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Chapter One

Arleth


The lace along the high neck of my dress chafed every time I turned my head, making me want to rip the maddening stuff off. The only thing stopping me was how long it had taken to produce a length my mother approved of, and I wasn’t going to waste all that work by destroying it in a fit of irritation due to my situation. Instead, I kept my head up and stared at a fixed point on the rug beneath the table separating us from the alphas. The governor prided himself on his refined sophistication, which meant we had to meet his standards if my mother’s plan was going to work.

I could barely breathe with the tight bindings flattening my breasts beneath the stiff fabric of the dress, but this was the current fashion. Clearly designed by betas, since they didn’t have the same curves to worry about crushing to fit into the uncomfortable things.

Shifting my knees, I tried to relieve the pressure at the base of my spine, the tension spreading around my middle and making it feel like something had ahold of my belly button and was trying to rip it wide open. We’d been waiting in the room for a while before the governor and his son had arrived, and with the addition of alpha pheromones to the stifling room, I was growing dizzy.

“Her sewing is neat and precise, she knows her proper place, and she has a lovely singing voice. The headmistress of your school said she was the perfect example of an upstanding omega.”


I held back a snort, barely managing to keep my features blank as I listened to my mother. The governor’s school had been built shortly after he’d arrived, and every child under the age of fourteen was required to attend. The lucky few like me who were from affluent families received the dubious honor of continuing their education another four years, while most of the other children were needed to help with their family’s businesses. Whether it was farming, tanning, construction, or simply helping with siblings, they were released to learn useful skills, while I sat in bland rooms learning four different ways to make lace, and the proper temperature to serve tea.


No wonder the average people laughed at us.


It hadn’t always been this way. I was old enough to remember how things were before the invaders came and put the governor in place to guide us, and that was part of the reason I was four years older than any other student at the school. Since my education had started late, I had been placed with the youngest children, kept separate from my peers.



What did it matter since I was an omega and wouldn’t be ready for my duties until I reached the proper age anyway?


Because the only duties the governor believed omegas were fit for were breeding and raising babies, which couldn’t happen until our first heat.

A shiver rolled through me when the door opened, wafting the scent of the alphas seated across from me directly into my face. As much as I’d give for a nice breeze, if it smelled like them, I’d rather sweat.

“That’s good to hear, though she won’t have any need to sew unless she simply enjoys it. The maids do the sewing when it’s necessary. Your family has a good history, though it’s disappointing her father isn’t here to make these arrangements as is proper.”

My mother hid her reaction well, but I felt her stiffen beside me on the little brocade couch. I knew her secret, although she’d made sure none other did.

My father hadn’t drowned aboard a ship lost at sea, he was somewhere on the other side of the mountains, unaware I even existed, because he hadn’t lived up to her standards.

Sometimes I wondered if he still searched for the omega he’d found in the forests. The one he’d helped through her heat, and somehow kept himself from marking so she could make a choice when she wasn’t influenced by her biology.

Did he regret that decision?

Apparently, his family hadn’t been good enough for Mother to bind herself to. Or perhaps he hadn’t been wealthy enough. Wealth was the reason for this ridiculous meeting where she was essentially trying to sell me to the richest available alpha in town.


I eyed the governor, saying a silent thanks that he already had a bonded omega. My mother wouldn’t have batted an eye at giving me to him, no matter that he was almost old enough to be her father. Our chests were empty, as were the cupboards, and my bonding price was her only hope of keeping up appearances.


“It’s been hard, not having my mate here to guide me all these years. I’m so thankful for your school, teaching the children the proper way of things.”

I wasn’t sure if the nausea rolling in my stomach was from her acting, or the fact that I hadn’t eaten since the previous night. A tray of delicate tarts sat on the table in front of us, but the thought of putting one in my mouth had bile rising in my throat, the sweet confections not what I needed to feel the gnawing ache.

I looked around the room, forgetting I was trying not to move because of the itchy lace. The absolute waste around me was staggering, especially considering there were people not just on the other side of the mountains, but here in our own town, who had so little.

Mother called the clans across the mountains barbaric for living in simple cabins and wearing fur and living off the land, but I’d always thought it sounded like a better life than all the pomp and ridiculous displays we went through. Our town had been like that once, but we were in a strategic position where a large river met the ocean, and it had been coveted by others who were more advanced. It hadn’t taken much for them to take over and place the governor here to assure everything stayed the way they wanted.


A trickle of sweat rolled down my spine and I twitched again, Mother shooting me a look from the corner of her eye that told me to be still or else. I wasn’t sure how much longer I could handle sitting in the room with them. My belly was starting to cramp, my skin crawling with the need to get out of this dress and burrow into the soft blankets of my bed.


I missed the next exchange, focused on taking slow breaths and not snarling with the irritation building inside me. I usually had no problems sitting through her inane teas and lunches, but something had me on edge, and just the sound of their voices droning on was making me want to scream.

The next cramp pushed a bubble of wetness from my core, and I couldn’t hold in my startled gasp. Spine stiff, my eyes flew to my mother’s before turning to the two alphas facing us as I clenched my knees together, hoping it wouldn’t soak through my dress and leave a spot on the couch.

I saw their nostrils flare, the governor’s brow rising as his son, Beqhner, let out a low growl that had my belly clenching again. Beqhner’s slicked-back hair and smooth-shaved face did nothing for me, nor did his haughty attitude or obsession with gambling and tavern wenches, but my body didn’t care about any of that. He was an alpha, and I, an omega on the cusp of my first heat, and instincts didn’t care if the knot I needed was attached to a baby-face with wandering eyes.

“It looks like we will have to make our decision quickly. Beqhner has a few things to attend to, especially if he’s going to be indisposed seeing to his future bride for the next few days, but we should be able to get word to you by this evening.”

Mother rose, recognizing the dismissal, and I followed, relieved to be escaping their house, if only for a little while. I didn’t know Beqhner well, and what I did know of him I didn’t like, but I didn’t have a choice in this. If the governor and his son decided I was acceptable, I’d be bound to him before my heat was through.


Chapter Two

Vir’doth


A growl escaped when I thought of how far I was from my home cave. I’d been traveling for almost a full moon, and while it wouldn’t take as long to get back if I headed straight there, it was still a daunting trip with a toe that throbbed with each step.
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