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          BENEDICT

        

      

    

    
      Alone. That’s where I find myself at The Rose and Thorne on such a desolate evening. Nursing a glass of port, I stare at the women undulating on the stage, their nubile bodies writhing as they touch themselves for all to see. Normally, my friends and I would make ribald jokes, and possibly take bets on which one we would strip down and use for our nefarious purposes.

      Not tonight.

      With all of my friends, either married or off to parts unknown, I am left here to my own devices. Not that I blame them. If I had the same fortune in procuring such delectable morsels, I’d flee far away as well.

      Taking a deep swallow, I eye the girl closest to me and motion her over. With a welcoming smile and a beguiling glint in her eyes, she makes her way to me and leans forward, showing off her ample bosom.

      She certainly is a lovely addition to the whipping house, but I feel nothing as I slide my hand over her breast, gripping it tightly. The gasp she gives me is contrived. Everything about her is false. She’s merely a painted doll practiced in the art of seduction.

      There is no innocence in her eyes, though she tries her hardest to convey a naïveté that she will never possess. Heat threatens to melt my brain as I stare into her eyes, looking for some modicum of childlike wonder. But there is nothing there except the need to please in order to make a living.

      What I want—what I need—is not here. Deep down, I know I won’t find it in the bowels of Madame Douleur’s fine establishment. I will never be as lucky as Birchleigh, and that knowledge eats at me as if it were a sickness. For someone like him to find a virgin amongst the ladybirds...

      And the daughter of an Earl, on yet. Shaking my head, I motion for the girl to leave, doing my best not to snarl at her coquettish pout. No amount of manipulation will make me wish to be in between her thighs. Or any of these whores, for that matter. Tipping my glass, I drain the rest of my drink, reveling in the burn as it slides down my throat.

      I shouldn't be here. But then, where would I go? It's not as if my friends will take me in and have a house party in my honor. Not that I could defile a chit there the way I wish to do either. No. It is best for me to be here. Anywhere else, and I'm no more than a prowling animal looking to consume virginal flesh.

      A deep sigh flits through my lips as I slam my cup down and head to a different room. Perhaps the whores will be a bit more to my liking somewhere else. Sauntering through the dim hallways, my cock hardens at the sounds of pleasure dripping from the walls like blood sliding down to puddle at baseboards.

      The hunger within me grows, a darkness that threatens to consume me. Soon, I'll have to let my monstrous desires out. But on whom? Easing through a thick curtain, I pause at the doorway, watching the show on the stage.

      Not more than a few weeks ago, it would have been one of my friends up on that dais strapping down a willing woman as they took implement to hand and struck it upon her upturned backside.

      Now, it's some upstart, a baron of some sort, wielding the paddle with awkward motions and an unsteady hand. The girl beneath him, bless her soul, does her best to act as if she's enjoying his attentions, but her eyes tell the true story. She's bored and in discomfort. Only the buffoon is far too engrossed in his ineptitude to notice.

      She looks at me, a hopeful glimmer shining in her eyes. The girls here know how I play. They know the skill with which I bring them to release one mournful cry at a time. They pay for it with their bodies, but the end result is well worth the pain they derive at my hand.

      My lips curl up into a smile as I stare at her, shaking my head as she pleads with me on wordless lips. In truth, this form of torture is far more alluring than when I paint their bodies with the pain I inflict upon them. It's an agony I don't have to work for yet can observe all the same. I suppose I should say something, perhaps instruct the oaf.

      But then... it's not my job, is it? If the Madame was truly concerned with the wellbeing of her girls, she would do better to keep the miscreants out and save these pleasures for the more elite. Not that I begrudge the man. He still looks to be wet behind the ears, just out of Alpha school.

      In time, he'll be just as skilled as the rest of us. Perhaps he'll even come to surpass us. But that's another contemplation for another time.

      Slipping back out into the hall, I wind my way around lovers taking their place along the wall, the diminutive dicks of the betas sawing in and out of the omegas, finding pleasure in their cunts while the girls find very little of their own. My lips turn down into a feral scowl as I scent the air, searching for the slick that should be dripping from their bodies.

      It's faint, but it’s there all the same. Not nearly as much as when an Alpha knot stretches them wide. But then, when a demographic like omegas outnumbers us Alphas so vastly, at least, that’s how I understand it, they need to take what they can get and be grateful.

      The next room is silent like the grave. The emptiness washes over me, soothing me in a way that has no words, a relieved sigh heavy on my lips. There, off in the corner, the pianoforte sits untouched. Drawing a lit candle from the doorway, I make my way to it, like a penitent crawling toward the priest.

      This is what I've needed. This is what my soul cries out for. With an ungodly reverence, I slide the pads of my fingers across the keys. My cock aches with unspent need, even as the cool ivory calms my nerves. Sitting at the instrument, I close my eyes and allow the melody to seep into my soul and pour out of me as I channel my frustration.

      Here, I can indulge as much as I like, playing for both sinner and saint, vicar and harlot. Here, no one judges me for being both a duke and a man, as I take out my mounting anger on the innocent keys. To be sure, in the eyes of the all-seeing Ton, it is an unseemly hobby, but it tempers my emotions, allowing me to get them out in ways that keep the others safe from my shifting moods.

      As I allow my mind to drift along with the music, I'm increasingly aware of the audience gathering. Naked girls stride in, followed by the men they plan to seduce. The mixture of scents clogs my head, making it harder to concentrate. As much as I want to send them all away, this isn't my room. I haven't paid for the peace I desire.

      Maybe next time.

      My gaze wanders, taking in the nubile sights as my fingers and brain continue with the melody. Soft sighs and loud grunts punctuate the notes, turning the deviants into my own private orchestra. Leaving the familiar tunes of practiced pianists before me, I allow my fingers to drift, creating a cacophony that's all my own.

      I play the crowd, using their movements and eccentricities to dictate the pace and strident tones. It's a unique melody filled with madness and longing, a cry for the defilement I crave and the anger at not having found what I'm looking for. There's no name for the sounds banging from the instrument, and I know I shall not remember their sequence on the morrow when I look back with a far more chaste eye.

      It's a moment in time, an emotion set to sound, and a frenetic energy driving the tune. The girls whirl about as if possessed, and perhaps my music is the devil embodied, just waiting for a willing supplicant to drink his dark promises. Grabbing a small glass left for me by a serving girl, I play with just one hand as I down the spirits with the other.

      The burn races through my throat and into my gut, settling there like hell itself. Groaning, I allow the sweat to drip from my brow as I concentrate on transmuting feeling into music, turning my longing into a symphony. If I were a far more romantic person, I'd imagine my music drifting across all of England to land on the ear of the sacrifice meant for me.

      But I'm not a romantic person. At my core, I'm pragmatic, a man who lives by facts and figures, only allowing myself to drift in these rare vulnerable moments. To drift is to allow the monster out to play. Only at The Rose and Thorne can I do that. Perhaps if I'm lucky enough to find a wife as eager to swallow the shadows as she is my cum, then I can truly be happy.

      The virginal brides Madame Douleur passes my way may claim to have all that I need, but one look into their soul and I know they'll break even before I set my knife to their skin. I need someone like me—a girl who can put on a proper face for the Ton, yet eventually revel in the devilment I require at the snap of a finger.

      The misses here are either so innocent that I would cause them mental harm or they're too jaded to do me any good. For other poor saps, they might be able to spin their tales of innocence, but I know better. They lure them in with creams to snatch up their cunts, pretending to bleed as they're penetrated by minuscule cocks of betas, only to put on such a performance all over again the very next day.

      Granted, Madame Douleur does her best to keep the girls from spinning falsehoods. Not like the other brothels in town. It still does nothing to quell my dark appetites. Unfortunately for me, I am without at the moment.

      The ones who can give me what I need must recover from our previous sessions, putting them out of commission for the next chap. Not that I care. I only care that I cannot have their canvases blanked for my purpose more than once a month… and I’ve already burned through the lot.

      Adjusting my stance, I slow my fingers down into a far different tone. This one speaks to my longing and loneliness, the part of me I rarely allow to see the light of day. I cannot settle. I will not settle. But soon, I may have no choice.

      Around me, naked women drape themselves over the piano, doing their best to entice me with their bodies. But I do not see them. Even when a bold raven-haired harlot climbs atop and spreads her thighs, planting a heel on either side of the keys.

      Her cunt clenches as she rolls her hips around, showing me her beautiful wares. To be sure, it's a lovely pussy indeed, but not one that I want to indulge in. As it is, my mind is transfixed, captivated by the one person I cannot indulge in. It’s an ephemeral thing, a lust so exquisite I dare not put a name on it lest it become a reality and prove far more lackluster than my dreams.

      Every time I close my eyes, my phantom is there. Her hair changes, as do her eyes and scent, but the core of her stays the same—submissive, enchanting, captivating. I want Lady Venus in human form, a tender ingénue ripe for my plucking and defilement. Nothing like these women surrounding me.

      And certainly nothing like the timid church mice Madame Douleur sends my way in hopes of enticing me. No doubt the good lady Alpha misses my coin. Not that I’m reticent in parting with it. I simply grow tired of the same visuals, the same false sighs, and the same jaded women vying for my attentions.

      It’s a madness creeping over me, one without a name or tangible outlet. It leaves me breathless and ragged with the desire that lies on the tip of my tongue. It’s as if I can create my goddess out of the ether if only I could apply pen to paper or spill the words out into the void.

      Yet, they never come.
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          BENEDICT

        

      

    

    
      My gut knows I’ll find my willing sacrifice. I only have to wait. Though, I do grow tired and impatient undertaking this seemingly Sisyphean task.

      It’s my own personal boulder I roll up the hill of Tartarus, only to have it crash down on me again. Something in me squirms about, painting my very breath with a desperation I’ve never known before. I know deep down, my turn will eventually come, but I wish for it to be far sooner rather than later.

      Damn Birchleigh and his good fortune. If not for his conquest, I might never think to have both a debutant and a deviant, a sinner enclosed in the robes of a saint, all within a house of ill repute. But now that I know it’s possible, seeing as he, Foxford, and Blackport have all found women to satisfy their darker urges within their marriage bed, it makes me long to be shackled all the more.

      Bet be damned. Money be damned. I’ll give all the coin in my possession to capture what they have. A thousand pounds is paltry compared to a lifetime of wedded bliss and fucking. Unfortunately, they didn’t know of their wife's predilections until after becoming yoked.

      It’s a certainly a gamble. Granted, It’s not one I’m not sure I can take a chance on. Not when I am duty-bound to carry on the Portswell title. Damn sons and heirs and their lack of freedom.

      A heavy sigh pulls at my lips. Again, my fingers trail over the keys of their own accord, making marriages with notes that have no business forming an alliance. Yet, in my current mood, they pair perfectly, a strident discordance to my own off-kilter thoughts.

      Perhaps I should away to the country like the rest of my friends, leaving behind the madness of London. No good can come from me staying here. No good at all. Turning my face from the dripping slick of the omega's snatch, I continue to play.

      Around me, the sounds of sex dull until all I hear is the music. It cascades from me, pouring from my fingertips as I send out my plea to the heavens. There has to be such a one for me. How could there not be?

      "Now, now, Your Grace," Madame Douleur laughs, sliding near to me. "Such a melancholy tune. Do not tell me I've caught you in a fit of ennui. And with so many beautiful girls to attend to you."

      I gaze up into her smart eyes, noting the calculating gleam in their depths. She wishes to deprive me of my coin. It's plain as day.

      "I play as the fingers dictate," I growl out, irritation sliding up my spine.

      "That may be, Your Grace," she continues, dragging over a poor girl who looks barely old enough to experience her first heat, let alone be a whore within the madam’s house. "But surely I can entice you to let out your frustrations in a far different direction? An outlet far more appealing than a pianoforte?"

      I ignore the nervous chuckles around me as I swivel in the chair and pull the trembling girl between my thighs. She looks delectable enough, and yet my cock barely stirs as she glances at me with eyes too wide for her face.

      "Your name."

      "E- Emily," she stammers out, a flush painting her face from chin to tip.

      A plain name to accompany a plain girl. Fitting. Usually Madame Douleur sends me women of unparalleled beauty. Perhaps she hopes that I break this new ladybird in for her?

      "And what is the condition of your virginity, Emily?"

      The flush only grows brighter as she turns from me and looks at the floor. "It is intact, Your Grace."

      That must be it then. Interesting that the madam chooses me when she could have all manner of mild-tempered men seeing to her innocent affliction. Unless I’m missing something. The quivering girl certainly blushes like a maid who has yet to be deflowered.

      "And you will give me your maidenhead willingly?" I narrow my eyes, looking for any hint of deceit.

      None. She doesn’t even smell like lies or untruths. Fascinating. And yet, my cock refuses to rise to the occasion. Ennui indeed. More like my hunger is particular tonight, and the girl has yet to show the desire I crave.

      Again, she ducks her head at my question. Yes, she’s innocent, that much is clear. But there’s also an air of fear flitting through the room, wafting from her slim body. The predator in me, the Alpha in me, should respond, and yet…

      The meekness rolling from her drives all urges away. Where are the bold wenches in need of some harsh punishment? Surely Madame Douleur could procure another I haven’t marred yet?

      “Well?” I growl. “I’m waiting. The floor will not provide any answers to you. Look at me.”

      Her head lifts, but her eyes seem unable to focus. The fear surrounds her even more, nearly choking me with the stench.

      “I…I… If that is your wish, Your Grace,” she finally stammers out, worrying her fingers in front of her.

      The poor thing does not understand, and damn Madame Douleur for not educating her. Is this a test? An examination to see if I can break the poor girl? As I understand it, the good madam is not in the habit of shattering her toys.

      Or maybe she’s trying to see if this little upstart has what it takes to work in a whipping house such as this. If it’s the latter, I’m more than happy to oblige. Twisting my lips up into a feral smirk, I run my hand down her arm, ignoring the flinch at my touch.

      Anxiety pours into the room, and this time, the others smell it. They have to. Next to her, Madame Douleur shuffles about, her eyes narrowing at me as she holds the girl to her chest.

      A test for me then. Fine. I shall play along. If she can handle my darker desires, then I’ll indulge. But everything in me tells me she’ll run the instant she’s able to, never to look back. Then where will The Rose and Thorne be?

      So dangerous of Madame Douleur to play such a game, especially with me. A dark chuckle flits from my lips as I slip my fingers into a side pocket and pull out my prized knife. Soft gasps and lurid moans fill the room.

      Those who have seen me play on the rare occasions I invite an audience know what is about to occur. The poor virginal sacrifice has no inkling. She simply stares at my tool of pleasure and pain, blinking at it as if somehow it will all make sense.

      With the ease and care borne of years of practice, I slide the blade under her chin and tilt her face up to me with nary a scratch or a drop of blood to be seen.

      "And your blood, little lamb. You will give me that willingly as well?" For a moment, she mulls over my words, as if trying to make sense of them.

      Once the gears click into place, her eyes widen as she backs away further into Madame Douleur. Ingénue in the finest, it seems.

      "I... I... If that is also your wish, Your Grace?" Her stammering words do nothing but irritate me.

      Sliding the knife back into my pocket, I resume my playing, my fingers taking on a far more strident melody. Is there no one here who can fulfill my needs? They are not really all that perverse compared to others I’ve heard whispers about?

      To be painted in blood as I fill them with my cock… not so shocking. Not when they beg me to my face, their pretty cunts dripping as I draw my desire into their flesh. Perhaps they just fear the need within themselves to submit to me and my depraved form of love?

      Emily continues to rock back and forth, shuffling on her feet as I play. Madame Douleur knows what I want. What I really crave. The fact that she refuses to indulge is becoming rather tiring. That or I’m finally at the point in my life where none of this matters anymore.

      After several more thunderous notes, the Lady Alpha heaves a sigh. "Really now," she hisses, shoving the girl away. "Must you frighten everyone I send your way?"

      My fingers still on the keys as I take in her words. She acts as if it is my fault? When the amount of coin she procures from me should be more than enough to have her meet my desires with a girl far more willing?

      It’s not my fault that her little virgins quake with the gentlest of breezes. I am not to blame because she refuses to explain to them the nature of my need. Fie, I doubt any of them are just dying to be rid of their little affliction by anyone other than those content with sliding their knob into their cunts with little else to go with it.

      And for sure, there are those who frequent this place who love nothing more than a normal romp in the hay. They crave an almost puritanical meeting of the flesh, if they were not harlots and the men in need of a good fuck.

      I am not such a man. And she knows this. If this is some backward way of trying to cure me of my demons, to set aside the desires which make my cock hard and my knot throb, then she is not the woman I thought she was.

      Rising from the piano, I look over at the sea of faces staring at me, hanging on every word of the conversation. I shake my head and make for the door, wishing to quit this place before making a spectacle of myself. If the madam is smart, she'll leave well enough alone.

      Unfortunately, her pungent Alpha scent swirls as she walks after me, her skirts rustling with every long step she makes to catch up. "Your Grace," she cries out, sidestepping patrons humping her omegas as if rutting out in the wild. "You must-"

      I whirl around and slide my hand around her throat, pinning her to the wall. Fear wafts off her and drifts in the air like dust motes twinkling in the setting sun. I breathe it in, dragging it deep into my lungs as if it is an elixir made to stave off my madness.

      "I must, nothing," I grind out, tightening my grip until no air can pass back into her lungs. "You do not have a maid strong enough to entice me. And until you do, I will pass them by. You, of all people, should care about their well-being."

      After a few moments, I release my grip, my cock lengthening as she gasps for air and runs her fingers over the delicate column. She will not bruise. I know my own strength well enough.

      "Of course I do, Your Grace," she croaks out, her eyes flitting to the floor in a show of submission. "I care for these girls as if they were my own daughters."

      "Ha." The bark of laughter erupts from my throat before I can hold it back. "Some mother. To throw your most delicate flowers in the path of trampling hooves."

      "You're not a monster, Your Grace," she murmurs, squirming under the intensity of my gaze. "You may think your demons to be insurmountable, but I guarantee you, they are not."

      Leaning forward, I run the tip of my nose around the shell of her ear, my hand flexing next to her head as I attempt to get my emotions under control. "You know nothing of me. You only know what I show you. I promise you will not like the man I hide from everyone, including you."

      "But, Your Grace," she cries out, her eyes wide and her breathing haggard.

      "But nothing." I turn, giving her my back, prepared to walk away. Glancing over my shoulder, I allow the mask to slip even further, showing her the monster who lurks beneath the surface. "Oh, and do not attempt to humiliate me again. I care not what your purpose was. Do it again, and I'll make sure you regret it."

      I refuse to look at her as I leave, but I hear the pounding of her heart as keenly as I do my own. The madam plays a dangerous game, and in my world, she will never win. It's high time she learns the lesson when the stakes are not so dire.
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      Boredom. It washes over me in a wave as I look out the window while enjoying my warmed chocolate. I sip it, allowing the flavor to explode onto my tongue. It's the only stimulation I have, so I might as well enjoy it.

      With a long-suffering sigh, I set the cup down and look at my lady's maid, Lydia, watching as she tidies up the room. I'm sure she's never bored. There's far too much to do in this house to be bored.

      Not that I wish to do menial labor, but the fluttering in my stomach demands I take action somehow. Frustration sizzles down my spine as I palm the cup, doing my utmost not to hurl it across the room just to find some relief. It wouldn't be fair to my friend and helper to have to clean it up, and it certainly wouldn't be fair to the cup to find itself smashed to bits.

      Besides, I know that's not what I really want. Deep down, I wish nothing more than to crawl into my hiding space where the breeches lay and walk out and about into the world as a man. Only then do I seem to find freedom.

      No one questions what I'm doing or where I'm going. No one finds it scandalous that I am without a chaperone. Freedom. Rolling my neck on my shoulders, I take another sip and set down my cup.

      "I wish to ride." In truth, it is the next best thing, a way to ease the doldrums threatening to pull me under.

      When Brother is not in attendance at our country estate, I can allow my hair to stream behind me as I tear through the earth on the finest steed. While in London, however, I am forced to ride the gentlest of mares as I trot through Hyde Park, my doddering aunt in tow. Not nearly as entertaining as I would like, but it would grant me some fresh air.

      "Yes, Miss," she bows, her lips twitching up into a ghost of a smile. "However, I must remind you of your friends attending the luncheon later this afternoon. Beforehand, Lord Hardon, has requested your appearance at breakfast. I am supposed to prepare you for that. Perhaps tomorrow?"

      A sullen sigh flits past my lips as I lean back into the chair. Of course there are plans and I already forgot them. Blast. If only the Season wasn't upon us, and I could just be back at home.

      "They're not my friends. More like acquaintances my brother wishes I become closer with. Just because he became fast mates with his friends from the academy doesn't mean I have to indulge their kin."

      "No, Miss," she says, keeping her tone agreeable. "But then, there's nothing saying you can't make good friends with them."

      Rising, I wave my hands with a flourish, an unladylike snort coming from my nose. "Indeed. If the honorable Greyson Hunt wishes for me to make fast friends with them, then they can't be too scandalous. I suspect they will be nothing but perfectly reasonable and boring."

      "Come now, Miss," she teases, helping me into my morning dress. "Not everyone can be as exciting as you."

      With a wink, I fluff up my hair, smiling to myself as I prepare for the morning. Not even my lady's maid knows the half of it. If she did, she'd tell my brother in a hurry. That much I'm sure about. After being put over his desk for some unremembered infraction, I constantly make sure to never end up there again.

      Once of that pain was more than enough. Now, I just know how to hide it better. But then, that makes what I do all the more exhilarating.

      Perhaps tonight I shall indulge and don on trousers while everyone else is asleep. That will surely do my spirits right after dealing with the friends Greyson wants me to meet. Settling in the chair, I wait as patiently as I can while my maid does my hair.

      It's so hard to sit still when everything in me wants to burst out and fly about the room. It's an affliction that comes all too often and is far too difficult to quell. Especially when Greyson is home. Though I give him no reason to outwardly worry, I fear he will keep his eyes on me until I'm wed.

      Once I'm no longer his problem, I'll be free to do as I wish. And won't that be a glorious thing? Leaning forward, I take in my appearance in the mirror, frowning at the finery.

      "I will wish to walk about the grounds after I break my fast and not take to Hyde Park. Why am I dressed so fashionably?"

      "A request of Lord Hardon. He did not privy me to his thoughts. Only his request."

      Of course, the high-handed Alpha oaf ordered me dressed up like this. Narrowing my eyes, I turn and stare down my maid.

      "Did he happen to reveal the nature of the guests appearing for luncheon? Am I to only be afflicted with girls of my age and of an appropriate stature? Or does he plan to parade me about for the men of London to see?"

      "Forgive me, Miss, but he confided nothing to me. Only that you were to be dressed for a finer walk."

      Anger simmers beneath the surface for a moment. If only I could choose who I intended to marry. Knowing my brother, he'll sell me off to some honorable chap who thinks fun is tantamount to a curse word. Groaning, I run my fingers over my temples.

      If only I can bring myself to be a harridan in public. Maybe then he’ll think twice about matching me off to some ill-fitted buffoon. No. If I want to keep my secret excursions, then I must give him no reason to suspect me. I only hope it doesn't force me to become tied to some pale shadow of a man as a result.
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      Greyson ignores me as I come into the room, his face buried in the paper. He too looks far finer than he should for a random Tuesday, and the visual makes my stomach clench in concern. Could there be some nefarious plot afoot? But surely if he found me a husband, he would have said so and not drag this out.

      I stand there for a moment, staring at him, noting the almost near-imperceptible vibration wafting from his person. Something is wrong. I'm sure of it.

      "Brother-"

      "Ah," he cries, tossing down his paper. "Please. Sit. Our guest will be here shortly."

      Blast, I silently curse as I slide down onto the chair, my fingers trembling as I plop a bit of bread onto my plate. Perhaps if the man is odious enough, I can protest, convince my brother not to saddle me with such a sop. Fie. It's days like these where I wish I could just upend the whole table and force him to look at me, to consider me.

      It's not that he's an evil man or cruel, but like most of his gender, he just doesn't seem to care all that much about my future as long as it involves an advantageous match. But then... Most of the eligible men I've seen at the balls leave very much to be desired.

      Is it so wrong that I wish to have a husband who can match me in both vigor and spirit? Some of these men seem to be just as old and decrepit as the aunt who looks after me. Surely such a match would not be enjoyable for either party. Right?

      My teacup trembles as I bring it to my lips, my mind racing with all the possibilities when the newcomer is finally announced. His Grace, Duke of Portswell. A relieved sigh vibrates through the air as I slump down, thankful to see the man in question.

      As Greyson's best friend and Duke, he must be here for some other reason than a match with me. Besides, he's shown no interest, and that's how I prefer it. A friend of my brother's cannot be nearly interesting enough for me.

      Still though, his light brown eyes settle on me, and for a moment, I find myself robbed of air. Even though I place my hand against my chest, I cannot will breath to fill my lungs. What in all of the heavens is wrong with me? The man has the nerve to smirk as he runs his thumb along his bottom lip.

      Though the action is innocent enough, it draws my attention there, forcing me to look at how plump they are. On a woman, they'd look pretty. On a man like him, they look downright sinful. He strides over and sits across from me, grabbing a pot of coffee.

      His eyes never meet mine again as he and my brother speak of Parliament and bills—things I care nothing about. It allows me a moment of introspection as I pop a piece of buttered bread in my mouth and chew. Could it be that my reactions are a normal occurrence between an omega and an Alpha?

      I've heard tales from the harlots about such afflictions, but never felt it myself. Not until now, at least. It's downright horrifying to think his dynamic can cause my breathing to still. I glance up at him from under my lashes, doing my best to not alert him to my questing gaze.

      He doesn't seem all that commanding. Not like I've heard Alphas can be. In fact, in all our growing up together, he never once raised his voice. Not that I remember. He was a gentle soul, one who enjoyed music and the arts. Not at all the type of man I have an interest in.

      Not that I have any experience thanks to my brother and the lack of opportunities to find what I like outside of the few moments I dress as a man. But then, I have to think they treat me differently than they would if I were a woman to them. I don't prefer the crass, loud exuberance of men imbibing too much drink.

      A man like Portswell might be agreeable, if only he had a sense of adventure and spirit about him. The only problem is, he feels too comfortable. Like a night rail you wear night after night. Nothing about him shocks or surprises me. It's as if he's a second brother, a nuisance to maneuver around just like Greyson.

      "Tell me, brother, is His Grace to join us on whatever excursion it is you have planned? I dare say he'd find us a tad boring, would he not?"

      The man in question cuts his gaze over to me, and again, that tingling warmth sizzles across my skin, making my palms dampen and my heart race. There's something in his eyes, some undefinable thing which makes every hair on my body stand on end.

      "Out and about with my best friend and his little sister. What could be boring about that?" But even as the words leave his lips, he stifles a yawn, confirming my initial thought.

      "Come now, Augusta," Greyson chides with a soft chuckle. "We are deep within the Season. You cannot begrudge an Alpha, a Duke at that, the opportunity to gaze upon the diamonds and sapphires as they pass by. And you could certainly use a few glances your way as well. Why, if I didn't know any better, I'd think you to be a wallflower."

      My lips curve up into a soft grin filled with every ounce of false demure affectation I can muster. "Why, if that is what you think, then I must amend. I would be thrilled to see and be seen. And with the Duke in our company, I'm sure to be gazed upon all the more."

      Seemingly satisfied, my brother nods his head and goes back to his paper. His Grace, on the other hand, curls up his lip as if tasting something wretched.

      "Is there anything the matter with our spread, Your Grace?" I lower my lashes, giving him the view of a quiet, meek girl, the same he grew up with.

      My heart flutters as he swipes a bit of jam off of his fingers with his tongue. "Nothing at all for you to worry about. The spread is completely adequate."

      "Adequate," I cry out, forgetting myself, not sure exactly why his pronouncement strikes me so harshly. "Simply adequate? Is the standard of our food not up to yours? Forgive us, Your Grace." Standing, I give an exaggerated bow. "As those whose means do not equal yours, I apologize for the adequate nature of our offerings."

      Both men look at me, their expression an odd mix of horror and embarrassment. What in the devil has come over me? Normally I can keep my composure through all manner of ill intent or worse. Heaving a weary sigh, I place my fingers to my temple.

      "Forgive me, Your Grace, and Greyson. I fear I am not myself this morning."

      In an instant, my brother's expression changes to that of concern. "Perhaps a trip to Hyde Park is not what is called for today. Shall you rest so you may accommodate our guests later?"

      It takes every ounce of willpower not to curl my fingers into fists as irritation at his cloying tone fills my head. "You are right, dear brother. No doubt, it is just a passing megrim. No doubt a loosening of my stays and a respite on my bed will ease the matter. If you will both excuse me."

      Before they can fully rise from their chairs, I race over to the stairs and make for my bedroom. Megrim, indeed. The only thing causing my head to ache is the pompous attitude of the duke. How dare he look down on our breakfast as if it is below him? He could have eaten before joining us if it were that sad a state.

      Taking a deep breath, I urge my maid out of the room and lock the door behind me. Thankfully, this buys me a few hours to get myself back under control. Striding over to the bed, I force my face into the pillow and scream. It's not enough to completely take away that fluttering feeling, but it quells it for the moment.
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      I stare off into the hall where Lady Augusta races off, my mind in a whirl. How could the chit have taken offense at my words? I've shared breakfast with them far more times than I can even hope to count, and never once did we have an interaction like that before.

      A sliver of fear races down my spine as I sniff the air. The piquant scent of ginger, mixed with hints of green tea and some unnamable spice drifts through the air like snow flitting about on the ground. My cock stirs at the heady mixture. But in God's name, why? Nothing about her scent has called to me before.

      Again, I sniff, my heart clenching. But no, she's not quite at her heat. That much is clear, at least. Could such outbursts be a sign that she's approaching that dreadful day, though? Thankfully, my sisters still have a few years yet, but I still worry about them finding husbands before that time.

      Shaking my head, I drag my hand down my face, doing my best to dispel the intoxicating aroma threatening to overwhelm me. Underneath her natural scent is a hint of anger, a bite of spite. That must be what's calling to me and not the girl herself. The part of me that longs to chase someone down and consume them surges to the forefront, begging me to drag her underneath my imposing frame and demand her submission.

      Nothing more. Nothing less. Such needs are easily met at The Rose and Thorne. Though I've been denying myself since I cannot have exactly what I want, it seems to be to my detriment. Of all the people to stir my lusts and ire, it's should not her. Nothing about this sweet morsel should appeal to me.

      Today's outburst aside, she's far too saccharine and compliant to appeal to my darker lusts. Rolling my shoulders to ease the tension gathering there, I vow to find some other outlet for my afflictions. Maybe a hunt is what I need. But then, the way society dictates I do it, it's not nearly savage enough for my liking.

      Forcing my thoughts away from errant desires, I slather some jam on my bread and turn to my friend. "Have you given any thought to your sister's... arriving condition?"

      With a heavy sigh, he plants his head in his hands. "I think about it far more often as of late. There's just something odd about her I can't place. She's sullen, moody, and not given to much merriment. Not like when she was younger. Do you suppose she's that close to her time? She's my only sister and I do my best to stay away from other omegas who could possibly trap me."

      "Since I am not a physician, I cannot say. I have certainly scented an omega in heat before and have even helped with their affliction. Thankfully, she doesn't have that shift in change yet. But there's no telling when that might happen."

      Again, he groans and shakes his head. Distress wafts off of Lord Hardon, and I wish I could put him at ease. But I cannot. Soon, it will be my turn to deal with my younger sisters, and very few will be able to assist me. I won't allow anyone near until they're married.

      Trying my best to comfort him, I clap his shoulder. "I have heard tales of special apothecaries who make tinctures and potions to help stave off such afflictions. I know many governesses who employ suppressants to keep from entrapping members of the household."

      "Yes, but usually by that point, they're spinsters. Augusta isn't near that. Though she's eighteen, her date of birth has not long passed. She's still bright and eager to join the marriage mart."

      I snort as I bring up my cup of coffee. "Eager? You know this?"

      Lord Hardon frowns as he sips from his own cup. "Has she given you any reason to doubt it? What girl at her age wouldn't wish to settle down and have a family? She's old enough. Any longer and she'll have to worry about spinsterhood."

      Shaking my head, I look over to where she ran out of the room, my gut twisting for a moment. "No. She has not confided in me. But if she's as sullen as you say, coupled with that outburst. I worry there's something going on with her. Maybe she fears the change of marriage?"

      "Hmm. That could be. I'll observe her while out and about at Hyde Park if she recovers. Hopefully that will tell the tale."

      "Tell me, truly. Why have you invited me here for breakfast? Surely you can escort your sister without my help."

      "I haven't laid eyes on you since we arrived in London. Can't a friend wish to dine with his acquaintances?"

      A laugh rumbles in my chest as I narrow my eyes at him. "I've been at our favorite establishment lo these many weeks. Would that not have been a far more enjoyable place to meet?"

      His head whips to the side, ensuring his sister is still not in earshot. "Care to announce it to the entire world?" he hisses.

      Winking, I move to stand, brushing off my trousers. "Your secret is safe, my friend. Even if your sister was listening in, it's not as if she knows the location. Nothing is amiss. Though I dare say you both are a bit more fractious than normal. Something else is wrong, isn't there?"

      A heavy sigh fills the room as he once more plops his head in his hands. "Father left me ill-equipped to oversee our estates. Though my duties do not even come close to encompassing yours, it's still a burden I do not feel prepared for."

      We both take a moment of silence as he mourns the passing of his parents. Though it's been at least a year now, I know he still feels the loss keenly. Truth be told, his family is holding up far better than expected.

      To lose one parent is hard enough. To lose both in one fell swoop… It's a miracle he's even functioning as well as he is. I'm sure they both thought they had more time. More time to train him, more time to prepare Miss Hunt to take on the marriage mart. It makes me all the more protective of my sisters and the time they spend at Mother's feet.

      At least with me, I was trained night and day for my role as future duke. When Father succumbed to consumption, I was more than ready to fill his place. Granted, where he was gentle in his commands, I'm his opposite. So I suppose there could be an argument that I'm still not ready.

      "If you have need of assistance-"

      "No, Portswell. I thank you for your consideration. I have things well enough in hand. There's just far more to juggle now that it's the Season. Honestly, it's why I brought you here in the first place."

      "Oh?" Intrigued, I lean forward, curiosity eating at me. "And what can I assist with that's specific to this time of year?"

      "I must away to the country to see to the estates and parishes. Seems there has been a slew of unlucky circumstances plaguing my people and their crops. A skirmish has broken out on my lands that the military saw to. That part isn’t uncommon enough, but they trampled through the fields, ruining crops
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Apache License
                           Version 2.0, January 2004
                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/

   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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