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      Cade

      Negotiations were breaking down again. I leaned back in my chair, the metal rungs digging into my spine as I arched back trying to work a knot out. Shuffling and voices filled the meeting hall as things degraded, covering the noise of the groan that slipped from my lips as my back popped and things settled into place inside my body. I was getting too fucking old for this shit. Or perhaps my inner alpha was hitting his limit of bullshit. My wolf mumbled in assent. The noise of scraping chairs and papers grated at my ears, creating a static inside my mind that felt like it weighed too much, making my soul feel heavy. Conversation sprang up all around and the crush of so many dominants in one room made it hard to breathe.

      “Fuck everything,” my beta, Sinjin growled as he stood and stretched his back as well. The long hours of sitting on the back of my bike played merry havoc with his spine as well. Through our bond I could feel the fizzle of annoyance and anger. He’d been against coming, didn’t think it was worth our time. I wasn’t sure how to change his mind about that, either. It hadn’t been. The trip had been a complete fucking waste, but the potential to have these laws passed, the freedom that it would create, and the safety for omegas was too great to pass up.

      “They ain’t gonna listen to us, man.” Tanner–my alpha mate–rolled his shoulders and tugged on his cut. I could almost smell his wolf rising to the surface, yellow eyes flashing out with a rumbling of discontent in his chest. His animal was restless, and so was mine. Our alphas rubbed against each other, needing to get out of the building, and fucking fast.

      The beast in my middle was screaming for a bond, needing an omega to close our circle and complete us. He was ready to have a mate who would steady us, a softness to lock not just our knot, but our soul. Bind us and complete our pack. As I watched Cassie and her two mates shoving their notes back into their bags, defeat written all over their faces, my hope of finding what they had disappeared into so much smoke.

      The ruling human council was determined to keep their populations ignorant and sheltered, even a hundred years on. Cloistered inside their little compounds, without any clue that they were being manipulated, lied to, and left stagnant. More than a hundred years had passed since the plague that changed everything for our little blue planet, and the humans were still huddled together for a safety that no longer was needed.

      The virus that tore down borders, and changed the very nature of human existence, was gone. It had done its job, as once it had spread over the entire planet, it all but disappeared. The plague had dismantled and rebuilt DNA into a whole new world of creatures that sat at the top of the food chain. Shifters emerged from the rubble, half animal, half human, possessing three forms that had never been seen outside of horror films. The appearance of shifters tumbled half the surviving human population into chaos, but it had changed everyone. And not all in visible ways.

      I sat slumped in my seat as the Kodiak Motorcycle Club surrounded their alphas, and the sweet human omega who was the center of their pack. The mighty bear shifters, who were ten foot tall behemoths when shifted, were soft and caring around their most prized member. Each one of them touched her as she made her way back out of the council chamber, sadness souring the air as she passed. Only humans could be born with the omega distinction, just as only shifters could be born alphas. And no pack was complete without at least one of each. But securing an omega was made nearly impossible by the humans refusing to cooperate with us.

      “You planning on fucking sulking all day?” Sinjin growled at me, hands shoved in his pockets, a dark look filtering behind his eyes. “Cause I ain’t and you’re my fucking ride.”

      “Piss off,” I told him, rolling to my feet, the animal in my middle rumbling his discontent. I scratched at the scar over the curve of my left shoulder, and looked at my mate. His beast wanted us complete just as much as Tanner and I. I could feel it. Didn’t matter how much he shut down with the suggestion of finding the omega that would bind us together fully, I knew our ruts nearly killed him. Two Alphas with nothing to tie our knots to, both taking more from him than our beta could easily offer. “Fucking council is going to be the death of us.” I pulled out my phone. One hour. We had driven through the fucking night to sit in on the negotiations, and it had lasted one fucking hour. “Ride with Tanner home.”

      “Asshole listens to shit music.”

      “I can hear you,” our third muttered as he pulled the thick fall of his hair back from his face and tied it with a leather band. “You just can’t appreciate the classics, man.” The rumble that came up his throat as we got a waft of something fresh and bright, shocked the shit out of me.

      “You smell that?” I turned and searched the crowd looking for where the delicious scent was coming from, but as quickly as it passed us, it faded. “Fuck.”

      “Omega.” Tanner nodded, his nose up in the air. “Fucking brought an omega with them just to shut negotiations down before Cassie even had a chance to speak. Bold.”

      “Stupid,” Sinjin corrected, picking at one of his nails as he raised a brow at me. “Got a long drive ahead of us.”

      “Let me guess.” I turned and followed the crowd that was exiting the chamber. I could pick out the humans with my eyes closed. They filed close to the walls, staying as clear from the rest of us as possible. Like they had something to fear from us. Assholes didn’t know that they had all the fucking power. Keeping their people locked in a world of fear, keeping omegas from the packs that would cherish them. Sure, omegas made it out occasionally. Cassie was the perfect example. She had run, and now she was the loudest voice in the room, trying to get the council to set up omega centers. Pulling the humans out of their tiny communes and out into the world that was rebuilding without them.

      “I don’t want to go the underground way,” I sighed, tucking my phone back in my pocket. “Don’t want to buy an omega, sight unseen.”

      “No.” Sinjin looked at me with fire in his eyes, before they went cold as ice again. My Beta had seen too much of the wrong side of the world. The underbelly. Humans selling their omegas to the highest bidder. His mother had been sold to his fathers. Their pack had never bonded, turning the alpha cold and angry. “We aren’t fucking going to a slave auction, and I’m not dealing under the table with some trumped up piece of shit who would sell their own flesh and blood. We don’t need a fucking Omega, we’re fine the way we are.” The growl that shook his chest as he spoke riled up my beast. “Fucking need these negotiations to be more than pissing matches, watching these human dickholes trying to keep us down. omegas ain’t safe like this.”

      “They aren’t,” a soft voice came from the crowd. Cassie of the Lone Bear Kodiaks stood with her two mates, like an island in a sea of bodies. She had aged well. The fine lines on her face told a story of a life of happiness, but her lips were pulled in a frown as she stood there outside of the height of human government. A cold building, built of concrete and cinder block. “Every day omegas are sold from their homes, completely ignorant of what they are, and what they’ll be facing. Coming off suppressants is hard, and without the right pack, heat is terrifying and non-consensual.”

      I watched as my mate shut down. Sinjin stood still as stone, glaring at the members of the council as they climbed into their shiny cars and drove away. “Fucking slavers,” he growled under his breath. A chill blasted over our limited bond, curling around my heart. “Rather send their children off to be consumed by us, than pull their people out of the fucking dark ages and into the light.” He held out his hand, glaring at me, waiting.

      “Ain’t letting you ride off with my fucking bike, man.” I stuffed my hands in my pockets and pulled out the keys for my motorcycle. “You wanna be an all-around dick, you can sit and wait for us.” I spun the keys around one finger, raising a brow at my beta. All I got in response was a snarl. “You could have stayed home.”

      “Not this close to your rut,” he said, and leaned over to press a kiss on the corner of my mouth. “You smell like fur and sex,” my mate hissed in my ear. “Book us a fucking room, ain’t driving home with your scent making my dick hard, pressed up against your ass for ten hours.”

      “I vote hotel,” Tanner hooted, his smile infectious. I loved my mates with everything in me. Even while I longed for our final piece. “With a pool.” His eyes got wide and he threw an arm around Sinjin, who gave him an icy stare, but didn’t make any move to push him off. “I bet I can make a bigger splash than you can.” He shook our dark mate. “If I win, I want a fucking blow job. A good one. I brought those bamboo ropes you like.” I watched as they made their way to the parking lot, Tanner bouncing like a fucking pogostick, while Sinjin barely tolerated him.

      “We have another meeting at the end of the month,” Cassie’s mate Dax sighed. “Can’t fucking say that it won’t go exactly the same way, but we aren’t giving up.”

      I just nodded. There was a meeting nearly every month. And every month I would drag Sin and Tanner with me so that I could sit in a chamber filled with bodies crushed together, just to watch the human council dangle things in front of us, then break the moment we objected to even one of their demands.

      This month's demand, that Cassie had shut down, was keeping omegas on suppressants until they matched with a pack. The Lone Bear omega hadn’t even finished her first sentence before the human council shut negotiations down. But I will pack us up again next month. Drive ten hours from home with my cranky mate on the back of my bike, and do it all over again.

      “Neither are we.” I nodded, taking Dax and Hunter’s outstretched hands, and saying our good-byes. I only wished my parents had lived long enough to see the day we even started to sit down at the table with the humans. My mother was lucky. Her family lived outside of a compound. Not all young from packs were born shifters. Every once in a while an omega child was born. They were the safe ones. Raised knowing what they were, what their place in the new world order was. Momma picked her pack, just as much as my fathers had picked her. A full set of dynamics, Alpha, Omega, Beta and Gamma.

      “Your momma was a good woman.” Dax clapped me on the back before I could leave. “One day everyone will know the wonders of the kinds of freedom she had.”

      “But not today.” I left them at the top of the hill, my eyes on my mates, sitting on the bikes we had rode in on. Tanner had a cigarette in his mouth, a habit I hated, but wouldn’t kill us like it did humans. Just looking at them, I could feel a rush of heat licking at my veins. My rut was coming faster than I would have liked, and that delicious scent in the meeting hall hadn’t helped that one fucking bit. But as much as I wanted to grant Tanner’s wish of a hotel room and a pool, we needed to get back home. We needed to make plans. And we needed to figure out where that scent came from, ‘cause my wolf was absolutely positive that those sweet and salty notes on the air had come from our Omega.

      We had to find her fast.
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      Scarlet

      It was hot and stuffy inside the closet where I huddled. The metal grate on the wall pressed sharply into my cheek, but I didn’t dare move. If I held my breath I could almost ignore the pain in my side and the sour stench that came through the air exchange. I was just able to hear what was being said in my father's study, but nothing he was saying made any sense, but information was currency, and I needed a little of that to get through what I knew was coming up.

      “They’re manipulating us, Herschel,” my father hissed at his advisor. The heavy footfalls of my father’s boots as he came closer to my hiding spot made my heart pound, and I froze in place. “Tricking us. We stick to our guns on this one. Suppressants are the only thing keeping the omegas from causing mass panic.”

      “That’s understood.” Herschel was a slimy man. He reminded me of an eel. Long and thin with greasy skin and a black hair that was always slicked back from his face. His eyes were black and beady, and they looked at me for too long anytime I had the misfortune of being in his presence. “We have nothing to gain from these proposals. Our current system is working just fine. The little freaks are shuffled off to the monsters, and our societal order steadies on.” The clink of crystal glasses rang through the room and my stomach turned. “Speaking of monsters, how are the negotiations for your own little issue?”

      “We have settled on a fair price,” Father said, his footsteps carrying him away again, so I had to strain to hear what he was saying. “The Huntsman will pick her up at the front gates in a few days, and I will placate my wife by allowing her to renovate the family home, once again.”

      “What’s the odds of two of them in one family?” the advisor giggled. I could almost see his little hands clapping together in glee. The man was horrible, but Father kept him so close he practically lived in our home. His clammy hands far too close for comfort. “Your oldest is with the Firebird Clan, is she not?”

      “Once they leave my home, and an exchange is made, they are no longer mine,” Father snapped. “As far as I’m concerned, Hilda is my only girl. I have no other daughter.”

      My heart stopped and I had to pull away from the grate to peer through into the room. Hilda was my younger sister. Only just coming into her teens. What of me? Or Ginevra, my older sister, who had just recently left to start her own family?

      “Then you don’t mind if I sample the freak before you hand her off?” The oozing sound of Herschel’s voice made my stomach turn.

      “I most certainly do mind. I have assured the Huntsman that Scarlet will be pure before she goes to the pack, they are convinced that they can’t keep her if she’s anything but untouched. What he does after that is not my concern, but you will not upset this deal.”

      “Of course, Jaret.” Footfalls headed for the door. The slam rattled the walls with its intensity, but I was frozen.

      Who was the Huntsman? What pack? And how disappointed would father and this Huntsman be when they found out I wasn’t as virginal as father’s word? I clenched my thighs together, still feeling the heat of my need subsiding. It had been four days of agony and desire, that had only been partially satisfied by a tumble with the stable boy–sworn to secrecy with the information I collected from Father–and my own hand.

      The conversation lagged after that. Father prattled on about things going on in the village, votes that didn’t concern me, as I wasn’t afforded the right to cast a ballot. He talked about his precious roses, which were his pride and joy. And then the conversation turned to my brother.

      William was a penis. Just a year younger than me, but he had been a cockroach in my oatmeal since birth. A bully that was encouraged to push me and my sisters around. Men lead the world, after all. And according to my father, he should start getting ready for the role that he would play.

      “He’s already picking out his wife.” My father tipped the last of the whiskey from his glass past his thin, pale lips and grinned at Hirschel. “I hadn’t thought much of Gretchen Masters, but he assures me that she is attentive and obedient. Her father won’t be hard to convince. There isn’t much higher his daughter can elevate him than joining with the Richardson family.”

      “Not to my taste,” sneered the advisor, his glass landing with a clink on the table. “Much too thin. Not enough for a man to hold on to.”

      “If William is satisfied with the way she bends for him, I see no issue with her figure.” Father stood and took Hirschel’s glass and dropped them on the tray for the housekeeper to wash once the men had finished with their meeting. “But no matter. It is a year before we have to worry about that. In that time the boy may very well have tired from her easy willingness.”

      I wanted to vomit. Easy willingness. William had harassed the poor girl for a year before she finally broke down, and allowed him to visit with her. And she certainly hadn’t lifted her skirts on her own.

      Slowly, I crawled away from the grate, needing to get air before I retched in the corner, or someone needed something in the coat closet. Boys were brought up being told they were the leaders, that what they wanted mattered more than anything a woman could say. My brother was no exception. And Father was correct. The Masters family was not politically savvy. They were bakers, and wallowed towards the bottom rung in the capital city. Father would throw Mr. Masters a bone, and his daughter would belong to William, and her life would basically be over.

      Slipping out of the closet, I tiptoed down the hall back toward my room, my head filled with questions about what I had heard. Behind me, Father was leading Hirschel to the front hall, his study door closing with a hollow bang.

      “Ah, Scarlet,” my father called as I tried to tuck myself into the shadow of the grand staircase. “Has your mother spoken to you this morning?”

      “I haven’t seen mother,” I said, looking down at my shoes so that I didn’t have to see how slimy Hirschel was watching me. “Was she looking for me?”

      “Always out in the garden, I hope you haven’t been touching my roses.” His voice was jovial, but the one time I had touched one of his precious roses I hadn’t been able to sit down for a week. The bloodstains hadn’t washed out of my clothes, either.

      I didn’t go into the garden to play with flowers. I went into the garden to escape the house. To keep from running afoul of my brother and my father’s councilmen. I wasn’t as bendable or submissive as Gretchen, and that had led far too many times to getting a cane to my bare backside. I went to the gardens to read in peace and escape to other worlds.

      “I do love to read, father,” I said out loud, my cheeks crimson with heat. “It is such a nice day.”

      “Do well to speak to her before lunch,” was all he said before leading his friend to the front door. I watched from the shadows as they both donned coats and headed out into the drizzle. It had been raining since Thursday, which was making me start to twitch. The gardens were my escape, but coming home soaked through was nearly as bad as not going out at all. I had clearly not been in the gardens, but Father didn’t seem to notice the lie, or perhaps he simply didn’t care.

      I mulled over everything that Father and his advisor had said in the study, but what kept circling was the inference that I was promised to some Huntsman. A man I had never met, who was expecting me to come to him innocent. It should scare me that my father was just passing me off like cattle, but what worried me more was what the Huntsman was going to do to me once he realized how broken I was.
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      Mother sat on my bed, her hands running over and over the little blanket that my grandmother had made for me when I was an infant. My mother’s mother hadn’t lived long after I was born, and I had no memories of her, but I had my quilt. It was neatly sewn, but had started to wear through over the last twenty years.

      “You have so many pants,” my mother said as a way of greeting. “Not nearly enough pretty things.”

      “I like pants.” I held out my hand for the blanket, but mother tucked it close to her chest. “This will be staying here.” She stood and dropped it on the bed before throwing open my wardrobe. “Your father has arranged for you a husband.” I dropped down on the bed and watched her pull things down from hangers and throw them over my chair. “He does not live in the Capital, but I have been assured that you will be kept safe from the monsters that live in the forest.”

      “You mean the shifters?” I asked, looking at the ridiculous things mother was pulling down. Which included my cotillion dresses for the last three years, none of which would fit my seemingly ever expanding breasts.

      “That’s what I said.” Mother poked her head out from where she had it inside the closet, and held out a dress from when I was twelve. “Can you still wear this?”

      I gave her a look. “Mother, I’m twenty years old, and have grown nearly seven inches since I wore that. Plus” – I gestured to my chest and raised a brow – “these will not fit in that.”

      “I will give it to your sister, then.” She dropped it by the door and kept rummaging. “You have been afforded three cases of personal items,” she hummed as she plucked the odd dress and skirt from the closet. None of which I wore outside of special occasions, and pushed aside all of the jeans that were a staple in my wardrobe. “A new wife must dress well for her husband,” mother continued and dropped a load of nightgowns next to the growing pile of skirts. “The man your father has negotiated for you lives out in the wilds, but he is a great leader, and you must dress to suit your station.” She pulled herself out of my wardrobe and modeled what she was wearing. Mother dressed as if she were going out for afternoon tea every day at the local women’s club. In reality, Father rarely let her leave the house without him. She was an accessory for him, a trophy to show off, and it made me sick to think that would be my role too once I was married.

      “Whoever this man is will need to get used to the fact that I would rather sit in the sun and read than be used as an adornment on his arm.” I flopped back on my bed, my brain swirling around. Hirschel had called me a freak. He’d insinuated that Ginevira was the same. “Why doesn’t Ginny visit?” I asked, making my mother freeze in place. “Surely her family could make the trip to see us once in a while. Autumnfest was only a week ago. People came from all over.”

      “Ginevira no longer belongs to our family, Scarlet. Best you don’t speak of her in front of your father,” my mother hissed out low, her eyes going dark as she stalked over to where I was laying on the bed. “Once you leave the Capital, you will understand why.” She snatched my wrist, and wrenched the book I had been reading from my fingers, flinging it across the room. “You don't need any of those where you are going. I don’t even know why I’m bothering to pack clothing for you.” Her nails dug into my arm so hard I could feel wetness trickling down to my elbow. “At least Hilda wasn’t tainted like you.”

      I sucked in a breath, the sting from my wrist rivaled the heat along my cheek. Mother grabbed the dress she had set aside for my little sister off the floor, and slammed my door behind her. Once I had heard her footsteps fade, I rolled over and grabbed my journal from under the mattress. I tucked it against my chest and let the tears I had been holding in, fall.

      Three days, then I would be given to a man who I was sure to disappoint. A man who would be like Father was to my mother. Standing, I pulled out each dress that I could no longer wear, leaving only three that may fit, then folded them and put them in one of the cases my mother had brought with her.

      I had far too many questions, and none of the answers I sought. And the lingering need that throbbed between my thighs wasn’t helping. I was sure to bend to my new husband, if only he could satisfy this hunger and keep away the painful cramps that came from not heeding the siren song of my lust.

      Tears dripped down my cheeks and stained the pages of my journal, smudging my words as I scribbled them down. More questions, no answers.

      The ink bled.
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      Cade

      The ride back from the council meeting was silent. Wind whipped past me, stinging my cheeks and pulling at my beard, but I couldn’t keep my mind on the road. Even Sinjin’s hands around my waist, fingers dug under my leather jacket barely registered. We should have stayed close, grabbed a hotel, but my beast wanted home, and I was too close to rut to push him.

      I was bone tired. Two days of solid riding, with barely an hour in between was tugging at me. The single thing on my mind was the scent. The scent. The beautiful blossoming perfume of an omega. It called to me, called my beast up from my chest, making everything sharper and still in my mind. The musky smell of sex mixed with the sweet hint of orange blossoms in spring, like the trees my mother had planted in our yard when I was young. This little omega was ours, and all my wolf wanted to do was take my skin and hunt her.

      It wasn’t safe for me to stay close to town. Not with my inner alpha itching to take my control. Even if I could find her, I wouldn’t be safe. My instincts wanted too much, needed too hard, and my teeth ached with the need to bury themselves in her skin and mark her as mine. The only way to placate him was to take us back to our den, and prepare to rut our pack.

      Behind me, Sinjin was just as tense. His fingers dug under my shirt, searching for skin. The need of his animal pushed at me. Our Omega wasn’t even in heat, and she was raising our beasts, pulling with a sweet need that would bring us all to our knees. Betas weren’t nearly as sensitive to the lusts of their alpha counterparts, so if her scent was riding him, then we were very much in trouble.

      It was a race back to the clubhouse. A race to be off the road and in our den. The hunger that hounded me was redoubled through the pack bond, and nothing was going to satisfy our craving but our queen pressed between us, her body warm and welcoming, dripping with our cum, and stretched wide over my knot.

      I was barely off the bike before Tanner was grabbing my hand and dragging me up the steps to where our den sat. The tent at the front of his jeans told me all I needed to know. I was about to get fucked, hard. Our third hooked the discarded helmets on the handlebars of the bikes, before sauntering up the steps after us. But after ten hours of having his cock pressed against the crack of my ass, I wasn’t even a little fooled. My beta was feeling the hunger just as much as my fellow alpha mate.

      “Fucking hell.” Tanner jammed his key in the lock, and twisted the old
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