickness of her hair accentuated the long lines of her face and high cheek bones. A gown, cut from a rich green cloth, swaths the alphas body and hugs her curves perfectly as if painted on by envy’s essence.

The woman takes elegant steps and opens the door to the back seat as the other alpha stands on the opening side, stoic as a statue. Four people then exit the cab, and with each one the onlookers grow more fitful, lines of gossip already racing from one side of the crowd to the other.

The next two seen are betas, but even they steal attention. The first is another female, happy to take the hand of the dark haired alpha standing by as she gracefully pulls her long gown, a brighter green then that of her pack mates, out of the car. The color almost glows against her dark skin, drawing attention to her fine full figure and soulful eyes. Her careful and precise up-do has braids circling her head like a crown and she’s the first to wear a warm smile on her face. 

The next beta is a man, dressed in black like his alpha though a bold green tie matches the females. Longer brunette hair is pulled back by a small ribbon of the same color and he exudes sophistication with every slight turn of his head. A very well groomed beard highlights his jaw. He moves to the right to stand beside the woman holding the door, and they entwine their arms as the third person’s shining loafer appear as he steps out.

A gasp sweeps through the crowd when they see him. His hair is so light a blonde, even in the sunset light it may be mistaken as white, only streaks of warm color brighten his pale appearance. His eyes are a deep purple, an unnatural marker and immediately recognizable especially on his aristocratic face. Omegas in the corner can’t help but mummer that he looks like a prince from a fairy tale, but no one pays their whispers any mind. 

This is the man of the hour. 

The man they’ve been standing around waiting for. 

Something they've never heard of before: a tamed zeta. 

He doesn’t even bother to look out at the throngs of people who have been waiting for their arrival. He nods his head to those who stand on either side of him and turns back to the open car door, offering his hand to the final unseen member. A slight man, distinctly feminine and distinctly omega, steps out in a tightly fit checkered suit and a bright green bowtie. He looks a little out of place in the traditional beauty of the rest of the pack, but he doesn’t seem to care. Instead he’s smiling wide, revealing in the attention and even winking at a particularly keen watcher as he’s helped out of the car. 

He hangs off the arm of the man who’s helped him up, and the zeta rolls his eyes. Pack gathered, the female alpha closes the car door, and the tanned man takes the lead and the pack heads towards the door and inside. The other betas and alphas, walking arm in arm, follow after him. 

Soon the rest of the guests will be let inside and there would be little other talk at this party then their thoughts on the entrance of the new clan in town. 

They weren’t too big—hardly a parade, some would surely say. Not like when the Brents first came into down with 20 pack members and 10 pups in tow. Nor the grand opening offered by the newly bonded Harners, who'd worn such ostentatious costumes it was all anyone had giggled about over drinks for months. Nor had it been as sweet of a moment as the latest Shandower wedding, which had announced the youngest of their omega's joining with a long standing business partner of the port. 

The wedding, a beautiful event which had been blissfully gorgeous if not scandalous for the youthful girl involved, could hardly be compared to an entrance banquet. Though that wouldn't stop anyone from comparing them anyway, it took years for rumors to cycle out of the minds of those who lived in this closed community. And now that everyone had seen the zeta, and the alpha that had managed to claim one, they had something new to add to the rotation.

Despite any complaints, bad words, or mythifications of this small entrance party in the coming years, a few things became very clear to anyone who witnessed the event. Their new neighbors were unified and strong, bond together tightly, and quiet folk. 

This was the Alma Pack, and they were here to do business.
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Why did I think this was going to be a good idea again? 

I continued tapping my foot, both impatient and anxious.

Ah, pull yourself together, Odette!

My thoughts were uneasy as I waited for the start of this month’s Shandower’s Partner Ball. Though I’d heard the rules before my pulse was still racing. Nervousness had all but closed my throat and I could feel my hands shaking as I took a sip of water from the elegant fluted glass. 

At a podium towards the front of a lavish hall a man was speaking, but I was hardly listening. There were so many things to be distracted by. My side was a bit itchy, for one. That was a symptom of being near other omegas while my preheat was growing closer. And I was nervous out of my mind. Though I was trying to ignore that too. 

While it had been dressed up in rich velvet curtains, fine drinks, and full ballrooms, this event was basically just speed dating for the elite. Better put, it was actually speed bonding which came with a lot more commitment than a little date did. Everything was set to induce successful bonding, to the point I found it a bit hard to believe I’d made it through the first Ball without so much as having an alpha glance my way. 

Firstly, the water I was drinking had an additive meant to open up my senses and increase the strength of my instincts. Everything we consumed here would have that special chemical in it, or so we had been promised. It made us feel our omega more, priming us to be taken, and gifting our senses with a little more strength to better evaluate compatible alphas. Secondly, was the plentiful alcohol available to help us overcome inhibition, which I would be taking better advantage of this time. 

I assumed they’d given something to the alphas as well, but they were being held in a different room before the party started. But that in and of itself was another tactic to increase the chances of a coupling, as being kept away from mates put the alphas on edge and made them hungry for the scent search. And the entire idea of going to a Ball with the intent of bonding with the most scent compatible person in the room sent just about everyone with a hind brain going. Only the Shandower’s had the resources to host such an odd (and frankly almost archaic) event with these kinds of elite people, and not to mention with such style. 

Desperate alphas, omegas, and even betas came from all across the land, sea, and stars to attended and would pay top dollar for the privilege. And as soon as the speech was over, we omegas would be let out into the next ballroom to settle in, and the rest of the invitees would be allowed to follow a little while afterwards. My eyes flickered around to the rest of the guests dressed in fine dresses and suits, and all I could think was that I should have ignored the pleading of my father and mother and stayed home tonight. 

I wasn’t the sort of person that was usually allowed to attend this kind of event. My parents were both from packs that had been in this area for generations but hadn’t garnered enough wealth or attention to be considered important. They themselves had decided to stay a bonded pair instead of joining or creating a new pack, so after choosing their new name and setting down as small time lawyers, the Turin family had remained under the radar. We weren’t poor by any stretch, but we also weren’t being handed tickets to exclusive Shandower events like this one either. Even after I’d increased the visibility of our little clan with the success of the first and subsequent novels, no formal letters from the elusive Shandower’s had entered our mail. 

And yet, here I was. This opportunity was a gift, and I was grateful for it. But I also felt entirely out of place. 

It was just so high class, something that had bothered me last month during my first visit and still set me on edge. I shouldn’t have been on edge as technically speaking I did belong here. Since I had curated a small fortune with my writing, these kinds of parties were something I was occasionally invited too though I hardly attended them. Really, I only went to any of them because my agent begged me too, and even then, it was unwillingly. And knowing I’d taken the etiquette classes and knew how to sit and eat at a table like this didn’t stop me from feeling like there were judgmental gazes everywhere. Like they were analyzing my posture and even the angle at which I took drinks from my glass. It was exhausting. 

While upper hind society had its fair share of expectations, it wasn’t their snotty looks that set me off entirely. I felt out of place in situations like these from the first birthday party I'd been invited to as a school girl, to the house parties I’d been dragged to in college. While the drapes here were made of rich heavy cloth instead of cheap plastic shades and the immaculately maintained hardwood floor more stunning than that of a gymnasium, it wasn’t so different from those at its heart. 

I sighed. 

Entertaining thoughts of walking out was fine, but I knew there was no way I was leaving. The shame awaiting me at home if I did was enough to keep me in my chair. No, there was no turning back today. I was here, done up in a new dress, maybe the sexiest thing I’d ever worn, and armed with the rapt assurance from the hair dresser that I looked irresistible. If all went well, today I’d be bonded.

Today my color was a seductive green number with off the shoulder sleeves and a silhouette that made my bust look a little bigger and accentuated the dips of my waist. The color highlighted the green of my eyes, or so my mother said. I thought it was a little... too much. I kept my hair in a bob for a reason, it was just easy to take care of! This dress did not look easy to take care of, and it certainly wasn’t easy to wear, tight around the bust like a second skin. Still, with just a glance in the mirror I knew it suited me more than the playful yellow dress I’d worn to this event last month. My mother insisted that the color and style of my dress was the reason why no alpha had even glanced in my direction during the entire event. This time she was sure that I’d turn a head or two. 

And to be fair, I hadn’t much looked to see if anyone was interesting myself either so I couldn’t fully blame the ball. I’d sat at the edge of the ballroom, about as far away from everyone as I could get and kept my nose down. Then, I’d been far too embarrassed to get up from my seat as I watched those around me dance and break off into reserved back rooms where new bonds could be explored away from prying eyes like mine. 

Honestly most of my night had been spent chatting up a nice older beta man. He was a pair bonded widower looking for a pack to join late in life, who’d shared his life story without reserve and kept me busy most the night. It kept us both from looking for what we were there to be finding actually, but neither of us had minded at the time. He’d been sweet, blaming the drink for his blabbering about old days in the stellar navy, and thanked me for going out of my way to stay with him. 

It was my pleasure. I’d assured him, though my parents had been less enthused with my report of the night. 

That night was a symptom of a wider problem. Part of why I’d stayed single for so long was because I’d never been very good at approaching others (or even seeming open enough for others to want to approach me.) To say it frustrated me would be an understatement, but berating myself over it apparently hadn’t helped me actually change. 

I wasn’t unwilling to be bonded, in fact, I wanted to be claimed deeply. I wanted to settle down and to have pups running around under my watchful eye, sired by an alpha I admired. I thought about it constantly. But it hadn’t happened to me naturally, and no matter how much I wished for it to be different; I was still alone. That was why, despite my generally reserved nature, I was fine with attending a goddess damned Bonding Party. 

My parents knew how exclusive this particular speed dating event was, how so many eligible alphas attended... Left on my own I’d likely never find anyone, but here someone could just come by and take me. They insisted that this was my opportunity to put myself out there and I completely agreed.

Yet, somehow I’d still managed to mess it up once. 

Maybe I was just a bad omega? With a weak smell and terrible instincts, and no alpha would ever want to touch me with a 10-foot pole. But that wouldn’t stop me from trying—not when I also really wanted a mate. And not when my ability to even try my luck here had been a gift. 

My mother’s youngest sister Matilda was an omega as well and only about a decade older than me. As the last child born in my grandmother’s pack, she’d frequently been my babysitter when I was growing up. We’d ended up rather close for aunt and niece, and I’d even been her best maid when she’d formally married her mates when I was 15. Her mates were the once sole members of the notable Harner clan. She’d insisted that she’d never been happier in her life then she was with Mr. Felix Harner, his beta, and their now growing pack with three pups, and it so happened that she’d met him at the Ball with gift tickets. 

That was why she’d in turn secured me tickets (numbering three in total which must have cost a small fortune), along with many hopeful tears, the last time she’d come to visit us. Her earnest wish was just to see me happy, and she believed with her whole heart that I’d find it through the Shandower’s infamous party. I hoped she was right. 

Don’t waste this, but don’t worry too much darling. My parents told me again and again. You’re an omega who couldn’t find a mate in college, the likelihood of you finding a good match goes down every year. We love you, and we’ll always take care of you, but you’re valuable to society, any alpha should see that. There’s no reason you shouldn’t have found a alpha or a pack or whatever you want from love on your own. But if you just can’t do it, we understand, and we’ll step in and help you. 

Their voices were always cloying, debating, which wasn’t unusual for the pair of lawyers and what they meant was clear. If I couldn’t find a mate, they’d find me one—arrange a marriage if they had to. As two alpha’s they didn’t fully understand the issue from my perspective, but they wanted to help in their own way. Even if that meant taking away my choices. But with this I didn’t want to need their help. And I didn’t want to end up as a prize for some random alpha they sold me off too for the highest bride price. At least here I could find someone to bond with that I liked the smell of. 

The speaker had finally raised his glass, ending his long rambling dialog about the importance of finding a mate, and the need for omegas to get out there for themselves. Attending this event was an empowering thing to do, he insisted, and he was proud of each of us for grasping the future and seeking out our happiness. I really wanted to believe him. 

He rose his glass and the whole room echoed with the same hopeful sentiment. 

“To love!” They cheered, and everyone took a drink. 

The omegas were let into the ballroom, and the room filed with a myriad of sweet smells and of the cooing of omegas openly admiring one another. Shortly after that the rest of the guests were allowed in and the event officially started. There wasn’t much structure and there wasn’t meant to be—though maybe I would have done better with that than an event like this. If we’d had a schedule, I might have had to force myself up from my chair and talk to a few people, but that wasn’t this. This was just meant to get interested people in a room together, where attraction would sort itself out.

As the Ball finally started the general nervousness that came with the start of a party faded from the air. Overall, the event was lovely, just as it had been before. The music played was soft and classical, a live quartette preformed in the corner and newly formed couples danced gracefully around them. The drinks were bubbling and free flowing, keeping the mood bright. The food was light and well-seasoned, easy to eat without messing up my red lipstick.

Everything was perfect and it made me terrified to get up. I couldn't dance like that. And instead of helping me feel looser the wine just made me more self-conscious. Guests explored their options or desperately prayed for love to spark as they danced with anyone nearby and eligible. Those types, hopping from partner to partner, were far more outgoing than I was ever willing to be. I was even jealous at how they found even asking for a dance so easy, even as they got rejected time and time again.  

My parents were right. I was pitiful. I was a 26-year-old omega who could hardly sit in a full room and gather enough courage talk to anybody—not even another omega! I leaned back in my chair (this time I’d at least picked a table closer to the center of the room instead of in the corner) and took another drink of champagne. I’d decided to partake more this time, hoping I’d find the courage to stand up and start investigating the source of some nearby scents I didn’t find off putting. I took another drink. This was my second glass and that urge hadn’t come yet, but the room had gotten a little fuzzier...

Suddenly a scent, sharp and clean, cut through all the muddled sounds and smells of the other guests. My whole body twisted around to see what creature could wield such a striking aroma with their body. A man—an alpha there was no denying that—was stalking towards my table and staring right at me. I’d been told my gaze was sharp and intense, even intimidating to some, but he didn’t look away as my eyes met his.

The only word for him was smoldering. 

His eyes were so bright a blue they were nearly luminous, and the man behind them was clearly as sharp as his smell. It felt like he’d dissected and rebuilt me with a single glance across my person. Dark hair framed his clean shaven face, and while the hair on the sides was short, his bangs were long enough to fall just over his eyebrows. And his smell was like burning cedar wood and the night air, just warmed by a crackling fire. Like he made a habit of standing on the edge of fierce fire through the bite of a cold night. Harsh on either sides, and alluring in its simultaneous extremity. Soon he was standing behind the chair next to mine, a silent question hung in the air. 

I looked down at the table, then to him, my voice cold, “What, would you like to sit?” 

This was another of my problems. As soon as I was around an attractive prospective mate a wall came up around me, colder than the cutting winter winds of the north. And my tongue became just as sharp.

This is why we’re not mated!

My inner omega begged me not to run this one off. My parents at home were begging me. My aunt happy with her alphas at home begged me to let this happen. Anyone I’d ever complained about my love problems to added their voices to the mix. Hell, even I was begging myself not to run him off.

Instead of backing away, the corner of his lips flickered, “I would.” 

His voice was so deep it almost made me shiver. My focus returned to my drink, and I hoped the unresponsive expression made it look like I wasn’t boiling with anxiety inside. I waved my hand towards the chair as if to say ‘then sit’ and took another drink, trying to look anywhere but at the dashing man who’d just entered my space. 

A waiter had noticed my emptying glass and came by with a fresh bottle of chilled champagne and a new glass. He was a sweet looking thing, young and a beta if his scent was to be trusted. Nervous too, and not as good at hiding it as I was. He wet his lip hesitantly as he asked us if we wanted new glasses, clearly like a superior had just coached him to. Maybe the drinks were finally hitting me, but a genuine smile began to play at my lips.  

“Please.” 

The boy was still nervous as he handled the bottle, the steadiness in his hands lasting only long enough not to spill the surely expensive contents of the bottle. Two glasses poured he handed the glasses over with the careful two finger hold the best trained waiters were supposed to use to avoid heating the glass as much as possible. The slight shake of his hands made the glasses tilt, and I put a reassuring hand on his forearm. 

“Relax.” Advice I should be taking... I thought and the beta’s face flushed. 

“I-is there anything else I can get you madam o-or you sir?” 

The man said nothing, but I could feel his gaze on me even as I refused to look back. 

“We’re fine.” I couldn’t help the flatness of my voice—it was just who I was, as much as I wanted to be someone different—and the poor boy looked a little put out. I leaned forward and pointed in the direction of a small party of giggling girls a few tables down. "However, those ladies have been pecking at that little plate of skewers for a while now. I'm sure they'd be thrilled with a new serving."

Betas were compelled to like being useful and a more committed sharpness entered the young server’s expression. “I see. Thank you, please continue enjoying your evening. Let me know if you need anything at all. This night is for you.”

“You’ll be the first one to know.” I promised with a cool farewell and the waiter walked away, taking my advice to check on the other table. 

“Do you like betas?” 

Looking back at the man who shared my table had been a mistake. Bright blue eyes burned into me, like he’d been searing my every nod into his memory. No one had a right to have eyes that attractive, or the ability to communicate the weight of their power so easily and effectively as he seemingly could. I quickly looked back to my glass. 

“Everyone should like betas.” 

He let out an amused huff, and instantly I wanted to know what his laughter would sound like. If he’d huff like that against my ear if... if what? My face felt hot for a moment as thoughts of going into one of those backrooms and grinding against the fibers of his sleek suit occupied me. How would his swelling rod would feel hitching in his pants, dragging across my stomach and hinting at would it would be like when he entered me—I pulled the glass away from my lips and set it down. Maybe that was enough alcohol for tonight. 

“What are you doing here?” 

I considered his question for a moment, “Watching.” 

“And waiting?” 

“... Maybe.” 

There was a slight shifting beside me. He’d come closer, leaning forward on the table so that his gaze even heavier on my profile, almost as if he’d ran the back of his hand across my cheek gently. How many people had he seduced with a glance—not that I was counting myself among their number, at least not yet. My pride wouldn’t allow me to fold so easily, even as a voice in my head preened at the smallest bit of his attention.  

“Would you like to dance with me?” 

This is it, this is it, this is it. 

Thank the stars I managed to say, “Yes.” 

A hand appeared beside me and I took it without hesitation. A flickering look revealed he’d stood, and was standing behind my chair like some kind of towering god come to life. His hands where just a bit rough and so much larger then my own. Yet, as he helped me to my feet and lead me through the tables the hand he’d put on the small of my back kept me moving forward when my own feet might have stopped. 

The touch was firm but light, lighting a fire in my stomach but not commanding me as I might have expected such a proud looking alpha’s touch to do. It was like he was leaving me an out. I could walk away if I wanted to, though I had a feeling he would disappear as quickly as he appeared if I did. 

The thought made my heart throb. 

We made it to the small dance floor and I couldn’t avoid looking at him any more as he gently turned me to face him. I’d danced a waltz or two in school to get my athletics credits out of the way my freshmen year of college, but it’s been a few years. 

“I may be out of practice.” I admitted as he drew me into a basic waltzing posture. 

“I’ll lead.” 

Of course he would. 

A new song started and he led us into a slow dance, in half step to the more upbeat song the quartet had started. In his arms like this it was impossible not to stare at the man. He was taller than me, brood shouldered, and strong. The sleeves of his suit seemed to hide a dangerous build, one that didn’t feel like it just came from hard days at the gym. 

Then there was his scent. It was like we’d stepped outside; the fresh brisk cologne of his body enveloped me so thoroughly. Those eyes would have pinned me in place had he not been guiding my body through the quick and slow steps of our dance. 

“What do you do?” He asked.

“I’m a writer.” I was trying very hard to ignore how aroused his low tones made me. “And you?” 

“In business. I’m a captain.” 

Well, that was a little vague. 

“What are you doing here then, Captain Businessman?” I asked instead. 

A few beats of silence passed, as he considered me carefully. The music was upbeat, keeping heavy tension from weighing the air between us. As much as I wanted to write off these lapses as awkward, I was holding onto every moment in rapture. 

“Do you remember meeting a beta man named Benjamin Hughes?” 

“Mr. Hughes?” That shocked me, Ben was the name of the man I’d spent most of the last event with. The flatness in my voice suddenly turns. “Does he like to talk about his days in the high navy by showing off his radish tattoos?” 

He again seemed amused, letting out that little huff before answering. “Yes.” 

“Yes, I remember him. Why?” I couldn’t look at him as that noise filled my head with dirty thoughts of falling to my knees and tempting to coax more huffs and grunts from this delectable alpha’s throat. 

My Alpha—

“He’s a family friend I ran into a few weeks ago. He told me that there was a woman at one of these events I might actually be interested in. One with striking red hair with eyes to match, a voice that could cut marble, and a scent I can’t get out of
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