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          TERESA

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Cold.

        Desolate.

        Alone.

      

      

      The words thrum through my head in an endless refrain as I place my hand against the frosty glass, letting the chill seep into me. But I don’t feel it. Everything is numb, hollow, and so desperately fractured as I stare down at what should be a wintry tableau.

      The glare of the sun is muted somehow, as if the skies themselves feel the sorrow of my soul and thus hide the light, refusing to allow it to intrude on the melancholy of my thoughts. For a moment, I look to and fro, refusing to glance upon what’s causing my heart so much agony. But I cannot look away forever.

      I can’t play these childish games in my mind. As a girl on the cusp of becoming a woman, soon to possibly go into heat, I must put away such frivolity and face my problems head-on. And so, despite the tugging of my heartstrings, I turn my gaze downward, staring at the large carriage, poised to leave.

      My lady’s maid glances up at me from in front of the door leading into the infernal coach waiting to whisk her from my side. Her eyes widen for a moment before she blinks the snow away. Or is it her tears? From here, I can’t tell, though my heart whispers the truth to me in such blatant tones.

      And that’s when I feel it. The painful thump of the useless organ beating beneath my breastbone. When Father died, I thought my heart went with him, buried beneath the ground where it can no longer pain me; however, just standing here, my fingers clenched into a fist at my side while the other hand splays against the glass in a silent pleading for her to stay, I know it still resides, ever-beating, ever-feeling, ever-agonizing.

      Even now, her scent fades from within my nostrils, and soon, I know I’ll not be able to remember it. It’s funny how that works. Even with my heightened sense of smell, some scents just won’t stay. If only there was a way to bottle them.

      With Father, it’s simple. Just one smell of his pipe, and I’ll be transported back. But with my lady’s maid, Mary? What can I smell to bring her back? It’s not as if she has anything remarkable about her she’s leaving behind.

      With the way my cousin Asher, now the current Earl of Middlehey, is cleaning house, she’s lucky to leave with the clothes on her back. Everything else has been sold off. Same as her redundant clothes. Same as my father’s pipes. Soon, I’ll have no way of remembering either of them without sitting with my memories.

      We both stand there, locked in an unwanted battle of inevitability, as she curtsies one final time and climbs into the carriage. Anger burns in my chest, edging out the pain that afflicts me. Somehow, we no longer have the funds to keep my lady’s maid employed - friend and confidant that she is - and yet, Asher can still keep both a stately carriage and a more casual phaeton, along with the thoroughbreds to carry them.

      To my calculations, selling at least one of these modes of transportation, along with two of those four horses, should have been more than enough to pay off my father’s supposed debts and allowed me to keep the one person I had left in the world. I long to tear at my hair as I puzzle through the mathematics. I know of art, philosophy, and science, but nothing of money.

      With all the lessons I lapped up at the feet of my father, this was the one thing he would never teach me. I asked to see the accounts, to have him show me where the money went and how to manage it. But he refused. Laughably, it’s the one thing he never indulged me in. Such a curious matter that I was fit to learn as well as any man, but with finances, that was a line too far.

      To him, that was the job of my husband. The man controls the money and not the woman. How I wish I could go back in time and beg him, making him see reason. But hopes and wishes amount to nothing.

      I wish he had told me something, anything. Even if it wasn’t a true education. Just something so I didn’t feel so ill-prepared when his untimely death ripped him from my arms. On his deathbed, the only thing he told me was he had made sure I was taken care of. No elucidation, no clarification on what ‘taken care of’ meant.

      With no other male heir, everything went to Asher, and I had no choice but to let him take over, relying on him to tell me the state of our affairs. If Father had shown me something, a ledger here or there, perhaps we wouldn’t have been in this situation to begin with. But even my cousin wouldn’t let me see anything.

      In fact, the very question seemed to gall him, driving him into fits of rage, some nameless sense of anger and terror that tied my insides into knots. Though he never harmed me, his screams as he threw my father’s books and documents about seized my insides, setting my body to quake. I never asked again and vowed to rescue what I could from the office when I could.

      As much as I loathe to think of my father in an unseemly light, considering our past, I’m forced to wonder if he was keeping something from me. Is this truly why he never allowed me even a glance at his spending? Because he was gambling it away instead of preparing for our future? My future?

      If Father had just come to me, I’m sure I could have helped him in some way. Maybe I could have given him other things to do besides while away our fortunes in some secret room somewhere. But as it is, I’m forced to stand there, unspent tears burning in my eyes, and rage thumping hard in my chest as I watch the carriage move forward, disappearing into the heavy blanket of snow. I stand there, a silent sentinel, refusing to leave my post as my gaze searches out any hint she’s still within eyesight, straining past the fat, wet flakes encircling the house. They keep falling, enshrining everything into a muffled tomb.

      And with that, she’s the last of my life leaving the Middlehey household. With her leaving, it draws up far more questions than there are answers. I continue to stare out into the bleak, wintery mess as my mind drifts, conjuring every memory and scrutinizing it with an unfeeling eye. Were there signs I didn’t see?

      Though I am not worldly in an improper way, I still have some bits of knowledge, mostly from my father, but also from listening in on the servants. Typically, those who gambled were away from the house, constantly visiting gaming hells and partaking in cups. But that was never Father. He was home more often than abroad, only venturing out to attend to matters of Parliament.

      After Mother died, we were rarely separated, spending our nights either reading or conducting some experiment. When did he have the time to squander his money? Something isn’t adding up. Since I’m not at all able to access the books, I cannot put the pieces together for myself.

      Not that I’d understand it fully, anyway. It’s not like with my science and philosophy books, where everything is laid out in black and white. I have no concept of figures, no comparisons to go by. Sure, the math part I can handle, but I have no idea what things are supposed to cost and what’s appropriate spending or not.

      A weary sigh slips from my lips as I lean forward, resting my forehead against the window. The cold feels good against my fevered skin, reminding me I’m still alive and not some shell of a being forced to roam these halls like a spectre or wraith. Still though… As much as I rejoice in the fact I’m not dead, there is a part of me that wonders if my current existence is even living.

      I stand there at the window, my thoughts drifting about like the snow, but eventually, I have no choice but to admit she’s gone. The one person I could talk to, confide in. She was the only solace I had in this empty world. Now, I’m completely alone in this house full of people who do not have my best interest in mind. Another sigh heavy on my lips, I pull away from the study window and glance about the space.

      Asher will be home soon, and my presence in what’s now his study will make him angry. When I entered this ‘sacred realm’ it wasn’t just to say my silent goodbyes. This reasoning is an alibi, at best. There are far more important matters to attend to now that my heart is fully ripped from my breast. I shove the pain aside, concentrating instead on the subterfuge afoot.

      I must hurry if I want any hope of rescuing a few precious tomes from my father’s haven and place them in the library unscathed. Sliding my fingers along the books we used to read together, my throat tightens as more emotions flood my senses, emotions I had just recently cast aside for the sake of remaining unfeeling.

      And yet, as if none of it even matters, I’m right back to where I was mere moments ago when I bid farewell to my last friend. I’m right back to that moment when I stood beside my father’s bed, holding his hand as he took his last rattling breath. Try as I might, nothing I do can let me feel at peace for more than a handful of minutes.

      It’s been nearly six months since he left this mortal plane, and yet I still grieve his loss, feel it keenly, as if it happened only yesterday. I’ve endured six months where I should have been able to manage my feelings and put these futile longings aside. Six months since that horrid cousin of mine has taken over the house and turned it upside down. Six months, though it feels more like six days, six hours, six minutes… six seconds. It still slices me to my core with every breath.

      If only father were still here. Silent sobs threaten to choke me as my vision blurs, obscuring the letters on the worn spines. But I don’t need to see them to know what they are. I can tell by their feel, their smell. It doesn’t matter that Asher has taken everything from me; he won’t be able to take my memories.

      Off in the distance, the clatter of hooves on cobblestone jolts me out of my foray into memories, which should long be buried, spurring me into action. If it’s him, I won’t have much time. Grabbing what I can, I pay little attention to which volumes I’m snatching, only taking what my arms can carry. After I’ve made it safely away, I’ll sift through my treasures.

      In truth, every book here has meaning. It doesn’t matter which I rescue right now; I’ll walk away happy. Plucking books from all over the office to not draw attention to large swaths of blank spaces, I blindly take and stack until an odd sight catches my attention.

      There, behind several short books, is a hidden pipe. I blink at it for several precious moments before setting my burden down. With a reverence I usually save for church or babies, I pick it up and clutch it to my chest. Though I do not recall Father using this one, it still smells of his special blend of tobacco.

      Tears finally drip from my eyes as I inhale the memories, letting them flood my brain. All the other pipes are gone. Asher claimed they’d fetch a great price and would ease the financial burden bequeathed to us. He didn’t even allow me one last look or touch. I simply walked into the study and they were gone.

      Smatterings of conversations, interspersed with Asher’s abrasive timber, float up the stairs, spiking my body with a flood of adrenaline. With the fine quality of this pipe, there is no doubt in my mind he would snatch it from me and take it to market. I can’t let that happen.

      I’ve already given up so much—all my nice clothes, my jewelry, and now my lady’s maid. I can’t let him have this too. Gaze darting about the room, my stomach clenches as my mind whirrs into action. I cannot stuff it into my pocket and risk Asher seeing, or worse, patting me down like some common criminal when he finds me in the study.

      That leaves down the front. He’s at least enough of a gentleman not to accost me in an unseemly way. He won’t check there, much less look at that area. That is, unless I’ve sorely mistaken his abrasiveness as something romantic hidden underneath—a mask to hide his true feelings?

      Shaking my head, I drive out the ideas placed there by imbibing a gothic novel or two. Such scandalous thoughts have no place here. Taking the stem of the pipe, I wiggle it behind the fabric, sliding it between my breasts with the stummel, the place where the tobacco rests, setting against the swell.

      If only my breasts were bigger, then the curves would hug against the wood, keeping it firmly in place. Staring down at the flat expanse, I can’t help but mourn my lack of a figure. As an omega, I thought I should be curvier. At least, that’s how the modiste made it sound.

      Thankfully, it’s never been an issue before, seeing as Father never pushed me toward the marriage mart where such things could determine just how successful a coming out would be. But now I’m of age, and no doubt nearing my first heat, I’m afraid I’ll have no choice.

      We had no plans in place for that dreadful day, and I sure as bollocks didn’t crave the idea of an Alpha helping me through this female affliction, whatever it is. If it were an Alpha who was kind and attentive like Father, maybe. But from what I’ve seen of Asher, I want nothing to do with the lot of them. I must conduct more research to figure out how to get myself through it without any aid.

      But then, again, what information is to be found? I know nothing about this monumental time in an omega’s life. Whenever I asked Father, he’d simply turn red and change the subject, leading me to believe it has something to do with a more private affair. None of the books I’ve read have gone into detail. They simply mention this coming-of-age rite and move on.

      Sliding my hands back down my front, I push air through my lips to fluff up the hair surrounding my face. Perhaps they were wrong and I’m not an omega after all? Classic omegas all seem to be buxom beauties, their curves an allure of all who see them.

      Is it breasts that make an omega? Surely not. But then, the only thing about me that even hints at my dynamic is my short stature and slight frame. From what I’ve read on genetics, it could be simply a trait and not an exact indicator.

      If only my mother were still here. Perhaps she’d be willing to impart her knowledge to me. She could probably tell me if I was truly an omega and not just a small beta. But I can still dream of being normal with nothing special to entice the massive brutes.

      It stirs an itch in me, one that demands I pour myself back into the books, consequences be damned. And, as much as I want to travel down those paths, to once more pick up another book to do  research, I cannot allow myself. In truth, I’ve indulged these idle thoughts for long enough.

      Maybe later, when I’m alone, I can revisit them. As it is, time is far too limited, and my chance of discovery grows with every passing second. Besides, I don’t want to give Asher the satisfaction of seeing me so discombobulated.

      Glancing back down, I shift the pipe again, praying it will stay secure. Instead of an ample bosom, I’ll have to put faith in God and in my chemise that this precious cargo won’t jostle loose. The moment I wedge it down as best as I can, I grab the books and race toward the door, holding them in front as not only a barrier but also a buttress. I press the pipe so deeply into my skin I fear I will wear the grooves for several minutes after.

      Maybe luck will be on my side today. Maybe I can get out of this unscathed. My hand poised over the knob, I go to turn it, to open the door and flee to freedom; however, all hopes of a clean getaway are dashed the minute the entryway slams open, nearly knocking into me. Asher strides in his blue eyes, so like mine, so like my father’s, flashing in his anger.

      “I believe I made it quite clear you were not to enter my study when I was not present.”
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          TERESA

        

      

    

    
      My insides bristle at his proclamation of this room being his. It will never be his, despite his wishes. “Forgive me,” I simper, doing my best not to gag at the saccharine tone of my voice. “But you see, my lady’s maid left, and I wanted one last goodbye. This room affords the best view of the road.” I hug the books closer for protection, biting back the grimace of discomfort as it pushes the pipe harder into my breastbone.

      For a moment, his eyes flash with something else. Guilt perhaps? But there’s no way someone like him feels anything other than the savage need to control and bend people to his will. Just like every other Alpha out there. No, I chide myself. Not every Alpha. My father was one of the good ones.

      And just like that, those useless emotions swamp me once more. I move to clutch my heart, almost giving away the pipe, but refrain, opting to grip the books instead at the last minute. With a sigh, Asher pushes past me and walks over to the desk, jostling the drawers.

      “I didn’t snoop or pry into your precious affairs, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      For a moment, he glares at me, his anger spicing the air with his acrid scent. “Why are you here then? And don’t give me your pathetic excuses. You could have well enough said your goodbyes elsewhere.”

      “Bold of you to assume I didn’t,” I snap out, the frustration building in me. “I just wanted one last look. One last wave goodbye before she disappeared out of my life completely.”

      Shaking his head, he tugs on the last drawer and lets out a breath, presumably satisfied I didn’t unearth whatever secrets reside in those depths. “You have an unhealthy relationship with the help,” he mutters, striding back over to me. “You value your relationship with her far more than putting your affairs into order.”

      Fingers trembling, I set the books down on the desk and plant my fists against my hips. From inside my chemise, the pipe jostles a touch, slipping down a bit further. For a moment, my breath stills as panic surges through my body, turning my bones into liquid. The last thing I need is for it to manage to slide down somehow and fall to the floor under my dress.

      As if drifting from his grave, my father’s voice whispers in my mind, reminding me to choose my battles. Right now, the pipe is paramount, and this petty argument can wait for another day or two. Besides, fighting with Asher will never bring Mary back. Once he decided she had to leave, that was it.

      All this will do is prolong the inevitable where I either accidentally reveal the pipe, or he somehow deduces there’s more to the ruse than mere goodbyes and books. Though he isn’t the most book-smart man I know, he seems to be the most cunning. His wits are akin to those of a snake, solely seeking out how to take down a prey as opposed to stopping and thinking if his actions are just and wise.

      Everything he does appears to be underhanded and sneaky, stirring some part of my gut to mistrust. But that could be merely a supposition on my part, seeing as I refuse to build a bridge between us. He could feasibly be an amiable man, but I refuse to even acknowledge that possibility.

      “Forgive me, Cousin,” I reply, making my tone as demure as possible given the rage simmering below the surface. “I merely wanted to say goodbye again, then caught sight of some books I wanted in the main library. That way, I wasn’t constantly having to come to you to ask for them.”

      Brow scrunching, he picks them up one by one and examines them, turning the books over in his hand and opening them up before giving them a hard shake. Whatever could he be looking for? Does he think I’m smuggling documents out of here?

      Guilt gnaws at my insides as the pipe continues to slip a millimeter or so every few minutes. Hiding the pipe is different. In my heart, I know it to be true. By keeping this one thing after he’s sold so much, I can't cause any more harm to befall this household than is already here.

      Surely one lonely pipe won’t make a difference in our monetary affairs. And again, I detest the fact I can’t answer the unspoken question since I have no knowledge of just how bad in arrears we are or what a pipe like this will actually fetch. And it’s that lack of understanding which makes me pause, almost convincing me to give up the information he never asked for.

      However, even though a war rages inside my mind, I remain silent. To keep this pipe, to smell the scent that always clung to my father like a second skin, I would endure any other punishment, give up any other thing. Even if it means going without food for a bit, I’ll make the sacrifice.

      My eyes narrow a bit as I watch him flipping through the pages. Still, he seeks something, something I cannot even fathom to understand or help in his quest. But after several minutes, he eventually stacks the books back up, his lips twisting in disgust, seemingly never finding what it is he’s looking for. Again, I am plagued with more questions than there are answers.

      “You may take them. But if I catch you in my study again, there will be a punishment to pay.”

      I gather my treasures into my arms, grateful to hide my bosom again with the large stack. Relief floods my system, and for a moment, it robs me of my senses, allowing me to say things that should be better kept behind closed lips.

      “And you feel as if you are qualified to punish me? A cousin who merely wants to deprive me of the last joys I have on Earth? Isn’t that punishment enough?”

      Watching the unease as it crawls over his face, I let my sorrow have free rein. Though it’s emotional blackmail, I let the tears fall again, knowing just how uncomfortable it will make him. But I rest in the fact that despite his discomfort, it will never be even an ounce of the agony I feel with every breath.

      And so, I sob, allowing just a hint of the despair that slashes through my soul until I cannot breathe to fill the space between us. It sours the air, my grief taking a scent more akin to rancid milk or mold festering within damp wood. Just like clockwork, his face turns a slight shade of pink, clashing horribly with the dark green brocade of his jacket.

      Clearing his throat, he motions for me to leave, and I oblige, no longer wishing to suffer his presence. Today was close. Too close. Clutching the books to my chest, I hurry out of his office and down the hall to where the library is. It’s my one safe place. My haven. The one location my cousin doesn’t bother me.

      And why should he? The title he now holds as an earl is only his because of the death of my father. To my knowledge, neither brain nor brawn afforded him a title of his own. He’s certainly not as well-spoken as I would like the lord of the house to be… But that decision isn’t mine to make.

      Once more, I curse my sex, which makes it nearly impossible to have anything go my way. And it’s not that I’m an omega, for plenty of omega males have made a name for themselves. It’s merely the lack of an appendage betwixt my thighs forcing me into this plight.

      Grumbling under my breath, I push my way into the library and set my stack of books down before heading to my room. I need this pipe out of my dress before anything else can happen. As I traverse the halls, easing my way up the stairs so as not to jostle the pipe further, titters of laughter drift out from a few of the rooms where Asher’s maids pretend as if they’re cleaning until I walk in on them.

      “Did you see the drab frock her lady’s maid dressed her in before she left?”

      “Oh, that’s no worse than her hair. Whoever thought bone straight was a desirable trait?”

      I sink into the shadows, listening to them gossip about me. Reaching up, I run my fingers through my aforementioned hair, twisting it for a moment before letting it fall back. They wouldn’t understand. All I need is my hair pulled out of my face, so it doesn’t interfere with my reading or experiments.

      I’ve never wanted fancy coiffures that took so long to arrange, only to eventually fall out at the slightest head shake of frustration. More than that, I refuse to abide by the headaches borne from having my hair pulled and tugged. And for what? Fashion? For some man to admire it and decide to mate me as a result?

      If any man I meet holds hairstyles as a marker for one's attributes, then I am better off without them. A man who will endeavor to win my heart will see past finery and frippery, mere window dressing, and to the heart of who I am as a person. They will see my brain, my wit, and my willingness to be a helpmate as opposed to a pretty bauble adorning their arm.

      Shaking my head, I smile as the loose strands caress my neck and face. If I had my way, I’d shave the lot off and keep it short like a man. That way, it can never bother me. Wouldn’t that be a lark? Walking about as a woman but with the carefree nature being a man affords.

      Besides, the less time Mary spent on my hair meant more time to pour over my science and philosophy books, putting myself to more academic pursuits as opposed to merely being jewelry and adornment for the Alphas. A scowl twists my lips as they continue to berate my style and how I choose to comport myself. As if they understand what it means to be the daughter of an earl.

      None of them have ever once been in my shoes. None of them have any prospects they stand to lose by conducting themselves in ways that defy the Ton. Not one of these maids understands the fact I am well aware my unorthodox ways will cost me marriage to an Alpha who’s suitable to my station.

      I, however, am keenly aware of all of it. It was drilled into my head by my mother and then Father after she died. Though he indulged me with my academic desires and aspirations, he continued to school me on how I was to conduct myself with those of the courts. And though he did his best, my desire to pursue knowledge over marriage won out.

      And yes, with that comes the knowledge I may sacrifice things like children, a home to tend to, and a potential mate with the accompanying bond. But deep inside, I just know the right man is out there for me, and it won’t be some posturing Alpha who is more show than substance. If not, then I’ll happily take on the role of a spinster.

      Shoring up my plans for the future, however, does not make their jabs any more palatable. Unable to take their cruel words any further, I storm past, keeping my tread loud so they know I’m coming. The words cut off as the sounds of movement greet my ears.

      Like mice scattering before the ravenous feline. I can’t help the twitch of a smile that lifts the corners of my lips. Head held high, I pass my father’s old room, not giving them a second glance as I continue down the hall to mine.

      Once the door is locked firmly in place, I race over to my bed and shove it over, coughing as to conceal the sound of metal against wood. With a few hard thrusts, I move it a good foot or two, revealing a piece of wood not quite firmly in place. I peel the floorboard back and look down at my myriad of treasures, most of them useless trinkets from when I was a child.

      Reaching into my gown, I pull out the pipe and run the chamber under my nose, drinking in the familiar scent that makes my gut clench in sorrow. How long will the smell even last? Eventually, it will fade into nothing, and all I’ll have is the pipe itself to hold on to.

      Kissing the polished wood, I place it inside my hiding spot, resting it next to a portraiture of my parents. It’s fitting here. Wiping away the errant tears, I put the wood back and pull the bed so it hides the spot from view.

      Again, the strident tones of the maids seep into the room, and I shake my head, unable to do anything about it. I’m not even considered a lady of the house. At best, I’m a guest here until my cousin can figure out how to get rid of me. If only I had any sort of power, but as it is, I’m impotent, a mere pawn in whatever endgame is brewing in that black heart of his.

      Plucking a few strips of cotton from a nearby dresser, I slam the door open, startling the gaggle as they jump back, feigning actions of cleaning. It’s as if they think I’m some sort of cork-brained loon who can’t even fathom the idea they’re all standing around, hoping to capture some morsel of gossip. No doubt it’s their intention to report back to Asher, keeping him apprised of everything I do.

      Picking up the hem of my dress, I make a grand show of stepping over the glistening wood, playing the part of a fool as I tiptoe about, not wanting to ‘sully’ their ‘hard work.’ It seems as if they believe my charade and continue to put on their farce of work. Once I’m clear of their mopping, I flounce down the stairs, my heart racing as I head toward my haven.

      However, the moment they think I’m out of earshot, all pretense of cleaning ceases as they start their prattling once more. This time, they criticize the amount of time I spend in the library, as if I have nothing better to do than to fill my head with useless knowledge. But it’s not. Every word in these books is precious to me, expanding my mind so I may somehow rise above my station without the help of a male.

      I have no other recourse. The very idea of holding balls and appearing at court makes my stomach churn. Such needless, senseless frivolity, which does what? Nothing. Everyone prances about, putting on airs of grandeur when deep inside, they are just as hollow as all the others. It doesn’t matter how finely dressed; a pig is still a pig. Putting on a dress and fussing with your hair does nothing for the person within.

      Thankfully, my cousin seems to have all but forgotten me in this coup for him to take over the house. He has not once mentioned my coming out, or any balls for that matter. Though the Little Season is soon upon us, he has made no move to get me fitted for new dresses or even have me see the modiste.

      Hopefully, that means my freedom is nigh. Once I am of age, I might be able to slip out into the world unnoticed. All I have to do is endure my cousin.

      As soon as the doors close, the voices fade, but I know it won’t last long. They always seem to find some way to torment me. Any complaints I bring up to my cousin only result in them being harsher in their tones and words, pecking me apart like geese with a bit of bread.

      They don’t respect me, and never will. That much is clear, but what’s not clear is the question of why. I’ve done nothing to them to warrant such actions, and yet, I’m treated as even lower than they are instead of someone who was once the lady of this house.

      It’s why Mary’s departure is even more painful. She was the one last ally left, the last fortress I could run to. She kept me sane when everything else threatened to unravel at the edges. She was the one last kindness to give me solace when all I wanted to do was cry my eyes out.

      The first ally to be dismissed was the housekeeper, since she was far too expensive to keep on. According to Asher’s male, mathematically inclined mind, his current housekeeper would do just as well. And yet, everywhere I turn, the house is in disarray. There is a layer of dust collected on everything since she took over.

      Though apparently my feminine mind may not handle the mental taxing money seems to create, I still have enough acumen to know we are receiving the level of service corresponding with what he must be paying. True, our former housekeeper probably demanded more, but then, her level of work far surpassed whatever this menial level is… if it’s even a level at all.

      What’s worse, however, was when he dismissed the footmen and grooms. Though truth be told, losing the grooms didn’t bother me as much—I’m adept enough to care for a horse on my own. But now that his own footmen have infiltrated my home, it’s as if nothing gets done.

      The maids already have their minds turned to other pursuits, namely tormenting me and waggling their tongues to my cousin, but when the footmen are about, there’s nothing but simpering and hiding behind their hands as they gossip about things I have no business knowing about. It’s just as well I don’t understand the words they say. I can only judge by the pallor on their faces that it’s scandalous indeed.

      One-by-one, everyone I knew in my life disappeared. It’s as if Asher wanted to scrub the house clean of everything relating to my father save me. I’m the only person he can’t be rid of. Not yet, at least.

      Instead, he forced me into a living hell, filling my house with strangers, men and women who don’t know me, didn’t grow up with me, and, more importantly, didn’t like me. Though the maids are the most vocal, it’s hard to miss the animosity practically rolling off the footmen as they serve me food. It’s as if it’s a game amongst all of them—who can make me crack under the pressure first?

      On more than one occasion, the night’s meal ended up in my lap as opposed to the plate. Asher fussed at them, but there was no proof it was anything more than just an accident. Still… When the footmen who once graced this house were employed, such a thing never happened.

      More than that, as if my father’s will alone held this house together, the moment he died, nearly six months ago, it was as if the very spirit went out of these halls as well. Dirt, grime, and decay seem to set in at a rapid pace. But the logical part of my mind knows it was a long time coming.

      Most of the servants were far too concerned with my father’s health, as they should have been. Yes, the regular cleaning was done, but no one paid as much attention to the actual structure of the house. I sure didn’t.

      And when he died… When Asher took over with his minions, who seemed far more interested in their own pleasurable pursuits as opposed to working, everything just fell apart. I can’t say they hurried things along, but they certainly didn’t help them either.

      With a heavy sigh laden on my lips, I turn my attention to the mess that is now my library. I say mine, but I know in my heart Asher will take it from me without even a moment’s notice. Blinking back the tears that threaten to spring up again, I maneuver my stack over to a nearby desk and pause to look at the scattered books as a plan formulates in my mind.

      Unfortunately, with Father being sick for as long as he was and the constant upheaval Asher brought upon this house, I’ve been unable to tend to this room like I’ve wanted. Yes, I may spend every waking hour here, but my heart has never been whole enough to actually work. This time will be different, however. I will not allow myself to get caught up in a good story when there’s work to be done.

      Walking over to the nearest shelf, I frown as I look at the titles and authors all intermingled without even a hint of decorum. Someone else has been in here, mucking everything up. There’s no chance I would have been so deep in my grief I wouldn’t have noticed this much disarray.

      I shove up my sleeves, baring my forearms as I take a few here and there, making smaller piles as I separate everything by genre. There is no reason philosophy books should be on the same shelves as fiction. Lips twisted up into a studious frown, I continue to pluck and pull until a book catches my eye. Pausing for a moment, my fingers graze the spine as I murmur the title just below my breath.

      “The History of Fortunatus by Thomas Churchyard.” My heart skips a beat as I pull it out from the other books, my touch almost reverent. I had all but forgotten this delightful book, and seeing it now causes my heart to clench, sending shards of physical agony through my body.

      Memories swirl about my mind as I clutch it close to my chest, murmuring soft prayers, my voice thick with emotion. Out of all the things I planned on doing today, stumbling across this gem wasn’t one of them. My lips twitch into a soft smile as I open the front and run my fingers across my father’s careless scrawl.

      
        
        My dearest Teresa,

        May your life always be full of adventure. May you look to the heavens and find your path lit by the numerous stars. It is my dearest wish and prayer you find a life of enjoyment and contentment. That every moment is filled with delirious happiness. Though it is but your first birthday, I hope this book accompanies you on your journey into adulthood. No matter what, never forget to laugh, to smile, and to bestow love onto another.

        Your ever-loving father and mother.

      

      

      The words blur as I stare down at the inscription, my heart tearing open as I picture my father sitting over by the fire, me affixed atop his knees as he reads aloud the tales and adventures found in this book. More than that, the conviction of his words burns me, scalding me in their recrimination.

      When was the last time I laughed? The moment he became ill, my heart shuttered itself away, preparing for the inevitable. Is it possible I made his passing far harder than it should have been?

      A loud screeching laugh assaults my ears, breaking the spell weaving around me. Asher’s bloody maids. At this point, I don’t even mutter up a prayer for forgiveness at the oath slipping through my mind. If anything, it should be forgiven for all I have to endure.

      Pulling the cotton from my pockets, I set the book down so I can twist the strips and shove them into my ears, effectively cutting off the cacophonous tones of the women who despise me. Silence descends, shutting out everything until all that remains is the steady beating of my heart flooding my brain in a soothing cadence. It's as if I’m enshrined in a tomb.

      I walk over to the roaring fireplace and hunch down for a moment, striking at the logs with the iron poker until the flames swirl even higher. It drives away the winter chill in the room and grants me the cozy warmth I so miss from when I could snuggle into Father’s arms and listen to his deep baritone. Even now, with my sense of hearing stilted, if I turn my head just right, I can hear him again echoing in my mind.

      “Oh Father,” I whisper out into the flames, trusting them to keep my secrets. “If only you were still here. What I wouldn’t give up to have you hold me. Just for a few more precious moments.”

      Wiping at my face with the back of my hand, I push away from the fireplace and back over to the mess of books bisecting the room with various heights of piles. Pausing, I tilt my head toward the door, straining in the silence, but still hear nothing. I shouldn’t be so relieved to be alone, not in my own house, but I cherish these moments, the silence that brings peace to my soul.

      With the cloth firmly shoved into my ears, I can enjoy my day in peace. Reaching down, I grab the book and walk over toward a soft settee near the window and settle in, allowing myself just a few moments to indulge in the memories this book evokes before getting back to work. I cast a quick glance out the window, my soul lightening as the rays of the sun struggle to break through the thick clouds.

      It’s as if my father himself opened up the heavens, blessing me with the warmth the beams cast into the room. By the light of the pale, watery sun, I open the pages and flip through, my lips sliding into a grin as I recall the tales from my youth.
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      Squinting up into the midday sun, I blink against the bright glare of the rays as it bounces off of the snow. The drifts and piles are not so far gone it’s a gray, watery mess, tainted by the tromping of feet or dirty carriage wheels. Instead, it’s pristine, blinding even. However, the cleanliness of the snow is a far cry from the house I am set to visit.

      Pausing outside the Middlehey townhouse, I take in the surroundings as my servant goes to knock on the door. My lips twist into a scowl as my gaze flits over the unkempt exterior. I’ve passed by this place many a time while traversing London, but don’t remember it ever being in such a state of shambles.

      Vines wind their way around wrought iron, in an unseemly twisty-turny disarray that is far more unrefined than the foliage of the other homes nearby. Snow covers every inch of the place, cocooning it, turning it into a picturesque scene. However, I can still spot the rot under the inviting picture. Nothing about this place is as it seems.

      Nothing has been done to maintain the upkeep of this house, and it’s a shame. What used to be one of the statelier homes now pales in comparison. Gritting my teeth, I pull my greatcoat around me and glance up at the roof, noting the smoke drifting out from various chimneys. At least it will be toasty inside.

      Grumbling, I continue to clench the fabric of my coat around me, cutting off the bitter chill as I make my way to the door, waiting with my servant for far longer than is deemed appropriate. I stand there, marking the moments as we both freeze, biding my time until it opens.

      At this moment, my needs are simple. I just need the doors to open, allowing me into the warmth I know resides inside its heart, but no one acknowledges me. A fierce frown pulls down my lips as I curl my hand into a fist and slam it against the withered wood. Loud shouts bark out, but still, the house remains closed to me.

      When it finally opens, a footman stumbles out, clearly already deep in his cups. Unable to contain myself, I grip the man by the collar and stand him up, growling as I look him up and down. With quick movements, my servant darts off back to the carriage, not wishing to get caught up in the fray.

      Smart man. The buffoon in front of me, however, the beta servant who reeks of ale, quivers as the sound of my displeasure washes over him. A wet stain gathers at the front of his breeches, and the acrid stench of piss and fear invades my nostrils. All it does is anger me more, but I refuse to cause my friend to lose even one of his precious help.

      Tossing him into a nearby snowbank, I storm inside, stomping off the snow from my Hessian boots to not cause any more misfortune to befall this house in the way of rotting wood and mold. The servants, pitiful as they are, flutter down the stairs, their breaths catching in their throats as they present themselves to the duke gracing their doorstep. One by one, they curtsy and bow, and I glance them over, not really caring they’re there.

      “Where is Lord Middlehey?” I remove my hat and overcoat, tossing them at some unsuspecting male who just happens to be close enough to catch them.

      The household is in even worse shambles than what poor Middlehey wrote in his correspondences. Seeing them like this, with no regard for the station of their master, fills me with anger. I know he can’t afford much, but anyone is better than this flock of cork-brains.

      From the back of the pack, an unpresuming beta steps forward, no doubt their poor excuse of a steward. “He is in his study, Your Grace. Allow me to show you.”

      At least he knows well enough to address me by my title. Giving him a cursory nod, I follow him down a series of hallways until we reach the door. I’m unable to keep my eyes from trailing over the dusty busts and peeling paper. Why didn’t the poor chap tell me it was this bad? I would have helped him.

      “I’ll take it from here.” Dismissed, the man bows and hurries off, no doubt afraid I’ll thrash him even worse than the pisspot outside.

      Shaking my head, I throw the door open, startling my good friend as his head pops out from under the desk like some rodent caught in an unspeakable act. Chuckling, I stride over and plop myself into a chair, grateful a cloud of dust doesn’t puff up. At least one place in this house appears clean.

      “What the devil are you doing down there?” I keep my tone light, jovial. God knows he needs a bit of levity right now.

      “Merely trying to get into this desk. Nothing I do is opening it, and I’d so hate to break it.”

      “Let me guess. That chit knows where it is but refuses to give it up?”

      “If only. I’ve searched her room while she’s away. Unless she’s hiding it on her person, she doesn’t have it.”

      Widening my lips, I reveal my teeth as I grin at him. “Shall I search for you? I have a way of making women drop their clothing.”

      “Not now, Foxford,” he sighs, exasperation layered in his tone. “Besides, there’s nothing about her you’ll find interesting or delectable.”

      Nodding, I tap my lips with my fingers. “Very true. I prefer my women soft, docile, and not the hellcat you have residing within your walls. Though I love delivering pain, I would much rather do so as a means of pleasure and not as a punishment. From what you’ve written me, this girl would spend every waking moment over my thighs.”

      His lips twitch for a moment, but he remains silent. “Please,” he continues after a few tense moments. “I would rather not think of her in that way.”

      “Then don’t. I shall. Allow my mind to wander with all the ways I can torture this girl to get her to finally leave you be, the master of Harhurst Hall.” Rising, I stride over to the desk and frown at it. “How is it you are unable to open this? We managed to get into far sturdier desks at the academy.”

      Sighing, he sits down and crumples forward, resting his head in his hands. “Perhaps I’m just out of touch.”

      “Or you’re just stressed. Here. Allow me.” My gaze roams over the surface of the desk, looking for anything that might be of use. “Aha!”

      I pluck the letter opener from its container along with a basic pen knife. Frowning, I shift things about, looking for something more ornate, something in keeping with the status of an earl. But they’re common, nothing but bits of metal and wood. My heart goes out to my friend who used to be the most ornate peacock of the lot.

      And now, because of Lady Teresa, a woman who cannot keep herself to the house and spends money as if it’s made of water, he is wilted, with nary a plume to be found. No doubt he’s sold what he can, seeing as he’s far too proud to ask for money. Pushing him to the side, I slip in the tip of the pen knife, holding it at a slight angle as I ease in the letter opener. Next to me, Middlehey paces about, his eyes glancing over at my fingers every few moments.

      “Settle, old chap,” I call out. “I will not harm your precious desk.” Just a few more turns of my wrist and a loud click announces it’s open. “There now, free and clear with nary a scratch.”

      This time, it’s his turn to push me out of the way as he digs through the contents, his fingers hungry as they rove about, plucking up bits of paper. Underneath is a large key, which he then tries on the other doors. His relieved sighs pepper the air as each one opens, granting him access.

      Soon, however, his lips twist into a scowl. “Perhaps if you told me what you were looking for?” I offer, my curiosity growing with each harried thrust of his fingers.

      The glint in his eyes as he turns, however, gives me pause. It’s feral, mad, as if he’s about to strike, but as soon as I see it, it’s gone. It must have been the way the light hit him. Nothing in Middlehey is nefarious, and I nearly chuckle at just how wild my brain is about to run.

      “Nothing of import. There was the small hope perhaps the late Middlehey stored away some money for later use, but alas, it would seem as if I’m once more the fool for hoping.”

      “Not a fool.” I make my way back over to the chair and sprawl across it, affecting a casual stance when inside I’m fuming. “Is it all that bad then?”

      Running his fingers through his hair, Middlehey sits across from me, his lips pulled down into a studious frown. “I don’t know what else to do. I’ve all but locked her in the house, and yet, creditors show up nearly daily. I have sold all there is to sell except the townhouse itself. Better yet, I should sell her beloved Harhurst Hall.”

      “Yes, but then you will also be denied the ancestral seat you were given by law. Let’s not be hasty. Have you thought of moving you both back into the country? It would be much harder for her to accrue debts when surrounded by lakes and trees.”

      “Yes, I’ve considered,” he snaps out, a light growl lacing his tone. “Sorry. That was unkind. Yes,” he continues, his tone far more amenable. “But my main concern is to get this chit married and out of my life, and it will be hard to do that out in the country.”

      “It will be near impossible here in town with no money.” Jumping up from the seat, I pace about, my fingers clenching and releasing. All the while, I picture them tightening around this girl’s neck, a woman I’ve never even seen, yet still manages to stoke my ire. “I will help you.”

      “What?” His eyes snap to mine, large with disbelief. “I can’t possibly ask that of you. I-”

      “The matter is settled,” I bark out, striding over to the desk. “No more selling off possessions meant for your enjoyment. No more cowering in a house that is now your official seat. We will marry this harpy off if it’s the last thing I do. What all do you need to make this happen?”

      “Well, I’ve sold off all her things. Right now, she’s in mourning rags, which is not suitable attire to snatch a mate.”

      “No indeed. Hmmm. I shall like to see the girl, to look upon this harridan that waltzes about as if she is the one in charge as opposed to her rightful master. I swear, Middlehey. You are far too generous for your own good. I would have put this girl firmly in line the first time she spent even a farthing. That, or shipped her off to a nunnery.”

      For a moment, Middlehey smiles, genuine mirth lighting up his face. But then, just as soon, he’s crestfallen once more. “All jokes aside, what am I to do? I am her cousin and not her father. Surely you cannot mean for me to physically take her in hand.”

      “And why not?”

      “She is nearly eighteen! Far too old for corporal punishment.”

      My lips twitch as I shake my head. “I’ll be sure to convey that sentiment to Madame Douleur. She will be heartbroken to know you can no longer in good conscience avail yourself of the older women, as talented as they may be.”

      “You know what I mean, Foxford. She’s not some woman trained in the art of pain and pleasure. She’s an innocent. A-”

      “Innocent, ha! She’s a foolish little girl in need of a waking up. Hopefully, her future husband, poor sap that he is, will have a firm enough hand to keep her in line, or he too will end up in the poorhouse.”

      “Yes. You’re right. What else can I say? She vexes me so. I cannot allow myself to touch her.”

      My brows raise. “You are her cousin. Why can you not marry her yourself and then have complete control over her?”

      The muscle in his jaw jumps as he stands there, silent. “I don’t quite want her in that way. Not sexually.” He pauses for a moment, his rigid stature belying the earnest tone of his words. “But the violence I feel for her… It’s unnatural. I’ve never wanted to wring the life out of someone as much as she.”

      I slap my hand on the back of his shoulder and shake my head. “It’s not unnatural, to be sure. But I understand your predicament. Come. Let me see this foul beast you are beset with, and I shall endeavor to free you from her grip.”

      “Very well,” he smiles, a hint of laughter on his breath. “I will have you shown to the library and order a maid to bring her to you. I will be there momentarily.”

      Nodding, I stride over to the door where the servant from earlier waits for me. Pausing in the doorframe, I turn back, watching my friend as he pours over the pages he found within the desk. It really is unfortunate his life is so turned topsy-turvy. And all over a girl.

      “To the library, Sir?”

      “Yes.”

      “Very good, Sir.”

      As we traverse the halls, I’m once again struck by just how much this house is lacking in basic care. No doubt Middlehey is down to a skeleton crew, and most are doing their best, but it’s not good enough for me. A friend as caring and loyal as he should have much better in life.

      As we reach the library, the servant opens the door and bows. “I shall fetch Lady Teresa.”

      Lady Teresa. Such a respectable name for one so prone to chaos. Shaking my head, I glance about the space, my eyes narrowing in on the haphazard volumes stacked up. Many of these books are precious and rare, and yet, they lay there as if nothing but trash.

      I pick up a volume of Plato’s Republic and turn it about in my hands. Though not the original by far, it’s still a much older version that should be cherished and cared for. If I had my way about it, this would be in my house behind glass where no harm could come to it.

      But it’s not mine, and I loathe the idea of prying yet one more item from Middlehey’s grasp. Setting it back down, I wind my way around, looking for any sort of coherency to the piles and finding none. Whoever arranged them this way has a mind that does not match my own.

      As I glance down the length of one stack, a soft noise captures my attention. My head shoots up, and my gaze lands on a girl sitting in front of the window. How did I not realize she was in here? I must have been far too deep in my thoughts.

      I take in her disheveled appearance and sun-dipped hair, mostly straight with just the hint of a curl as it lays undone about her face. Though there is beauty there, I do not allow my mind to wander. I refuse to dally with servants, even if they are not of my own.

      Pursing my lips, I make my way toward her, irritation burning in my gut as I get closer. It doesn’t matter Middlehey cannot afford the best help. The ones that are employed should do their work. First the drunk footman and now a servant girl that might cause precious books to go to ruin by her inattention. It’s all too much.

      “I say. You there. Isn’t there work to be done while you just laze about?”
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