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Chapter One

An Excellent Match

A gentle breeze carried the scents of roses and freshly-trimmed greenery through the vaulted corridors of the Omega House, replacing the stale air with the freshness of new growth. Light streamed through open doorways, the whole of the House thrown open to greet the new season, servants bustling from room to room as they changed the dark, heavy draperies of winter for the lighter, brighter hangings of spring.

Thorne couldn’t appreciate any of it. He hurried toward Matron’s office, boots clicking quietly across the polished floor.

His heart shouldn’t be beating so fast, he chided himself. He had always known this day would come. Had dreamed of it, as every omega did: the day a nobleman would contract with the House for a husband, and his name would be the one written on the contract.

Despite being in the care of the Omega House for well over a decade, he hadn’t quite expected it to happen so soon.

Foolishness, he reprimanded himself sharply. There were only seven other omegas in the House right now, and he was the eldest by a full two years. Of course the next contract would be his; he’d known that since Dennet had been contracted out.

This is a joyous occasion.

He paused outside Matron’s office, taking advantage of the mirror placed there to ensure his hair was still combed into neat, fashionable waves, and that nothing of his racing heart showed in his expression. I will not embarrass myself out of…surprise.

Yes, surprise. Certainly not fear, or dread, of what the Matron was about to tell him.

Assured that nothing in his demeanor would betray his thoughts, he tapped lightly on the heavy oak door, and heard the muffled sound of Matron’s invitation to enter.

Matron had run the Omega House since the day a young Thorne arrived, and to his eyes she didn’t seem to have aged at all in those years. A large, imposing woman, she sat behind an even more imposing desk, making him feel every bit the frightened and confused child he’d been when he entered the House, rather than a man grown, educated and trained to provide gracious companionship to those lords and noblemen who preferred the company of men to that of women.

And breeding stock, of course. One could never forget an omega’s primary purpose.

“Hawthorne,” she said, setting aside the papers she’d been writing on, and replacing them with a thin binder, his name—Hawthorne Fuller—stamped in worn gilt on the cover. “Thank you for coming so promptly.”

Thorne executed a small bow. “Of course, Matron. It would be remiss of me to ignore your summons.”

She inclined her head toward him. “Sit, lad.”

He obeyed, forcing himself to sit gracefully in the offered chair rather than perch nervously on its edge.

Matron opened the binder, making a show of reading over the information on the first page, though he was certain she was well familiar with its contents. “Twenty-four next month, I see,” she said conversationally, turning over the first page and glancing down the next. “But then, you were older when you presented, weren’t you?”

“Yes, ma’am. I’d just turned twelve.” Half his life he’d spent here, learning the benefits and strictures of his status as an omega, alongside reading and art, dancing and music, fashion and social graces.

“And you’ve acquitted yourself quite well, despite your late start. Your instructors have nothing but the highest praise.”

“Thank you, ma’am.”

Matron turned a final page, and then drew out several crisp, fresh sheets from the back and closed the binder, setting the papers on top. Thorne felt his stomach clench at the sight of the top sheet, densely covered in a tight, neat hand, the script like distilled midnight against the whiteness of the paper, rather than ink.

“I’m certain, therefore, that you’ll be pleased to know the House has been offered a contract for you. From none less than the Earl of Maebard.”

Reflexively, Thorne’s mind called up the relevant information—Lord Kendal Wilmond, Earl of Maebard, a younger son who had inherited upon the tragic loss of his elder brother in a hunting accident—even as his mouth was saying, “I am greatly honored, Matron. I will do my utmost to live up to the House’s reputation.”

“I’m sure you will, Hawthorne.” She smiled, though the expression didn’t quite reach her eyes. “It’s a most generous contract, even allowing you a small personal allowance of funds. Though of course, with generosity comes…a certain level of expectation.”

Thorne’s hands, resting loosely on the arms of the chair, tightened before he could control the reaction. “Ma’am?”

“As his Lordship came to the title due to the loss of his brother, he is understandably concerned about producing an heir as quickly as possible, now that he is settled into his position. The contract stipulates that you can be set aside without recourse should you fail to produce a viable babe within a year of your wedding date, and no less than three living children within the first five years.”

Thorne’s throat went dry. He knew, of course, why noblemen went to the expense of contracting for omegas to wed, rather than taking consorts from among their own ranks, but to have his place, his purpose, spelled out so plainly was…jarring, to say the least.

“I…” Matron raised an eyebrow at the rough croak that emerged from his lips, and he swallowed hard, forcing his voice back under control. “I will of course do all within my power to ensure His Lordship’s satisfaction,” he said, with passable calm.

As if I have any control over when or how often he gets a child on me.

“I’m certain you will, Hawthorne.” Matron drew out the last page of the contract and slid it across the desk toward him. “Simply accept the contract, then, and you’re free to start packing your things. A carriage will be here to collect you in two days’ time.”

Thorne nodded, reaching for one of the dip pens standing beside Matron’s crystal inkwell. Other signatures were already in place—the earl, the earl’s solicitor, Matron’s—and he placed his name beneath them, careful not to let the tremor in his chest blot or smear the ink he set on the page.

A few strokes of the pen, and it was done, his future secured, his freedom signed over to a man he had never met.

“Excellent.” Matron took the page back and sanded it carefully, then rose. “Congratulations, Hawthorne. You’ve made an excellent match.”


Chapter Two

Luck and Circumstance

I’m to wed an earl. Why aren’t I happier about it?

Thorne stood in the center of his room, ostensibly supervising the servants packing his clothing for the trip to meet his betrothed. In truth, though, the flock of giggling young women—no valets or footmen in the Omega House, of course, lest rumors arise that one of them had sullied the goods—were better versed in what needed doing than he was.

Which left him with little to do but gaze out the window at the House’s manicured grounds and brood about his future.

On paper it truly was an excellent match. As wedded consort to Lord Maebard, everything—the finest food, the finest clothing, the finest entertainment—would be his for the asking, whether they took up residence in the city or chose to live on one of His Lordship’s estates. Thorne would want for nothing.

Except love, perhaps, but that’s hardly a consideration, is it?

Of course it wasn’t. Such had been made clear to him from the moment he presented, at the scandalously late age of eleven-going-twelve, and suddenly been swept from the life of a fuller’s son into a world of art and music, money and society and the overwhelming importance of future prospects.

He knew how lucky he’d been, not to suffer any disfiguring injury or debilitating ailments as the child of a poor laborer, that the time he’d spent learning his father’s trade hadn’t left him marked and unsuitable for the mate of a gentleman. Consciousness of that luck, and of the life of privation and hard work which awaited him should he be sent away from the Omega House, had ensured he didn’t rebel—at least, not too much—against the sudden strictures around his life.

Now he knew how improbable it was for any omega to be sent away from the House entirely. They were far too rare to be cast out like common urchins. This House might have sent him off to another, less reputable House, but someone with coin would eventually have paid the contract price, even if he were ugly or intractable.

That someone simply wouldn’t have been considered an excellent match, and Thorne would have been a vastly less valuable piece of property.

He did not clench his fists at the thought. Such an obvious display of emotion simply wouldn’t do. Instead, he drew a carefully controlled breath and released it slowly, his gaze focused on the rose garden. A trio of young omegas were applying themselves to their watercolors, under the watchful eye of the art tutor, and in that Thorne finally found a reason to smile.

He would never again be required to put his middling artistic talents on display, at least.

Keeping that smile firmly in place, he turned around to survey the packing. One trunk already stood latched and ready to be taken down to the carriage, and the maids were nearly done with the second. Only the finest items in his wardrobe would be leaving the House with him; given the Earl’s station, he would no doubt want to have a say in the fashion with which his husband-to-be represented him, and so the majority of Thorne’s clothing would be re-tailored to suit one of the other House omegas.

“We’re just about done here, Master Hawthorne,” Betty, one of the senior maids, said when she noticed him watching. “You’ll be ready to go when his Lordship’s carriage arrives. We wouldn’t want to make you late to your own wedding.”

“I’m sure you have the matter well in hand,” Thorne said, “and I shall leave you to it.”

The maids’ easy chatter resumed as he left the room for the echoing silence of the wood-paneled hallway, and Thorne let the smile slip from his lips.

I’m likely just out of sorts from the disruption to my schedule, he thought. Nothing to do with the wedding at all. A good book will distract me.

Resolutely, he turned his steps toward the library. The room wrapped him in soothing silence, the heavy scent of leather and old paper a familiar comfort, and Thorne didn’t mind that there was no fire laid on the hearth. The only part of the outer wall not insulated by shelves of books was the single window, its panes set with clouded glass to let in light without offering a distracting view of the gardens outside.

Selecting a book—a translation of a Greek comedy, wherein Aphrodite transformed a soldier into an omega in an effort to help the man find true love—Thorne sank into an overstuffed velvet chair, the book held loose between his hands.

He would miss this room, with its wide array of well-worn books, above all others, he decided. Though surely, being an earl, his new husband would have a library just as grand. Larger, perhaps, and surely with all of the latest publications.

Not that the Omega House couldn’t afford to keep the library up to date, but Matron preferred to limit the omegas under her care to improving works, and unobjectionable classics such as the play he held. Nothing that might lead them to wayward thoughts, or displease the gentlemen who would one day contract to wed them.

I wonder if my future husband is the sort to disapprove of modern novels. A worse thought came to him, and Thorne’s knuckles whitened on the book, a sick feeling settling into his stomach. I hope he’s not the sort who doesn’t approve of omegas reading at all.

He could scarce imagine anything worse than an expectation that he be nothing more than mindless and decorative…except, perhaps, that he be unseen and obedient, tucked away to be bred and bear children without disrupting the earl’s life at all.

Thorne drew a deep breath, firmly shoving his worries out of his thoughts. The contract was signed; worrying would not make his future husband better or worse, it would only make Thorne himself miserable.

Resolutely, he opened the book and fixed his eyes on the words illuminated by the light through the window.

It took a long time to fully lose himself in the play, but eventually the antics of man and god—the soldier desperately trying to hide his new state, the general trying to court the oblivious soldier, and Aphrodite’s increasingly exasperated efforts to bring them together—absorbed him.

He was chuckling over one particularly saucy exchange when a voice startled him out of his reverie.

“There you are, Master Hawthorne!”

Betty stood in the doorway, her face wreathed in smiles that Thorne couldn’t quite bring himself to match. “The packing is complete, I take it?” he said, setting his book aside.

“I should hope so, sir! You’ve been squirreled away in here for hours.”

Thorne raised a brow, but the hollow grumbling in his stomach suggested he had managed to miss the bell for luncheon. He forced a smile. “I’m terribly sorry for drawing you away from your work.”

“Oh, it’s no bother,” she said, brushing at her already spotless apron. “Matron sent me to fetch you. Your wedding coach is here.”


Chapter Three

Fit Horses and Fair Roads

The carriage did not so much speak of wealth as proclaim it to the skies. The wood was painted white, the lacquer so pristine it nearly hurt the eyes under the afternoon sun, offset by polished gilding on the window frames, rich red curtains blocking his sight of the interior. Four well-matched bays stood patiently in harness, surprisingly mundane creatures given the ostentation of the carriage itself.

For such a magnificent equipage, I’d have expected matching white horses, perhaps with gilding on their hooves.

The fanciful thought did little to keep Thorne’s mind off the nervous fluttering in his belly.

The horses, though, were of no consequence, and certainly not his concern. Thorne could see that his trunks were already strapped into the luggage compartment, the driver sitting ready above. A footman, in red livery with white and gold piping, stood alertly by the carriage door, where the earl’s crest—a swan with wings spread, preparing to take flight—was outlined in gold and red against the white paint, as much phoenix as waterfowl.

He need only go down the steps, past that formidable swan into the interior of the carriage, and be away from the Omega House, his new life as a nobleman’s husband well begun.

“I’m sure you’ll do splendidly in your new life, Hawthorne.”

Matron’s voice distracted him from the way his legs didn’t want to move. He turned toward her, grateful for the long-ingrained habits of polite interaction, the reflexive smile and incline of his head. “If I do, I can only thank you and the House for all of the training you’ve given me since I arrived,” he said, his voice as smooth and steady as if they were in the drawing room, as if this were merely practice for his eventual departure, and not the real thing.

“Do us proud, my dear boy. Now, don’t keep your contracted husband waiting.”

With that, and a regal tip of her head farewell, she turned and swept back into the Omega House, the door shutting a soft sound which nonetheless bore an air of finality.

Well. No more delays, it seems.

Thorne straightened his spine and stepped briskly down the front steps, refusing to betray his nerves. There was no point in second thoughts; the time for those had passed the moment his pen touched the paper of the contract.

The footman smoothly opened the carriage door as soon as Thorne stepped onto the graveled drive and stood aside, ready to assist; with a cool nod, Thorne ignored the subtly proffered hand and stepped up into the dark interior.

The sound of the carriage door could not match the heavy oak of the Omega House, of course, but the click of the latch closing was surely just as final.

Thorne sank onto smooth leather as the carriage swayed slightly beneath the weight of the footman climbing into his position. He could barely appreciate how comfortably padded the seat was, or how smoothly the well-sprung carriage traveled along the drive. The reality of the moment crashed over him, free of the familiar distractions of home.

I’m going to meet my husband.

Being an omega under the conservatorship of a House, Thorne had never traveled, not since the childhood carriage ride which had taken him from the freedom of the life he had known to the far more constrained life of an omega. Then, he had been too overwhelmed by the enormity of his change in station for boredom, and he had had other people sharing the trip with him.

Now, he suspected he should be just as awed and overwhelmed, but all he felt was nagging anxiety over the unknown future. He would have given a great deal for something to distract him, be it companion or book, but in the end he had to settle for pulling aside the heavy velvet of the curtain beside him and gazing at the passing countryside.

The endlessly rolling acres of farmland did little to distract him, but it did prove sufficiently boring that he fell asleep.

***

Omegas, it was said, always needed to be closely chaperoned because they could go unnoticed in public in ways women could not, and the potential for having their honor sullied was too great. After two days of travel—complete with unrelenting boredom and polite distance from the servants—Thorne was beginning to doubt the truth of that assertion.

Logically, he knew the attention likely stemmed from the crest on the carriage, rather than any interest in him. At most, they might have heard about the earl’s contract, and wanted to get a look at his new omega first hand.

But it certainly felt as though the watching eyes of every publican, servant, and patron at the various posting inns and taverns where they stopped could see exactly what he was.

I’ll be very glad to reach the estate, he thought as he prepared for another day of travel. He may not know anything more about his future husband, but at least once he was there, the deed would be done and his position assured. He would be able to rest, no matter the need which would immediately begin to loom over him, to produce an heir and fulfill the terms of his contract.

Determinedly pushing that thought out of his mind, he nodded to James and climbed up into the carriage. The horses for this leg of the journey were a fine set of greys, much better matched to the carriage; he suspected these were the earl’s own horses, and the other teams had been hired beasts. The earl likely had no need to board teams so far from his own lands.

The carriage passed into a wooded area. Thorne sighed and let the curtain fall against the sight of densely-packed trees moving swiftly past, settling back in his seat to wait out
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