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Monster’s Hunt

Chapter One

Ivy


Pushing my hair from my face, I straightened and let out a sigh. The floor was finally done, and my knees could quit screaming about the abuse of kneeling on flagstones. It had taken the whole morning to scrub the entire floor, but a spark of pride warmed my chest as I looked around the kitchen.

It was spotless.

And just in time, since I needed to prepare lunch.

Stacking the meat and cheese I’d readied that morning on a platter with fruit and bread, I lifted the tray just as my aunt rang the bell from the front room. Using my hip to bump open the door, I backed into the room with the full tray, careful not to tip it and spill everything on my clean floor.

“Finally! I’m famished.”

My cousin Margaret’s high-pitched complaint pierced my ears, followed by William’s bored objection.

“Not that it matters. It’s nothing but meat and cheese again. Can you not serve anything else?”

I was used to my cousin’s criticisms and barely noticed it anymore. Making contrite noises and repeating, “Sorry,” as I placed the food on the table, I kept my eyes cast downward so I wouldn’t roll them.

Aunt Mary refused to cook, so they were stuck with what I could manage, and since no one had bothered to teach me, it wasn’t much. No matter what I served, they griped, yet they always ate it, hardly leaving anything for me.

Stepping back and taking my place against the wall, I clasped my hands together with my head bowed and let my mind wander. This was the last break I was going to get before bed, and I couldn’t care less about the gossip my cousins were so fond of. It didn’t take much thought to keep their glasses full and to clear away dishes as they were emptied, so my mind was free to go over what I needed to do for the rest of the evening.

Aunt Mary had taken me in when I was six after my parents died of an illness that struck our village. She had married a trader and moved away long before, but someone got a message to her letting her know I was on my own, and it would have looked bad for her to leave me at the mercy of the village.

I think she still would have if she’d known I was an omega before she agreed. I was an oddity in a family of betas.

I’d been kept separate from my cousins, looked after by the staff, until I was old enough to be considered useful. My cousins were only a few summers older than me, and while they attended school as decreed by the governor, I was kept home, doing chores to earn my keep.

Their father died while on a trip to another town near the far coast two summers after I came to live with them. Losing a parent was a tragedy we shared, that could have brought us closer, but they acted as if they didn’t care, unless someone was there to see the act.

From the moment my aunt received word that her husband was dead, my chores had steadily increased. As the money dwindled away, more servants were dismissed, and I was made to take on more and more jobs that I had no idea how to perform.

Like preparing meals.

“Have you heard the talk about the governor? Rumor is, he was declared unfit to lead. Beqhner thinks he is going to take his father’s place since he’s being called to Perlynn.”

Margaret’s news caught my attention. Although I hadn’t left my aunt’s property more than a handful of times since she noticed alphas paying too much attention to me, even I had been aware of the governor’s decline. Being declared unfit was still a shock, and I wondered what that would mean for Barcole if Beqhner did take over.

Unlike the clans on the other side of the mountains, Barcole was not independent, and the governor answered to someone in another town. If they deemed Beqhner not a good fit, a stranger could be placed in control, and it would be anyone’s guess if that was better or not.

“That’s old news, Margaret. He’s already left and should be in Perlynn by now.”

I looked to Aunt Mary for confirmation of William’s statement, just as Margaret did. I was careful to hide my interest since they were apt to send me away if they thought I was listening, but if anyone was up to date, my aunt would be. I had no idea how she stayed abreast of all the news both in and outside Barcole, but she always seemed to know what was going on.

Taking another bite from her fork, Aunt Mary set it down as she chewed, lifting her napkin to her mouth to wipe as she made them wait. She wasn’t the chatterbox her children were, and when she spoke, she made sure she was the center of attention.

“Your brother is right, Margaret, and there are plans for a festival to celebrate once he returns. They say he’s going to be looking for a wife, and we’ve all received an invitation to attend dinner with him.”

Margaret had gone on about some scandal over Beqhner losing the omega he’d chosen to a monster from the mountains last fall, but no one had believed it was true. I remembered people in the village I came from talking about monsters as if they were real, but people on this side of the mountains seemed to think they were just a tale.

Margaret’s eyes widened, a smile pulling at her too-wide lips before her gaze slid to me.

“All?”

I dropped my head again, hands clasped in front of my apron. Margaret was just as merciless in reminding me of my place as Aunt Mary. While a trader was no more important than a simple farmer, they’d always acted as if there was something wrong with my parents and where we came from.

I doubted my name would have been on the invitation considering my aunt had hidden me away for so long, but I couldn’t stop the surge of hope that fluttered in my chest. It would have been nice to be remembered as a part of the family. Not to mention, an omega, which was surely what Beqhner would be looking for.

“Well, you, your brother, and myself.”

I swallowed the surge of disappointment, telling myself it didn’t matter. There were few that remembered the little village girl who’d been taken in. If they did, they likely figured I’d been claimed and moved away by now.

Fighting back a sigh, I reminded myself there was still reason to celebrate. If there was going to be a festival for the new governor, Aunt Mary would be going shopping and making sure they had the best new outfits.

“Everyone who’s anyone has been invited, and there’s going to be a lot of important people here to celebrate,” my aunt continued. “I expect you and your brother both to find a good match. It’s time you settled down before people begin to talk.”

She leveled a stern look at each of her children as I choked down another surge of jealousy. My aunt would never look for a match for me, no matter that I was an omega and alphas were desperate to find mates instead of having to settle with a beta. She wouldn’t want to lose the free labor I represented, nor risk an alpha choosing me who had better standing than her.


Margaret looked like a cat that had got into the cream, while William rolled his eyes and let out a suffering groan. Though he was old enough to have taken the reins of the family business from his mother, he was content letting her manage it while he spent his time enjoying more interesting pursuits. He had no desire to give up his bachelorhood or do any actual work.


I went back to my own thoughts, keeping one ear open to find out when the festival was being held. With the family occupied with everything the celebration would entail, I would finally have the chance to tackle some of the projects that were too big for me to get done while having to tend to their needs throughout the day as well. The dress I wore was getting ragged, and I wanted to clean out the attic to see if I could find anything of use to replace it.

“The festival will be held on Midsummer’s Eve, though there will be smaller parties going on for a while. We’ll need to have new dresses made.”

My breath caught in my throat. Midsummer’s Eve was my birthday.


“Oh, Mother, can we go to the seamstress tomorrow? We don’t want her to be too busy making dresses for everyone else! I absolutely have to have her make a dress from that blue cloth we found that matches my eyes.”


I froze as I waited for my aunt to answer. Midsummer was still a couple moons away, but even a morning without the others around would be a treat.

“We’ll go in the morning. We’re already short on time to get proper dresses for you, and William will need a new suit as well. We can’t waste the coin to go to Perlynn to commission them, so we need to make sure we’re first in line for the finest available here.”

Margaret let out a squeal of excitement that drowned out another of William’s groans even as a spark of hope kindled inside me.

Turning her attention to where I stood, my aunt took on her usual haughty tone, bringing my focus back from daydreams of sitting in the garden.

“I still expect all of your usual chores to be done, and dinner to be waiting for us when we return. You’re also going to air out all the bedding and pull out the summer dresses we packed away last fall. The entryway could use a good scrubbing too.”

I bowed my head further.

“Of course, Aunt Mary.”

They didn’t linger over their meal much longer since Margaret was intent on discussing the latest styles with her mother, and William was in a hurry to sneak away to smoke his pipe and drink the bottle of ale hidden in his room.

Clearing the dishes, I took them to the kitchen to have my own lunch. They’d only left me a few shriveled grapes and the ends of the bread, but it would be enough to get me through.

I could hear Margaret’s muffled voice going on about lace, and fox fur, and what colors would look best with her complexion. Snorting at her ridiculousness, I let myself daydream about what kind of dress I would choose if I were in Margaret’s shoes and allowed to look for an alpha.

It would be something simple. Understated, yet still elegant, without all the frippery my cousin was going on about.

Letting out another sigh, I reminded myself that I wasn’t interested in that kind of thing anyway, and would have declined to go even if I’d been invited to the dinner and my aunt had somehow allowed it. I would rather have a free day to take a walk in the woods behind the house, than have to dress up and deal with my family as well as a crowd of stranger.


Chapter Two

Ivy


The morning was a blur of activity and screeched complaints. My aunt and cousins usually slept in well past dawn, but to make it to the seamstress before the shop opened, they had to get up while the sky was still dark. Luckily, I’d prepared everything for their breakfast the night before, so when I was woken by the first sounds of stirring in my aunt’s room, I hopped out of bed and rushed to the kitchen to grab the trays.

Delivering one to my aunt first, I took the other two trays to my cousins, lighting candles and stirring up the fires in their rooms to grumbled protests as they reluctantly dragged themselves from bed.

Returning to my aunt’s room, I helped her dress before making my way back to Margaret. She was always a difficult person, but was twice as bad in the morning. Thankfully, once she was awake, her excitement over her plans for the day tempered her usual sour mood, and it didn’t take long to help her into her dress and fix her hair.

By the time I watched them roll away in the carriage I wanted to collapse and go back to bed, but that would ruin my own plans.

Pushing away the urge to rest, I returned to the kitchen. I threw together a stew I could put over the fire and let simmer all day before moving on to my other daily chores.

Without the constant interruptions from my aunt and cousins, I was finished with everything by noon. I even took care of the extra chores my aunt had assigned, so she wouldn’t be able to accuse me of lazing about all day.

Trying to contain my own excitement, I ladled a bowl of stew out for myself and settled on a stool to enjoy it as I debated what to do with the afternoon. I wanted to get out of the house since I rarely got the chance, and decided a walk through the woods would be a nice reward, and I could take a basket to collect herbs as an excuse.

Once I was done with my lunch, I wrapped a shawl around my shoulders and grabbed my basket. I hoped to run across something I could use in my meals to make them stretch further, if I got back early enough to hide them. My aunt was a miser when it came to the food budget, but still expected proper meals to grace her table each day, and I was only allowed the scraps once the others had eaten.

But not today.

Today, I had eaten first, and hopefully I’d get a second bowl before the others returned. If luck was with me, I’d have something fresh to add to my stash for the days when I didn’t get enough.

Smiling like I hadn’t in a long time, I stepped out into the afternoon sun and looked up at the mountains in the distance. I was the only household servant left, but my aunt still employed one of the old laborers to look after the grounds and animals, so it was rare that I got to enjoy nice weather.

Humming to myself as I passed into the shade under the trees, I let myself wander until my basket was full and my feet ached from the rocks and branches my thin slippers couldn’t protect me from before returning home. I had my finds cleaned and put away, and had eaten another bowl of stew, before I heard the carriage rolling up to the front of the house. I rushed to the door just in time for my aunt and Margaret to breeze past. Each carried a hatbox, while William followed with more parcels.

It looked like my aunt was going to have to sell another piece of land to fund what they’d bought for the festival, unless the business was suddenly doing better than the conversations I’d overheard suggested.

Piling the boxes by the door, William left me to gather everything and follow the two women upstairs. Unsure which packages were my aunt’s, and which were Margaret’s, I was relieved when they both headed to Aunt Mary’s room.

As they settled in the chairs by the fireplace, I set the boxes close by, knowing they would want to take out their items and gloat before I put them away. Margaret hadn’t stopped chattering since they walked through the door, but I was used to tuning out most of what she said. My aunt was the one I had to pay attention to.

“Go fetch our dinner, Ivy. We’ll take it here tonight, so we can sort these.”

Nodding, I left, heading to the kitchen for the three bowls I had ready. I took William’s bowl to his room and placed it by the fire since he wasn’t there, then returned to where I’d left the two women. They already had every box open, tissue paper and gloves scattered around the sitting area, some at risk of catching fire.

I nudged the boxes off the hearth as I came around with the tray and set it to the side where it was safe from being spilled, then waited for my aunt’s nod to bring them their bowls. Margaret was still gushing over their new accessories, and I briefly wondered if she would bother to stop speaking long enough to eat, but apparently my cousin was hungry enough to finally shut up.

She started up again between bites, complaining about the plain fare, but eventually my aunt grew weary of it.

“I’ve had enough noise for the day. Finish your dinner and take yourself to your room. Ivy will be along once my things are put away.”

The stern glare seemed to cow Margaret, whose diatribe ended mid-sentence. Her bowl quickly emptied, and she gathered her skirts and murmured, “Good night,” to her mother before heading to her room.

Once my aunt had directed me where to put her things, I gathered the remaining items and followed after my cousin. Margaret was sullen over being chastised in front of me and took it out by making me rearrange the entire armoire and dresser before allowing me to put her things away and help her out of her gown.

Finally able to slip away, I made my way back to the kitchen with the empty bowls, grabbing William’s from outside his door as I passed. By the time I had washed and dried them, I was aching from the extra walking I’d done, and decided to sleep on the hearth in the kitchen like I did during the winter so the fire could bake the pain away.

Dragging a quilt from the cabinet where I kept it for such nights, I made myself a little nest and settled onto the warm stones with a sigh, memories of my afternoon soothing me to sleep. 


Chapter Three

Ivy


The following days passed like the ones before. Endless, filled with chores and complaints, completed by too-short nights without enough rest, in a pitiful nest that gave me no comfort.

Summer slowly forced its way in, replacing dreary, soggy spring days, with warmer, sunny ones. I had worried that this spring would be the one I’d finally go into heat, but it seemed as if I’d been spared for another season.

Word reached Barcole that Beqhner was not to be the new governor. According to Aunt Mary, he’d insulted someone of importance, and he had been sent home in disgrace. Barcole was being assigned someone else to lead us, and whoever it was would be sworn into their position while in Perlynn before coming here.

The people of Barcole were invited to the ceremony, of course, but most couldn’t afford to make the trip. The town decided to keep the festival they had planned for Beqhner, but it had to be delayed until the new governor arrived since his ceremony in Perlynn was on Midsummer’s Eve.

Of course Aunt Mary declared they would attend the ceremony. The other upper-class members were going, and she couldn’t be the only one not to. It meant selling the plot of land beside the house with the barn and corrals for their carriage horses, but she hadn’t been left with much choice if she didn’t want to lose face.

I overheard Margaret saying the new governor was an alpha whose mate had died in childbirth, which meant Aunt Mary was on the hunt, and not just for her children now. Marriages between betas and alphas were common with so few omegas, and it was doubtful the alpha would be interested in another mate after surviving the death of his first. 


I couldn’t express how glad I was to see the day of their departure arrive. The number of times I’d been forced to pack and unpack their travel chests to be sure they didn’t forget some important item they just had to have, was more than I could count. Margaret and Aunt Mary had made two more trips to the seamstress for fittings and dresses appropriate for the ceremony in Perlynn, though William had remained home, and they were going to pick up their new gowns as they passed through town.



I said a small prayer for the seamstress as I helped load the carriage. I knew Margaret well enough to know that no matter how well the woman had done, some fault would be found, and if there really was an issue, then gods help the poor woman. Aunt Mary could be even worse when the mood struck her, but hopefully they would be preoccupied with more important matters. They hadn’t stopped talking about what eligible bachelors they might meet in Perlynn since the trip had been announced.


Heaving a sigh as the carriage rolled out of sight, I slumped against the doorframe. There were chores to be done, and as much as I longed to let my body rest, I needed to do them on the off chance something happened, and the carriage returned.

With a weary groan I pushed myself away from the wall and cast a glance around the house. My aunt and cousins liked the curtains drawn and windows closed to keep the house cool and prevent neighbors from snooping, but it was stuffy, and the rooms hadn’t been aired out in ages. Their scents were layered so thick I could almost taste them, and I couldn’t stand it any longer.

Determined to make the most of having the house to myself, I flung back the heavy drapes and muscled open windows that protested the unaccustomed action. Every room received the same treatment, though some windows needed a bit more convincing to separate from their sills. My breaths came in short puffs by the time I finished, but a smile spread across my face as I surveyed the light flooding inside.

With renewed vigor, I took care of my usual chores. Once noon rolled around, I decided to take my lunch in the garden, surrounded by the blooms and perfume of the flowers. They were a bit overgrown and unkept since the men who tended them had been preoccupied with making sure the carriage was in good order, but it gave me the perfect opportunity to gather some.

Finishing my lunch, I trimmed back the worst of the overgrowth, making a bundle for the vases in each room. With sunlight flooding through the windows and the flowers filling the air with their pleasant scent, I went ahead and took care of the dust and cobwebs that were usually neglected for the things Aunt Mary kept me busy with.

Without the interruptions and threats of punishment looming over me, I found myself enjoying the tasks, and although it took the rest of the day, by the time I stopped to make myself a simple dinner, I was pleased with how nice the house looked. I was usually forced to take my meals at the counter in the kitchen, but with the others gone, I lit a lamp in the dining room and set a place for myself. My aunt had canceled our usual deliveries for the duration of their trip, but there was plenty in the kitchen to keep me fed for the days they would be gone, though it would leave the stores bare by the time the others returned.

Settling at the table with my food and a book I’d found while cleaning, I enjoyed my meal in peace, reading until the lamp burned low. I hadn’t been allowed to go to the school the last governor had put in place, but my mother had taught me to read as child, and though I rarely had the time to, I enjoyed it. It was the only escape I had from my life of drudgery, and I got caught up in the romance written on the pages.

Closing the book once my eyes grew too tired to focus on the words, it only took a few moments to clean my dish and put it away. Exhaustion caught up with me, and I went to my room, pretending my threadbare blankets were the plush, downy bedding described in the book.

I fell into a routine over the next two days, where I spent the morning cleaning and working on the list of chores my aunt had come up with, before packing myself a picnic lunch and going for a walk in the woods. It was easy to find my way home since all I had to do was put the mountains to my back and keep the setting sun to my left. No matter how far I had wandered, I’d either find the town, or the river than ran on the far side of it down to the coast.

It was the day before my birthday, and the ceremony in Perlynn, when I decided to tackle the attic. As far as I knew, no one had been in the attic during the time I’d lived in the house, and I was curious what I’d find up there. I needed to replace my dress, hopefully before winter came and I was left to shiver in the threadbare fabric, and if I really got lucky, I might even find more bedding for my nest.

Lowering the ladder, I climbed the steps to peek through the hole. Dim light filtered through the windows at each end, enough for me to see without the need of the lamp I’d brought, so I set it down before climbing the rest of the way up.

To my surprise, it wasn’t the jumbled mess I’d expected. Old furniture covered in sheets lined the walls, with rows of chests filling the floor space. Curiosity eating at me, I turned in a circle as I looked around, trying to decide where to start. The dust I kicked up tickled my nose and I had to bite back a sneeze, but I was excited at the prospect of so many chests to look through.

Surely something would be in good enough condition for me to use.

Picking the east wall where the light was the strongest, I began my hunt, cleaning as I went. Peeking under sheets to see what had been cast aside in case I came across something useful, I went through each chest as I worked my way back toward the center of the room. I collected odds and ends that would make my life easier, like a bonnet that only needed a few stitches to repair, and an apron with a stain that I could hide with an extra pocket, but I still hadn’t found any useful cloth or dresses to replace mine by the time the attic became too warm for comfort.

Taking a break to eat lunch and prepare something for dinner, I heaved a sigh. If I didn’t find anything in the attic, my only other option would be to ask my aunt for a cast-off from Margaret, and I wasn’t sure what the response would be. I still remembered the last time I’d taken one of my cousin’s old dresses, and the muscles of my back tightened in remembered pain.

Margaret had told me to toss the dress due to a rip in the hem and missing lace around the bodice. There was nothing wrong with the rest of the dress, and since I wasn’t worried about it being shorter than society standards, I simply removed the part that had been torn and sewed a new hem. I’d removed the rest of the lace, setting it aside in case it could be used on something else, then taken in the sides so it fit my slimmer waist.

The first time I’d worn it in front of Margaret, my cousin had stared at me so long it made my skin crawl, before she’d finally asked me if it was her dress. I had been serving the family dinner, and when both Aunt Mary and William turned to inspect me, I’d bowed my head and put my hands behind my back. I’d stammered my explanation that it was, indeed, the dress Margaret had said to throw away, and I hadn’t thought they would mind since it would have been wasted otherwise.

The look on my aunt’s face as she’d stood had turned my blood to ice and frozen me in place. I hadn’t even moved when my aunt gripped a knife from the table as she approached. Spinning me to face the wall, my aunt had cut open the dress, yanking the top down over my shoulders until my back was exposed. She’d given me ten lashes with the belt William handed her, while scolding me for being a thief.

The blood-soaked dress had been tossed on the fire after my aunt marched me to the kitchen. She’d pulled out a ragged tablecloth that I had planned to use for cleaning rags, and had told me that was all I was allowed since I couldn’t be trusted.

I had only been fourteen summers at the time, but it was something I’d never forgotten.

I waited until the heat of the day passed before returning to the attic. Determined to find something to use, even if it was one of the sheets covering the furniture, I moved to the west end of the room to start my search again. There weren’t as many chests on this side, the west end taken up with a bulky old dresser and a musty bed that was held together with little more than cobwebs, so it wasn’t long before I was almost back to the center of the room.

The few chests of clothing I had found had been stored improperly, and were too moth-eaten to be of any use, or were children’s clothing far too small for me. I despaired of finding anything as I came to the last chest, shoved into the small space between the edge of the entrance to the attic and the wall.

Settling on the floor, I wiped away the dust before pushing the lid open and peeking inside. I’d noticed that the things closer to the ends of the room were older, and it appeared I’d found the newest addition to the lost memories of the attic.

The light had dimmed to the point that it was hard to see, but since it was the last chest, I wasn’t willing to give up yet. Reaching inside the shadowed interior, my heart began to race as my fingers encountered smooth cloth. I let out a cry as I lifted it, the folds of a simple brown dress unrolling in my lap. The fabric was flawless, and still held the faint scent of the blooms that had been placed in the chest with it.

Daring to hope for more good luck, I set the dress beside me and leaned forward to get a better look inside. My eager fingers pulled out another bundle of cloth, this time a light cloak that was better than anything I’d ever had.

Tears streamed down my cheeks unchecked. Though I’d hoped to find something I could use, I had never dreamed of such good fortune. The simple pair of sturdy shoes I pulled out next tore a sob from my throat, and I hugged them to my chest as I tried to get my emotions under control.

Surely my aunt wouldn’t begrudge me castoffs from the attic?

It was too dark to see inside the chest to check for anything else, but since it was small, I knew it couldn’t hold much more. Gulping in deep breaths of dusty air, I whispered a thanks to the gods and gathered up the clothing.

Carrying it through the dark house to the kitchen where a fire still burned, keeping my dinner warm, I knelt on the hearth to take a closer look at my findings. Shaking out the dress, I held it to my shoulders, marveling at the even color and delicate stitching on the sleeves. While it was a simple dress that someone of my aunt’s station wouldn’t wear, it was made of quality material and looked like it would fit me perfectly.

Setting it aside where it was safe from the flames and soot, I lifted out the shoes next. An important find for me, they would be useless if they were too small. Sliding my slippers off my feet, I held my breath as I dipped my toes into the first shoe.

The grin that stretched my face was so wide it hurt. The shoes were a little big, but with a bit of padding in the toe, they would be better than what I had.

As long as my aunt didn’t notice, I’d be comfortable for once. I still wished I’d found something more for my nest, but at least I wouldn’t have to worry about my dress ripping or hurting my feet on stones.

The thought of my aunt killed my good mood. As long as I was stuck with Aunt Mary, I’d never be more than what I was.

A maid.

Someone to order about and use until there was nothing left. Already, the exhaustion and drudgery got to me most days, crushing the will to do anything outside of my chores.

Gulping in a deep breath to fight away tears, I caught the acrid stench of something burning. Realizing it was my dinner, I shook away any thoughts other than filling my belly and getting some sleep. I’d learned long ago that crying over my situation wouldn’t fix anything.


Chapter Four

Ivy


It was a restless night. I tossed and turned, dreaming of someone following me through the woods. The scent of fresh rain and violets seemed to emanate from him, but his body was shadowed, and all I could see of him was occasional glimpses of wide shoulders, and fur.

The fear that filled me changed to something decidedly indecent when strong arms wrapped around my waist and pulled me against a hard body. When I jolted awake, I clenched my thighs together, shocked at the unaccustomed sensations coursing through me.

My heat was going to come in the fall.

I was certain of it.

And then what?

Dry throat scratching as I tried to swallow, I rolled from my pallet on the floor to get the day started. My lips stretched into a smile as I remembered that it was my birthday.

Lifting the dress I’d found, I fought back the surge of fear that came with it. I’d given up crying over lost causes long ago, and all I could do was hope it looked enough like the one I was wearing that no one would notice.

I took off the tattered dress I’d slept in, putting it aside to wash, just in case. After using a rag and the water I’d brought up the night before to clean up as much as I could, I pulled the dress over my head, marveling at the feel of the smooth fabric against my skin.

The cloth settled around me, hem stopping just below my calf. The waist was a little loose, but otherwise it fit me perfectly, and I couldn’t stop the happiness that filled my chest.

Digging out a bit of torn cloth I had saved, I stuffed it into the toe of the shoes before putting them on, excitement coursing through me as I took a few experimental steps. I would have to get used to the thicker soles, but they would protect my feet better, and I couldn’t wait to be able to go on a walk without worrying about every rock and twig that I might step on. Some of the trees and bushes had thorns that could have sliced right through the slippers.

Leaving the cloak since it was too warm to need it, I headed to the kitchen. With my new shoes, I had no plans to spend my birthday indoors.

Eating a quick breakfast, I packed a simple lunch of bread and cheese with the last bit of good fruit, and a bottle of water before making my way outside. Standing in the garden, I looked toward the mountains with the sun rising beside them. The sunward sides were bright and green, lush with summer growth, while the other side was dark, reminding me there were two sides to life.

I felt like I was stuck in the hazy line between the two. I was in the summer of my life, with the promise of so much more before me, but it wouldn’t take much for me to be lost in the shadows. I knew if my life continued the way it was, that promise would remain unfulfilled, but I didn’t know how to change it.

Sighing, I looked down at the path I stood on. The little pebbles that filled the trail were a light brown and usually kept clean and neat by the groundsman, but with him gone with my aunt and cousins, plants were attempting to retake the space. Right in front of me, a flower grew from the center of the path, petals spread wide to catch the sunlight, and reminding me that beautiful things could still grow from rocky conditions.

Smiling again, I lifted my head and stepped around the flower, leaving it to flourish as long as it could. Humming to myself, I took my time walking across the yard separating me from the trees lining the far side. Butterflies and birds flitted about, and I even spotted a rabbit hopping along in search of its morning meal. Contentment filled my spirit, and I couldn’t help wishing that every day was like this.

I walked through the forest, taking a new path between the trees than I had on other trips. I had no idea how long I wandered, reveling in the comfort of nature. By the time my feet were getting sore and my stomach was starting to grumble, I spotted a clearing ahead of me. The treetops held the heat of the day beneath them, not allowing any breeze to stir the air, so I headed for the sunlight, hoping for a place to rest.

Blinking from the shade along the edge, I was happy with what I found. A meadow opened up in front of me, a stream flowing through the center. Deer were grazing on the far side, a gorgeous buck lifting his head at my small gasp of wonder.

I was afraid to move, not wanting to scare them away, but he must have sensed my presence anyway, signaling his herd back into the forest. Heaving a sigh, I made my way to the side of the stream and took a seat on a little rise beside the water.

The sun warmed my back, but the air blowing over me cooled my skin and pushed the hair away from my face. Pulling out my lunch, I ate as I looked around, the mountains seeming to loom closer than ever before.

I continued to sit after my small lunch was finished, lying back in the grass and staring up at the clouds. I was usually too busy to feel the loneliness and the pain of loss, but that didn’t mean it didn’t linger inside me. I might live in a home with three other people, people who shared my blood, but I was still alone.

An omega wasn’t safe or happy alone. We needed people to care for, and while I was forced to tend to my aunt and cousins, it didn’t fill that space inside me, but it wasn’t as if I could leave. I’d lose any freedom I found the moment I went into heat.

Closing my eyes, I sucked in a deep breath. Just having someone who wanted me, loved me, would make a difference. I could make it through a hundred chores if I had someone to go home to each night, but short of a miracle, I didn’t know how that would ever happen. Even a single friend to talk to would make a world of difference, but there was no one left at my aunt’s house, and I wasn’t allowed to leave.

The sun warmed me, drying the silent tears on my cheeks and soothing my aches like a warm blanket. Body sore and mind tired after a restless night, I let my thoughts drift as I listened to the breeze playing in the branches.

It felt like it had only been a few moments when the boom of thunder startled me. Jerking upright, my wide eyes looked up at the swiftly darkening sky. Wind whipped around me, tangling my hair, and tugging at my dress as I scrambled to my feet.

There had been no sign of a storm when I left the house that morning, or even when I ate my late lunch, but I couldn’t deny the fact that there was one breathing down my neck now, and no chance of me making it back to the house. Already, fat drops of rain were falling, and it had grown so dark I could barely see past the edge of the trees.

With no other option, I put my back to the mountains and ran for cover. The darkness beneath the trees was only broken by flashes of lightening, and I slowed my pace so I wouldn’t trip. Wracking my brain for somewhere I could take shelter, I realized I didn’t even know where I was since I’d walked farther than I ever had before.

The temperature was dropping as the storm grew fiercer, and with the clouds and darkness hiding any glimpse of the mountains, it would be easy to get lost. Stumbling around in the woods, soaking wet and freezing, did not sound like a good way to end my birthday. The trees offered some protection as I tried to head in the direction I thought I’d come from, but the wind was tossing the branches, sending random falls of raindrops to chill me.

Gritting my teeth and forcing myself to keep moving in as close to a straight line as I could, it wasn’t long before I had to concede defeat. It was so dark I couldn’t see my feet, and each shower of rain that broke through and wet me stole more of my warmth.

Pausing with my hand against the trunk of a giant tree, I tried to blink back tears. It was hard to make the decision to stay where I was instead of trying to push on to find shelter, but I had walked for the entire morning and into the afternoon, and I had no idea I there were any homes out this far.

Another crack of thunder overhead made me jump before I crouched down next to the raised root jutting at an angle from the old trunk. Back tucked into the corner they formed, I pulled my knees up to my chest, wrapping my arms around them to help hold in my warmth. It wasn’t safe to keep going, and this was the best shelter I was going to find.

Sniffling, my gaze darted around at each creak and shuffle I heard as I strained to see what was around me. My head beginning to throb with the strain, and I finally squeezed my eyelids shut, ducking my head to lay it on my arms. I could only hope the tree that protected me would stand strong through the storm, and any predators in the area would be more worried about staying warm in their dens than looking for an easy meal. 

Ignoring the warm tears rolling down my cheeks, I forced myself to take slow, deep breaths as I listened to the sounds of the storm. The occasional stray burst of raindrops still hit me, but the trunk of the tree protected me from the worst of the wind, and my exhaustion crept back in. Shivering and trying to ignore the feeling of being watched, I eventually drifted off, too tired to fight the pull of sleep.


Chapter Five

De’drik


Iwatched the omega huddled against the tree. I had been hunting when the sudden storm formed overhead, forcing me to give up the chase and head back to my camp. I’d come to the clearing just in time to see the female run for the trees.

I debated what to do as I watched her. She clearly didn’t have shelter, or at least none she could make it to in the dark since humans didn’t have good eyesight, and I hadn’t scented anyone else with her before the rain washed away any chance of smelling anything. I knew there was a human village nearby, but finding an omega alone in the woods seemed too lucky to trust.

But I couldn’t leave her to suffer through the storm.

Standing from my crouched position, I rolled my shoulders and flicked rain from my ears. I had been alone for many seasons and generally liked it that way. Once I’d done my part on the lodge for the new omegas in the clan, Vir’doth’s tale of a great water and strange human settlement had drawn me to this new territory. I hadn’t been looking for an omega, but I couldn’t walk away from her either.

Letting out a huff, I made my way to where the female huddled, making sure she could hear my steps so she knew I was coming, though the noise of the storm made it hard. At least the darkness would hide my form from her long enough that I could try to convince her I meant no harm.

When the little female didn’t look up, I cleared my throat, but there was still no response. Crouching a distance in front of her, I reached out to tap her shoe, but heard a snore rise from where her head lay on her arms.

Huffing again, I shook my head. Foolish female falling asleep in the middle of the forest, with no way to defend herself. Didn’t she know there were monsters here?

I laughed at myself before gently tapping a claw on her shoe. When she didn’t wake, I tapped again, before reaching farther to grip her ankle and giving her a gentle tug. The omega’s skin was chilled, and she mumbled a bit, but was clearly still asleep.

Not wanting to waste more time in the rain than I had to, I decided just to pick her up. It was a risk since she could wake and panic, but perhaps she wasn’t waking because she was ill.

The human was tiny compared to me and seemed to weigh less than the deer I had been hunting. I could feel the bumps of her ribs even through her clothing, and I frowned at what it could mean.

Was it illness, or neglect?

The stories I’d overheard from the omegas my clanmates had claimed proved humans didn’t cherish their omegas the way they should. Though the female stirred and mumbled in her sleep again, snuggling into my chest and pressing her breasts against me in a way that sent heat through my body to wake my shaft, her eyes remained shut.

Shaking my head, I strode in the direction of my camp, saying a prayer to the gods that the omega didn’t come down with a fever. Her dress wasn’t too wet since the trees had protected her from most of the rain, but I didn’t like how cold her bare arms felt against me.

I began to trot through the trees, trying to get to shelter faster. I couldn’t run as fast as usual while carrying the female, but I made it to my little camp just as the deluge really began, the rain too heavy for the leaves to hold back any longer. I’d found a shallow dugout at the base of the cliffs along the edge of the mountains, and while it wasn’t the same as a cave, it kept the rain off and gave me a dry spot to sleep when I wasn’t hunting.

I tucked the omega into the skins I’d used as a bed. She tried to cling to me, but she was too weak and uncoordinated in her sleep to resist when I untangled her fingers from my fur. Building up the fire to ward off the chill in the air, I tried to figure out how she ended up in the forest alone. She could have been searching for the vegetation humans ate, but she was quite far from the big village beside the river.

I studied her as she slept. She’d curled up on her side, making herself appear even smaller. She looked and smelled old enough to have gone into heat, but there was no claiming mark, nor the scent of an alpha on her. Either she hadn’t cycled yet, or something had prevented her from being claimed.

I saw her shiver again, but I had nothing left to cover her with. My kind didn’t feel the cold the way humans did, and I only had the few pelts I’d brought to help pad the ground when I slept. I had nothing left to offer other than my body heat, but if she awoke to me looming over her, she could panic.

The firelight played on her pale skin, her dark hair making her flesh seem even more colorless. Her face had a delicate shape, with a sharp chin and a thin nose, and I caught myself wondering what color her eyes were.

I pulled my gaze away from her, trying to ignore my straining erection. I hadn’t come in search of an omega, and while she was tempting, I wouldn’t take advantage of her while she slept. Once she woke, I’d make sure she was okay, then…

I wasn’t sure.

It didn’t matter how sweet and innocent she looked, or how delicious her crisp, clean scent was. She was a human, and while my clanmates had proven we could mate and breed them, I doubted there were many that dreamed of being claimed by a monster. Her father likely had an alpha arranged for her already, and she’d run screaming once she saw me.

Settling down opposite the fire, I dug a bottle of oil from my pack as I listened to the rain. It was impossible to keep my gaze on the fire instead of the omega as I oiled my horns, and when I caught the sound of her whimpering in her sleep, anger sparked in my chest. Whoever was responsible for her hadn’t done their job, and now she was lost in the woods, caught in a storm, and possibly sick. If I hadn’t happened across her, it could have been a bad night for the little female.

Grousing to myself, I realized Wulf hadn’t greeted me when I made it to my camp. Looking around for the infernal pup, I let out a low whistle, wondering where the thing could have gotten off to. The pup hadn’t wanted to follow me when I left to hunt, so I’d left the useless thing at the camp, and now he seemed to have disappeared.

Pushing to my feet, I looked out into the trees beyond my shelter. If he had wandered off after I left, he could have gotten caught out in the storm as well.

Letting out another sigh, I glanced at the female before whistling again. I couldn’t leave the pup to suffer in the wet any more than I could the omega. Though she gave a small jerk at the noise, she remained huddled under my bedding, eyes clenched shut, but a yelp from my right drew my attention back out into the rain. It didn’t sound too far away, yet I couldn’t see the animal.

Torn between wanting to go get the pup and not wanting to get drenched, I growled under my breath. Cursing the gods for their out-of-season storm, I left the shelter of my camp and stomped out into the rain.

Following the whines and excited yips as I got closer, I found Wulf not far away, hiding in a hollow under a tree. Sighing when muddy paws scratched at my legs, I lifted the wiggling bundle and tucked it under my arm, trying to keep the rain off the little thing as I followed the light of the fire back to my shelter.

I settled against the wall again, grumbling about the mud in my fur as the pup curled up in my lap. It didn’t seem as if the omega had moved while I was gone, and with the way she’d slept through everything so far, I doubted she would wake before morning.

Why was she so tired?

Lying down beside the fire with my back to the cliff, I tucked my pack beneath my head so my broken horn wouldn’t dig into the dirt beneath me. With Wulf sleeping against my belly, I closed my eyes to rest until the rain ended, or the female stirred.


Chapter Six

Ivy


The first thing I noticed as I awoke was the scent of violets and rain. Rolling onto my back, a smile spread on my face as I stretched out the kinks from sleeping curled up before the memory of the storm came back.

Snapping upright with a gasp, I stared at the area around me. I was lying on animal skins inside a shallow cave. There was a fire to my left, burning low, but still giving off heat. I was covered with another fur, but I didn’t know who the camp could belong to until I spotted motion on the other side of the fire.

Pulling my knees to my chest, my gaze stayed locked on the mountain of fur across the fire as whoever had brought me here slowly sat up. Piercing green eyes met mine, the flames giving them an eerie glow, as the light shone along two horns. One was broken off about a handspan from the side of the creature’s skull, but the other extended to a wicked point. The creature’s face resembled a wolf’s, but the snout was broader and blunter, the nose reminding me more of a cow’s. It was covered in fur, longer around the shoulders, but thinning further down its abdomen.


His abdomen.


I jerked my gaze away, heat rushing to my cheeks even as my mind stuttered over finding myself in a strange place with what was clearly a monster.

“How did I get here?”

The last thing I remembered was huddling against a tree to avoid the rain. I had no idea how I ended up in the primitive camp with this… creature.

His thick brows furrowed, his face taking on an intimidating glower. The scent of violets thickened, and I realized I could smell that distinct musk that marked an alpha.

“I found you alone in the woods. I couldn’t wake you, so I brought you back here to keep warm.”

His low voice sent a shiver through me that had nothing to do with the damp. It would have been a little more surprising to hear him speak if I hadn’t awoken in what was clearly a camp, with a pile of firewood off to the side, and a bed he’d apparently given up for me.

“I, uh, thank you.”

I wasn’t sure what else to say. If he spoke and acted like a man, it seemed natural to treat him like I would anyone else.

I glanced around again, noting the rain still dripping just beyond the overhang that protected the camp. The monster was across the fire from me, farther from the opening, but I doubted I could make it out into the trees before he caught me.

A huff pulled my attention back to my apparent rescuer as he ran a hand tipped with black claws down his face before standing. Even while sitting, I’d seen that he was massive, but I had to crane my neck back to be able to look up at him, his hulking form looming even from the other side of the small cave.

Nerves fluttering to life, I huddled under the fur that covered me. With no idea where I was, and no one close enough to help me if anything happened, I was acutely aware of what this intimidating male could do to me. The fact that he was an alpha and his obvious interest didn’t inspire any confidence in his civility.

He mumbled something under his breath that I didn’t catch as he rubbed the stump of his broken horn.

“Wait here.”


He didn’t bother to wait for an acknowledgment. As he turned and walked between the trees, disappearing from my view, I debated the wisdom of obeying. He was an unknown male, an alpha, a monster, and I was alone in the woods with nothing to protect myself.


But, if he’d had any ill intentions, he could have taken advantage of me while I slept instead of sharing his shelter and giving up his bed. He could have left me out in the rain, but instead, he’d brought me to his camp to stay dry and warm.

My tangled thoughts were interrupted by a whimper near the back of the cave. Leaning to the side to see around the fire, I spotted what looked like a wolf pup.

I was familiar enough with animals for its gangly legs and fuzzy coat to tell me it hadn’t seen a full rotation of the seasons yet. Dancing along the edge of the cave up to where our dry space gave way to waterlogged undergrowth, it watched the area where the monster had disappeared. It let out an excited yip when the creature came striding back, its little body wiggling in happiness, and I couldn’t help smiling at its antics, though the expression slipped when my gaze met the monster’s.

Nervous, I turned my attention to the forest. Though water still dripped from the canopy, it seemed as though the rain had ended, and the glimpses I caught of the sky beyond showed a hazy, grey sky. The direction of the thin light bleeding through told me I had to have slept through the whole night and it was the dawn of a new day.

I couldn’t believe I hadn’t awakened from the alpha moving me and somehow slept through the rest of the evening and the entire night.

Struggling to my feet, I folded the fur I’d been using as a blanket and laid it atop the others I’d been sleeping on. Keeping my eyes focused on the ground, I cleared my throat and tried to treat the monster as I would anyone who’d helped me.

“Th—thank you for letting me use your bed, and for sharing your camp with me, but I need to be getting back home.”

Sneaking a peek up at his face, I noticed his brows had drawn even lower as he watched me from the opening of the cave. Edging to the side, I pointed out into the forest, as if he couldn’t tell where I was trying to go.

“I’ll be going now. Thanks again.”

I froze when the monster let out a low growl. Eyes flashing up to his, my chest drew tight, and the fear I’d been holding at bay surged up my throat.

The male had spread his legs in a stance that clearly showed he was disagreeing with me and was going to block my escape.

“Omega.”

The word he said may not have been ‘no,’ but the tone was the same. He even shook his head side to side, reinforcing that he didn’t approve of what I was trying to do.

The omega part of me wanted to cave and do anything he wanted, but I ignored it as much as I could. Straightening, I tried to keep my expression from giving away the warring thoughts inside me. Anger built and mingled with the fear, increasing my heartrate and leaving me trembling as I watched the male.

“Why were you in the forest alone?”

My lips parted at the question and I gaped for a moment, debating over whether the truth was better than trying to come up with a lie.

I’d never been a good liar.

“It was my birthday, and I wanted to go for a walk.”

His brow quirked, and for a moment I wasn’t sure he believed me despite it being the truth.

“That doesn’t explain why you were alone. Where is your keeper?”

My cheeks burned at the reminder that omegas were rarely left to themselves. Most believed we needed someone to keep an eye on us at all times, or we’d get up to trouble.

“My family went on a trip. I stayed home. There wasn’t anyone to come with me.”

My mouth ran away before I realized telling this alpha there wasn’t anyone to miss me might be a bad idea. It felt like there was a fist around my chest, squeezing me, but other parts of my body had their own ideas about this situation.

“You live in the human village? The big one by the river?”

I hesitated before slowly dipping my chin. He already knew there wasn’t going to be anyone looking for me, so how much worse could it be if he knew where I lived? It seemed safer to admit I was from Barcole than trying to say there was a house out here somewhere.

“That is a long walk for your little legs. I will take you back to be sure you are safe. An omega shouldn’t be out wandering the woods alone.”

I didn’t like the thought of him taking me back to my aunt’s house, but part of me insisted that he could always follow after I’d left anyway, and I wouldn’t be able to stop him.

And then there was a tiny piece of me that said it was sweet that he was concerned about my safety.

“I don’t really need—”

“I won’t let you go alone.”

My mouth was still hanging open from him cutting me off, and my cheeks flared hotter even as my core gave a traitorous clench. I couldn’t help that my biology made me react to dominance, especially from an alpha.


A very naked alpha.


My eyes went wide when he stalked toward me, closing the space between us. Air left my lungs in a rush as I tried to back away, but I barely made it two steps before he caught my elbow and stopped me.

He dragged me forward, though I tried to fight his pull. My strength was nothing compared to his, and he didn’t seem to even notice my struggle to get away.
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