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Chapter One

Mylah


“I need you to wear this tonight. Be ready by sundown.”

My father tossed a pile of cloth on my bed before turning and pinning me with a stare. I knew as well as he that there was no request in what he said, it was an order I had no choice but to follow.

I dropped my gaze to the floor, hands clasped in front of me.

“Yes, Sir.”

Satisfied with the proper response, he turned and left without another word. A breath of relief followed the door closing, and my shoulders slumped. I hated when he included me in his activities, and nothing good happened after sundown.

It was only three steps to the end of my narrow bed, my room barely large enough to fit it and a chest for my things. The cloth he’d dropped on my blanket turned out to be a plain, undyed dress, unremarkable other than it would barely reach my knees. A thin brown cloak lay with it, much lower quality than the one hanging beside my bedroom door.

Questions tumbled through my head, but I shoved them away, knowing it would do no good to indulge them. My father wouldn’t give me any answers and would punish me for asking. If I thought about it too much, I’d only upset myself, so I set the fabric aside and sucked in a calming breath.

Preparing the evening meal distracted me for a while, but once it was ready and the pots were scrubbed, there was nothing to keep my thoughts from drifting back to the scrap of fabric on my bed masquerading as a dress.

I didn’t know exactly what it was my father did. He had a shop attached to the side of the house that my brother and I worked in sometimes, and I knew he wanted to be seen as a wealthy trader, but there was more that the others in the village didn’t know about. Secret meetings and deals made in the forest after dark, despite the threats of the night. Sometimes he was gone for a couple meals, sometimes a whole day, and then he usually returned with something that was near impossible for anyone else to find.

This wasn’t the first time I’d been forced to come along with him to some rendezvous, but it was the first time he was requiring me to wear something he’d chosen, and the implications left a cold pit of dread in my belly. Especially considering the waves of heat and cramps that had been washing over me throughout the day.

My brother had been dragged along to meetings as well, though those stopped once he caught the eye of the blacksmith. My brother was my twin in all things, including our dynamic and our father’s disappointment in us, though Father’s mood improved toward him when the blacksmith stated his intentions.

A whine slipped from my throat as my belly tensed, and I shifted on my knees where I knelt beside our low table. I wanted to go curl up in my bed with all my pillows and blankets, but I knew better than to not be waiting where I was supposed to be when he came home.

As if that thought summoned him, the door opened, bringing the stench of rotting onions and boiled cabbage into the room to drown out the mellower scent of our dinner. My mother had been an omega too, and I had no idea how she’d found Father’s scent attractive enough to agree to mate him.

Then again, I knew my father well enough not to entirely believe she’d been willing. It wasn’t like she was here to ask. Her body had wasted away after the loss of the third baby he’d forced on her too soon after the previous losses. She’d delivered my brother and I, then Father had continued to breed her heat after heat despite how drained she’d become, until there was nothing left of her. Even the memory of her was a faded, worn thing, held secret in my heart.

Wide, round eyes, so different from mine, swept over the table before raking everything in view to be sure it all met his standards. Other than a quick glance at my brother, whose dark angled eyes matched mine and our mother’s, I kept my gaze lowered as was proper for an omega. We were the lowest dynamic, and Father didn’t let us forget.

The village we lived in now was more open-minded about an omega’s place, but the smaller one we came from had been very traditional. My father pretended when faced with the women of the village who came to his shop to trade, but the things he said when they were gone made my cheeks burn with shame.

“Eat quickly. I expect you in bed before the light disappears.”

The words were for my brother’s benefit. Father wouldn’t trust him enough to leave him home alone if he was still awake. We were too old to be tended by the women who watched the children of the village, plus, then someone other than us would know Father was going out after dark.

The village might be open-minded about certain things, but there were some beliefs they still clung to. People claimed monsters roamed at night, although the only monsters I’d ever seen were hidden behind perfectly normal faces that smiled and pretended to care.

My brother sat beside me, lifting his bowl to eat as he’d been ordered. I waited until my father settled across from us and took a bite of his food before lifting my own bowl.

I knew my place. The scars of my education would forever grace my back.


Silence reigned as we scooped our tasteless meal into our mouths. My father appeared wealthy, but that was all it was, an appearance.


Salt was too precious to use on our own food. We had nice winter cloaks, but the clothing beneath was thin and patched where it didn’t show. The fine bolts of fabric and furs he procured were to sell to others, not for our own use. The shop was decorated and bright, with expensive glass windows, while our living area was bare, the back window made of something that mimicked glass but was far more fragile and less insulating.

We were worse off than almost everyone else in the village, yet none of them knew.

My brother and I finished at the same time, and I took his bowl as we rose, each of us heading for our evening chores. The sun had already sunk below the treetops, and soon its light would be gone, leaving nothing but the glow of the coals in the fireplace to light the house, even candles too great an expense to waste unless Father deemed it necessary.

I cleaned our bowls as my brother brought in firewood and fresh water. Once Father was done eating, I went to collect his dish too, but he waved me away.

“Go get changed. Wait in your room until I come get you.”

Nodding, I choked down the surge of bile that threatened to spew from my throat. The mild cramps I’d delt with all day were growing stronger, and the dread only made my stomach more unsettled.

I forced my mind away from the thought that wanted to take root. My father was brusque, could be harsh even, and he’d already mentioned it was time to find me a mate, but there was no reason to think he’d be sending me off at night, in secret. The negotiations for my brother were public, after all.

Would he use me to his advantage?


Absolutely.


He’d already said as much, and sent me on errands to put me in the path of certain alphas to see if I could draw their attention. The other omega in the village who was older than us had been given her choice of alphas the previous spring, but I knew better than to expect that. Still, my father wouldn’t need to hide making arrangements for who I would mate when he knew I would do as I was told.

So why did my stomach roll at the sight of the short dress, and shivers skate down my spine as I pulled it over my head, the hem barely brushing my thighs as they quivered?
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