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          ANNE

        

      

    

    
      Cold.

      It surrounds me, chills me from the inside out. Others on the small boat titter behind their hands and fans, oblivious to the frosty fog creeping from the Thames into the small vessels. Or maybe it’s just me.

      Perhaps I’m the problem.

      Despite the early year breezes, no one seems to pay them any mind. They carry on as if burning brightly from the inside out. Vibrant, joyous, ready to start the season with a gusto I can only feign. Even then, I worry I’m not doing a good enough job.

      Glancing up at my stepson Chase, I wrap my hand further around his arm, desperate to leech some of the warmth from his body to possibly give a little heat to my own, but it doesn’t make a bit of difference. I’m the same as always.

      Hollow.

      Broken.

      Shattered.

      Clearing my throat, I do my best to concentrate on the lanterns, burning them into my memory. Somehow, they’re not quite as the servants described. Or it could be that I never really gave myself a good mental image. I never allowed myself to dream of something so splendid, so magnificent.

      Only, as we approach the gates, I find myself holding a breath for just a moment, just a few seconds to capture that magic, that bit of whimsy that had them all in a tizzy.

      Tears burn at the corners of my eyes, but I refuse to let them fall. Too many have stained my cheeks and pillows over the last several years, and nothing will be changed by crying in front of veritable strangers.

      Though these are people I’ve grown up around and should have been aware of, even in my pauper state, they are nameless to me. It’s not just the masks concealing their faces, though I so desperately wish it were so. Even when I watched them dancing away at the balls, there was no more kinship, no more familiarity. Nothing.

      Hollow.

      Broken.

      Shattered.

      Would they even recognize me if they could see my face? Honestly, the times I gather the courage to look upon my visage in a mirror, I find the person staring back at me a stranger.

      Rare beauty. Why has she not procured a proper husband? A paragon. A poor man’s daughter.

      Hollow.

      Broken.

      Shattered.

      Even now, I long to slide my fingers across the gaunt hollow of my cheeks to will them to fill back out, to regain that plump suppleness I lost only a handful of years ago. Despite the cakes my stepson urges my way, I find nothing fixes it. Nothing brings color back to the lifeless skin.

      Hollow.

      Broken.

      Shattered.

      A soft nudge pulls me out of my thoughts, and as usual, Chase Taylor, the current duke of Hartham, stares down at me, his green eyes warm with concern and care.

      “We don’t have to do this,” he murmurs, low enough so that others do not hear. “I can arrange for you to go back to the townhome. No sense in pushing yourself.”

      With a firm nod, I pat his arm and do my best to give a convincing smile. “I am officially free of the shackles of my mourning. It would be expected for me to take my place back amongst society.”

      If only it were that simple. True, in its barest of forms, but not the reason I continue to press forward, clinging to a man three years my junior when all I wish to do is crawl back inside my bed and close my eyes until I can finally rest. The Queen Omega bade me to come, to take note of those milling about, preparing for the season. When the Queen orders, I dare not disobey.

      Just the very thought makes my knees quake in a way that has nothing to do with the chilling shivers raking my spine. No one notices. They’re all wrapped up in the excitement of the night.

      Younger girls who are just now making their debut bounce about in their pretty, pale, pastel dresses and light pelisses or shawls, while I am somehow still cold even with heavier layers. Will I ever be warm again? Will I ever have the joy of life these young omegas exude with every smile and polite laugh?

      “Come,” Chase grumbles. “The instant the boat reaches Vauxhall, I’m finding a way to take you home.”

      A different sort of fear winds its way around my spine and nearly bows me in half at his words.

      “Please,” I croak. “It’s nothing. I simply have to acclimate myself. Do not deny yourself the joy others partake in.”

      His lips turn down into a fierce slash beneath his mask as he glances about over the heads of the others on our boat.

      “You push yourself a lot, Mother. I would beg of you to rest. Please. You have no need to prove yourself to anyone anymore.”

      This time, the small smile that creeps over my lips is closer to genuine than it’s been in a long time.

      “Step,” I amend. “If I were your real mother, I’d be far older and hopefully a lot wiser.”

      “You are plenty wise. And truly, you’re more of a mother to me than the others. I will not dishonor you by adding a simple addition to your title when Mother suits you quite as well.”

      All fleeting sense of happiness vanishes at his words. While he looks over the newest additions to the marriage mart, I rest my hand on my flat stomach as the burn once more pricks the edges of my eyes. It’s kind of him to acknowledge my role in these last few years. But truly, he does not have to give me any sort of honor.

      At least in this small way I can say I was a sort of mother. Even if it’s to a grown son who needs nothing from me and gives me far more than I can reciprocate. Straightening my shoulders, I do my best to pull away from him, to stand firmly on my own feet.

      Besides, if I were brave enough, strong enough to enter a den of iniquity on All Souls’s Night, I can surely handle the propriety of Vauxhall. As the memory from all those months ago drifts through my mind like a thick haze, an odd warmth rushes my body.

      Heat infuses me, winding through my core as I recall the masked stranger and the wicked things he forced my body to endure. Just one night, one fleeting moment of carnality. That’s all it took for me to learn just what had been kept from my marriage bed.

      Those thoughts sear me from the inside out, making me quake with a need I thought long buried after I ran away from it all… From him, the man who still haunts my dreams and makes my fingers seek pleasure from between my thighs. A heavy sigh drifts from my lips as another gust of cold wind bites through me. If only I can keep that memory burning inside me always. It drives away the chill, the loneliness, at least for a little while.

      As I take in a deep breath of damp, cool air, a familiar scent tingles my nostrils. Tobacco. Simple enough, no doubt drifting from the men around us, but it’s more than that. It’s spice, saffron, and leather. How can this be? Taking in another ragged inhale, it’s as if my memories turn to reality. But how now can I smell that potent combination that has slick dampening my inner thighs as my fingers long to seek relief.

      Within the next breath, it’s gone as if it drifts on the breeze out of reach. In its place is the fetid, rotting stench of death, of decay, and of forced remembrance that plagues me at every turn, even when I’m alone. It’s not the scent of my late husband. Not exactly. His scents were lighter, despite his acrid words and forceful demeanor. It was more like spring in its bloom, luring me in when we first courted. When he died, however, his passing stayed behind, imprinting my very soul, filling each lungful until I long to gag, as if forces me to no longer think and dream about anyone else, much less the man who brought me pleasure during that stolen moment.

      Closing my eyes, I wait and brace myself for what I know is to come. Just as quickly as the arousal sprang up in my body at the, probably false scent of the strange, commanding man, the all-too-soon departing sensations leave raw, burning agony in its wake. It rakes across my insides like the sharpest razor, threatening to slice me into ribbons. My breaths come in haggard pants, and I disguise it as muffled sounds of delight, so close to mimicking the others that Chase doesn’t seem to tell the difference.

      Perhaps the Queen Omega is right. Maybe I have what it takes to be a good spy after all. If someone of her magnanimity can have faith in me, maybe I can believe in myself as well.

      Gripping the edges of my shawl, I force myself to inhale as slowly as I dare and exhale it in equal measure. It doesn’t remove the lingering ache the broken bond leaves, but I find the movement of my ribs to be far less jagged, far less delicate. I can pretend to be whole, pretend to be human, as we disembark.

      Had I known what awaited me after my husband’s death, I would have fought harder against his forced bond. Granted, I still would have lost, but I would have put up more of a fight. I would have been able to say that I had tried. And when he finally passed… As much as it was painful for him to be alive, it was nothing compared to the living, breathing agony it is to be the one left behind with the ragged edges of a severed bond.

      Hollow.

      Broken.

      Shattered.

      Stepping off the boat, I wait patiently as Chase pays the shillings needed for us to enter and watch as the others filter through. With everyone in masks, it’s hard to say who’s here and who’s not. When the Queen Omega ordered me to come and observe, I’m not sure she realized the event I was to attend.

      The scents are all muddled together in a way I cannot discern. They blur the edges of my sanity until the nausea that hovers in my stomach drifts to the back of my throat and threatens to spill over. For Chase, however, I put on a false smile as leads me into the promenade.

      Sights, sounds, and lights assault my senses, but I refuse to cower before them. Taking in another breath, I square my shoulders as Chase leads me about, making introductions and friends as easily as sipping port. He charms everyone he sees with the flash of his smile and quick, witty, responses.

      Next to him, I feel dull and unexciting. No one tries to even converse with me, but I prefer it that way. If only I can slip away and observe without disgracing Chase or embarrassing him in some way. Unfortunately, good lad that he is, he refuses to leave my side.

      Thankfully, once we reach the supper box he reserved for us, he begs his leave and orders some refreshments for me. Finally, a chance to breathe, to be myself without his constant watching and worrying.

      I bring the glass to my lips and watch the merriment as my stomach twists in regret and sorrow. Before my marriage, I was just like that. I was free, careless, only encumbered by my family’s low status. More than that, I was happy.

      Closing my eyes, I try to bring the emotion back to the surface, to see if I can even remember what it felt like. All that’s there is that pit in my stomach, that ragged emptiness that reminds me I shouldn’t be here. When my husband died, I should have gone as well. Truly, it was a miracle I didn’t join him.

      Most days, I feel as if it is a curse. If the tenacity that kept me alive still swirled in my veins, all would have been well. I could have rejoined society as a whole person with a vibrant life ahead of me. But no. The bastard took that as well, along with his last breath.

      Hollow.

      Broken.

      Shattered.

      My shoulders crumple as the weight descends on me. Reaching into my reticule, I pull out a small book and pencil, determined to fully take my mind off the ever-gnawing pain inside me. My fingers itch as I watch the people walking to and fro, studying their clothing choices rather than their faces.

      Besides, what information can I glean for the Queen Omega with their faces concealed? Smiling softly to myself, I sketch the woman standing just a bit away with her face turned up to study the lanterns in the trees. She looks so soft and happy there, so content.

      I do my best to capture her expression, but find myself failing. Faces did always cause me a bit of trouble. Skimming my gaze down her gown, I pick it apart and sketch the frame. It hangs too low in some areas and is a bit too pinched in others. She seems like one who can afford quality work, so it makes me wonder who she paid to make such a hash of it.

      Once I have her form and figure sketched down, I reimagine the dress, cinching it here, releasing it there, making it tailored for her. I even do a different mask, one that would accentuate the cupid’s bow of her lips and not make her look as if she’s trying to conceal her best assets.

      Time flies as I jot down line after line, relieved to feel that relentless ache in my heart dissipate. There are so few little things I do that allow me to just breathe easily.

      “Well now,” Chase booms out as he slides back into the box, making me jolt upright in the seat at his surprised arrival. “You seem rather occupied. Care to share what has you so engrossed?”

      A flush burns my face, but as usual, contains no heat. Only discomfort races across in its wake. Closing the book, I plaster on a fake smile and turn to him.

      “Oh, you know. Just the scribbles of a woman. You wouldn’t want to see those.”

      His brows knit for a moment as he sits across from me. “I wouldn’t lie to you, Anne. If I say I’d like to see it, then I would.”

      I pat his hand, but even that feels stilted and awkward. “You are kind. But truly, they are not good enough to show anyone. Even family.”

      Shaking his head, he thankfully drops the subject. “Come. Let’s eat before the fireworks. I would so love to have you see those before we go home.”
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          ANNE

        

      

    

    
      Food, what little I can manage to eat, tastes like ash in my mouth as Chase devours his like it’s like they are morsels fit for a king. Soft, almost moaning sounds, drifts from his lips, churning my stomach. Glancing about the others enjoying their meals, it’s not hard to confirm that, once again, I’m the only one suffering from this affliction.

      Off in the distance, a large group of people shuffle forward, the excitement nearly palpable in the air. Chase and I stop and stare as peals of laughter bounce about, ringing off the trees and small structures until it sounds as if an entire troop of girls thunders through, spreading their infectious enjoyment through the crowds.

      Even Chase chuckles a bit under his breath as he tips his glass toward them, as he catches my curious stare.

      “Not anyone you’d know. Dukes, the lot of them, accompanied by their wives, but they are far more rambunctious than I think you can handle. All younger than you. That is, not to say you’re all that much older than them. Just that- Oh bollocks,” he curses under his breath. “I didn’t mean it in any malicious way.”

      Though I keep my face perfectly still and my emotions as calm as I can, he either notices the slight pained hitch in my breath at his words or knows well enough to apologize before harm is done. Such a far cry from his father in all the best ways.

      Swallowing, I set my glass to the side. “Did you say anything that was false? Am I not older than many of the girls here?”

      “My words were not untrue, but neither were they thoughtful.”

      “And I thank you for your consideration. But truly, I am not as fragile as you think.”

      At this, he raises an eyebrow in silent challenge.

      “In matters of emotion,” I amend, taking another sip as a slight smile curls my lips. “My emotions are quite safe and strong.”

      “Truly? I worry for you.”

      Before he can say anything else, another servant enters with a tray of food. Great. More things for me to pick at while I waste away. Turning my attention back to the group, I find their easy way of conversing and laughing soothes me enough to put another bite into my mouth.

      Instead of just bland nothingness, the meat has a waft of flavor to it. Curious. As I continue to study them, I take another sip from my glass. A hint of sweetness tingles on my tongue, bringing another soft smile to my lips. It’s not a lot, but it’s more than I’ve had in a long time.

      As they drift down the path, so does the light they seem to carry with them. Gray once more fills my world, leaving me hollow. Chase continues to talk, but I find his voice to be a steady drone, a hum in the background.

      “Shall you accompany me?”

      I look up from my plate as confusion furrows my brow. “To where?”

      He laughs a bit and wipes the corners of his lips. “Why, if I didn’t know you hadn’t a single mean bone in your body, I’d worry you were ignoring me.”

      With a soft sigh, I place my fork at the side of my plate and give him my attention. “Apologies. There were so many sights and sounds about that I fear I got a bit muddled. Try again?”

      “I said, the Duke of Foxford is hosting a ball in a few weeks’ time. Did you want to come with me? You seem enamored of his friends, who I know will be there. I can even garner you an introduction?”

      “Oh,” I murmur, unsure of how I really feel. “That sounds delightful.”

      In this, I do not lie. It really does sound like it can be a bit of an enjoyment, especially if seeing them from a distance had such a profound effect on me. Perhaps a closer observation can be even better? Chase, however, doesn’t believe me, but then why would he? What have I given him to latch onto so that he might think my desires are real?

      “Does it?” he asks, dabbing the sides of his lips. “Truly? Then why does your acceptance sound like an invitation to your execution?”

      “Am I really all that droll?”

      “No,” he sighs as he shakes his head. “But I worry for you. With the shattered bond, I-”

      “I will be well. I promise,” I interject.

      “There is no evidence that I have seen to assure me of this. In fact, this is the most I’ve seen you eat since Father passed. I will not have you waste away when a simple introduction, a set of new friends, could set it all to rights.”

      “Really, Chase,” I murmur. “Though you are the rightful Duke of Hartham, I am still your elder.”

      “By nearly three years. The gap is enormous, to be sure. But as duke, your care has also fallen to me. Please. Don’t continue to suffer at the hands of a man who has passed. For your sake, and mine, live. I want you to thrive. Hell, if I thought it would do you any good, I would have made you a match the instant the year of mourning was over.”

      Terror grips my insides as I clutch my shawl around my arms. The very thought of being forced into another’s bed, a wretched bond… I cannot bear it. Try as I might to keep the emotions at bay, soft whimpers flit from my lips—keening, desperate, pathetic… just like me.

      “Shhhhhh, Anne,” he murmurs as he reaches for my hand. “You’re safe. Don’t worry. I haven’t matched you, and I swear I will not. If you refuse to marry another, and understandably so, you will still be under my protection. There now. Take another sip of drink and steady your nerves.”

      My fingers tremble as I bring the glass to my lips, but thankfully, none of it spills as I force the liquid down my throat. As usual, there’s no burn, no flavor, no reason to continue drinking it. Thankfully, the physical sensations seem to be separate from the lack of taste. Eventually, my hands steady and I find I can clearly look at the Alpha in front of me.

      His lips turn down into a fierce frown, and in that moment, he looks more like his late father than I’ve ever seen. Frightful desperation coats my insides as I gulp down another sip drink so I may face the demon no longer in my presence.

      “Please,” I cajole. “Do not be wroth with me. I do not mean to prevail on you so.”

      Anger gives way to confusion as he clutches my hand in his.

      “You are family,” he says as his lips turn down into a confused frown. “Please, prevail away. It’s the least I can do for all you’ve endured.”

      Endured. I almost sneer at the word, but refrain. It isn’t his fault that his knowledge of what happened to me only extends to where the bedchamber door shuts. Indeed, I’d be most mortified for him to know how I failed in that way as well.

      Clearing my throat, I stuff down the angry, fetid emotions and do my best to smile at him. “I will be delighted to join. A ball at a duke’s residence is not something to be missed.”

      “Excellent. I shall release some of your funds so you may prepare a proper wardrobe.”

      Lacking in gray, lavender, or black. He doesn’t have to say the words for me to hear them clear as day. Unfortunately, he’s quite right. What good would it do to show up in a mourner’s shroud? While it allowed me to hide in the shadows during my half mourning, it would certainly cause me to stand out in a way I’d much rather avoid.

      “Come. The fireworks will start soon. I think you’ll derive much pleasure from them.”

      Anything other than forcing another bland morsel down my throat. Dabbing the nonexistent residue from my lips, I rise and allow him to help me down onto the main promenade where others rush in to ensure they have a good view.

      Again, the myriad of scents accost me as we weave our way through until I stop short and tip my nose into the air. There. I swear it’s real and not a phantom from my darkest memories.

      Chase pulls on ahead, not realizing I’m no longer by his side. He’ll discover it soon enough, I suppose. Hunger coils through my gut as I follow the scent, stopping when it becomes fainter and shifting to where it’s stronger.

      My mouth waters as it envelopes me, sending warmth through my body. It’s as if every inch of skin remembers the feel of this stranger’s hands on me, of his mouth and tongue as they drove me to heights of passion I never before dreamed possible.

      A soft growl vibrates in my stomach as I seek out the saffron like actual food. Need courses through my veins as heat rushes through me like warm rays of the sun breaking through soft gray clouds. My heart pounds in my chest as I seek its source, desperately hoping it’s not my mind finally fully fracturing.

      As I approach a row of hedges, I touch the velvety leaves and look around. Nothing. Dusk and shadows. Overhead, the fireworks blast, sending happy shrieks into the night air. All the while, my heart, what’s left of it anyway, cracks just a bit more as I sink to the ground.

      I care nothing of the dampness on my knees and shins as I sit there, molding to the earth as it wraps me in its dampness. Still, the scent of saffron, leather, and a bit of tobacco worms its way into my head, muddling my senses.

      It must be a figment, a phantasm, a fantasy. Why would he even be here skulking about in the darkness when there is such excitement to be had elsewhere? Especially one as virile and all-encompassing as him? No doubt the man I met nearly nine months ago is already wed by now, leaving me all alone again, forcing me to find someone else to drive the chill away.

      “How prettily you kneel,” a familiar voice grinds out, sending a wave of arousal through me. “And here I thought I’d never see such a lovely sight again.”

      I turn my face up to the sky as another firework illuminates the garden. There, standing tall and imposing, is my figment, my wraith. His muscles bulge as he crosses his arms, making my mouth water and my soul sing.

      For a few blessed minutes, the chill leaves my body, allowing me to feel the mild spring air as it dances along what little exposed skin it can find. Slick gathers on my lower lips as my clit aches in the most needy, pathetic way.

      “Please-”

      “I did not give you permission to speak,” he snarls as he wraps his hand around my arm and lifts me to my feet.

      For a moment, it’s a different hand that grasps me. It’s a different face I see looming in the lantern light. Again, bright sparks of light rain down from the sky, showing off this man’s dark hair and blue eyes. Not my late husband. Not the same.

      Once I’m wrapped in his arms, every bit of fight leaves me until I sag against him, soaking in the warmth of his body. Unlike Chase, I actually drink it in, consume it, and allow it to fill me up. When I was around this stranger, I was a different person. I was bold, daring, a wanton capable of anything. Even if it was just the once, it felt like an eternity.

      “Forgive me,” he murmurs as his lips skim my hair. “I had forgotten you were skittish.” As he pulls me back, he tries to study my eyes behind the mask. “But we have some unfinished business to attend to.”

      Words catch in my throat as he drags me over to an alcove I didn’t even realize was there until he presses my back into it. Fear and arousal intermingle into a heady mixture as he lowers his lips to mine.

      Will he kiss me? He’s done everything else. Will he now teach me the pleasure of his lips upon mine?

      Closing my eyes, I tilt my chin and wait, but nothing happens. Eventually, I crack an eye open and watch as those perfect lips quirk into a lopsided grin.

      “Oh? You think you earned a kiss, did you? After disobeying me that night?”

      Defeated, I slump down. “Oh. That.”

      “Yes,” he growls as he wraps his hand around my throat. “That. I very distinctly gave you an order to stay put while I procured a new dress for you. Imagine my surprise when I found the room empty.”

      “You don’t understand. I-”

      His other hand lowers to the front of my skirt, distracting me as it pulls the heavy fabric up in the most scandalous way. When his fingers graze my lower lips directly, I can’t help the soft moan that drifts into the night like an unholy wisp of smoke.

      “Explain it to me, then.” It’s just a twitch of his fingers, just a slight jerk of movement across my clit, but it makes me bow up into his arms. “Tell me in aching detail why it is that you thought to defy me.
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      I can barely think with this woman in my arms. How many months have I scoured London? How many times have I interrogated the ladybirds at the Rose and Thorne? Even the good madam herself seems to not know who I’m talking about.

      “A transient worker. Nothing more. I barely even got her name. Heaven knows I cannot remember everyone who passes through my doors.”

      A lie if I’ve ever heard one, but then, she is prone to falsehoods when it serves her best interests.

      For months, I’ve gone nearly mad, thinking I imagined her that night when the veil was the thinnest. Perhaps she was a figment, a dying ember of lust from a damned man.

      But no. Here she stands before me, her body trembling like delicate rosebuds in the breeze. She feigns fear. She pretends in that maddening, coquettish way to find my actions terrible and appealing.

      Yet, her pussy weeps for me. Not nearly as much as that night, but it gathers on my fingertips with every swipe across her lower lips. Whether she knows it or not, her body grinds against me, desperation coating each action.

      “You defied me,” I growl again as I lower my hand a bit to tease her entrance. “Were my attentions not enough for you? Did you run out to seek the bed of another? Or perhaps it was my coin? Did you not think I was good for it? That I could not afford you?”

      With a heavy sigh, I lean forward, pressing her into the vines until there’s barely any space between us.

      “I could buy you right now, and no one would tell me no. Who shall I send my coin to? Who keeps you in their possession? You must be a kept woman.” Glancing down at what little outfit I can see in the dimness, my lips curl into a soft scowl. “Granted, I’m not sure how well they’re keeping you if this is your attire. Where are the gems, the jewels, the satins, or the silks?”

      When she does not answer, I tug at the threadbare scarf that conceals her breasts.

      “Where is the sister to the lovely dress I cut off you those many nights ago?”

      Her head lowers for a moment, concealing her eyes.

      “M- Madam Douleur has many nice dresses, to be sure. But I dare not parade about in one so easily ruined.”

      “Why do you mock me with your falsehoods?” Wrenching my hand away, I step beside her and point toward the crowd where they stand there, watching the fireworks. “Even now, ladybirds from all over, including the Rose and Thorne, walk about gathering interest. They have no difficulty parading around in the finest array. Yet you shuffle about in the dress of a pauper. I demand to know why.”

      There’s a hint of something then. Shame perhaps? Sorrow? With the damned mask in place, I cannot tell. Does it really matter?

      Pushing her a bit more firmly against the foliage, I force her skirts up again and tease her clit, drinking in the soft grunts as she does her best to stay quiet. I shouldn’t still be obsessed with her. I should have thrust her out of my mind the moment she ran, leaving me to come back to an empty room.

      Yet, as I touch her, listen to her needy whines, feel the way her body responds to my touch—so innocent and naïve—I can’t help but want her all over again. The erotic scent of ginger, vanilla, and sandalwood tentatively drifts from her body, as if she’s been in hibernation just waiting to be woken up.

      But that’s absurd.

      Even so, she still carries that air of innocence about her. Each movement is jerky, like a frightened, skittish foal. Though that hint of vanilla winds through the air, there’s still a bite of fear there, peppering the air with its acrid stench.

      But why?

      It’s not as if she doesn’t know me. It’s not as if we did not spend a few hours of blasphemous pleasure together on All Souls’s Night. Does she truly not recognize me?

      “I’m still not going to cut out your tongue,” I tease in a lame attempt to remind her. “Though I am of a mind to put it to better use. Not here, of course. Too many potential witnesses. But soon. Soon, I’ll have you back under me. Even if I have to drag you to the Rose and Thorne myself and chain you to a bed.”

      It only serves to flare her arousal even more, along with the terror that clings to her like second skin. Again, I’m reminded of the secrets she spilled, the mention of a demon I cannot kill. But what does it mean?

      Anything is killable. I have more than enough blood on my soul to prove it. Granted, it’s been in the name of the crown and prince, but for her, I’m willing to take out another bounty.

      The problem is, I don’t want to talk about such things. Not now. Not when her breath fans my cheek as her soft pants disappear in the clap and crackle of the fireworks behind. I can’t ignore the stark need I see in her grassy green eyes whenever the lights arc into the sky and explode into glittery madness.

      Shoving down my questions for later, I indulge in my need to give her pleasure, to feel her fall apart under me. Right now, it’s more important for me to see that happiness come back, to watch as that spark of defiance replaces the hollow terror I see in her gaze. With a soft chuckle, I lean down and nip at her ear, earning a soft squeal that makes my balls clench so impossibly tight.

      Already my cock is rock hard as it rasps against my shirt as it’s trapped between my shaft and the front of my breeches. The falls bulge out in such an unseemly way as I grind up against her thigh. As she feels the hardened proof of my desire, her eyes widen as her gaze locks onto mine, mouth dropping into a shocked ‘O’.

      It’s comical, really. She’s already seen me in my full glory. Had she really forgotten? Shall I remind her?

      Grabbing her hand, I bring it down to the front so she can feel the length and breadth of me, so she can reacquaint herself with the massive cock of destruction that will render her a babbling mess the moment I can get her alone with no scrutinizing eyes. A soft, low moan spills from her lips as precum wells at the tip and stains the fabric of my shirt.

      “Come,” I grunt as I buck into her hand. “Surely I am not so unmemorable that you’ve forgotten me already. Did I not make enough of an impression on you?”

      “Y- you did, A- Alpha Confessor,” she stammers, remembering my title even all these months later. To reward her, I ease my fingers deeper inside, forcing her to stutter as she continues. “I- I am simply shocked by how affected you are out here with witnesses.”

      With a soft laugh, I withdraw my fingers and slide them in my mouth, groaning softly at the taste of her as it explodes on my tongue.

      “I haven’t forgotten you, my sassy minx. Come. Where is that defiance? Where is that bit of spine I longed to break? It’s as if you’re a different person—meek, humble. Or are you playing the farce to get back into my good graces?” Once more, I slide my fingers into her and draw out a bit of arousal so I can taste her again. “Change your demeanor all you want, my little penitent, but the flavor is all you. God, it’s just as potent as I remember.”

      Her pupils dilate a touch at my words as her breasts heave in haggard breaths. She’s certainly not immune to me. That’s a start, at least. And, unless my eyes deceive me, the slightest hint of a blush crosses her face. I loathe not being able to know if she’s truly this shy, awkward miss, or if she’s merely play acting.

      It’s because I cannot see her full face. So much can be told from even the most minute expressions. Leaning forward again, I slide my fingers across her lips as I brace with the other hand by her head.

      She leans into my touch a moment as her eyes flutter closed. So at peace. Odd, but seeing the comfort she finds in my touch does something to my insides. They clench a bit as discomfort floods my soul.

      Pleasure, I can give her in spades. But my heart? My heart is too black and wilted for anyone to want. Most of all, this delightful gem I long to pluck and hide away with all I hold valuable.

      Reaching up, I graze the bottom of her mask, and she wrenches back.

      “What are you doing?” she cries out as she touches it, her fingers fluttering around the edges.

      “I wish to finally see you, omega. All of you. I’ve feasted on your body, now I will have your face.”

      As I reach again, she shifts in a flurry of movement.

      “Forgive me. I’ve tarried too long. H- he’ll come looking for me.”

      “Who?” I bark out as an odd niggle of jealousy worms its way around my heart.

      Squashing it down, I study the way she trembles in front of me. Who is she scared of? Me? Or is it this mysterious he?

      “I- Please. Just let me go.”

      “Not until I know the truth. Who are you? Who are you running toward? Or is it running from?”

      Panic lights her eyes as the finale of fireworks roar behind me. Sharp whistles and loud pops and sizzles fill the air in so many a count that I can barely tell the number that fly off. I can only see the shifting colors that paint her face as she looks about.

      God help me, but all it does is make me even harder. Her scent, though still tinged with arousal, has that bite of fear that sends excitement thrumming through me. If I were to touch her again, I know she’d be soaking.

      But maybe that’s what she wants. Perhaps all of this is a game to get me to exert myself over her like I did all those months ago. Even now, the scenes replay in my head as I pin her in place.

      The candlelights are not so different from the lanterns. How I wish to see the light of the flames coat her skin again as she kneels before me, mouth agape as she takes communion from my cock.

      Precum leaks from my tip as my balls draw up so impossibly tight. My knot tingles as it starts to swell. I long to grind against her again to find even a modicum of relief, but to do so would show just how much power she has over me in this moment.

      Again, I reach for her mask, determined to know who she is so I can pick her out by sight and not just by scent. But as I move closer, she recoils and her lips curl into a scowl of displeasure. Ahhh. Here’s that little bit of defiance for me to fight past.

      Before I can move any further or even demand an answer, pain explodes through me as I drop haphazardly to my knees on the ground. My mind and body try to separate as I do my best to make sense of what just happened. Now free of my grip, the illusive girl takes off, running toward the crowd, toward him, as they presumably rush away to head home with all the others.

      With a groan, I cup myself in a pathetic attempt to quell the pain. But it doesn’t work. The vixen fucking kneed me in the balls.

      As I continue to hold the delicate anatomy, I groan and pitch forward while nausea rolls through me. The agony ripples through in waves as my cock turns flaccid and my knot relaxes. The only thing that stays hard and drawn up, however, is my balls.

      “Lewis!” a familiar voice calls out as my brother comes closer.

      “Is he okay!” another cries. The duchess of Portswell, from the sound of it.

      Bollocks. The last people on earth I need to see me like this. I open my mouth to speak, but all that comes out is a pathetic grunt.

      As they get closer and see my predicament, the men start to chuckle. Soon, it turns into a roar of laughter that makes my ears tingle as irritation coils up my spine.

      As much as I long to be wroth with the girl, I find I can’t fully fault her. She protected herself in the only way she knew how. Unfortunately for her, I will find a way to get my retribution.

      Somehow, some way, I will find her again, and she will pay for the travesty she’s visited upon my manhood.
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      Groaning, I do my best not to alert the ladies to my predicament as they stare on, their eyes wide. Why won’t their husbands do something? Perhaps it’s because even now, they stand there, a few of them doubled over as their shoulders shake with unconstrained laughter.

      Edward Fitzwilliam, Duke of Redleigh, and Robert Dowding, Duke of Blackport, keep their backs ramrod but still hide their amusement under their soft coughs. They fool no one but themselves if they think I cannot see straight through them.

      Even in the depths of my agony, I know they find the whole thing damned amusing. Useless. The lot of them.

      “Shall we fetch your horse so that you may ride home,” my brother quips, knowing good and damn well what ails me.

      To ride home like this would be pure agony, especially since it’s still hard for me to even contemplate standing. Fuck. What in the hell possessed her to do this? Though I never claimed to know her after just one night of carnal bliss, I thought I read her well enough to know what to expect from her.

      Even after all I did to her, was she still frightened? Either way, her actions were completely uncalled for. No, I remind myself; they were within reason, but it still doesn't help when I’m curled up like a damned infant.

      I long to stay angry with her, to give reason to the pain I endure. Bollocks. When I get my hands on her… Shit. Just thinking of the penance I will put her through has my balls drawing up again, bringing a renewed sense of agony.

      Joseph Harding, Duke of Foxford, steps out from the crowd and clears his throat. “Perhaps the ladies should take one of the carriages back while we escort our friend home and see that he is well.”

      Augusta Fortesque, The Duchess of Portswell, cranes her neck, a mischievous look on her face. Gods spare me from her inquisition. It’s a boon enough that Teresa, Duchess of Foxford, is still in the townhome with her new child and cannot conspire with the others to make my life even more miserable. Unfortunately, Augusta has no problem causing trouble all on her own.

      Shaking my head, I shoo them away, desperate to be free of their prying eyes. No doubt their husbands will give them an earful enough when they get back home.

      “I will be quite well. Too many libations.”

      “Did those libations come with a mighty kick?” Charles asks, a smile teasing the edges of his lips.

      I glare at my brother but say nothing as the others escort the women away. Thank heavens they seem to leave without much of a fuss. I’m not sure what their husbands promised them in return, but something tells me I will soon regret it.

      “Come,” Charles laughs. “Tell me truly. What happened?”

      I kneel there, desperate to keep my calm. “There’s nothing to tell,” I hiss through gritted teeth. Nothing that concerns you, anyway.”

      He leans against the hedges, his lips widening into a large grin. “You are the firstborn. Of course it concerns me. If some ails you-”

      “I am merely indisposed,” I roar, unable to temper my voice under the onslaught of pain as it vibrates through my body.

      “Yes. But if you were to die-”

      “I’m not dying, you imbecile.” The shout ripples through the emptying gardens, drawing soft laughs from the returning dukes.

      “No,” Joseph chuckles. “Seems to me he’s met the wrong end of a right hoof.”

      The others double over, except Robert and Edward. They at least have the wherewithal not to just outright collapse like the other louses.

      “Truly, brother? Were you laid low by an errant horse? Why, we shall hunt it down and send it to the depths of hell where it came from.”

      Groaning, I nearly tilt to the side. “Just shut up and help me up.”

      As Charles and William Dowding, Duke of Birchleigh—Robert’s adoptive brother—grab under my arms to hoist me up, nausea rolls through my insides until I fear I might upend tonight’s dinner and drink upon their shoes. ‘Twould serve them right for all the grief they continue to pile on.

      “Give him a minute, chap.” After a moment, he falters. William wheezes, feigning stumbling as if I weigh something insurmountable. “Wait. Give me more than a minute while I see how to shuffle so… impressive… a burden.”

      “Arse,” I snap as I do my best to stand on my own.

      Unfortunately, the pain is far too much at the moment, and I find myself at their mercy as they escort me to the carriage. They speak to each other as if I am not here, listening to every damning word. Of course, the topic du jour is who inflicted such a mortal wound on me.

      Who indeed.

      This time, when I groan, it’s not because of the pain lancing through my midsection with each pulse of my abused shaft as I recall the scent of her arousal as I commanded her. She was enticed by me. Why such a drastic turn in demeanor?

      The instant I tried to pry off her mask, to discover the omega who has enchanted me, lo these many months, she insulted my manhood to such a degree that I fear it may never work again. Melodramatic as it is, I want nothing more than to hunt her down and prove it still functions by pounding into her alluring pussy, all the while denying her the right to the orgasm I know she’ll so desperately desire.

      Unfortunately, that won’t happen for at least a day or two. Despite being so small, fragile, and on the shier, more demure side, her knee found its purchase in a way that will leave me hobbling for a bit. Again, I long to stay mad at her, and in some ways, yes, I’m furious, but the fact that she dared stand up to me at all should be applauded. Especially one as timid as her.

      When we finally reach the carriage, all I can think about is getting back to my townhome where I can nurse my swollen balls with a cool compress and lie flat until the world makes sense again.

      “He does look rather gray,” Robert muses, showing a rare bit of humor. “I suggest we get him home right away.”

      “Quite so,” William agrees. “Driver. Take us to the Duke of Whiteport’s residence. But go by way of Mayburn.”

      “Wait!” I shout as I stretch out on the seat. “Isn’t that the one with the various holes and cobblestones all askew?”

      “It is indeed,” he quips as the rest of the dukes squeeze in, ostensibly coming with me. “But ‘tis much shorter. I long to get you to rest and comfort as swiftly as possible.

      “Please,” I groan under my breath as the carriage jerks forward with a sickening lurch. “Don’t help me.”

      As it rocks back and forth going over the rough terrain, I do my best to separate my thoughts from my reality. The dukes, on the other hand, wish nothing more than to prattle on about my affliction.

      “What name did the horse possess, brother? How might we find the filly who laid you low?”

      Next to him, Benedict Fortesque, duke of Portswell, jabs Charles in the ribs. “Should you assume it’s a young filly? Why not an older mare? Could have been a stallion. Unless one is able to look at the anatomy,” he gives me a haughty, knowing look. “It’s hard to tell the difference between the two.”

      “Enough,” I grit out. “Will none of you allow me any peace?”

      Again, they look at me, the humor hiding behind false sympathy.

      “We only wish you well, brother. If such a stallion is rampaging, it should be caught.”

      Again, the carriage jostles as we go over the uneven ground, bringing back that wave of nausea.

      “Quit playing the farce,” I grumble. “It doesn’t become you.”

      The bastard looks around to the other men and places a hand over his heart. “And here I thought I was hilarious.”

      “You are mistaken,” I seethe.

      Edward pipes up in the slight lull. “I found him to be funny.”

      “Hear, hear,” they chime in, setting my skull to pounding.

      “I wager he’ll be walking as if he’s straddled said horse come next week,” Robert snickers.

      “A week,” Benedict counters. “Three days tops.”

      “For fuck’s sake,” I groan again. “Are you putting a wager on my balls?”

      William glances over. “Why would we not? It’s not as if we’re immune to the desire to gamble.”

      “Speaking of,” Edward chimes in. “It’s down to you and your brother for the marriage bet. Who do you think will win it all?”

      Joseph leans forward, his lips splitting into a grin. “Based on the soreness of Lewis’s balls, I wager Charles will be the first down the aisle of the two.”

      My brother and I cast an uneasy glance at each other. It’s no secret he longs for someone, but he has yet to confide in me. Nor has he expressed why he’s holding out so. My guess is she’s not worthy of the Barrington name.

      But then, am I any better? Here I am, pining after a figment, a wraith, a ghost in my mind. All I know is she’s an omega. Nothing more, nothing less. She’s most likely low-born, yet I cannot stop obsessing over her.

      Does the filly have a name other than the word mine?

      Before I can think much more on it, the carriage stops right in front of my townhome, and Charles helps me out. For some reason, pathetic hope is more like, I think the cadre will leave me to my woes. But of course, they don’t.

      They traipse in after me as if to pry some other knowledge from my lips. Even if I wanted to tell them the identity of the mystery woman, I can’t. How illogical. How irrational. Yet, with each touch of her memory in my mind, my body reacts as if I’ve already claimed her.

      Painfully so. Each clench of my balls, every twitch of my shaft sends renewed agony through me. Only, now that the men follow behind, forcing themselves into my house, I find the cold compresses will have to wait.

      Bollocks.

      They jabber on as they follow me into my study, possessing no qualms as they drape themselves upon the chairs. Pretty much making a nuisance of themselves, per usual. A heavy sigh slips through my lips as I lower myself in my chair, wincing as my weight settles in the worst possible way.

      “Come now,” Charles cries out, refusing to hide his glee at my misfortune. “Was it a stallion or a filly?”

      “Or a mare,” Benedict interjects.

      “Such nonsense,” I mutter under my breath as I fish around the desk for a letter that will sober them as surely as a bucket of cold water from the Thames splashed upon their heads. “Will you not leave well enough alone?”

      “Please,” he laughs. “When else will I ever see you pulled down from your high pedestal? I aim to enjoy this to the fullest.”

      “I’m glad someone is having fun.”

      Joseph shakes his head. “Are we truly to never know her name? I wish to sing to the heavens the vixen who felled the mighty beast.”

      “Her name is Enigma, for that is all she will ever be to you. Now then. Since you are all here, can we not carry on with a bit of business? Or will you continue to torment me while I’m still wracked with pain?”

      They each look at each other with a hint of mischief in their gazes.

      Robert, the usually sensible one, continues with this absurd line of inquiry.

      “Are we not to at least know the color of the horse’s coat? Filly, mare, or stallion notwithstanding.”

      “To the devil with the lot of you.” With a soft grunt, I shift forward and toss the letter for them to read. “If you are all quite done with this haphazard interrogation. It seems as if our friend has picked a new target.”

      In an instant, they sober, just as I thought. Not a trace of humor lines their faces. One by one, the men step forward and skim the letter I know by heart. Their faces grow serious as they take in the ominous words.

      “The prince?” Robert breathes. “They have moved on to royalty? Surely this is a farce. It was annoying when they came after us, but to threaten him? The crown? Tell me this is a lark.”

      “I wish I could. Until I find out otherwise, we need to operate as if the prince is indeed the next target.”

      The room grows silent as they drift off into their thoughts.

      “How does he fare?” Benedict inquires. “I know you two to be fast friends.”

      “For now, he is well. It’s because we are friends that he confided in me. He knows nothing of the pesky blackmailer who annoys us like flies buzzing over dung. Nor do I plan to tell him. But be vigilant. Let me know if you receive any further correspondence.”

      One by one, they stand and nod before taking their leave. As much as I loathe this bastard who threatens my friend, I would be lying if I said I wasn’t relieved at the change of topic.

      Seems as if I have two conundrums to sort out, and I find the prospect of finding my little enigma a fun diversion from the very real seriousness that pervades my mind. She may not enjoy it, but I plan to take a rare moment of pleasure for myself.
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      An odd warmth infuses my limbs, making them heavy as I pry open my eyes. Between my thighs, the most delicious agony curls through me, leaving me breathless. Unable to help myself, I lower my fingers and caress the swollen flesh, looking for just a small bit of relief.

      My touch, however, is shallow, a pathetic substitute for the raw possession the strange Alpha bestowed upon me. As with our last meeting, I find myself wet, wanting, and near delirious.

      It’s not my heat. Not yet. Unfortunately, I know the signs well enough to know it’s approaching. Odd that I managed to go the entire time at Thornwick Abbey without any need to sequester myself, yet after one night with the masked man, I find myself burning from the inside out.

      And, just as usual, the ragged edges of the bond spark in my chest, drawing an agonizing gasp from my lips. Even from the grave, the late duke seems to punish me, ruining me for any other man who might want me. Though, if he’s to be believed, who would want a wretched, broken omega, only good for fucking.

      Someone does want me though. The strange man seems unable to keep his hands off of me. Now that I’ve harmed him, however, I’m sure this will be the last I’ll be able to entertain his perverse affections. Thankfully, I have more than enough memories to see me through the lonely times.

      That odd cramp, that ache in my gut as I anticipate my eventual heat, roars back to life, reminding me just how truly alone I am. If only I could find the courage to ask for a suppressant. But then, since I’m not likely to get pregnant anyway, there’s no point.

      Each heat that comes and goes where my womb remains barren only reminds me just how broken I truly am. At least, as I understood it, all heats stop once pregnant, but I could be wrong, as I seem to be with so many things. To hear the late duke speak of it, it was a blessing he never turned me out into the street when I was unable to give him any further offspring. I suppose I should have been grateful to receive his cock despite the pain it caused. A cast out omega would have been worse.

      But then… There are still even worse things, things only spoken about in the dead of night where only the ghosts can hear. Dread twists my insides as I glance over at the door off to the side of my bed. Though the late duke claimed it was for my hysterics, he couldn’t convince me it was never meant to be a storage room of some sort. Despite his proclamations, my heart knew otherwise.

      Even now, I see it nearly every time I close my eyes. So small and cramped with no windows or real ventilation. Just shame, humiliation, and pain. Unfortunately, there’s nowhere else in this townhome designated for me during this most shameful time.

      It’s not as if I can ask Chase for better accommodations or freedom to lock myself in my room instead of that horrid cupboard. To even think of such sends a sickening clench through my insides. He shouldn’t know I suffer from such afflictions.

      If only the late duke had allowed me to stay on suppressants once we were married. Then, maybe, he wouldn’t have had to deal with me at my worst. At least, that’s how I understand it. My parents, of course, were no help, seeing as they were both beta and didn’t have to deal with any of this.

      With a haggard sigh, I remove my fingers from my aching apex and wipe them on my shift. Pleasuring myself will only make it happen sooner. Best to put the lust out of my mind and focus on something else other than the flare of arousal as it tears through me, heralding the precursor to this dreaded heat.

      Dragging myself out of bed, I shuffle over to the basin and splash cool water over my heated face. The only good thing about this affliction is that I will be warm. No need for heavy shawls or thick coats. Even now, as it just barely starts, It’s as if a lump of coal simmers in my insides and sears just as painfully.

      With another sigh, I make my way to the widows and pull back the curtains so I can quietly observe the people wandering the streets. From my height, they have no idea they are being watched and studied. I take in the fashions, or in some cases, the lack thereof, and plan out what would look better on them.

      Such a frivolous pastime, one that often earned a boxing around the ears. But now that my late husband is dead, I can indulge as long as I keep it my little secret. Granted, I’m sure Chase wouldn’t mind supplying me with better pencils and paper, but I don’t wish to burden him. I don’t want to cross some unnamed, unknown line that might drive him from gentle son to monstrous duke.

      “Your Grace!” a frantic voice cries out behind me. “How often have I said to leave such things to me?”

      Abigail, my lady’s maid, rushes over and lays the silver tray on the table in front of me. Warming chocolates and a piece of bread lay there like the lump I’m sure will form in my stomach if I consume them. With hard jerks, she finishes opening the curtains and glares at me in a friendly, maternal way.

      “Your Grace. You must allow me to attend you. Would you so cruelly deprive me of my occupation?”

      A niggle of guilt worms its way in my head as I stare at her playful frown.

      “Forgive me. I do not wish to burd-”

      “Burden this. Burden that.” Softening her voice, she kneels before me and gathers my hands in hers. “Serving you has never been a burden. Despite what the late duke has ever said. God rest his soul.”

      “Please. Don’t speak of him that way.”

      She rises and plants her hands on her hips in an odd display of defiance. If only I possessed such an ability. But then, for her to defy a duchess, even a dowager one, must prove just how inept I am in my duty.

      “Your Grace. I do not ask to speak freely since I know you do not wish to hear the words that leave my lips, but someone must say them. He was a horrible, rotten man to you. We servants could do nothing while he tormented you so. But now that he’s gone, you must see the truth.”

      Tears burn in my eyes as I listen to her, taking her speech to heart, but to what end? What does this change? Pretty words are fine, but they do nothing to change the damage imprinted on my soul.

      Nodding, I take her hands in mine and squeeze them. No sense letting her think I don’t care about her or what she says. Thinking I agree with her passionate speech, she smiles back and bustles about the room.

      “You are to go to the modiste today.”

      I pause with the steaming cup halfway to my lips. “Am I to have no say in the matter?”

      “No, Your Grace. His Grace has ordered a new wardrobe now that you are out of mourning. He says it’s not right for you to attend these various balls and functions in such plain attire.”

      A ghost of a smile tilts my lips. “And what use is there in dressing me up? Hoping to marry me off so he can reclaim this townhome as his bachelor pad? He knows I rarely venture into the house. He is the duke now. He is free to do as he wishes. I will not offer one word of rebuke.”

      “Begging Your Grace’s pardon, but I doubt it has anything to do with your presence and more to the fact that you roam about like a wraith. Truth be told, I wonder if you frighten the lad.”

      A rare laugh bubbles up my throat and bursts from my lips. Such an odd sound, almost like a rusted squawk.

      “The last thing I wish is for him to feel as if he’s seen a phantasm roaming the halls. If it is his command, who am I to say no? But then, there really is no need for something brand new.”

      A hint of relief washes over her face as she bustles toward the door. “I’m sure the duke would have something to say about that, but I’ll settle with getting you out of the house. Finish your bread and chocolate while I gather your correspondence.”

      A letter? But that can only mean one thing. I stare down at the cooling chocolate as the pit gathers once more in my stomach. The Queen Omega needs something from me. Hopefully, it’s just an audience to distill my knowledge of the events of last night.

      My heart sinks a bit as I go over to an armoire ladened with lavish dresses in various colors, styles, and sizes. Dresses from duchesses past. Wraiths, phantasms, ghosts like me. As much as I crave the touch of clothes tailored just for me, I fear I cannot burden the new duke any further, especially when my mere presence already puts him out.

      No. I will endure like the women before me and make do with what’s been given to me. Granted, some actually fit me quite well, enough that only minor alterations would need to be made to bring them back to fashion. Perhaps I can ask Chase to indulge me and allow me notions, ribbons, and threads so that I can transform these myself… but then… I suppose I don’t really have the talent for that. The late duke was wise to steer me away from such frivolity.

      Gown after gown lies piled on the bed as I make my choices for which I want altered to me. ‘Tis a sight to be sure, but it fills my heart with a twinge of happiness to know I’m breathing a new life into them. The others can probably be disposed of, seeing as the alterations to make them even fit would be far too extensive.

      My gaze goes back to my mourning and half mourning dresses as an odd sadness slips over me like a worn cloak. The first dresses, other than my wedding gown, to be made specifically for me. They were the only dresses none of the other duchesses had the privilege of wearing.

      I am the last.

      The thought ripples through me for a moment before the ragged edges of the bond roars to life, reminding me it’s not a blessing to have outlived those before me, but a curse. They had the freedom to escape their fate. I, unfortunately, am still bound to it.

      While they have the sweet repose of sleep, I still feel my late husband’s phantom fingers crawling over my skin as he demands entrance. They pry at my most intimate areas, insisting I perform my duty as wife and duchess. The pain is still there, still an ache that thrums through me with each ragged breath.

      They only seem to disappear when the stranger is around. But then, that’s its own brand of torment, isn’t it? Because the moment I am free from his presence, it’s as if my memories punish me all the harder, torture me for daring to live when I should have died with the late duke.

      Shaking my head, I try to focus on the dresses and dispel the gloom shrouding me as I wait for my lady’s maid. Only, when Abigail comes back in, arms laden with a package, I wonder what else could be afoot. Did the masked man finally figure out my identity? But that’s absurd. I’m sure he wouldn’t send me a token of affection after I so rudely rendered him temporarily impotent.

      She lays it on the bed, and I make my way over, food and drink completely forgotten. Abigail can’t be truly wroth with me, though. I did consume a little.

      My fingers tremble a bit as I unwrap the parcel. Excitement and dread coil through my insides, sending butterflies flapping in through me until I fear I’ll lose what little I’ve consumed.

      There, nestled in a soft wrapper of silk, is my dress from that night. It’s the dress the masked man cut off of me in a fit of passion on All Souls’ Night. Only, now, it looks whole. Not one stitch looks out of place.

      What magic is this?

      “Oh! I didn’t realize you sent your dress out to be mended. I had wondered about its location and then forgot to ask. That’s one dress we don’t have to order. I’m sure His Grace’s pockets will be most pleased.”

      “Most pleased indeed,” I murmur as I grab the small card.

      Could it be that the madam of the establishment had it repaired? But to what end? It’s not as if she were overly friendly with me, as she threatened to hold me hostage next time I appeared on her doorstep. I can’t imagine her generously mending my clothes.

      
        
        My Dearest Duchess,

        I rescued this piece from the scrap heap and had it mended before Madame Douluer could find it missing. It’s been lying in wait until its mistress is back home.

        Do not fear. The masked man is also unaware of its existence or your whereabouts, for that matter. It will remain our little secret so long as you are amenable to any friendly requests that might come your way. After all, one good turn does deserve another.

        I do hope you enjoy this season and all the excitements I’m sure it will bring. Who knows, maybe you will find yourself at the mercy of an adventure you will be unwilling to say no to.

        Welcome home, Anne Taylor, Dowager Duchess of Hartham

        I will be in correspondence soon.

      

      

      No signature. No way of knowing who this questionably benevolent person is. The main problem is that they know me by name and location. But who would want to see me harmed? What could I possibly offer this nameless entity?

      “You have one more, Your Grace.”

      I tear my gaze away from the note and look down at the dress, half expecting to see another. But no, it’s a letter in Abigail’s outstretched hand.

      Based on the scrawl and seal, it is indeed from the Omega Queen. Thankfully, she sends all letters to me through a second party that very few know, and so our clandestine relationship is intact.

      Ripping it open, I skim the note, confirming my suspicions. I am indeed supposed to meet with her and give an account of what I saw and heard.

      I toss it into the fire and watch as it crinkles up and disappears into smoldering ash. It seems today is shaping up to be rather busy indeed. As my maid looks on, a curious expression on her face, I muster a smile.

      “‘Twas nothing worth keeping about and cluttering my space. Besides, it’s not as if I have any rogue suitors desperate to seek out my hand. I’d have to be out and about to curry such favor.”

      Her light chuckle sends a shiver of relief through my soul. For now, it seems she bought my excuse. I’ll have to be more careful in the future.

      “Is there to be a response?” she asks as she fluffs out my dress. “The courier waits below for your word.”

      A soft smile tilts my lips as I sit at my desk. Chase doesn’t realize it, but he’s given me the perfect cover for my meeting with the queen. Penning my upcoming location, I hand it off and stare at my reflection in the mirror. Perhaps something new wouldn’t go amiss after all. Old frocks can certainly be transformed into something glorious.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      An odd vibration ripples from my stomach as we pull up to the dress shop. Though hunger gnaws at my insides, I find I still cannot bear to put anything into my mouth. Groaning, I step out and force one foot in front of the other.

      Normally, I don’t find meetings with the queen to be all that frightening, but knowing I have no real news for her makes me worried I will not hold this position as spy for that much longer. Granted, in its own hellish way, it’s been rather nice having an excuse to be out and about. Moreso, it’s been even nicer to know at least someone seems to need me, even if all our interactions are purely transactional.

      As I step in, a soft, French voice calls out from the back in a heavily accented tone. “We are closed. I am so sorry for the inconvenience.”

      “Who is it?” The queen replies, just as muffled.

      “A- Anne. Anne Taylor, Your Highness,” I call out.

      The Queen omega steps through the curtains, harried modiste in tow. “Allow her to stay, then lock the doors. I am very fond of seeing what the Ton has to say about fashion.”

      A flick of annoyance passes over the modiste’s face, but she cannot deny the edict of a queen.

      “As you wish, Your Highness. But then… what of her servants?”

      The queen glances over her shoulder and stares as a few of my maids approach, their arms ladened.

      She smiles a bit as she leans down to tease me. “You came to procure a dress with others in tow? My, my, but you are sly, aren’t you? Showing competition to this most esteemed modiste.”

      The woman in question, though smiling, sends sour daggers my way. But how to explain when the queen seems convinced of my intentions.

      “You misunderstand, Your Majesty. “I was hoping to have these altered so that I can wear them and not bring shame to the new duke.”

      The Omega Queen’s lips turn down into a most ferocious frown. “Let me see them.”

      My maids, helpless to resist her edict, lay them out in front of her, showing just how woefully neglected they are.

      “Where did you get these?” She motions for the modiste to stand by her side. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but these are fashions of the past. How long ago would you say?”

      “Years, Your Majesty,” she muses as she uses the tips of her fingers to shift the fabrics about as if she would rather die than touch them.

      “I’ll ask you again, Anne. Where did you procure these? Surely they are not yours.”

      “T- they are mine. In a sense. They were given to me by the late duke.”

      The queen and modiste share a look, but say nothing.

      Swallowing, I continue. “They belonged to… to…”

      “His other wives,” the queen supplies as she runs her hands over them. “That’s why I recognize a few of these. Presentation gowns. The rare court appearance. Anne. What is the meaning of this? Where are your dresses?

      Sorrow lances my soul as I slip into a deep curtsey.

      “These are my dresses,” I choke out, desperate to change the subject. “Chase- that is, the new Duke of Hartham, has requested I get fitted for new ones.”

      “Then why bring these old frocks that reek of death and despair? Come, Anne. I demand an answer.”

      “I wish to not burden-”

      “Nonsence.” she cuts in. “I will hear nothing more on the subject.” To the maids, she waves her fan at the dresses. “Dispose of these. And when you get to the house, destroy anything that was not made specifically for The Dowager Duchess.”

      “But, Your Majesty,” I plead. “Then I’ll have nothing but a dress or two alongside my mourning and half mourning clothes. Do you mean for me to parade around naked?”

      Her eyes narrow as she motions for the maids to do her bidding.

      “Am I to understand,” she asks slowly, “that you do not even own your own shift or stockings? Your own stays?”

      Hanging my head, I try my best to hide the humiliation flowing through me.

      “What I do possess was from when I was much younger. None of it fits now.”

      Her fan smacks against her hand in a dreadful clack as she turns to the modiste.

      “You will, of course, measure and provide her with a complete trousseau along with whatever dresses she commissions. She seems to be a standard size, so I’m sure there are ready-made garments that might fit in the meantime?”

      “But of course, Your Majesty.”

      The younger woman pulls out a measuring tape and quickly gets to work while everyone watches on. An odd heat licks up my cheeks as I stand there as the center of attention. Thankfully, she’s fast and soon scuttles away to pull pieces that will work for me. The queen smiles on, a smug look on her face as she extends her hand.

      “Now that you’re settled, come, Anne dear. I’d like to hear your opinion of a dress I plan on commissioning.”

      My insides seize a moment as I do her bidding. Is this to cover up our conversation? Or has she somehow found out about my shameful habit? My scribbles? Head hanged low, I follow her behind the curtains as the modiste locks the door now that the maids have long gone.

      “Anne, darling, hand-me-downs aside, are you well?” The queen slides her finger under my chin and forces my gaze to hers. “Your dress is practically hanging off your shoulders. Or is it because it does not belong to you?”

      “No, Your Majesty. This one is mine. It’s why Chase sent me here in the first place. Apparently, I have no more use for my mourning clothes.”

      “I should think not,” she cries as she looks at her own reflection in the mirror. “You’ve given the man your due and mourned for the year and even the half year after. What more do you owe him?”
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