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          EDWARD

        

      

    

    
      The sun beats down upon the London house, giving it a right cheery glow, far too at odds with the severe blacks festooning the house from head to toe. How the maids managed to get all this done with barely a whisper of movement is beyond me. But then, it's not as if my mind hasn't been preoccupied elsewhere.

      Unable to resist, my lip curls as I glare out at the damning sun that has the audacity to shine today. It's all far too jovial, far too happy. It's as if the sun itself has decided to defy the typical English condition and drive back the dreary rains and clouds.

      My gut clenches as the maids bustle about, closing all the curtains as they change them out for a thicker black fabric. At least that will help keep some of this ethereal happiness at bay. I'll still know it though. I'll still know that the sun shines brightly overhead even as another spark of illumination lies snuffed out forever.

      In some ways, it's rather a bit unfair. In others, it seems perfectly fitting. My mother was a light to all who knew her. Perhaps if I were a sentimental sort of man, I could tell myself it's her beaming down, telling me she's finally at peace.

      But I'm not a sentimental man, despite what my friends think about me.

      Turning out of the room, unable to bear the sights and sounds of the maids covering the mirrors and draping that damned crepe over all the doors, turning this lovely townhome into a dark and dour testament to the dead, I make my way down the hall, away from the stifling heat. But even the cool shadows cannot dispel the fires of anger from my chest. Why her? Why now?

      Mother was a kind soul who had already suffered greatly in life. Then again, I suppose this should be seen as some blessing, a boon that she should pass from this world at ease in her sleep to join her husband and son. That any of us would be so lucky.

      Shaking my head, I make my way into the nearby salon where Mother is laid out for us to pay our respects but decide against it. I'm not ready to see her again like this. Though I know her face is serene, even in death, I know she's gone. Life is not still in her. Despite positioning her to where she seems merely asleep, it's a startling difference.

      There's no longer a spark of life pinkening her cheeks. That glow, that hidden mirth she seemed to have carried with her, despite the great losses she suffered, is gone, leaving her skin cold and pallid. She's no longer the woman I know and love. She's merely a vessel reminding us of what was.

      Taking a deep breath, I opt to go into another obliging parlor, grateful to be alone with my thoughts a few minutes more. Soon, my friends will descend upon me, wives in tow. The townhome will be crawling with their well-wishes and those soft, sad condolences.

      Though my heart knows I need this moment with them to shore me up, I'd rather not see anyone today who will remind me of not only what I've lost, but the additional duties thrust upon me with her death. Besides, invitations have already gone out, and it would be both rude and improper to turn them away.

      Mother would roll about on her deathbed, no doubt berating me in that mild manner of hers. With her, you never really quite knew if you were being fussed at or guilted. But I suppose that's one of her many charms.

      Was. Was one of her many charms.

      In fact, part of me wishes to revoke the invitation to each and every one of them in hopes it will rouse her out of this. Perhaps she's not quite dead after all but just in the deepest slumber of her life. These thoughts are insanity, yet for that brief moment, I hold them close to me as if they were spoken by the minister himself.

      A soft cough, a mere clearing of the throat, pulls me from these notions, dragging my mind back to the present. I suppose I should pretend to be a good host and greet my friends even though all I wish to do is start the day again and pretend as if none of this is happening.

      However, instead of there being one of my entourages standing in the room behind me, I'm accosted by another wraith altogether. Miss Cappelli stands at the doorway, her small body covered head-to-toe in thick black material, making her look bigger and bulkier than she usually is.

      A veil conceals her youthful face, giving her the visage of someone far older and a bit dowdier, nothing like the hellion racing through the halls in an effort to avoid her studies. Now, she stands before me, prim and proper as if she were bred into this role, bred to take my mother's place as head of this household.

      The sight holds such a contradicting view in my mind. She is, by all rights, still a child, seeing as she is just now eighteen. However, as she stands there with soft murmurs and measured sighs, she seems able to be an adult. It's not possible. One cannot age in such a way overnight.

      Anger burns in my chest the more I look at her. All she is, is a child playing pretend. Turning back to the table holding a decanter of port, I pour a generous glass. It gives me something to do, something to occupy my hands as I do my best to calm my mind to compose my words.

      Once more, I turn, thinking this apparition will disappear, but there she is, resplendent in her grief. My gaze travels from the black crepe hanging over her head like a pall to her delicate hands concealed in black gloves. Not one ribbon or ornament decorates her normally ostentatious appearance.

      She wears nothing but the unrelenting hush of grief.

      So morose, so dreary on the day one would celebrate their birth. But I suppose this is yet another facet of the circle of life. As one ends, another must begin.

      Though it is not a birth I see before me, it is still a fundamental change, a rebirth of sorts. The whole of London, including the King Alpha and Queen Omega, would deem her viable to mate and breed, to be thrust out to society to find someone to take her in and make her a bride. But how when she is still such a child?

      Yet, as she stands there, something is remarkably shifted, changed in a way that’s ephemeral and fundamental all in the same breath. It sparks in the air where there was once a dull hum, nearly undetectable to an Alpha like me. By all rights, she should still be subdued, a gray hue, a specter.

      Somehow, even clothed in her grief, she’s still a dazzling beauty I never knew existed under this roof. The droplets of tears as they stain her cheeks turn into the rarest of diamonds and do nothing to diminish the refined gold flecking her eyes. Even her hair, the dark umber pinned up out of place, looks more akin to the softest sable fur encased in her veil.

      Seeing her as such should fill me with heartfelt gratitude that she cared for my mother enough to respond with this level of mourning. Instead, it grates against me, leaving me irritated, agitated, and wholly unfit to be around. I cannot say this show is a farce, yet it strikes me with the same absurdity.

      “This is wholly unnecessary,” I growl out, my voice rusty and hoarse from the rage-filled screams that flooded my secret dungeon after Mother's death was confirmed. “You were her ward, and not her daughter. You are not family. You needn't pretend with this show of grief. Where on earth did you even get such clothes? They're obviously not tailored to you.”

      Miss Cappelli flinches at my acrimonious barb and takes a step back. Sorrow emanates from her as clearly as the light sniffles drifting from her nose. As she pulls out a black handkerchief, I have to keep my composure, refusing to roll my eyes at the display.

      Her voice is soft, melodious somehow, as she gathers her hurt around her like a gleaming shield.

      “Forgive me, Your Grace. It was not my intention to offend. She may not have been my mother, but she was the closest thing after my own died. In Italy, I had not the means to mourn her properly. There were no black dresses or crepes for a twelve-year-old child trying their best merely to survive.”

      The raw agony in her tone smacks me as if it were her delicate hands beating against my chest in hurt and fury.

      “I see.”

      “No,” she grits out. “You do not see. Your mother rescued me, took me in even though I'm not a relative. She gave me everything—a name, a future, but more importantly, love. There was no wake for my mother, no grand funeral. Not even a goodbye. Your mother's passing grants me everything I have ever lost, and now, I have the means to mourn properly, to give respect to both her and my own mother, God rest her soul. I will not have you demean me in this way.”

      With no further words, she turns about on her heel and strides out the door, no doubt going into the salon where she will continue paying her respects. While I stand there, cad that I am, she is bravely doing the one thing I cannot at present. She's facing her own mortality to stand vigil over a woman who deserves far more than I'm giving her.

      At some point, I'll have to go in there. I'll have to face her, face them. I'll have to stand there, being a show of force, the keeper of the house of Redleigh.

      If only I'd known she was so close to death. Nothing about her seemed in peril. Honestly, that's what is so shocking. As if she had finally found the time to just let go and be at peace. If only she could have chosen a different time entirely.

      It's selfish to think this way, but if she could have just held on until Miss Cappelli's debut and inspection by the Queen Omega. If only she could have held on until the chit was married off, leaving me alone in my silent pondering and prose. If only she just hadn't fucking left me.

      The last of the Redleighs... save me.

      With no prospect of a marriage in sight and me nearing my thirtieth year, I suppose it's time to find someone. At least to stop the gossip. At this point, I’m sure anyone will do. The problem is I don't want just anyone.

      I want someone who can look upon this savage beast with a kind tenderness. Someone who will sigh, gasp, moan, and squirm at my brand of love. Someone who can take my deviant, dark needs and accept them into their body with a whimper and groan as tears slip down their cheeks so prettily.

      It's a dream, and nothing more. It doesn't matter that nearly all my friends have fallen into this parson's trap with someone who seems to love them and accept them, perversions and all. I'm not like them. It's far harder to find someone who will love an actual monster. At least someone I don't have to pay.

      Even now, my soul cries for the whipping house, for The Rose and Thorne, where I can unleash this unholy madness onto a willing body. Unfortunately, duty calls, and it's a far crueler mistress than Madame Douleur.

      Another cough interrupts my musing, but this time, it is indeed my friends. They ease their way into the parlor while barely making a sound. Wraiths, all of them. It's so odd seeing them dressed so dour, so somber, but then, it's what's expected of us.

      Duty.

      It hangs about my neck as a millstone. The time for fun and games has passed. Once I see to Miss Cappelli's match, I will have to make one of my own. It's only right. By day, I will promise undying love and affection, all the while giving polite kisses and chaste touches. But by night... By night, I shall allow the demons to play upon the flesh of the nubile girls Madame Douleur offers.

      As long as my wife is happy, I can do whatever I want. Even as I think this, however, my heart clenches. It's not what I want. If I can somehow figure out a way to thrust this deviance from me… but it feels insurmountable. Especially at a time like this.

      All I crave is that release, that unburdening of my station and class. There, in that moment, I can just be.

      Looking at my friends' faces, I realize these aren't the sort of thoughts that should occupy my mind. Not when my mother lies cold so close to me. It's distasteful and inappropriate. Besides, I'll have to face it at some point. Might as well be with my friends surrounding me like a buttress.

      Black lines every bit of this townhouse as we form a small procession to the salon where her body lies. Not that it was a show of gaiety to begin with. However, seeing it like this only further drives home the despair that threatens to beat at my body as expertly as I can wield a whip.

      As I enter the room, Miss Cappelli looks up at me, her pale face fairly glowing under the black shroud. Tears stain her cheeks—the same tears I long to shed. But I don't have that privilege. I can't fall apart. Not now. Not with everyone looking to me for guidance.

      My heart cracks, threatening to break as fissures form along the delicate tissues. It would be cowardly to flee. I may be many things, but being a coward is not one of them. Shuffling forward, I force myself to face my future, to look upon death as it resides deep in the bowels of this townhome.

      She's so peaceful lying there. Her lips lie curved in a natural smile, one that never left her even when times were hard. The only way I know she's no longer with us is the slight stench of death that clings to her even with all the flowers surrounding.

      Or maybe that's my curse. No one else seems to notice as they pass by. Then again, it's not as if the servants would dare say anything. My friends certainly have better taste than that.

      A tight restlessness cinches my chest as I pace the room, desperate for my cheroot cigar. Now is not the time nor place, but once I can honorably steal myself away, I shall indulge. Not a moment sooner.

      As I glance at my Mother's body, a small niggle of guilt assaults my brain. I shouldn't be thinking of leaving. Not like this. Not when her body is barely cold from death. Leaning over, I take in every bit of her, committing it to memory.

      Each pass of my gaze only further cracks my heart, driving pain deep inside where no one else can see, no one can heal or even touch. If I were to be honest with myself, any time would still be too soon.

      It only hurts so much because it was so sudden. I had no time to prepare, no time to make my peace. Now, I'm forced to make it with an audience.

      A hint of movement trembles at the corner of my eye, but I pay it no mind. No doubt, it's one of the other Alphas paying their respects as the wives linger back. But no. They continue to hang around the perimeter of the room, giving the family and servants time to properly grieve.

      Miss Cappelli slides over, her slight figure moving silent like a ghost. Her slim hand snakes out, still clad in black silk, to rest upon my forearm. That's all it takes—that one touch. That one simple forbidden touch makes my gut clench with feral need.

      A waft of rose and earth tickles my nose as her head lifts to look up at me. Has she always smelled so good? I can't recall. Even as I gaze into those deep brown eyes of hers, mesmerized by the flecks of gold streaking through them like rays of the sun, I try yet fail to see her as the child who came to stay with us those years ago.

      It's as if she's transformed before my very eyes. Instead of a clumsy, rambunctious youth whose only job was to find every single way to whittle out a bark of annoyance, I find a poised, polished girl on the cusp of womanhood.

      But no. This can't be. Stark desperation clambers inside my brain, begging her to go back to being that child. I cannot look upon her like this. I cannot help but notice the swell of her breasts heaving with every breath. Moreso, I cannot see those tears staining her cheeks and desire to be the cause of them, to bring more sliding down her pale skin as she begs for pleasures she's not allowed to experience.

      With a jerk of my arm, I rid myself of her damning hand and force my mind and thoughts onto my mother, where they belong. Miss Cappelli means nothing to me. She merely caught me in a moment of grief. In that haze, I pictured something I shouldn't.

      And yet, as she slides back away, that maddening scent of rose clings to my clothes, my nose, and my mouth, suffocating me with every breath. It's not the surrounding flowers. No. This is different. This is uniquely and utterly hers. All I can hope for is a chance to rid myself of these demons before they infect her, causing even more harm and chaos than has already visited this cursed house.

      Glancing her way, I note the utter devastation etched into her young face. Easing my way over, I give her a soft bow in an attempt to make amends.

      “Your touch caught me off guard. You know I do not entertain that sort of familiarity. Even with family.”

      “At some point,” she whispers, “you will need to excavate yourself from behind that wall of nettles and thorns so you can see that you are not alone. You are cared for and wanted. Grousing and all.”

      Her lips twitch in the ghost of a smile as she teases me, no doubt trying to lighten the mood. It’s admirable. I’ll give her that. Unfortunately, all it makes me want to do is rid her of that mirth with a bit of leather against her impertinent virginal flesh.

      It is to my credit, as well as all the witnesses around me, that I do not indulge. This is dangerous. As much as I mourn my mother’s loss, I thank the heavens for the reprieve it will give me. Hopefully, this time away will give me a chance to breathe air not tainted by her alluring scent.
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          EDWARD

        

      

    

    
      My friends come and go, murmuring condolences and the like. Their hands squeeze my arm as they pass, giving me a solidarity not laced with the cloying scent of rose and freedom. I hazard a glance over at the girl and note the depressive slump of her shoulders.

      In truth, I had no idea my mother meant that much to her. I thought they were merely companions, partners in crime as the young chit lazed about, unwilling to do her lessons. I should be angry, furious even, but knowing Miss Cappelli was there to give my mother joy... I find I can't stay all that wroth with the girl.

      Unfortunately, the death of the dowager duchess means everything changes now. Especially for the young ward, who stares at the body as if it were her own mother lying up there. I never knew she was unable to mourn the woman who birthed her.

      Granted, it's not as if I ever knew the woman either. Apparently, she was mother's friend. One she kept in tight correspondence with. No doubt a lot of her spending coin went to help shore up her friend's accounts.

      Again, something else I should be upset about, but it's done now. As my mother lies there, so do all the acrimonious feelings squirming around like poisonous snakes ready to bite. They will come again, I'm sure of it.

      Once more, my fingers itch as I quell the need to gather my cheroot between my fingers. There will be time for that when I finally flee this room of gloom and despair. It's not that I don't wish to mourn my mother, but I'd rather not think about it if I can help it.

      Off to the side, the dukes separate off, leaving the women to sit with Miss Cappelli. It will be good for her to be smothered in feminine sentimentality, seeing as I have no warmth to grant her. There is not one part of me able to give her succor. Not now, not when my mind is a chasm of torment.

      My gaze drops down to my mother once again as I stand next to her body. The thick scent of smoke and flowers clogs every pore and seeps into the very fabric of my being. It's a familiar scent. One I loathe to have a kinship with.

      Only, when my father and brother were laid to rest, there was no visual of their being for others to look upon. Ashes and char. That's all that was left.

      Closing my eyes, I do my best to shut out the sound of their screams as they pound into my brain. Coughs, gasps, wheezes, then nothing. Though I had no way of discerning the time as I did my best to free them, it felt like forever, an eternity of torment.

      All because of me.

      And now, my mother lies still beneath me, still a perfect paragon of serenity, as if untainted by the scent of smoke that seems to cling to me to this day. 'Out, damned spot! Out, I say!' Though I will never be free of it.

      No amount of baths or new clothes will ever rid me of the stench that fills my nostrils with each harried breath. It will never be that easy. It's a hell I've made, and now I must live in it.

      A firm grasp on my shoulder turns me from the pitiful view until I'm face to face with Lewis Barrington, the Duke of Whiteport. He gives me a wan, thin smile full of condolences and grief for me. He doesn't say a word, but then, he doesn't have to.

      He, like all the rest, wears his pity like a calfskin glove. It's etched in every drawn line of his face. It perfumes the air as he rocks back and forth.

      “My condolences.” The words are murmured soft and low, as if the dead might hear and take umbrage with his pronouncement.

      “Yes. It was quite sudden. Fortuitous that we all were here in London. I shudder to think what would have happened if we were still in the countryside.”

      His frown deepens as he steps forward, followed by the entourage that makes up the rest of my friend group. They surround me, as if their very presence can drive away the madness eating at my heart. Foolish lads. They should know me better than that by now.

      “We would have made haste and joined you there. You must know this.” His tone shifts, conveying an earnestness I've never heard from him before.

      As much as it soothes the ragged edges of my soul to see all of them so steadfast in their desire to help me mourn, it's something I should do myself. To pass this responsibility off to another, or even to share this burden, is allowing me too much leeway.

      Her death is one more penance I should pay. She's one last piece in this damnable dissected puzzle that must be clicked into place.

      “I appreciate the offer, but I cannot trouble you. Not during the Season where I'm sure you'll be seeking out a bride.”

      Whiteport's brother, Charles, the Duke of Norhaven, slides in next to him, his eyes nearly flashing in the candlelight as a ghost of a smile lifts the edges of his lips.

      “You think yourself to be sly, and yet, I can see right through your resolve. You wish to keep us here in hopes we will fall for the parson's snare, leaving you standing last to win the bet. Nice try, old friend, but you are as transparent as a pane in summer.”

      The others, already married and deprived of their coin, hide their laughs behind soft coughs into obliging gloves. Their wives, unable to hear the nature of our conversation, merely glare at us as they huddle in closer to my young ward.

      “As much as I would like to say you are correct,” I tease as some of the burden lifts from my shoulders. “You are very much in the wrong. It's more like this is a duty I have to accomplish. To keep you from yours would be yet another tally in the wounds I bear.”

      Joseph Harding, Duke of Foxford, rolls his eyes as he plants a fist into his chest. “What mortal wounds you must bear. Spare us the theatrics, Hamlet. ‘Men have died from time to time, and worms have eaten them—but not for love.’ Nor for funerals, Redleigh.”

      “That's meant for Orlando,” I scoff as I shake my head. “And here I thought you knew the bard.”

      “You are correct. The line itself is for Orlando. If you want, I can quote you the play and location. As You Like It, Act 4, Scene 1. However, you, ya right arse, are embodying the very essence of Hamlet. Broody, sullen, and full of the same misplaced guilt.”

      Off to the side, I watch as Foxford's wife, Teresa, Duchess of Foxford, glides away from my charge and over to our cadre.

      “I heard mention of the bard,” she whispers as her eyes sparkle with interest. “What sort of discussion can be had without the input of a woman so well-read with a vast knowledge?”

      I give a short bow as the urge to groan lies caged behind my teeth and in my throat where it belongs. Foxford drapes her arm over his and draws her near, as if she has not just interrupted what should soon become a heated exchange not meant for such delicate ears.

      Though, given his proclivities and the screaming I heard on his wedding day, perhaps nothing on her is as delicate as perceived at first glance. Still, they indulge her, giving her soft smiles when they should be demanding she leave this group. If she were not a wife and a duchess, I'd be well within my rights.

      Foxford leans over and gives her an indulgent smile that both makes my stomach churn and my heart ache in equal measure. “Nothing as highbrow as all that. I was merely making an observation and using my love of Shakespeare to deliver it.”

      “Oh, what fun,” she squeals lightly under her breath. “Shall I play as well? You know I do love a good witty repartee.”

      “If you wish to have a good tongue-lashing, now is neither the time nor the place.”

      “Tongue lashing, you say. What, with your tongue in my tail?”

      “Are you offering?”

      The undercurrent of arousal sizzling off of them nearly makes me sick with envy. That I could have a woman to verbally spar with and then to show off my prowess in a far different way.

      “Come now, my own Kate personified. You must help me convince Redleigh that nothing would be amiss if we were to go be with him at his funeral.”

      Her eyes widen as she sweeps down into a low curtsy in front of me.

      “Why, Your Grace, nothing would be more honorable than to allow my husband to be at your side as you lay such a dignified woman to rest.”

      “It's not about honor,” I grumble, earning a sideways glance from the other women. “I simply worry about how you will all get on in the Season if they go.”

      Norhaven and Whiteport shake their heads.

      “You already know our feelings about it,” Whiteport muses. “Besides, from here to Ashgrave Hall would be a mere handful of days. If you factor in time for the funeral and a return home, we would not be all that put out. Besides, I'm sure the omegas of the Season can stand to not have two bachelors milling about, judging every scrap of lace, every lock of hair, and every gem. No. I believe we will be quite fine missing out on a few of the festivities. Especially when it's our dearest friend in need.”

      Next to Foxford, Benedict, the Duke of Portswell, crosses his arms and smirks. “Since I am the most recent to be leg-shackled to a wench who would drive a saint to cursing, I can safely say I will not be missed. None of us will be, truth be told. Now that we're married, the mamas do not wish to see us taking up space that someone more eligible could.”

      “Please. If you could just-”

      Whiteport steps forward and claps a hand onto my shoulder. “You're not alone. Despite your wish to be so. We knew your mother. We know you. There is no way on earth we would leave you to do this task alone.”

      A small part of my heart cracks under his words, as if finally releasing the boulder that lodged itself in there the day my father and brother died.

      “But my ward-”

      “Will be well looked after,” Her Grace of Foxford announces. “She will have company in abundance to keep her sane until you arrive back.”

      As if in unison, all our lips curl up at the distasteful thought.

      A slight groan eases from my lips as I speak in low tones so that few others might hear. “That frightens me far more than the idea of leaving her behind all alone and unchaperoned.”

      Her jaw goes slack as her eyes widen. Such a show of false innocence. “Why, Your Grace,” she simpers. “Do you not trust us to keep your ward safe?”

      “Not in the slightest,” I grind out as I cross my arms. “I have seen firsthand the mischief you lot have applied yourselves to.”

      To her credit, she has the propriety to allow a hint of pink to brighten her cheeks.

      “That excursion was ill-advised. I'll grant you that. I have since learned from my errors and will not endanger anyone else in that way.”

      Even as she speaks, her hand drifts to her backside to rub away the phantom pain that probably still lingers. If Foxford had anything to do with it, I'm sure the chit did not sit for a week or more. Then again, it might be a very real discomfort from another thrashing just this morning. With her, one would never know.

      “I will be employing a governess, nonetheless,” I say as I try to steer the conversation to a far safer topic. “She will help keep you all on the straight and narrow.”

      She gives another gentle curtsy. “I would expect nothing less, Your Grace.”

      “It's settled then,” Whiteport nods. “We will away to Ashgrave with you, and the wives will stay behind. For better or worse, it seems.”

      Foxford chuckles as he pulls his wife into a side embrace. “For worse, I can very well assure you.”

      I give them all a bow before I take my leave to show a bit more respect to my mother. The other dukes gather their wives and leave, emptying the room until it's just Miss Cappelli, a servant or two, and myself. Now, instead of feeling far too stifling, everything just feels cold and bereft.

      A heavy sigh escapes my lips as I turn on my heel and make my way toward my study. There is still far too much to do, and not nearly enough time to do it in. With my ward standing guard, I should be able to find the mental fortitude to put everything to rights. Unfortunately, as I traverse the halls, the soft patter of her feet follows me, preceded by her damnable scent.
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          ALESSANDRA

        

      

    

    
      My heart clenches in my chest as I stride after Redleigh, forcing my feet to hurry as much as I dare without being improper. God only knows he doesn't need to lecture me on today of all days. Though he would probably wish I kept my distance, I can't let him be alone like this.

      He may put up a wall around his heart, but I see the cracks shining through. It would be needlessly cruel to allow him to wallow alone. Hoisting the thick skirts in my hand, I increase my steps, keeping him in sight.

      From the direction he travels, I'm nearly certain he means to go to his study. Once he's in there, who knows how long he'll hole himself up. Most days he seems to practically live there, leaving me alone with his mother.

      Tears blur my eyes as I do my best to keep one foot in front of the other. He may think I was being dramatic earlier, but the truth is, I've enjoyed so much about the former dowager duchess's company. She was my friend and ally, helping me rally against a duke who cared more about the rules than pursuing any sort of diversion.

      Now that she's gone, I can only fear and imagine what my life will be like. He made it abundantly clear that a nunnery would be a good alternative to his house. But then, he never seemed to want anything to do with me. Even now, as I desperately seek out a friend, his words chill me to the core, leaving me so very alone.

      The thick oak door stands firmly shut against me—yet one more wall shutting me out. In a time like this, he should put aside these petty squabbles and take solace in someone needing to comfort him as much as she needs to find a place of peace.

      Stubborn man.

      Curling my fingers into a fist, I rap on the door and wait. Moments go by, and nothing. Not a single sound drifts from the room.

      Could be that he didn't hear me. I knock again, only this time, I put a bit more oomph into it, hoping to pierce the veil he keeps between us. Still nothing.

      Planting my hands on my hips, I glare at the door as if it's an enemy to be brought down. Will he rebuke me if I just enter without his say-so? Would it help break him out of this stupor to have another target to send his ire?

      An odd sensation travels up my limbs, settling deep in my gut at the very thought of his thunderous expression turned toward me as he reprimands me for this breach of his sanctum. It's as if butterflies take up residence in my stomach, fluttering enough for me to feel both breathless and nauseated at the same time.

      Perhaps it's just the weight of the day descending upon me. Goodness knows one’s birth is not typically celebrated, but eighteen? For this to have happened on such a monumental day…

      Though it is not the fear of a lack of celebration that has my lips turning into even more of a frown. It’s more the fact that she is no longer here to help me celebrate or navigate this new world I am soon to be thrust into. I should have paid more attention when she spoke to me, but I thought I had all the time in the world.

      My hubris was my fatal flaw in all of this.

      For a moment, a wave of dizziness crashes through me, leaving me faint and limp. Heat creeps up the back of my neck as my vision blurs. As I press my hand to my stomach, it feels abnormally empty.

      Even though it's not quite time for me to take my leave for a light luncheon, I worry the warming chocolate, and small breakfast, has already left me. Turning from the door, I make my way to the kitchen instead.

      If I'm feeling this poorly, then he probably will as well. The townhome closes in on me as I make my way past all the darkness and gloom. Every festive inch is festooned in black, making the already shadowed areas seem all the more daunting and small.

      As I pass the salon again and watch as the servants take turns keeping watch over the body, a fresh set of tears prick my eyes. Though Redleigh might think I'm merely being maudlin, I was in earnest when I said I'm finally mourning them both. Until being brought to England to reside with those of high esteem, I never knew what I was lacking.

      The differences are so stark, so undeniably fundamental. Even though this dress is not my own, I know he can procure one with a simple stroke of his quill. Such luxuries, such extravagance were not part of my growing up.

      Even now, I still feel like a stranger in these handed down clothes as much as I do the new frocks waiting for a moment to be worn. The finery and frippery provided to me constrain my movements, restricting me to polite gestures and genteel motions where I used to be free to do and move as I wished. What I would give to be back in Italy with my mother, laughing and carefree as we roamed the countryside after she finished her work.

      Though her scent remains on a few select items, it fades with an alarming rapidity that leaves my head reeling. Soon, it will be gone. While the Dowager Duchess was still alive, I found an ally with her, allowing her maternal scent to take its place as a point of refuge.

      Her laugh, though different, was close enough. Her smile, though a bit more reserved, was just as kind. Her voice, though the accent was different, still carried all the care and warmth my mother had.

      If I closed my eyes tight enough, it was almost as if I had her back. Almost. The Dowager Duchess would never replace her, but it was enough for me to pretend. Now, I find myself without them both.

      Who will cheer me on as I present myself to the Queen Omega? Who will aid me in my debut ball? Redleigh, of course, will take over that duty, but he will do it begrudgingly. I know him—beastly unless it suits his purpose.

      Not that I should complain. I'm still here at his direction and leisure. I do not know the law well enough to ascertain whether he can just send me back to Italy. Perhaps that's something I should ferret out while I bring him a bit of sustenance.

      If I am to return, at least I can plan now rather than be shocked by it upon his return from the funeral. I wipe my eyes as I turn away from the somber scene and make my way into the kitchen. Cook, as usual, fusses about the food, a frustrated frown marring her face.

      “What seems to be today's issue?” I call out, doing my best to keep my voice light and cheery.

      The moment she turns and sees me, her frown releases into a bright grin. “Oh, nothing you can fix, Miss. Simply trying a new recipe is all. And of course, today of all days, it does not seem to go to rights.”

      A weary sigh slips from my lips as I rest against the table. “I fear nothing will be at rights today. Or many days hence.”

      The soft smile she gives me shores up my heart for a moment, but not enough to fully edge out the sorrow threatening to overwhelm me.

      “It will take time. The Dowager Duchess, God rest her soul, was the kindest person in all of England. You, of all people, should be aware of just how kind.”

      “Yes,” I murmur. “I am aware.”

      “There now,” she cries out as she crosses over the room to me. “What sort of state have the maids put you in? This dress practically hangs off your bones. Or do I need to slip you some more cakes on the sly while His Grace cannot see?” She tsks softly as she gathers the fabrics and pulls them taut. “I dare say, you've practically wasted away if this dress has anything to say about it.”

      A soft chuckle ripples in my throat as I extricate myself from her grasp. “I appreciate the concern, but this dress is not mine. We were not ready, nor expecting such a tragic loss. The maids found what they could and cobbled together something appropriate for the occasion.”

      “I see. Make sure His Grace rectifies that. Not to be the one to speak an ill omen to the trees, but death rarely comes when you expect it. You must be ready and vigilant. It's odd that in all these years, they did not procure you something.”

      “Oh, please do not think ill of them or their generosity. I do, in fact, have a dress. It was just fashioned for me while I was still a bit smaller. Seems I've shot up over the last year or so.”

      “Well, with you being so close to the cusp of womanhood, I am not surprised.” Her eyes narrow for a moment as she leans forward and takes a delicate sniff. “What’s all this then? Didn’t you have at least another week before your birthday?”

      My lips tremble into a wan smile as I shake my head. “It is today. Ill omen indeed.”

      “Hush now. I’ll not have you bring such nonsense around my ears. ‘Tis not an omega to be celebrating life in the midst of a death. If anything, it is a paragon of the resurrection. God save us,” she adds before smiling back at me. “I suppose I should add a cake to tonight’s menu?”

      As delightful as that sounds, my stomach churns at the mere thought.

      “Perhaps once things calm down. I do not wish to draw attention to myself if I can help it.”

      Her lips curve into a conspiratorial smirk. “Hard to do that now that you’re a woman. You’ll have all the unmated Alphas sniffing around you like a pack of rabid dogs.”

      “Do I really smell?” Crinkling my nose, I lean toward the billowing fabric and take a whiff. “Just clean but musty linens. Surely, I don’t smell like that.”

      Despite the solemnity of the day, the cook tilts her head back and roars with laughter. “You cannot smell yourself. It’s not how that works. To you, you smell like skin. To others, it’s different.”

      “Well then, can you tell me my scent? I’d loathe it to be some obnoxious combination I can never be free of.”

      “Ahhh, but to the right man, it will be a scent he can never get out of his mind. Drive him mad, it will.” As I narrow my eyes, she wipes her hands on the towel and raises them in defeat. “Rose is particularly strong. I dare say it overpowers everything else. But not in a cloying way. Perhaps a bit of laundry? Soap?”

      “Laundry?” I cry out. “Soap? Who will ever find such a scent enticing?”

      “Never underestimate a male in desperation,” she chuckles. “Now then, girl. What brings you here? Luncheon is not yet prepared.”

      “I was thinking His Grace might need a small bite to shore him up? I was hoping to bring it to him to soften his ire at my interrogation.”

      The older woman tosses her head back as she rests her hands on her aproned stomach. “Fie. Bless you for trying. He will still be a mite cross despite your offerings. Come now, I'll make you a tray fit for a duke in pique.”

      After several moments of bustling about, she hands me a small tray and shoos me on my way. Steam wafts up from the fragrant black tea, making my stomach growl and my head spin. The bit of ham, cheddar, and bread also seems far more divine than food ought to.

      Once I've completed my task, I will need a bit of shoring up myself. Seems as if crying depletes what little food was once there. I'm sure Cook has more I can sneak a few pieces from. Perhaps some of the cakes she mentioned.

      As I near the door, I pause a bit and rest my ear against the wood. No sounds come from within. If anyone is there with him, they are silent as the grave. My knock thunders in my ears, nearly blocking out the pounding of my heart. Should I just let things be? No. I must face the consequences head-on. It's what Mother would have done.

      A few more moments go by, and still no answer. Perhaps I've misjudged his location? Shifting the tray so it rests more fully in my other arm, I try the doorknob and breathe a sigh of relief as it turns without impediment.

      There at his desk, His Grace scribbles over a bit of paper. He's so consumed with what he's doing that he doesn't seem to notice me. A niggle of unease flutters through my body that swiftly transforms into the most unladylike growl from my stomach.

      “If you wish to sully my space with such odious noises,” he growls out, never looking up at me. “Might I suggest another location?”

      “Forgive me. It was not my intention for my stomach to make such a horrid sound.”

      He scribbles a bit more before a weary sigh leaves his lips, heavy enough to flutter the papers in front of him. “Then why are you here? I have much to do and even less time to do it in.”

      With a soft smile, I hold the tray up in front of me as a peace offering before setting it down on the desk. “I figured if I was hungry, you might be as well.”

      “Hunger or not, that does not relieve me of my duties.” Setting down his quill, he looks over at my tray and wrinkles his nose. “Ham?” he snaps out as a fierce frown furrows his face. “Grease-stained paper is exactly what I need while trying to answer condolences and craft responses, I suppose.”

      His disapproval hangs in the air as I take a step back from the offending fare. “It was Cook’s suggestion.”

      “Then tell Cook next time to serve it with a rag and oil and call it a polishing meal.”

      I stare at the tray, doing my best to discern what has him so perturbed. And then it hits me. “Oh. There is no fork.”

      “Your intellect certainly illuminates a room,” he replies, his tone dry as he rummages about his desk.

      “That wasn't very congenial of you. I assumed she prepared it with everything needed. At least I thought of you while you were here, indisposed. What the devil are you looking for?”

      Finally, he looks up at me, his light green eyes piercing me to my core. For a moment, I'm breathless as he stares at me, as if he can see into my very soul.

      “You will watch your language. Though you are now legally a woman, I can and will take you to task. Perhaps bring a cake of soap to cleanse your naughty lips.”

      Emboldened, no doubt, by my youth and naïvety, I cross my arms and meet his glare with one of my own. “Forgive me, Your Grace. Whatever are you searching for?”

      “My penknife, if you must know.”

      “Whatever for?”

      “Am I expected to eat this with my hands like a barbarian?”

      Resisting the urge to roll my eyes at his dramatics, I turn to face the door. “I can fetch a fork. It isn't very much trouble.”

      “Don’t bother,” he mutters, causing me to turn back to him.

      As he catches my gaze once more, he pulls out a different knife. The silver gleams in the lamps, speaking of its delicate work and costly metals. With a practiced flick, he opens it with an alluring snick, causing my stomach to flip in such an odd way.

      Turning back to his work, he stabs the slice of meat and brings it to his lips without further engaging me or even inquiring as to why else I might be there. With a soft grumble, he finally pauses long enough to address me. “Let Cook know next time that if I’m to eat like a barbarian, I prefer my meat salted. You may leave now.”

      Though he seems quite content with his dismissal of me, there is far more to be said in this space between us. “There is a matter that I'd like to discuss with you.”

      “Anything you wish to converse about can wait until I'm back from seeing my mother laid to rest in my ducal estate. That is all.”

      Gathering as much courage as I can muster, I stride over to the front of his desk and plant my hands on the polished wood.

      “Your Grace, with all due respect. It cannot wait. I will speak my piece now.”

      His head slowly rises as he sets his quill to the side. The scent of leather and parchment with just a hint of tobacco swirls around me, making my knees quiver. Between my legs, an odd sensation, as if my pulse throbs a bit lower than it ought to, drives me to madness.

      Even as I clench my thighs shut, however, it only makes it worse, causing a bit of pleasure to slide up my spine and make me shiver. The duke, thankfully, takes no notice of my malady as he leans back into his chair and steeples his fingers.

      “Then speak.”
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      At my gruff tone, her full lips slide into the most tempting pout. Have they always been so plump? For that matter, has she?

      Since she's now drawn my gaze with the greasy meat fiasco, I have no choice but to study her figure underneath the hanging garments festooning her body, nearly swallowing her whole. In some ways, she's still that errant girl who accosted our household several years ago. In other ways, she's wholly different.

      Granted, some things are much harder to tell under that borrowed frock. Other things, however, can't be missed. Again, that subtle hint of rose teases my nostrils, demanding I take notice of the blossoming woman in front of me.

      Her cheeks are a bit leaner, accentuating her jawline in an alluring way. Not that she was ever just overly rotund, but now it seems as if the youthful softness has melted away, revealing a woman who will not be ignored.

      The awkwardness of her movements has certainly improved, even if they are not where they should be yet. A weary sigh slips from my lips as I go back to my correspondence. Mother was supposed to be polishing her, turning her from an awkward oyster into a pearl perfect for any Alpha in all of England.

      What am I to do with her now?

      A small noise pricks my ears as the scribble of quill over parchment floods the room. It's a ticking, as if the master clock has somehow found its way into the quiet sanctuary of my study. The main difference, of course, is that the ticking from that contraption is far more on beat. In fact, you can almost certainly mark its rhythm just as well as with one of those new metronomes.

      Frowning, I dig into my pocket to pull out my watch, only to find that it has once again stopped. Damned thing. More trouble than it's worth. And yet, the ticking carries on.

      It's not until I look back up to see Miss Cappelli still standing there before me, her arms crossed like the petulant child I remembered. There, just at her knee, the crinoline of that dreadful dress shifts in a constant up and down—moved by her knee as she taps her foot in the most uncouth manner.

      “Am I to assume you've acquired an insect you wish to be rid of?” I growl, pointing at her foot. “You will cease this dreadful sound instantly.”

      “I will as soon as you give me space to speak.”

      My brows furrow as I lean back in my chair. “Did I not command you to do thusly? Why instead are you sullying my study with such an errant, unharmonious tapping?”

      For a moment, she merely looks down at her feet, as if she's not the one in command of them. “I was in perfect rhythm. Just because you're far too consumed with whatever it is that has your attention to appreciate the beat...”

      An odd weariness beats at me as I lean forward to rub my forehead. “Why are you speaking of your feet when it seems as if you have far more important things to speak of?”

      “You are not paying attention. I desire your full focus, if you please.”

      “You demand my focus, Miss, and yet you have nothing but inane babblings to say. I am in the middle of something far more important than whatever trivial crisis you seem to be afflicted with at the moment.”

      I glance back up at her face in time to see the slight sheen to her eyes and a touch of red at her nose. Blasted it all. The last thing I wish to do is make the chit cry even more. It's bad enough she's been a sniffling mess since this morning.

      “Speak to me, Miss Cappelli.” I lower my tone as I attempt to soothe her a touch.

      It seems to work as her stance softens, and she leans against the desk. “I worry what is to become of me. Now that your mother is gone. Am I... That is to say... Is there still room for me here?”

      Out of all the questions to leave her mouth, this is not one I expected. But then, as a ward with no other family who will openly acknowledge her, I can sympathize with her concern.

      “The abrupt departure of my mother does nothing to change your status in this household. Though you were a ward of hers, you were technically a ward of mine. I have no plans on making you leave until it is with a husband.”

      Her eyes widen a touch as her nostrils flare. Does the chit not wish to be married? It should be every young omega's dream to end up with an Alpha of wealth and stature.

      “But we are in mourning. How is it that I am to find a husband with such a pall hanging over our heads?”

      “I am in mourning, my dear. She was my mother. As much as it might pain you to hear, you are not blood. You are not family. Your grieving will not be nearly so stifling or drawn out. There are, however, accommodations that must be made. Many of which you interrupted with your entrance.”

      Those ruby lips of hers thin into a line. “Many apologies for interrupting your life with concerns of my continued residence. Should I also apologize for keeping you from correspondence which apparently has everything to do with my life, even though you have not breathed a word of them to me?”

      My palm itches as she stands there, berating me in the most unladylike manner. She speaks to me as if I'm beneath her, a beta to do her bidding.

      “You misunderstand your role, Miss,” I grind out. “I am not here at your whim. I do not move at your pleasure. The things I do are for your own good. If there is nothing else, then I suggest you leave before I show you just how formidable an enemy I can be.”

      “Formidable. Bah,” she scoffs. “Miserly and grumpy is more like it.”

      For a moment, all I can do is close my eyes and pray to whatever deity might hear me that I don't throttle the girl, giving her a taste of what I do to recalcitrant brats at The Rose and Thorne. As it is, it takes every ounce of willpower I possess not to turn her over my knee and smack some sense into her.

      “Careful with your words, Miss Cappelli. In the eyes of London and the King and Queen, I am equivalent to your father. I am your master. Your guardian. As such, I can dole out any punishment I see fit, and no one will so much as attempt to stop me.”

      Her eyes dilate a touch at my words, but that can't be possible. No way in hell would a delicate lady like her find my prickles to be enticing. And yet, another scent blossoms under the current of rose flooding my study.

      “You don't frighten me,” she whispers even as she backs up a touch.

      “Don't I? Then you are as daft as you are willful.”

      “I've never had a father or a master. Show me. Show me what you would do to me since I am yours to take in hand as you see fit. It can't be all that worrisome. I've never heard tales of things so untoward from my friends.”

      At her words, I choke back a snort of amusement. If only she knew the travesties visited upon her friends at the hands of their husbands.

      “Perhaps they do not speak of such things because it is not fitting for such delicate ears. Now then. I am rather busy and would like to finish things before quitting this house for a bit.”

      This seems to jolt her out of this distasteful turn of conversation. “You mean to leave? While your mother still lies on display? Who shall watch her?”

      The unspoken accusation hangs heavy in the air. But she does not need to say it. She doesn't have to. There's absolutely nothing she can say that my mind hasn't already screamed at me.

      You should be a good son, a dutiful son. You should show your contrition at her side until time for her to be loaded into the funeral carriage. She was there alone with no husband… only you. The least you can do is tarry just a bit.

      “We have servants. They will, of course, take turns guarding her until the morrow.”

      “But...” Her voice trails off as grief chokes it. “She's your mother.”

      “Exactly. Which means I am the best one to make this decision.”

      “I will stay and watch over her then. She should have someone akin to family.”

      Irritation ripples under my skin at her barely veiled accusation. “You forget your place, Miss Cappelli. You are not family. Now go back upstairs and take off those damned mourning clothes and wear something a bit more fitting of an acquaintance.”

      Again, those large eyes shine as tears gather. “I am far more than a mere acquaintance, and you know it.”

      “Yes,” I finally sigh as I glance over at my abandoned quill. “But for the purpose of your state of dress, that is the reality. Besides, this dress hangs on you in such an ill-fitting, misshapen fashion that it is almost offensive. I'm sure mother would have not wanted you in such things.”

      She hangs her head to avoid my exacting stare. “It's not as if I've had a say in my wardrobe. If I were given a more suitable gown...”

      “Which is an oversight I am currently correcting. Mother did not look to the future, and so it is up to me to do so. Part of this correspondence is to make sure you are attired properly for your debut. Now that it is a far more somber event, you will need to dress accordingly. As such, the fabrics for your presentation gown will need to be altered as well.”

      “There is still to be a debut? Even with the tragedy that has struck this house?”

      “Unfortunately, yes. Invitations have already gone out. To cancel will be even more of a social faux pas. If you had learned anything from my mother, you would have known that. Thankfully, the new governess, who will be here while I conduct the funeral, will see to finishing out your education.”

      Her jaw drops as her fingers clench into fists. “I am not a child. Not anymore anyway,” she bites out as she stomps on foot against the floor. “I have no need of a governess.”

      “Yes,” I murmur as I pick up my quill again. “You are most assuredly acting like an adult. I cannot believe I made such an error in judgment. Either way, she will be here tomorrow. Whether you find it necessary or not. You cannot be left alone in this house with only the servants to entertain you. Your friends may visit, but you are only to leave this house to go to dress fittings. I will not have you gallivanting across the whole of London while others look on.”

      “And yet you're free to leave during this time of mourning, but I am to be restricted to the grounds. Explain how that's fair.”

      “It isn't. It doesn't have to be. I make the rules, and you say, 'Yes, Your Grace,' like a good little ward.”

      Her lips curl in disgust as she leans down in the most exaggerated bow ever. “Yes, Your Grace.”

      “Good. Now leave me in peace and change your clothes. Anything in gray will work. I trust Mother had the foresight to have you dressed in something appropriate.”

      “We will make do, Your Grace. No need to concern yourself about me.”

      As she leaves, I rest my elbow on the desk and look over at the bit of food she brought me. I was an arse to her. That much is clear. The question is why. What is it about her that gets under my skin so?

      Her scent swirls in the air, robbing me of my desire to eat. I need to leave this place, to shove away the grief and despair clawing at me until I'm in a better frame of mind to deal with it. Only one place can give me the respite I need.

      The Rose and Thorne.
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