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Chapter 1


London, 1820

When young Lord Edward Richard Stone first opened the Domesday Book one rainy day to search for his family name, he was surprised to find that his ancestors didn’t live in England at the time of the Conquest.

He learned the truth only after visiting his old nurse: an Anglo-Saxon Stone had fought against the Conqueror, but the family had a different surname in those days.

Edric Stoneheart had acquitted himself bravely before defeat at Hastings and submitted to the new King of England. He accepted a Norman bride and surrendered a good deal of his personal wealth to retain his claim to nobility. But all was not placid in the Stoneheart keep.

After decades of complaints from Stoneheart wives and mistresses alike, Henry I looked up from a plate of lampreys at a royal banquet, made a witty remark about the men of the family not having hearts, and promptly expired. The court took the offhand joke most seriously, as it was the king’s last pronouncement, and officially shortened the surname to Stone.

Edward Stone — long known as the stud Dick Stone, and more recently named Viscount Netherwallop after the death of his elder brother — nearly sprinted through the streets towards Leicester Fields. He clutched his heart, suspecting that the old family surname had descended on him this very day like a curse; there must be a small boulder in his chest where his heart should be.

Why would a man well-regarded for his unflappability when confronted with the most unorthodox goings-on be sweating through his tailoring in the London fog?

When he reached the address, he feared he’d arrived too late. Or too soon. There were no lights to signal that the most debauched men in London gathered at this nondescript building to bid on young women and men for the express purpose of taking their virginity.

Edward had reason to believe that these were no charitable souls with an aim of gently inducting the next generation of courtesans and courtiers in the ways of the bedchamber. There had been talk of these auctions. And the lives forever altered when wolves sank their teeth into nubile flesh.

It was on his second trip around the building that he spotted a door with a faint glow about the jamb. He whipped it open and joined the crowd.

***

After an hour of watching the proceedings, Edward still had not seen her.

Her. It was a strange thing to contemplate, even now: his urchin friend, long known to him as Tobias, was a girl. A young woman, he thought, as he watched the auction from the back of the smoky room.

“And finally, for the true connoisseurs, we have a treat!” yelled the announcer from the front of the room. “She may not play the harp as you fuck her from behind or suck your cock between words of French, but she’s a rare jewel indeed: a virgin straight from Covent Garden!”

“A virgin in the Garden? That’d be a first!” yelled one man in the crowd.

“I’ll believe it when I see it, and by it, I mean an intact maidenhead,” muttered a man nearby.

“Stand on this bench, my dear, and show these men how pretty and accommodating you are,” said the auctioneer, his manner rougher with the girl than his words would have suggested.

And when the lass stood on the bench so all the men could see her despite her short stature, Edward finally found what he’d been waiting for: Tabitha, his longtime friend.

She looked different, as was to be expected. When she’d been picking pockets and then working for Edward as a source of information for his breeding business, Tabby wore breeches, shirtsleeves, and a sack jacket, much as any other lad. Her disguise had been effective enough that, in all those years of close friendship, he’d never suspected Tobias of being a girl.

But there she was, her limbs spindly and chin pointing at the floor, wearing a threadbare nightdress. On her head appeared to be the ugliest wig in existence.

Edward castigated himself for thoughtless words in the past, begging her only a few weeks ago to carry out whatever harebrained plan she had in mind. He’d expected her to conclude the project quickly and return to their adventures.

He hadn’t realized she meant to auction off her virginity and become a woman of the town!

Now, his redoubtable Tabby was looking like one puff of cheroot smoke would send her tipping from that bench.

The auctioneer lifted the ostensible strands of hair in Tabby’s wig. “Only the finest for our discerning coves tonight. Show them your legs, sweetheart.”

She wiggled her nightgown up to reveal her knees, pinned together, and then let the fabric drop again. The crowd jeered.

“Now, gentlemen, our physician has confirmed that this lass is virgo intacta, a fine treat…for the man short of funds.”

The men in the audience laughed at the joke, pointing to the cheap lace on that cursed nightgown. Where had she got that thing? Edward raged inside. If only she’d shared her plans with him, he’d have at least seen her outfitted properly! And kept her far away from this den of wolves!

“She might not be the cleanest of the girls here tonight, but I can assure you we scrubbed her down with lye so your olfactory senses will not be disturbed when making use of her,” cried the auctioneer, holding his nose for comedic effect.

Edward’s hand pressed against his right rib and traveled up to his heart. He begged his cursed ticker not to stop before he got Tabby out of this wretched place. She stood on that bench so patiently despite the jeers and disparagement, her gaze floating over the heads of those men who might buy and hurt her.

“If I wanted trash, I’d hunch a ragpicker,” sneered a young blade to his mates.

“Get her off the stage!” yelled a man from the back. Edward sent him a glare.

“Is there no one who will relieve this blushing virgin of her hymen? Surely one among you has had his allowance cut and wouldn’t mind breaking in a cheap, fresh whore for the night!” shouted the auctioneer.

The assembled men merely grumbled, and the auctioneer moved to take Tabby down from the bench when she remonstrated with him, moving her hands like a fishwife to ask for another chance at the crowd.

It was when the man presumed to get rough with her that Tabby struck back, landing an elbow in his middle as he pulled her down from the bench.

Edward had seen enough and was halfway to the front of the room when the auctioneer struck Tabby across the face with an open hand, to the delighted cheers of the rakes, bloods, and blades. The sound of the slap rang through the room.

“On second thought, I might have a use for this slut!” shouted a man as Edward passed, earning him a blow to the kidney that sent him to the floor in a heap.

“What’s this? Do we have a taker?” yelled the auctioneer between wheezes. “She’ll look much better with your bruises on her flesh!”

When he passed by the bored cashier sitting before a strongbox, Edward slammed down a banknote, then elbowed his way forward, where Tabby continued to tussle with the auctioneer.

“This one is mine,” said Edward, grabbing her about the waist and swinging her into his arms.

“What are ye doing, Dick Stone?” she asked, pushing against his chest. “I’m trying to become your equal.”

All around them, the crowd hurled abuse, and Tabby had to brush off a lit cheroot that landed in her lap.

“Oh, but I paid so much for this,” she said sadly, looking at the hole left behind.

“I’ll buy you another,” said Edward, exasperated. “We need to get out of here.”

“Sir, your change!” exclaimed the man at the strongbox as Edward made for the exit, still carrying Tabby.

“Keep it,” he ground out. “I’d have paid more.”

***

It was when he’d been carrying Tabby for several streets in the darkened night and longed to put her down that he noticed her lack of shoes.

“Blast it, do we need to go back for your boots and breeches?” he asked, finally realizing that her bare toes bobbed before them.

“Sold ’em,” she said.

“You sold the boots I gave you?” he asked, his heart sinking. Those boots could have lasted her many more years, and she was unlikely to find a pair so fine.

She placed her hand against his waistcoat, not precisely where he’d been in pain, but close enough for Edward to draw a deep breath at last.

“I’m sorry,” she said, the picture of sincerity. “I had to pay for my wig. My hair is so short that I look like a boy otherwise.”

He regarded the cheap, tangled mess in horror. Someone had convinced her to part with her boots so she could buy the most disgusting wig seen in London this century? The thing was likely crawling with lice. Would the horrors never cease?

“And what of your breeches?” he asked faintly.

“Traded them for this,” she said, fingering the burn hole in her dreary nightgown.

“So your plan was to go without shoes and daytime clothing henceforth?” he asked, the words echoing down the abandoned streets as he navigated towards his lodgings.

“I was supposed to get a cut of my auction take,” she said sadly. “But you carried me away before I could collect. I was going to mention it, but you looked so mad.”

“Mad…” he said, his voice rising at the end. He felt positively barking mad; that was certainly true!

“Do you think they’d have me back?” she asked, looking over his shoulder.

“Have you back?” asked Edward, feeling the last rope mooring his self-restraint break. “Did those men seem like they wanted to bid on you tonight?”

“Maybe if I’d lifted my nightdress higher—”

“They didn’t want you,” rasped Edward, tightening his hold on Tabitha as he marched home. “At least for a purpose other than hurting you. Why, the auctioneer slapped you. Blast it, Tabby, why aren’t you tearing at your hair and crying? That was hell to watch!”

She went still in his arms, and her little mouth hardened. “Mayfair misses get to cry over a needle prick, but us? We get told to dodge out the way faster next time. Be happy it wasn’t harder. Haven’t you heard? There are sumpt’y laws on tears.”

“Sumptuary.”

“That too.”

Edward sighed. “What in the devil’s name has got into you, Tabby? As a lad, you were the cleverest little shit. Tobias would never get entangled in something like this!”

“Well, I’d go back to being him, but I haven’t got his clothes!”

“You traded them away. For what? What would possess you—?”

“I was trying to keep up my end of the bargain!”

“What bargain?” he cried, kicking aside something that crunched under his boot.

“I told you: I’ll become your equal, and then we can be friends, even if your wife decides she hates me,” said Tabby as if everything she said was reasonable.

After his brother died last year, Edward went from scoundrel second son to scoundrel heir-to-the-marquessate — without the allowance typically associated with such a rise in consequence.

“For the last time, I don’t have a wife!” he roared into the London night.

“Nor will you if you go about yelling like that, young man!” shouted a voice from a nearby window before it closed with a bang.

“Sorry,” he called up, continuing on their way.

“I know how to be a lad, but I don’t know nothing about being a girl.”

“I could have told you that,” muttered Edward.

“You don’t have to be so mean about it,” she said.

“I don’t think you understand who those men were.”

“Toffs? Lords? A few cits?”

“Toffs, lords, and cits who would hurt you.”

“I suppose that’s part of getting rogered the first time, isn’t it?” she asked.

“No, but these men…they’d draw it out. They’d make it worse.”

“First time never feels nice from what I hear.”

“Who said that?”

“Just what people say.”

“I need to put you down for a moment,” he said, spotting church steps where she could stand without ending up covered in muck.

As soon as he had Tabby upright, Edward hurried away, and voided the contents of his stomach into a bush.

“You been drinking tonight, Dick Stone?” she asked.

He took a swig from his — formerly her — silver water flask and nodded no.

“Your head bothering you?”

“Not tonight.”

“Then what’s got your whirligigs twisted?”

Edward held out his arms as if defeated, and Tabby hopped into them from the top church step.

“Long day. I had a lot to do before your auction.”

“And you’re not even the one who had to buy hair,” she said blithely.

As she recounted her trials and tribulations, Edward walked with uncharacteristic grimness, marching ever closer to Mrs. Chaffinch’s boarding house and the inevitable implosion of his orderly life.

When he opened the door to his lodgings, there was the landlady, towering with disapproval. She’d known Tabby was a young woman before Edward did and had sent them both glares, but carrying a lass in a nightdress into a respectable boarding house simply wasn’t done.

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Chaffinch,” he said, chastened without her saying a word. “I’ll make other arrangements tomorrow.”

Her mouth pinched, and she closed the door to her own sitting room soundly when he walked past.

“I suppose this means I can’t wail when you stick your piece in me,” said Tabby under her breath.

Edward couldn’t bring himself to respond to her joke, even to feign a smile. He reached the door of his room at the top of the stairs and pushed in.

He deposited Tabby on his bed and set about removing his jacket and lighting a few tallow candles.

“Do you really want to be a courtesan? A woman who…sells her favors?”

Tabby giggled. It was the first overtly girlish thing he’d heard her do in the entirety of their acquaintance. How strange to look up and discover that everything had changed.

“I don’t want to do any work, not if I can help it,” she said. “But if I must, bending over for toffs and the like doesn’t seem to be the worst way to make king’s pictures. It’s the only way to make real coin as a girl other than wet nursing, and I don’t have the dairy hills for that. Besides, you’re not doing so bad as a stud. And I said I’d be your equal.”

Edward wanted to rip his hair out. Had she been living as a lad so long that she forgot life was very different for men and women? No, that couldn’t be the case, or she’d have abandoned her pragmatic breeches some time ago.

“That’s not how it works,” he said.

“That’s the way it has to work, Dick Stone, because that’s my plan for how we can be friends even when things change. When you’re the marquess.”

Edward’s rise in status and a physician’s revelation regarding the contents of Tabby’s breeches had sent her into something of a panic, convinced that Edward was but one arranged marriage away from slamming the door on their friendship.

He needed to set her mind at ease so she’d never do something this chuckleheaded again.

“Nothing is going to change,” he said.

“Of course you say that. But one day, you’ll have—”

Not this again, he thought.

“I sold Tencendor,” he said.

Tabby turned to him, betrayal and hurt stamped on her face for the first time that night. Not even being struck by the auctioneer made her eyes go wide like that. “Why…”

“I required funds,” he said, his voice hoarse.

“But Tencendor is your horse,” she said as if he were a small child saying something unreasonable. “He is your only friend in this world; you told me so yourself. He eats better than we do.”

The boulder where his heart should be sent him sinking into the chair before his desk. “Not my only friend,” he said.

“But…but you didn’t need to sell him!” she wailed.

“How was I to know that?” he shouted back. “All I knew was that you were going to offer yourself to some of the worst men in England. They don’t accept credit at virginity auctions! Certainly not from scapegraces working as studs!”

Tabby rose from the bed as if possessed. “Get him back,” she said lowly, staggering towards him. “Go now.”

“It’s the middle of the night,” said Edward miserably.

“Bang at the gate, wake the horse traders up!”

“They claimed to have a standing order from a buyer,” he said. “It was how I got the banknotes so quickly.” Edward dropped his head to the table to hide how miserable he was. His beloved horse, the stallion he’d selected personally and taken to war, was no longer in the stable Edward maintained for him.

He’d had to sell Tencendor a few years before, when funds were so tight he’d barely been able to feed himself, but since recovering his boy in 1817, the skittish warhorse had wanted for nothing. Now Edward had nothing.

And Tencendor was in unknown hands.

“Get him back!” shouted Tabby, pulling at Edward’s waistcoat like a child begging for coin or bread. Her own humiliation and lost hopes hadn’t upset her, but she was truly crying now, great gulping sobs that filled his whole ribcage with pain.

“I’ll try,” he said, his voice breaking on try. If a buyer had a standing order with a horse trader for Tencendor, would they be willing to sell him back to Edward? The possibilities for villainy and the potential cost made his head ache.

“You’re going to get him back,” said Tabby, swinging from bereft to resolute. “I’ll help you. I promise.”

He patted her hand. “That’s a good lad.”

And then Edward recalled Tobias was no more, and felt another wave of sadness at what had been lost. Tabby didn’t even have her breeches and boots anymore; the urchin kid he knew was truly gone.

Nothing for it but to keep marching, he supposed.

“And I’ll help you with your project,” he said, attempting to match her strident tone.

“My project?”

“Your…harlotry,” he said, struggling to find a word for what she was aiming to do.

“Well, I could walk outside and be a harlot right now,” she said with equanimity.

“Your…courtesan business,” he said. “I’ll help you become a prized companion to gentlemen.” Better to train her for something more elevated than threepenny uprights and protect her from the worst of it.

He surveyed his friend, cataloging the wardrobe, wigs, and training in everything from French to music that she’d need to command respect, wealth, and protection. Edward sighed and reasoned that he could start dealing with it tomorrow. He was too tired to contemplate moving from this chair tonight.

Edward closed his eyes for a moment, and when he woke in the middle of the night, someone had extinguished the candles and Tabby lay across the rug. He nearly tripped over her when going down to the privy.

After returning, he scooped his friend up and put her on the bed. She didn’t wake entirely, just jolted, placed her hand on his face, and said, “Dick Stone,” before falling asleep again.

“Hush now,” he said, resuming his seat at the desk. “We’ll start tomorrow.”


Chapter 2


When Edward awoke the next morning, he found himself seated in his desk chair, his chest sprawled on his bed, and his hand tangled in the hem of Tabby’s nightgown. He must have tipped over in the night, he reasoned, setting his person to rights.

Getting cleaned up with a girl — young woman — in the room proved difficult. It was a small space he didn’t share, so there was no screen behind which he could duck after obtaining hot water from Mrs. Chaffinch.

If he still had any doubts about his future in this boarding house, the set of his landlady’s chin when he made his way to the ground floor would have quickly corrected any wrong notions.

Edward was halfway through shaving before a cracked mirror when there was a knock on the door.

“I know, Mrs. Chaffinch, I promise we’ll be out today,” he said, exasperated that she thought he needed more than matronly disapproval to understand the severity of his crimes against the morals of their fine nation and her boarding house specifically.

The knock came again, and if Edward wasn’t mistaken, that was a man’s fist on the other side of the door. He sighed, hoping that his landlady hadn’t summoned toughs to throw them out. Collecting his belongings from the street might be the blow that finally killed him and his curiously stony heart.

“Yes?” asked Edward at the door, loath to open it without some sense of what awaited him.

“Messenger.”

“Bearing a message from?”

“His Lordship the Marquess of Chasterly. Please open the door.”

By now, Tabby had awoken from her slumber and was rising from the bed. Gesù, the last thing he needed was for one of his father’s gossiping servants to find a young woman in his lodging house! Why that should be worse than his general reputation as a stud and seducer, he didn’t know, but he didn’t want to discover that his intuition was correct.

“Stay under here,” he said, tossing the blankets over Tabby. “And don’t move.”

She looked at him sleepily, then nodded and seemed content to enjoy more time abed. She really wasn’t joking about her aspiration to do no work, the lollpoop!

Edward opened the door to a footman wearing the Chasterly livery. The man bowed and held out a message bearing the marquess’s crest.

He’d been waiting to receive a missive like this since returning to England, but until now, one hadn’t arrived. Even when Edward’s allowance had been cut off, his father hadn’t written to him; Edward found out when he could no longer get credit. Rather than directly telling his son that the income was no more, his father had undertaken to inform the whole of London, starting with his butcher.

When Edward opened the letter, he turned the pages this way and that, trying to find the message. And then he realized: even when his father deigned to send him a letter, he couldn’t be bothered to scratch out a few words.

The meaning was clear enough.

“If you’ll come with me,” said the footman, moving to the stairs.

Edward could have refused. What was the old man going to do to him — cut off his already suspended allowance?

But part of him wondered what had inspired this reversal.

“Tabby,” he whispered to the pile of blankets. “Pack up the room while I’m gone. We’re moving today, and I’ll be back soon.”

His ever-faithful friend extended a wave of acknowledgement and farewell, and Edward followed the footman out.

***

“In Roman times, the Senate charged a father with killing his worthless children.”

Edward stood before his father, the Marquess of Chasterly, for the first time in years, and the old man spoke about patria potestas, how very like him.

“Expose them to the elements after birth, take a sword to their necks, anything to prevent them from poisoning the family line.”

The marquess continued in this vein, cataloguing the ways an ancient parent could legally kill their child before he went silent again. Chasterly picked up one of a pair of old dueling pistols from an open case on his desk and aimed it at his son and heir.

Edward maintained his composure, having been subjected to scenes like this many times throughout the years. Why, on several occasions, his father had fired the thing just shy of his shoulder. He was rather more trusting of the accuracy of firearms than Edward was.

“I’ve been hearing things about you,” said Chasterly, tossing the pistol back into the case.

Edward catalogued his activities since he last saw his father and reckoned that nothing he’d heard could be considered good by the man. This was unlikely to be a warm reunion. But considering the parties involved, that was to be expected.

“Poisoning your own line was not enough,” said the marquess, leaning back in his chair as if pained by the substantial burden of fatherhood. “Now you’re contaminating other families.”

Ah, so his pater knew of the breeding business. Well, convincing Edward to suspend it was as simple as restoring his allowance, so this might be a productive meeting after all.

“A man must eat,” said Edward.

“Must he?” asked Chasterly, fondly eyeing the dueling pistol again. “They also say you’ve got an urchin always at your side. You best not be meddling with boys now, you hear me!”

Edward drew breath carefully, conscious of anything that could give away his inner panic. If his father moved against Tabby, he would find himself in the crypt earlier than otherwise.

“Hrmph,” said the old man, his gaze narrowing.

“Some of these paintings are new, are they not?” asked Edward, hoping to pull the hateful eye of Chasterly from his friend.

The old man looked about his study, as if suddenly recalling where he was. Strange to see his father so aged, in a room that was both familiar and rather changed.

“Don’t attempt to distract me from the matter at hand, boy,” he growled, pulling his eyes away from a particularly gruesome hunt scene. “As my heir, you have responsibilities.”

On the ride over, Edward had catalogued the possibilities for this unexpected summons. He was quite certain that he knew what would come next: like all titled gentlemen, he needed to produce a son, preferably several, of legitimate issue, who could carry on the title. His father would demand that he marry and sire an heir; Edward would play a card his father couldn’t see coming, and he would cackle merrily while the old man roasted in hell, hoisted on his own petard.

Yet that is not what came next.

“You might wish to look out,” said his father, gesturing to a Palladian window overlooking the gardens.

There, in the garden to the west of the stables, was Edward’s horse.

“Tencendor,” Edward whispered, unable to hide how affected he was by the sight of his boy. He catalogued all the marks on his dark coat and was certain this was the real thing before his very eyes.

Which posed a significant problem.

“Yes, my standing order to buy the beast finally paid off a few days ago. I am now the owner of your stallion.”

This was bad. The worst news, truth be told. It was terrible to contemplate life without his beloved companion, but in the hands of a cruel and erratic master like Chasterly? His guts churned watching the massive warhorse step nervously.

“He’s a skittish beast,” said Chasterly, now immediately behind Edward. “I’ve put animals down for less.”

Edward was in hell. Reacting wasn’t an option, but his spine longed to roll under the creeping dread of his father’s words. There was nothing for it: whatever this man demanded, he’d have to capitulate. He could think of only one thing he’d refuse to do to save his boy.

“What do you want?” asked Edward, keeping his voice steady.

“And now he’s ready to bargain!” cried his father. “My prodigal son, home and falling into line at last! I’d call you Netherwallop, but you’re not worthy of the name. Horatio was.”

And Horatio, his elder brother, had drowned alongside his mistress while enjoying a holiday shortly after hiring Edward to service his wife. But dear old papa had Edward’s cods in hand now, and he knew better than to say such a thing aloud, not when Tencendor’s coat rippled anxiously in the marquess’s garden.

“You want that horse back?” asked Chasterly.

Now he was toying with him, teasing Edward about striking a rare spot of vulnerability. His temper broke free of its chain.

“I do, and I suppose I’ll get him back no matter what when you die.”

Edward turned and watched his father’s lips curl into an unnatural smile. “At last. Some honesty between father and son.”

The light from the window made the old man’s eyes glow, their blue irises now clouded. He could have bought the finest of clothing, but he stood before Edward in a suit from the previous century, the black color gone rusty and his boots floppy for want of repair. This close, Edward could smell that the old man had a rotten tooth he needed pulled; would that he delay and expire any day now.

“If you mean to laze about and let me feed the animal, thinking that my death will solve the problem, set those hopes aside,” his father continued. “Should I die with this matter unsatisfied, I’ve given instructions for the horse to be shot forthwith.”

Edward’s blood ran cold, and he fought the urge to look back at Tencendor, now knowing this could be the last time he saw his horse.

“What do you want?” asked Edward, his voice faint and his will broken.

“Your service on the Continent has been the subject of a good deal of talk, even these many years later,” said Chasterly.

This wasn’t the direction he had expected his father to take. What was he on about?

“They say you committed treason.”

Edward knew better than to protest his innocence. It had never worked before and certainly wouldn’t sway the person who hated him most on earth.

“I know you are innocent of those charges,” said his father.

Well, scrape him off the floor! Was that an exceedingly rare vote of confidence from the great villain of his life?

“Then why did you suspend my allowance?” asked Edward, furious that he’d spent years in London subsisting on eel pies, fetching his own water, and breeding other men’s wives for money when he should have been living like every other lordling.

“Gossip may as well have ended you in Portugal,” bit out his pater, spittle collecting at the corner of his mouth. “They all believed it, and you’ve done nothing to correct the perception of guilt.”

“How was I supposed to do that when publicly abandoned by my family?”

“The truth is always a superior hand. You folded immediately.”

“And how was I to play with no one to stake me in the game?” asked Edward, thoroughly bewildered.

“Oh, you’ve planted your stake in any number of other men’s wives, haven’t you? But this matter affecting your family honor has gone unchallenged.”

“What would you have me do?”

“Clear your name, as you should have done before,” said the marquess.

Edward sank into a chair in front of that grand desk, befuddled and still feeling the effects of carrying Tabby across much of London last night. He struggled to remember the facts of the case himself.

Back behind the desk, his father coughed delicately into a handkerchief, no doubt to remind Edward that Tencendor’s life hung in the balance.

“You seem to know a good deal about this matter,” said Edward, his eyes narrowing as he recalled many past tricks his father had played. “Do you already have the evidence of my innocence in your possession?”

The withered old codger cackled, then hacked more earnestly. “I’ve not been able to penetrate the inner sanctums of the key players. You’re the expert in penetration these days.”

Edward groaned, wishing the man had discovered some sort of paternal feeling in their time apart.

“I am not without my sources,” said the man at last. “The Chasterly name still counts for something, despite your best efforts.” He lifted a few sheets of brown paper and tossed them forward.

Edward collected the pages, half of them from the floor, and quickly reviewed the scratched notes. Eyes roving too fast to truly read the words, his mind moved like the wheels on a carriage traveling at a good clip.

“Be off with you,” said the marquess, waving his gray handkerchief to signal he should show himself out.

Edward wasn’t so taken by the documents as not to notice the dots of blood on the cloth.


Chapter 3


“Hold still.”

”I am still!”

Edward sighed as Tabby wiggled before him, turning this way and that to evade his lice comb.

“You’re wilier than these here lice!”

“You would be too if someone was ripping yer hairs out!”

He kicked the leg of the chair, which proved surprisingly stable. At least one aspect of his life was improving.

Upon returning to Mrs. Chaffinch’s, he discovered Tabby had packed up his few belongings, as he’d requested. After getting her outfitted in his older clothes, they set off from the lodging house, heading to rooms he’d found in the last weeks, when he’d sorted out the problem of how to keep his friend with him once he got her back.

The rooms he let were more spacious and furnished with the basics: bed, rugs, washstand, screen, and desk.

“How are you going to pay for all this?” Tabby had asked, looking around in wonder as if he’d brought her to St. James’s Palace.

It was then that he’d explained who had Tencendor. With the cost of the horse set in something other than blunt, he could use some of the sale price to cover rent on the new lodgings.

“Got a nit,” muttered Edward, smashing the egg against the rag he’d been using to collect dirt and vermin.

“That has to be the last of them,” moaned Tabby.

“Most young ladies your age are far more stoic about the comb,” sniffed Edward, himself tired of their third round of washing and combing.

“Ya, but they’ve had people to do this for ’em and toughen up their scalps,” said Tabby.

“Be that as it may, no gentleman is going to want to share a pillow with a courtesan crawling with lice. Tends to set the cock at half mast, the prospect of itching.”

“You sound like a toff,” she huffed.

”I am a toff,” he retorted. “A toff who is cleaning you up, and don’t you forget it.”

Tabby slumped in her chair but uncomplainingly endured the rest of Edward’s labors.

***

When Edward deemed Tabby free of lice and all dirt, he rubbed her hair with a clean rag while she yelled again in protest.

But it was nothing compared to the look on her face when he drew forth the blade he used to shave his face.

“I didn’t mean to be bad,” she whispered.

“Gesù, Tabby, I’m not gonna hurt you!”

“But you’re holding that thing like Mr. Rymer does!”

“The barber? I should hope so! You need a shave.”

She touched her face, eyes wide.

“Not there,” said Edward. “Lower.”

Tabby glanced down, clearly confused.

“Can’t have lice in the fleece,” said Edward gruffly.

“In the what?”

“Nothing darting about the merkin.”

Tabby gasped.

“Now, see here!” exclaimed Edward when she made to run. “No gentleman wants lice of the lower sort either! I’m just preparing you for your new profession!”

“Does it have to be with a blade?” she asked, eyeing the thing with considerable fear.

“Just once to make sure there aren’t crabs nesting in there,” he reasoned. “I can’t sit betwixt your legs and comb for hours.”

“You labor between other women’s legs!” she cried, her eyes still stuck to the shining blade.

He laughed and ran his hand through her wet hair, fluffing it. She was clean at last, even behind the ears, and had the air of a very put-out cat. It was adorable, and the band about his chest that had snapped into place when he’d last seen Tencendor eased.

“I’ll show you how to shave using my face. Then you can go behind that screen and work on your fleece.”

He sat afore the cracked mirror they’d packed just that morning and beat some soap into a lather.

“What’s that?” she asked, standing before him and sticking a finger into the foam.

“Just soap,” he said, using the brush to dot some on the end of her nose.

She wiped it off in a huff.

“So you didn’t bathe much, on account of the whole…” said Edward, waving one hand to signify the fact that she’d spent years in lads’ clothes, all the while using his other hand to apply lather to his face.

“How often d’you wash up?” she asked, clearly huffy.

“A stud can’t go to a lady in want of breeding, caked with dirt and wearing filthy smalls,” said Edward, raising an eyebrow. “Same applies to courtesans.”

“Seems like an awful lot of work.”

“Well, it’s the line of work you picked!” he exclaimed in a fit of mirth.

“I’d rather not work at all! I told you!”

“You planning on becoming our queen? The position is vacant,” he said thoughtfully.

“And marry the mad German king?” she hooted.

“Sounds like a bother,” he said, working on his sideburns. “The robes are heavy. My cousin once felt them.”

“What a burden it must be, to be drowning in furs and jewels,” she said drily.

“If you refuse the suit of the king, what does that leave you? An aristocrat?”

“I suppose I could marry a toff,” she said with equanimity. “Or a cit, no difference to me.”

Edward leveled her a look over his blade. “You’d be happy drinking chocolate in bed and getting dresses made up and, well, setting menus?”

“So many eels,” she sighed. “And I could have pie every meal. I’d never be hungry, not even a minute.”

“And what about your greatest task?”

“What’s that?” she asked, stars still in her eyes.

“Making babies.”

She grew silent.

“An aristocrat and even a banker will want heirs from you,” said Edward, poking her flat belly with a finger before taking the blade to his remaining stubble. “Watch me. Pull the skin taut and glide the razor over the hair. Do not press into the skin.”

“I don’t know nothing about making heirs,” she said, watching as he shaved.

“Yet you protested that you’re aware of the mechanics of sex on many occasions!”

“Well, I’ve seen people doin’ it, but I couldn’t exactly do it myself on account of—” She gestured to her breeches.

Edward turned to her slowly, his eyebrow raised. “You mean to tell me that when you entered that virgin auction, you were…?”

“Of course! A doctor checked and everything.”

Edward waved that away. “Those things can be faked.”

“But I’m telling you,” she said, “I’m not fake.”

“I trust you,” Edward said, placating his huffy friend.

Tabby came closer and carefully reached her hand out for Edward’s blade. He let her take it and patiently sat while she grew accustomed to the feel in her hand. And then he realized that her revelation had brought to light something far more concerning than lice.

“So this means that you not only do not understand dancing, the language of fans, and how to wear ladies’ clothing,” he said, eyeing her. “You’re unfamiliar with how to perform The Act.”

His distress must have shown on his half-lathered face because she grimaced in response.

“It’s not so hard, is it?” she said. “The girl just stands there or lies down like a gutted eel and lets the man work away?”

Edward sensed a headache coming on. What had he gotten himself into? She was an innocent in every way other than pick-pocketing and collecting information on the streets. Turning her into a courtesan would be a monumental undertaking!

“Hold still,” she said, advancing on him with the blade.

Edward held his breath when he felt her run the razor up his neck, each scratch of the knife making his scalp crawl with fear. He placed his hands at Tabby’s waist to steady her, and the progress of the blade paused.

“What’s that for?” she asked, looking down at him.

“I want to make sure you don’t fall and take my neck with you.”

She grabbed his hair at the crown and directed his head back so she could keep practicing. Edward struggled to contain a laugh, not wanting his cheeks cut to ribbons by his amateur barber.

“What’s got you laughing, Dick Stone?” she asked, her voice muffled by the tongue clenched between her teeth as she concentrated on shaving him.

“I’m happy to have you back, Tabby,” he said, not in the mood to dissemble.

“I think you’re done,” she said, squinting as she turned his head this way and that before releasing his hair.

“In that case,” he said, leaning forward to rub the stray lines of lather on her shirtsleeves, right into her belly. Really, it was his shirt, and he had another one she could wear. He could dirty her up.

She squirmed and fought him, then descended into giggles when he pretended to bite her through the linen. How he found his arms about her waist and she set hers around his neck, he didn’t know.

***

Following a most trying conclusion to their cleaning efforts, Edward wished he had something to drink.

Tabby had marched behind the screen with the dignity of one heading to the execution block unjustly, and he waited on the other side in terror as she sighed, gasped, and shrieked through her task.

When she emerged, looking worse for wear, she’d shoved the shaving supplies at him and gone to the vestibule of his rooms to lick her wounds. Metaphorical wounds, he hoped.

Edward left some cheese and bread out for her supper and assumed that she’d find some place to nest for the night. She’d been an urchin accustomed to sleeping where she could safely close her eyes, after all.

Thus, he was surprised to discover her next to his bed that night, wearing her nightgown with the burn hole.

“Budge over,” she said, lifting the bedclothes.

Edward was aghast. Did she really propose to sleep here? In his own bedstead?

“Don’t look at me like that, Dick Stone,” she said. “I know this isn’t the first time you’ve shared a bed.”

“But we’ve plenty of places for you to bunk down,” he said, looking around the sparsely furnished rooms.

“We have one bed,” she said, gesturing to the place he was now lounging with a book.

“We have a bed?”

“Yes, one bed,” she repeated, ignoring his pointed questioning of their mutual ownership.

Ever the gracious host, Edward wiggled over towards the wall to make room for Tabby. It wasn’t unheard of to share beds with family, and as a soldier, he’d certainly bunked down wherever sleep could be found. Yet Tabby needed to know that what she was expecting was most unusual.

“I know good manners are new to you, but in fine households, men do not occupy a bed with an unmarried young woman,” he sniffed.

Tabby looked him in the eye from her spot on his pillow and pressed her feet to his bare shin.

“Cold!” he exclaimed, scrambling away.

“Precisely,” she rejoined. “It’s cold outside of the blankets since you haven’t ordered coal yet. And that is why I must sleep here despite you sounding quite like Lady Millicent.”

Edward gasped. Lady Millicent Blatherwick — his great enemy — was an elderly busybody who had charged herself with enforcing the mores of the day in the most annoying way possible.

“Yes, exactly,” said Tabby, finally pulling her freezing feet back when it was clear he’d received the message. She pulled up the bedclothes to gaze at his midsection. “What are you wearing?”

Edward hiked the blankets to his collarbones. Why had he befriended an urchin who had once tried to pick his pocket several years ago? Was this divine punishment?

“Do you sleep nude?” she asked, most interested. “I’d heard some gentlemen do it, but it always seemed ridiculous.”

“I sleep in my smalls,” he huffed.

Tabitha lifted the blankets again and squinted to see them in the darkness. “I suppose you do.”

“And what about you?” he asked, his voice rising. “What are you wearing?”

Tabby looked down at the nightgown she’d obtained at great cost, feeling the burn hole regretfully. “Silly to make it rags already, but I guess I can sleep like you.”

She began to take the thing off when Edward stayed her with a powerful arm. “Leave it on,” he moaned. “This is a farce.”

His friend stopped her squirming and let the hem fall back into place. “That the Bible?” she asked, eyeing the book he had in his lap.

Edward laughed and tilted it to show her the cover and then the loose pages he’d tucked in the volume. Her head blocked the light of the candle burning nearby, so he gently directed her back to the pillow and held the book so she could see his father’s notes on the false treason claims that had altered the course of his life.

He recalled one potential problem. “Can you read?”

She squinted at the crabbed hand on those dark pages. “Enough to get by,” she said. “Who wrote this? Moses?”

Edward chuckled. “M’ father,” he said. “He must have taken the notes himself based on reports from his informants.”

“What does he write?”

“Lists four men connected to the gossip.”

“Did you do it?”

Edward turned to her, aghast. “Commit treason?”

“I wouldn’t turn ye in or blame you,” she reasoned.

“In which case, they could hang you, too!” he cried. “If I were a traitor, I’d expect you to report me and collect a fine reward. Nay, I’d demand it!”

Tabby scoffed and squinted at the spidery words. “Why four men?”

“These four were the only men with enough power in the region to fabricate the claim,” he said.

“What claim?”

Edward thought of those days in Portugal and suddenly felt tired. Only this morning, he’d been a resident at Mrs. Chaffinch’s, Tencendor’s fate unknown. The weight of the day was tugging at his eyelids.

“Well, it never amounted to actual charges. Just serious rumors. I’ll tell you some other time,” he said, leaning to place the book on the simple bedside table.

Tabby grabbed it, flipping past the notes from Edward’s father and studying the text.

“You’ve got a dirty book here, Dick Stone!” she exclaimed, taking in the illustrations of couples — and groups — engaged in coitus of varying types.

She bent her knees to cradle the volume and carefully turned the pages, all while Edward stared at the ceiling in horror. He should have known better than to use a positions manual to keep the notes safe.

“A gentleman might study such a work to learn how to please a lady,” he said, trying to maintain his dignity.

“Is this why you wear so little to bed?” she asked, avidly taking in an engraving of a lady bent over a chair while a cheerful fellow rogered her from behind. “So you don’t have to shift as much around when you want a rub?”

Edward gasped. “A rub? I am a gentleman with a breeding business attempting to stay abreast of the latest—”

“Abreast!” Tabby hooted, covering her mouth as she turned to a plate with a lady nursing a child as her lover worked to get her with child again. “Do you do it like this?”

He studied the engraving, a most stimulating image. “I do not,” he said with as much dignity as he could manage. “Mostly because my clients hire me because they don’t have the heir they need yet.”

She turned another page, this time revealing a man betwixt a gleeful lady’s thighs, his tongue just about to tease her nether lips.

“And that?” she asked, a bit breathlessly.

“I’ve certainly given ladies much oral pleasure in my day.”

“Oh, oral pleasure,” she repeated.

Edward leaned over and turned to a page he knew by heart. “But this is what I do most often. A suitable position for breeding and mutual pleasure.”

The image showed a nude lady reclining on a bed surrounded by flowers, her male partner gazing lovingly at her face while he inserted the crown of his cock into her cunny. The artist had captured the moment she spread around his cockhead, her expression rapturous as their coupling began.

“Is it always so happy?” asked Tabby, doubtful as she looked at every aspect of the illustration.

“No,” he admitted.

She made her hand into a fist, then a circle as if to understand the size of the man’s shaft. “And are all men like this?”

Edward gently took the book and closed it, sensing that his friend was close to overwhelmed from such an intimate look at an act she had otherwise only observed from afar.

“All men are different,” he said. “But the good ones will give a care for your pleasure and make all of those positions feel quite nice.”

“I hope they’re all good as you, Dick Stone,” she sighed.

And for once, despite years of considering himself the worst of men, he agreed.


Chapter 4


As usual, Edward and Tabby were enjoying a midafternoon in Hyde Park.

Not as usual was the absence of Tencendor the horse.

Tabitha still wore Edward’s older clothes, which would have looked ridiculous had his tailoring been less precise. Still, the breeches needed to be held up by a set of braces, and the shirtsleeves fairly billowed around her diminutive frame.

“I’ve sent a note round to my tailoress so we might get you some proper clothes,” said Edward, his eyes scanning the park for signs of friends (few and far between) or foes (Lady Millicent Blatherwick, primarily).

“You mean to send me to other men dressed in breeches?” she asked, nudging him playfully.

Send her to other men. It was an accidental cut doomed to fester.

When Edward woke this morning, his body wrapped about Tabby’s back, her little arse nestled against his painfully hard cock, and his hand in hers just over her belly, he’d have taken up the sword to avoid sending her to other men.

Thankfully, the cold light of day had a way of scouring bad ideas from his mind. She deserved to make her own way in the world, unencumbered by a scoundrel. Edward was sitting in the park, not at all considering the next time they might share that narrow bed and how easily her hem could rise in the night. How her thighs would feel cradling his hips.

“…didn’t know she even made dresses,” said Tabby, chattering to herself while chewing on a heel of bread she’d magicked from a pocket.

“I don’t know what she’ll propose, but she’s a most fashionable lady, and I trust that she’ll have ideas for you.”

“A lady?” asked Tabby, looking at a meandering swan with some suspicion.

“She married a lord,” said Edward, thinking of his friends fondly.

Tabby’s eyebrows drew together. “Then why does she work?”

Edward couldn’t contain his laughter. “She’s a talented tailoress! And in truth, her husband is only the fifth son of a duke. His income isn’t so great as you might think. Especially since he was something of a scapegrace before devoting himself to the worship of his wife.”

“She must be very pretty,” said Tabby wistfully.

“She’s pretty and clever and a game girl,” said Edward with a smirk. “Her husband loves her and keeps her belly full.”

It took Tabitha a moment to realize what he meant, then her eyes flew to his.

It was the first time she’d really met his eyes that day after waking to him wrapped around her. She dipped her head as if to sniff his cast-off clothes.

“Do men want their courtesans in a breeding state?” she asked, the idea suddenly sounding appealing.

“Very much no, with a few exceptions,” said Edward. “I’ll get you set up with French envelopes and seeds so you can stay working.”

Tabby sighed. “I suppose, if I must.”

He laughed and nudged her with his shoulder. “Maybe you’ll end up liking your profession.”

“Do you like yours?” she asked, sending him a glare.

“Fine, fine,” he groused. “What have you got there?”

Tabby withdrew the book Edward had been looking at in bed.

“Tabitha! You can’t bring pornographic books out in public,” he hissed, glancing around the park to see if anyone was observing them.

She tucked the volume back in her jacket but brought forth the notes from Edward’s father.

“I noticed you didn’t want to discuss your case last night.”

He scoffed.

“And you left our rooms without taking the notes this morning,” she said.

“Our rooms,” he grumbled. “Perhaps I’ve memorized the contents of the pages!”

“Fine. What does the first say?”

“I thought you couldn’t read much.”

“I can read well enough to know that you’re spinning a tale.”

“You calling me a liar, Tobias?” asked Edward, leaning close and accidentally using his friend’s old name. “Tabby,” he corrected.

She pressed the pages into his breastbone, stubborn as ever, and met his glare. “Your horse is in the hands of a, well, a, a terrible person!”

“How do you know he’s bad? What if I’m spinning tales about him?”

“You doubt your father is an evil person?” she asked, horror dawning on her face. “He’s holding Tencendor hostage! And he abandoned you when you needed him!”

“He intervened to keep my neck out of the noose,” said Edward, rising from the bench, agitated and needing to move his legs.

“And then left you with no support when he has plenty of coin? You wouldn’t do that to me, and I’m not even your heir!”

“Yes, but you’re…” Edward walked back and forth, then changed tack. “What if I’m all those things he says I am?”

“I don’t know what he’s claimed, but even my da, a dumb ol’ blunderbuss who drowned in shite, wasn’t so awful as yours.”

Edward took his seat on the bench again.

“You’re ducking in every alley you come across to dodge this problem,” said Tabby, shaking the notes. “I’ve seen people with the bailiff on ’em for debts look less spooked.”

Edward felt his shoulders curl in. There was something in his throat, stuck, and he didn’t think he could allow it to escape.

“Let me help you,” she said softly. Just four words uttered like the tenderest caress, and he was butter on hot bread.

“Very well,” he said, taking those dratted papers in hand and trying to make out the writing.

“The ouvidor,” said Edward. “Portuguese magistrate.”

“Portugal. I thought you were fighting them,” said Tabby, still attempting to read the notes.

“The Portuguese?” hooted Edward. “Hardly. We were allies in sending Bonaparte back to France. Or at least trying.”

“So this man was your friend?” asked Tabby, poking at the place she’d made out the title ouvidor.

“He didn’t like me much at all,” said Edward with a fond smile on his face. “But his wife, Dona Leonor Teresa, had very different feelings.”

Tabby gasped in mock horror. “You romanced the wives of foreign nobs, too?”

“I needed to uphold the honor of the Shiny Tenth,” he said with a sniff and then explained. “The 10th Hussars, sponsored by Prinny himself.”

“Oh, you were strong fighters,” said Tabby, going back to studying the page.

“We were mostly known for being lordlings who drank, dueled, and chased women,” said Edward, a little ashamed to admit as much now. “Good horsemen, though.”

“That sounds more likely, yes,” said Tabby, consulting the second sheet.

Edward stood from the bench again in a snit. “What’s that mean?”

“You were a toff, doing toff things.” She leveled him a quelling glance. “Sit down and block the wind. I’m getting cold.”

He settled beside her again and leaned over to regard the page.

“Three officers,” he said, pointing each name out. “The Honourable Colonel Henry Giffard, Major Thomas Camville, and Lord Blount, a captain at the time.”

She moaned. “Why do their names have to be so long?”

Edward waved his hand. “Army ranks plus nobility, but just call them the colonel, the major, and the captain for now.”

“Why would they…?”

“Why would they fabricate proof of treason? Best to ask Mrs. Giffard, Mrs. Camville, and Lady Blount.”

“You didn’t.”

“I most certainly did,” he said with a snort. “At least I think I did. Hard to recall this many years later.”

“Did you even fight in Portugal between all of that drinking and rogering?”

“Now, see here, miss,” said Edward, pinching Tabby’s thigh. “Your gentlemen will like you more if you pretend to only know filthy words and acts because they taught them to you. You can’t say things like ‘rogering’ to a baronet.”

“Even as he’s asking about rogering me?” she asked blankly.

“Absolutely not. That’s the rule: if you do filthy things, you must appear a perfect lady. At least if you want to command the most coin.”

“But if I’m a perfect lady, why wouldn’t he go to the lady he already has?” she asked. “The one he’s already keeping in furs and chocolate?”

“You should appear a lady. The moment the door to the outside world closes, you may act like the veriest little slut, if you so desire. But the more you play a lady, the greater the stacks of banknotes and jewels in your strongbox.”

Neither of them noticed that they’d drawn closer on the bench, their hips resting alongside each other and noses almost touching. If they had noticed it, they might have waved it away as an attempt to stay warm in the wind or some other nonsense.

“So men visit courtesans and expect them to behave like ladies,” said Tabby, struggling to make sense of things. “And other men roger those men’s wives and treat them like harlots.”

Edward considered her statement and nodded. “That’s more or less true, yes.”

“Then why don’t men just marry their mistresses or roger their wives like they want? Rather like having more than one pair of boots, isn’t it?”

“Well, aristocrats do have more than one pair of boots.”

Tabby kicked the dirt. “Silly.”

“So says the person who sold the pair of boots I gave her! And you’re wearing my second pair right now!”

She slumped on the bench. “I’m sorry, Edward,” she said. “And I’m sorry you had to sell Tencendor. I’m sorry I’m such a silly—”

“There now,” he said, wrapping an arm around her narrow shoulders and tugging her close. Damn anyone who might look their way and see two men in an embrace; the wind was something fierce today.

“It’s just, I was trying to stay your friend! Everything was changing, and then I woke up and the doctor knew I wasn’t Tobias and—”

Edward tugged her even closer. “I won’t hear another word of it.”

“But I—”

“The one thing we did right in the 10th was to never quit marching. Or in our case, riding. Always keep the boots or horse in motion. You listening to me? We will not set up camp in this place. We’re passing through.”

Tabby looked about. “I don’t think we can sleep in the park, Dick Stone.”

“It’s a metaphor,” he said, his arms outstretched. “We need to carry on with our lives.”

“Like solving who set you up for treason,” she said.

“Like solving—now see here, Tabitha!” he howled as she took off at a run while he chased her, not giving a single damn who saw them playing like children.

***

In Dick Stone’s familiar office at the back of Mr. Rymer’s barber shop, Edward and Tabby stuck their heads together again to make sense of those pages of notes.

“If the villain is this Portuguese judge man—”

“It’s pointless to try to solve the case from London, yes,” said Edward, nodding his head in agreement.

“Why do you think your da wrote about these three army men?” asked Tabby, consulting the names. “The colonel, the major, and the captain.”

Edward leaned back in his chair and thought hard while taking a sip of water from the silver flask that used to be Tabby’s. She swiped it from him when he was done and took her own drink.

“Now, who said I wanted to share?” he asked.

“That’s it!” she cried, pointing to the list. “Ladies don’t have names, not written down and important.”

“Well…”

“Is your da the sort that would think so much about ladies if they weren’t important?”

“He doesn’t think anyone is important,” Edward scoffed.

“Unless they’re involved in this treason case. Personally.”

“So it’s Mrs. Giffard, Mrs. Camville, or Lady Blount who holds the key,” mused Edward.

“You really rogered every wife in your regiment?” asked Tabby doubtfully. “Didn’t you need to…shoot things occasionally?”

“Oh, I shot plenty of loads while in Portugal,” muttered Edward.

Tabby groaned and slapped the table. “Think! Maybe if we can find out which wives you meddled with, we can look closer at a jealous husband.”

Edward regarded the pages and then slumped in his chair. “I don’t have the slightest idea,” he said. “I keep those coded notes now so I can recall my activities, but in those days, I was sticking my cock anywhere it was invited.”

“You didn’t keep a diary?”

“A diary?” he exclaimed. “If so, the courts would have seized it as evidence several times over in divorce cases. Most nights, I went to bed too drunk on fucking and Madeira to scratch out words.”

“If you saw the ladies, do you think you’d know them?” asked Tabby, frowning at the names.

“I’d likely recognize them best without their dresses, but failing that, I suppose I could look at their faces and try to remember.”

Tabby nodded and rose, swaying on her feet when she first stood.

“Boots too large?” asked Edward.

“I’m tired,” she admitted. “Feed me a meat pie and take me home.”

“Gladly,” he said, grabbing his hat and gloves.


Chapter 5


On the way back from visiting the pie man, Edward recalled what he’d wanted to say to Tabby.

“Listen,” he said, squinting at the setting sun as they dodged horse shite in the street while finding their way to the new lodgings. “I don’t have much, but since Tencendor…”

“Since you sold your horse to buy me,” she filled in.

“Yes. Since then, I have some coin. More than usual.”

Tabby nodded.

“You never had a sweetheart or someone who wanted to marry you?” he asked.

Her head jerked to look at him. “What do you mean?”

“You never had a beau? Someone who knew you were Tabitha?”

“No,” she said. “I have about as many friends as you do.”

Not many. Damn.

“It’s just that,” he said, stepping around a cart, “you don’t have to carry on with this scheme. Not if you don’t want to.”

“This scheme.”

“Becoming a courtesan. I can give you some money for you to get married so you can live happily. None of this playing lady nonsense or learning not to say ‘rogering’ business. You could be happy.”

“Could I?” she asked, her voice curiously even.

“Yes, I know plenty of happy wives! You’re even a virgin! Why, we could find you any number of suitable husbands in the market right now.”

“I bet you know plenty of happy wives, Dick Stone,” she said, grabbing him by the waistcoat. She was ferocious for a little thing, her grip firm and eyes flashing as she prepared to eviscerate him for something to which she’d taken offense. Damn and blast.

“I suppose I do…” he said, suddenly doubting the wisdom of his offer.

“Do you think I’d be a happy wife if my husband wondered why I was friends with the notorious seducer Dick Stone?”

“I fear not,” he said, his voice growing small as he tried to appease her.

Tabby released his waistcoat. “Come along then, I’ve a virginity to be rid of. This has gone on long enough. I’m tired of it offering options I don’t want.”

***

When Tabby marched into their lodgings instead of heading for a seedy neighborhood, he should have known that something was afoot. After he set the lock, she began pulling off her clothes — his clothes — and casting them on the floor. He followed behind her, picking up garments and trying to understand what she was about.

“Now, see here!” he shouted when she sent her shirtsleeves to the rug in a billow.

She turned around, letting him see her narrow, bare shoulders and the scrap of fabric over her breasts for the first time.

“I need to be rid of it,” she said. “Will you do it for me?”

He was so used to saying yes to her that the words almost escaped his lips before he realized what she was asking.

“What?”

“Will you, well, I suppose I’m not allowed to say roger,” she mused. “Will you fuck me?”

Edward stood in his — their — bedroom, his arms full of clothes, and tried to understand the request.

“I need you to take or break it, whatever you’ve gotta do to get me rid of this thing.”

“You want me to take your virginity?”

“Needs must,” she said with a shrug that shouldn’t have looked so alluring. She collapsed onto the bed, easily tugging off her too-big, borrowed boots. With a wry smile, she added, “Consider it repayment for selling the boots you gave me.”

“Don’t joke like that,” he said hoarsely. “We’re friends.”

“Joke that you should help me get rid of this thing or that I’m paying you back for selling your gift?” she asked, now sad. “The boots were a nice present. The nicest I ever got. And I sold them. I thought it would let us stay friends. My project. That’s why I sold ’em.”

She stood and worked at her falls, fingers struggling with the buttons.

“Shhh,” said Edward, drawing close but resisting the urge to wrap his arms around her.

Tabby was upset, her eyes a little wet and lips rosier than usual. When had that happened? When had her lips started to look so pretty?

“You don’t know what it’s like,” she whispered.

“I don’t,” he agreed.

She collapsed forward, her face planted somewhere near his breastbone. For Edward, it was like eating a good deal of bread after going hungry for some time; he felt full, almost upsettingly so after such a long stretch without.

He set his hand in her hair and stroked it.

“I’m not so stupid as to think that being a courtesan won’t hurt me sometimes.”

His hand tightened in her strands until she yelped. “Then do something else,” he begged. “Maybe you’re meant to get married and fall in love!”

Tabby looked up, regarding him with pity. “You think love is for people like me? You might as well tell me to wish for someone to bring me chocolate in bed each morning. If I woke up expecting that, the things I did eat would taste like ash. Don’t put your toff expectations on me, Dick Stone.”

“Toff expectations!” he cried. “You’re the one who has decided that I’m going to have a loveless marriage with a woman who hates you, all for making heirs for a marquessate that has brought me nothing but angst these past ten years, if not longer.”

“So we’re both bound to be miserable, I suppose,” she said.

“Seems so.”

“I’m happy I got a pie today.”

“Life really is better with a full belly.”

Tabby reached her arms around his waist and looked up at him, her eyes guileless and expression sad. “So you won’t do it? I might be less unhappy as a courtesan.”

Edward sighed. He’d fucked countless women in the past without a care. Why was he acting like a ninny about ridding his closest friend of her maidenhead? She wasn’t wrong; a cruel man could make the first time such a harrowing experience that she might never enjoy the act again.

Her cheek pressed against the part of him hurting most. He still needed to see that physician about a physic for his guts. At this rate, he’d die before his cursed father.

Extricating himself from her arms, he went to the cupboard containing his few belongings and withdrew a package. From inside, he fished something out — a curious sort of wiggly thing.

“What’s that? Does it taste good?” she asked.

He laughed despite his misgivings about the whole affair. “French letter,” he said, holding the pliable but dry sheath up. “Made of sheep’s intestine, so it might taste good, but you’d be better off spending your coin on proper food because these are dear.”

He poured some water from the pitcher into the basin and dropped the letter in.

“Then why are you ruining it!”

“Needs to get wet,” he said. “Which gives you time to prepare yourself.”

“Prepare…”

“If you don’t want…the act to hurt, you need to get your bits properly wet,” he said.

Her eyes darted to the pitcher.

“Your body will make itself slick,” he said. “If you’re excited by…the act. Or something. If you want…something.”

Tabby’s eyes moved from side to side, trying to understand what he was imparting.

“You need to rub your fucking cunny!” he fairly exploded when she didn’t comprehend a damn thing he was trying to say.

“Oh!”

“And you need to attend to this yourself. Clients might be thoughtful, but some of them will have not a thought for your safety or pleasure. Most of them. You must get your bits…”

“Wet,” she said, the word never sounding so enticing.

He nodded yes and waited.

“I suppose I must, um…” she said, untucking the strip of fabric that had covered her breasts. She unwound it, her disguise unraveling faster than his sanity.

Finally, her small breasts were free, but Edward studied the floor after realizing that her nipples were visible.

“I’ll need these off, I guess,” she muttered, pushing her smalls to the floor.

Edward — never a coward in the bedroom — scurried behind the battered screen that had come with the place.

“What do I do now? Why did you go?” she called.

Hell and damnation. He crouched behind the screen, wishing he could become impossibly tiny and run into every clock and pocket watch on the street to stop time and prevent this travesty from happening.

“I touched it, and I don’t think I’m wet,” she said.

Gesù. Edward’s head thumped, and he tried to make sense of what he needed to do. A man couldn’t expire from gently relieving a young woman of her hymen, could he?

“You need to touch it. Nicely. Remember the book?” he called from where he crouched.

“Ah, like the man in plate seventeen does?”

Edward covered his mouth with his hand. Had she been studying those pornographic plates?

“I don’t think that’s right,” she said.

He let out a tiny cry. “Stroke it like a cat. You need to…pet your kitty.”

“Oh,” she said. “Oh.”

Since time had most certainly not stopped and delaying would only put off his doom, Edward removed his clothes with care. At least one person in this house needed to respect good tailoring!

He was down to his smalls when he heard the faintest little breaths and cries from the direction of the bed.

“Oh. Oh.”

He squeezed his fattened cock, his body responding as it always did to a woman in need. He prayed he wouldn’t go soft when he rounded the corner and saw that the lady pleasuring herself was his dearest friend.

It was when he heard the sounds of something moving over wet flesh that he gave in to the inevitable and pushed off his smalls, fully committing to this ridiculous scheme.

He didn’t even look at Tabby, not wanting to get distracted from doing things properly, and walked right over to the basin, where he fished out the plumped letter. After a few pats dry, some coaxing, and a neatly tied bow, he sheathed his cock.

“Oh, that’s what it looks like,” she said, her eyes fixed on his solid member jutting out for reasons that had nothing to do specifically with her.

Edward approached the bed, his cock in hand and the letter held securely.

“I thought you’d seen cocks in action before.”

“But not your cock.”

“Shall I introduce you to it?” he asked with a smile.

Tabby, irreverent, curious cat that she was, merely grinned and placed two wet fingers on his cockhead for a pet before returning to her languid labors. She was lounging like a satisfied feline, her back arched and legs parted so she might prepare her body for him.

His eyes caught on her inner lips, swollen and spread, slick and waiting, and he nearly expired on the spot. Edward prayed she hadn’t seen the way his cock had jerked at her display.

“Are you going to come to bed?” she asked, the very picture of innocence. “I think I’m ready now.”

Edward stood there beside their bed, struck dumb, holding his damned cock in that sheath as if it might protect him. But protect him from what? She was just a girl hoping to be rid of her maidenhead, wasn’t she?

He kneeled on the edge of the bed and discovered that he suddenly had altogether too many arms and legs. Eventually, he found his way between her thighs only by studiously avoiding glances at her cunny. His balls felt heavy, as did his head.

“Do I…”

“You can count on the gentleman to take over ‌in all likelihood,” said Edward, his cock in hand as he leaned forward. “There are times a man likes his lady to take the lead, but we should address the fundamental issue at hand first.”

“The issue at hand?” she asked, stroking his cock.

“Yes!” cried Edward, recoiling and sitting on his heels. Her mere touch had come close to unmanning him. Who was he?

“What’s that?”

“It has occurred to me I don’t even know who your people are,” he said.

“My people?”

“Your family. Where do they come from?”

“Why d’ya need to know?” she asked, her nose scrunched in confusion.

“Well, it seems rude to take a young woman’s maidenhead without first asking about her…her family.”

“Do men who hire courtesans ask that before sticking their cocks in?” she asked.

“The good ones do,” said Edward with a huff.

“London,” she said.

“What?”

“Where my people come from. London, far as I know. Might have had a gran from Ireland, but she also lived in London when I knew her.”

“But where did they come from before that?” he asked, bewildered.

“London.”

“That can’t be right,” he muttered.

“All of that is toff stuff — knowing where you’re from, falling in love, getting upset about a little slap. My belly’s full, and I can read some. I’m doing better than most. Now, do your worst, Dick Stone,” she said, widening her thighs to signal that he should proceed with divesting her of her hymen.

Edward placed a hand on the bed, level with her shoulder, and held the sheath at the base of his shaft.

“You’re sure?” he asked, begging the heavens for her to come to her senses. This had the makings of an absolute disaster.

“Fuck me, Dick Stone.”

He’d heard that request on many occasions, but coming from her lips, it rankled. He was angry, and something near his spine felt hot.

As his cock met her slit, Edward checked that he was lined up correctly. And then he pushed into his friend’s channel for the first time.

Tabby’s breath escaped all in one go, her thighs instinctively cradling him. She fit him perfectly, and he slid into her cunny until he bottomed out.

“Do you…fare well?” he asked, the words barely escaping his tight jaw.

“Oh,” she sighed, her mouth next to his ear. “Oh yes, Edward.”

He felt her soften and squeeze around him, the most pleasurable sensation imaginable. And then he realized the reason he’d resisted sticking his cock inside of Tabby: emotion flattened him; the depth of feelings he’d been trying to contain eviscerated him.

His cock was harder than the stones in the Chasterly jewels, and he was mere seconds from unloading his sack with ignominious speed when he understood the full truth of the matter: he loved his friend. Might even be in love with her. And he loved something about her that went beyond a fine figure or handsome face. She’d planted some additional inner organ below his ribs, and nothing short of a medical miracle could excise it.

Not that he wanted to. Edward looked at her face, her eyes closed as she learned the contours of pleasure. Gesù, what had he done? Yet he couldn’t regret it, not now that he had her around him.

“Edward.” It was a plaintive little cry, a begging little utterance, and he was undone. His love was crying his name — his real name — and he longed to plant himself within her body.

His sack protested, and he yelped at the surge of seed pounding at the doors, demanding that he fill Tabby.

Edward yanked from her clasp. But he was not such a gentleman that he could resist tearing the letter from his shaft, then jerking himself over Tabby’s prone form. She watched with wide eyes as his spend erupted in great jets, painting the skin on her belly.

She breathed hard and looked down at the mess he’d made.

He was still stroking, squeezing every drop onto her navel and watching as it cooled on her skin.

“I didn’t realize…”

“Not all men do this. Not. Like this.”

“Oh.”

Edward regained some sense, his head curiously not pounding in the usual way it did after one of his cock’s realizations.

“You’ve not reached paroxysm,” he said.

“Well, it’s no bother,” she said, making to get up. “That’s the way it will be, won’t it?”

Not on his fucking watch, it wouldn’t be. Edward slid down her body and settled between Tabby’s thighs.

“When a gentleman has been remiss in controlling the speed at which he spends,” said Edward, parting her inner lips, “he might bestow oral pleasures.”

“Plate 21,” she mused aloud. “I wondered—oh!”

He was on her bud, inducting her in cunt-licking with gentle swipes. Tabby’s hips rolled as if she stood on the deck of a ship sailing through swells; she chased her pleasure with effortless sensuality. He hiked one of her thighs onto his shoulder and opened her further to his mouth.

He mentally thanked his Holywell Street bookseller for supplying that pornographic text with plate 21, Tabby’s London- and Irish-born ancestors, and his own dexterous tongue for making her cry out despite his early release.

“Does it hurt?” he asked, running his tongue gently over her newly used entrance.

“No,” she sighed, her back bowing and little breasts in hand. What he wouldn’t give to see them swollen with milk. And with that, his cock hardened again, the damned thing.

It was when he moved back to pleasuring her nub that his hand unconsciously shifted to her belly. He felt his own slick spend on her skin and tried to pull back, but she grabbed for him and didn’t let go.

Their hands were clasped together in that mess on her stomach, the seed smeared onto their fingers and wrists as she writhed under his ministrations.

“You’ve a very pretty little kitty here, Tabby,” said Edward, sucking her bump and then licking her faster.

“Oh, don’t say that,” she moaned, her thighs tensing around his ears.

“But you’re so lovely and wet. You’ve got a fat little cunny for me, don’t you? You swelled up so nicely for my cock, and now I need to give you a treat.”

Tabby moved the hand still resting on her breast tentatively to the crown of his head.

“Going to show me where you want this tongue, my pretty kitty?”

“Edward, to say such—”

“That’s it,” he said, coaxing her inexpert but delicious discovery. “Put this tongue where you want it.”

“I want…”

She rolled her hips in frustration and tried to get his mouth where she needed it, but her huff signaled it wasn’t quite right.

“Where, Tabby?”

“In.”

“In where?”

“In the hole,” she whispered.

Edward chuckled and dove in, fitting his tongue into her newly used cunt. He worked it in and out, pantomiming the thrusting of his cock.

He felt Tabby’s legs shake and her hand gripped his harder in that mess on her stomach, so Edward redoubled his efforts and soon had her screaming into the crook of her arm.

When she broke under his tongue, Tabby gave a yelp and then thrashed her upper body about as he held her hips in place while licking her to completion.

***

With a wet cloth in hand, Edward returned to wash his darling Tabby. Her eyes stayed closed, but she smiled when he wiped each of her fingers. Then he gently swiped between her legs, and finally cleaned her belly.

After drying her off and pulling the bedclothes over them, Edward settled behind Tabby in the way he’d thought about all day: his body covering her back, wrapped around her. He had her safe in his arms.

He let his hand drift to the place he’d marked with his seed and felt the soft skin over her womb.


Chapter 6


A wise man would have jumped out of bed the next day, drawing a firm line under that distressing defloration and allowing both parties reassurance that nothing about their partnership had changed.

Dick Stone was not a wise man.

He woke to find his hand tenderly cradling Tabby between the thighs. When he tried to withdraw, it turned to stroking her stomach and then plucking at her pretty little nipples.

“I could have filled these last night,” he rasped into her ear.

Thankfully, Tabby wasn’t wise either, and scooted her arse back until it rested on his hips, all the while rocking against him and his stiff cock. It took all of his control to resist the desire to slip his bare shaft into her cunt, the path once again slick and hot and tempting.

When he pulled away and pushed Tabby into the bed, she held out her arms to him. And being an addlepated lover, he set to sucking her titties afore they even broke their fast.

Thus, he felt uncomfortably aroused when they stopped by a square facing the townhouse owned by Major Thomas Camville.

“If you place your hand on my thigh, my cock is liable to punch through my breeches,” he hissed so passing ladies and gentlemen wouldn’t hear him.

“Maybe if you’d balanced your humors before getting dressed…” she said, casting him a smirk below her raised eyebrow.

The minx. She was punishing him for not fucking her this morning after several rounds of mutual nipple sucking. His excuse for not seating himself deep inside and riding her until they both exploded in bliss had been that she must be sore from losing her virginity. At that, she’d directed his fingers to her slippery entrance and asked if it seemed like sore was her primary feeling right now.

He’d flicked her nub a few times and left her dripping but ultimately unsatisfied, as was he this altogether too-bright morning. Every morning was too bright with a stiff cock in the smalls.

“Is that Mrs. Camville there with the lapdog?” asked Tabby, nodding discreetly to a lady exiting a carriage.

Tabby was back in Edward’s clothes, and he felt tempted to drag her into a hedge so he might yank those breeches down and—

“The lady,” she repeated, with a knowing look on her face. She pinched his thigh and smiled when he grimaced at her punishment. He should take her behind a tree and—

“The lady with the dog,” she said in a low voice, her pinch moving closer to his rather full sack.

Edward forced himself to focus on the carriage and its former occupants. There was a lady of middle age wearing a beautiful yellow dress and stylish bonnet, carrying a King Charles Spaniel.

An older lady in a dress of the same color, who appeared to be directing their shopping packages into the house, accompanied her.

“I remember her!” he cried, miraculously recalling something from those wine-soaked days in Portugal.

“Mrs. Camville?” asked Tabby, suddenly looking put out.

“No, her mother! I forget her name, Missus… something middling. Her husband was a draper, and she married her daughter off well, despite Camville’s lack of title.”

“Did you like Mrs. Camville?” asked Tabby, her voice altogether too controlled for the question to mean nothing.

Edward turned to her and took her little chin in hand. “Are you jealous, Tabby cat?”

“No,” she huffed.

“Are you dissembling?” he asked, their noses dangerously close together.

“No!”

“Perhaps I should kiss you and scramble your brains, then ask you again.”

“Dick Stone doesn’t kiss,” she replied, a curious note in her voice. “Everyone says so.”

“Then you’ve escaped plunging us into scandal based on a technicality,” said Edward, shooting his cuffs and moving away from her. From the danger posed by her pretty lips.

He walked down the sidewalk and waited for her to follow.

“Don’t you need to, I don’t know, look at the lady further?” asked Tabby.

“No, can’t be her,” he said.

“Why’s that?”

“Never fucked her. Her mother was always in the way. That’s why I recognized her immediately, dratted harridan.”

Tabby looked back and then hurried to catch up with him.

They had an appointment to keep.

***

At the premises of the Buckskin Breechess, Edward enjoyed the comforts of a well-upholstered chair while drinking brandy between sips from Tabby’s silver water flask. She’d gotten him started on the habit, and now he couldn’t stop, curse her.

His lips curved, thinking of the many ways he’d like to curse her in their bed.

“Never thought I’d see you looking so smug,” said Lord Banastre Lascelles. In one arm, he cradled a baby-shaped bundle. In the other hand, he held his own brandy.

“New addition to the family?” asked Edward, leaning over to see.

“Molly gave me a girl two months ago,” said Bonnie, his eyes soft as he regarded the infant.

“And where is young master William?” asked Edward, always interested in the lad conceived right around the time he’d been called in as a stud — but born with the same golden locks Bonnie had sported as a youth.

“Got our petty tyrant down for a nap,” said Bonnie, collapsing in the chair. “Take this one for a moment so I can close my eyes. Her mother would never forgive me if I dropped her and dented her nose.”

Edward rose and gingerly took possession of the little bundle, sleeping placidly despite the transfer. She did rather have a sweet nose, he thought as he nursed the brandy and awaited his summons.

“Say, you wouldn’t know anything about my treason case, would you?” asked Edward, suddenly recalling that Lord Banastre was an eminently well-connected gentleman both by virtue of birth and the fact that he hung about his wife’s tailoring shop every day — when he wasn’t occupied with the children.

“The time you met ‌someone bearing a resemblance to a Bonaparte in Portugal? That what you’re referring to?” Bonnie asked, his eyes still closed.

”Is that what they say?” asked Edward, nearly jumping from his chair.

“Careful now, Bonnie will wake, and then there’ll be hell to pay.”

“You named your daughter…after yourself?” Edward asked, regarding the infant.

“Bonnie Augusta. Molly did it, said I was a good boy who deserves nice things.”

“I’m sure she did,” said Edward, his eyes cast to the heavens.

“You’re telling me you didn’t meet with one of Napoleon’s many relatives?” asked Bonnie. Edward was busy studying the baby, but he could hear the smile in Bonnie’s voice.

“Who is saying that, anyway?”

“Oh, gossip? We men rather like our little tales, don’t we? And it all starts up again when the old guard of the Shiny Tenth prepares for a reunion. New clothes needed for a house party, you know, so they’re in the shop talking daily.”

“I wouldn’t know,” said Edward, firmly on the outs after his ignominious end that would have seen him in a noose or before a firing squad had his father not stepped in.

“I would, unfortunately,” said Bonnie, sighing and shifting in his chair, still trying to find the best position for a nap. “My third eldest brother hosts.”

“Your brother…” said Edward, the wheels in his head turning. “The thing is, I need to get my horse back.”

***

By the time Lady Banastre, formerly known as Molly Trenchard and forever called the Buckskin Breechess, fetched Edward from the lounge, he and Bonnie had hatched a whole plot involving invitations for him and Tabby, an alternate identity for her, and ideas for how to wear the new pantaloons. That Bonnie had done all of this without opening his eyes was both remarkable and expected.

With the world’s problems sorted, Lord Bonnie had finally collapsed into his nap, so Edward carried baby Bonnie into the hallway leading to the dressing and fitting rooms.

“You’ve a woman in the shop, Lady Banastre,” said Lord Peter Sidwin, a stuffed shirt if there ever was one. He directed his quizzing glass at a dressing room. “A dashed pretty woman.”

“The shop abounds with females these days, Lord Peter,” she said, somewhat exasperated. She took the infant from Edward’s arms and handed her to Lord Peter, who stood rooted to the spot.

Then he looked down in dismay. “Oh, a baby.”

“She’s inside,” said Molly to Edward, nodding to the open doorway. She paused. “And she’s delicate.”

“She is a little thing, isn’t she?” asked Edward, thinking of how small Tabby was in his clothes. His lids felt heavy recalling the braces running over her breasts, the—

“No, I mean,” said Molly, considering. “She has feelings after seeing herself all trussed up like a lady. Be gentle with her.”

Edward snorted and walked into the room. When hadn’t he been gentle with his friend? Some would say they’d landed in this mess because he was too gentle with her! As she said herself, she’d seen plenty, growing up on the streets. A little lace wouldn’t upset Tobias…

And then he saw her.

Tabby sat before a mirror, her hands in her lap. Molly must have gotten a wig on her, a good one this time, and her hairstyle ended in the sort of fat curl over her shoulder that he longed to tug. Around her neck was a thin ribbon, a saucy little thing girls without jewels wore to let a man know they’d be the most tasty piece with the tightest little throat—

“Edward?” she asked, turning on her seat when she spotted him in the mirror.

He walked to where she sat and gave in to temptation. His finger slid under the ribbon easily. And then they were connected.

“Do you like it?” she asked, her voice wavering.

“I do,” he said gravely, drawing her nearer to his chest by the ribbon. All the while, she kept her eyes trained on his face.

“It’s just that…”

Edward leaned down and looped an arm around her waist as if he meant to waltz. Tabby followed him up from the seat and let him lead her about the small room.

“It’s just that it’s all rather a lot of money,” she said, her head tilting down again. “Kitting me out. We have to think of Tencendor and what he’s going to eat when we get him back.”

Edward guided her through steps she had never been taught while tucking Tabby’s head against his chest, below his chin.

“We must also think of your aims,” murmured Edward, praying someone wouldn’t pass by the door and carry out news that Dick Stone had fallen in love. Would be bad for business.

“I suppose,” she said, sighing into his cravat.

“The only problem is that there’s no way a wife of mine would tolerate me having you as a friend,” said Edward. “She could be the most understanding woman in the world, but talk would destroy her.”

“Well, at least this way I’ll have my own money,” said Tabby.

“And even if my wife opposed our friendship, I wouldn’t blame her. I wouldn’t like it, but I’d understand her concerns.”

Tabby moved to pull back from his chest, presumably so she could look Edward in the eye, but he placed a gentle hand at her neck and held her in place.

“Why’s that?” she asked, her exhalations hot against his cravat.

“You’ve now slept in my bed—”

“Our bed.”

“Yes, precisely,” he said with a chuckle, feeling that curl that so tempted him.

“Sleeping shouldn’t be a problem.”

“But what about the fact that I’ve fucked you? Licked your cunny? Sucked on your pretty little nipples?”

Her breath was coming faster.

“And I plan to do it all again,” he said, gently pushing Tabby against the wall and sucking kisses into her neck. “She’s going to hate you, Tabitha, all because I…”

She’d taken his hair in hand and forced his gaze to come to hers. This confession seemed momentous, and he could see why she’d want to watch his lips say it. Tabby’s eyes dropped again, and Edward tugged on that tempting curl resting over her shoulder to bring them back up.

The problem with yanking on a wig attached in only the most temporary way is that it rather ruins the moment when it slides off, suddenly leaving a girl with her cropped locks exposed.

Edward had the wig in hand, or rather, the curl in hand and the wig dangling against the floor. Tabby covered her face in horror, her gaze darting to the mirror and then looking away.

“I’m ridiculous,” she said, eyes filling with tears. “This whole thing is ridiculous.”

“No, no,” said Edward, wrestling with the wig to get it into his hands, then trying to shove it on her head. She balked, pushing him away.

“Don’t try. Don’t try to make…make me what I’m not. I’m ridiculous. I don’t have hair and I don’t know how to dance and we can never be friends,” she ended in a whisper.

Edward slammed the wig down on the dressing table and held Tabby’s upper arms to prevent her from bolting. “What’s the meaning of this? What are you saying?”

“Look at me,” she said, gesturing to her dress. She looked remarkably well, and he thought her hair adorable, especially now that he’d gone to the trouble of getting the lice out.

“I’ve looked my fill.”

“Don’t make me say it, Edward,” she rasped. Oh, his heart ached at the sound, but he needed to hear her so he might dispel whatever clouded her mind.

“You look lovely, Tabby.”

“I don’t, don’t lie to me! I know I resemble a lad in a dress because, well, that’s what I am! Or was, until you found me out. But I’ve been a boy for far longer than I’ve been a lady, and—”

It was too much; he couldn’t hear this a moment more, not without sliding a hand to her waist and pulling her close.

“I can’t become a courtesan overnight! Or even a woman! It’s impossible! I’m impossible!”

When Molly warned him that Tabby was delicate, he should have listened. His tailoress was an eminently sensible woman, and he’d been a fool. Only the rending of his heart could fix this mess.

Edward used the hand not at Tabby’s trim waist to cradle her neck so he might tilt her head back. He had never thought he would see her dear cheeks streaked with tears in all his years of knowing her as Tobias. But today hit something very tender indeed. Something not even public humiliation and a hard slap from an auctioneer could reach.

“Do you think me so inconstant?”

Her eyes traced his face, and he let the words hang in the air for a moment as he sought to master himself. Her tears were just too much to bear.

“It’s just that I’m not—”

He had her pressed to his waistcoat again, damn her. He didn’t want to hear a fucking word against her, especially not from her own mouth. “Gather your hems, Tabby.”

“What?” she asked.

“Lift your skirts. I’ve something to tell you, and I mean to punctuate it with my fingers.”

She brought her fine new hems up, jerky and unsure, all while he stroked the soft hairs at her nape.

“That’s it, show me your little kitty,” he said, letting his palm slide up between her thighs. She squeezed them together, trapping his fingers.

“But I have smalls on,” she said. “Molly — the Breechess — she didn’t have drawers made up, so—”

“If you think that would stop me,” he said, pressing his fattened cock into her hip so she could feel how he ached for her cunt despite her lack of lacy underthings. “Now, I’m going to shove my hand into your smalls and make you come so you don’t have any thoughts at all other than pleasure.”

“Oh,” she said as his hand dipped into the waistband of her smallclothes.

“Did you really think me so inconstant as to give a single fuck what you wear?”

“But you didn’t think that when I was a lad.”

“Precisely because I thought you were a lad!” he cried. “I wouldn’t interfere with a child!”

“I told you plenty of times I was full grown,” she protested with a whine as Edward slid two fingers between her nether lips.

“Forgive me for being conscientious,” he said, teasing her entrance in a way that didn’t seem very contrite at all.

Edward slipped a finger, then another into Tabby’s channel, holding still and pinning her in place on his digits.

“Are you going to fuck me?” she asked, fully under his control.

He stepped closer and spread his fingers inside of her, letting her feel the strain and stretch.

“Oh, I’ll fuck you alright,” he said. “But what you don’t seem to understand is that I don’t give a damn how we do it.”

Edward worked in and out, getting his thumb involved in rubbing her slippery little nub.

“I fuck you, you fuck me, I give not a single fuck how we do it. So long as you’re with me.”

She stopped writhing as she made sense of what he was saying. “But I don’t have a piece, Edward,” she said slowly as if explaining something very complicated to him. “How would…”

“You like how I fill you, just like this?” he asked, pressing his fingers into a spot that had Tabby trembling.

She whimpered, her lips becoming well-bitten as she fought the impulse to cry out.

“You could fill me. You could abandon dresses today and only ever wear breeches for the rest of your days.”

“But your wife—”

“Fuck my damn wife!” he growled, working her harder and holding her near. Edward was dangerously close to spending in his breeches or spilling the secrets in his heart — he wasn’t sure which was in danger of happening first.

“But Edward—”

He was guilty of overpowering her, using his superior experience with lovemaking to quiet these doubts in her mind, and he didn’t regret it. This was a worry he needed to put to rest for good.

“Do you think there’s a form you could take that would change what I feel for you?”

It might as well have been a confession of love. For him, it went beyond the words that others had said so many times before. The words that dried and blew away when seasons changed. This? This was something eternal, burrowed deep in his soul and causing him daily, pleasurable pain. The thought of living without that ache became unthinkable.

“Wear what you wish; we can fuck however you like,” he said. “Just please, Tabby, put those doubts aside. I can’t bear to hear them. You’re breaking my heart.”

“I don’t—”

Edward lowered his face to hers until his hot breath against her lips stopped her speech. She was shocked. Good.

“I almost thought you were going to kiss me,” she said with a nervous laugh, her hand coming back to steady herself on the dressing table.

“I mean to,” he said. “If you continue speaking nonsense.”

She nodded no, and he retreated to give her space.

“Oh, I don’t mean…I wasn’t upset,” she said, her expression free of guile. “It’s just that you surprised me. Dick Stone doesn’t kiss. Everyone knows that.”

He crowded her once more, forcing her little arse onto the dressing table. “Then it’s a good thing I’m Edward to you, Tabby.”

And he lowered his mouth to hers for his first kiss in a damn long while.

She was soft and slow, tentative as he recalled how to do this and guided her through it. When he sucked her lower lip and then upper, she moved against the fingers still within her channel, giving him license to drown her in sensation.

“Tabby, my Tabby cat, any way you’ll have me,” he whispered as he peppered kisses over her tear-stained cheeks.

“Oh god, I wish you were inside me,” she sighed, almost as if she were as anguished by this stolen moment as he.

“But I am, darling,” he said, thrusting harder.

“Your cock. What would it feel like to have all of your seed inside my belly?”

Edward groaned, his boy jumping in response. She was going to kill him, flood his smalls with spend.

“You’d give it to me, wouldn’t you?” she asked plaintively. “Even if I’m not a fancy lady?”

He was on the cusp of telling her exactly what she meant to him, explaining just how much he adored her when he thought better of it and covered her mouth with another bruising kiss as he brought her to paroxysm at last on his slick fingers.

Tabby’s feet kicked slightly as her body shook under the force of the eruption, and she clung to him as she went through the waves of bliss.

Edward now sported a wet spot on his breeches simply from bringing the young woman he loved to pleasure. Mortifying, but still worth it to have felt her break on him once more without him spilling his feelings.

Nothing good would come of Tabby knowing the truth of his heart.


Chapter 7


It had taken a week for the Shiny Tenth reunion house party invitation to materialize. While they waited, Edward trained Tabby.

He drew pictures of silverware they didn’t own, and they pantomimed eating from it correctly. He danced her around the small entrance to their rooms and got her to master a respectable curtsy. It wasn’t possible to make a lady of an urchin in a few days, but Tabby would do fine, especially since the company wasn’t so exalted.

And when Tabitha inevitably trod on his shoe or playfully dropped her paper salad fork, Edward delivered punishments.

As they rode toward the manor owned by Lord Banastre’s elder brother — in a carriage the man himself had sent for their travels — he regarded his companion on the forward-facing bench.

She was prim and stiff in her new clothes, sitting next to the chaperone provided by this generous brother of Bonnie’s. Tabby was pretending to read from an improving novel, and he was pretending not to want to fuck her senseless on every surface of that carriage, Mrs. Harfagre, the chaperone, be damned.

When Tabby shifted on her seat, Edward’s eyes darted to her, wondering if she was comfortable. And wondering if she still felt the traces of those pleasurable punishments all over their rooms.

Her old gutter vocabulary had slipped out, so he’d introduced her to cocksucking. Her dress had risen to show an ankle, so he’d pulled the whole of her hems up and taken her from behind.

The reverse was true when she performed well. When they waltzed about the room and she failed to miss a step, Edward had dragged her to bed, stripped her of all clothes, and taught her to ride his face until she shook with pleasure over his mouth.

Just as Edward decided to grab Tabby from the bench, the carriage came to a stop.

“The Fitzwilliam Arms. Stopping to change horses. They do a fine stew for the midday meal,” announced one of the outriders.

Edward helped Mrs. Harfagre and Tabby down from the carriage, navigating them through the muck in the yard and into the snug inn’s dining room.

“Do you have a private dining room available?” asked Edward as if he were accustomed to traveling in the first state of fashion these days. It was an extra expense, but Mrs. Harfagre was looking rather green around the gills. Almost as if she’d like the chance to hare off to lose her breakfast behind a hedge.

The innkeeper arranged a room without delay, and soon he and Tabby sat before a merry fire with the promise of a fine mutton stew and the day’s bread.

“Tabby, I’m desperate to touch you,” he whispered, the door to their dining room left open by the innkeeper, who no doubt thought they’d want to observe proprieties.

Edward most certainly did not want to observe proprieties. He wanted his suddenly prim little miss in his lap and, with luck and some maneuvering, riding his cock before the carriage was ready to proceed.

“But what about Mrs. Harfagre?” she asked, demure as any society debutante. It was almost as if…

“Tabby, are you using my training against me?” he asked with a hiss. He’d taught her how to be modest in her speech so she could play a lady convincingly — and liberate ever higher sums from her patrons. That she would use it against him was unthinkable! Unconscionable! And entirely possible.

“I wouldn’t want the family running the inn to think ill of us,” she said, her eyes fixed to the rug on the floor. Why, she was playing with him, the minx!

Edward shot from his chair, ready to spank her little arse most pleasurably and then rut between her thighs until they both erupted, when the innkeeper’s daughter bustled in with their meal.

“I’ve a good stew for you here,” she said, laying everything on the table and pulling out the chairs. “Mind you ring if you need more bread. I’ve an ale for his lordship and some half-beer for the lady.”

“Do you have a good pump?” asked Tabby. “It’s just that I rather prefer water.”

Edward had to hold in a laugh as the girl looked at this ostensibly fashionable lady and struggled to make sense of the request. Tabby maintained perfect composure while requesting what she truly wanted, strange though it was, and he couldn’t help but feel amazed at her. She’d been born so far below him, but had no problem demanding what was hers.

What else might she want? He had an ache as he realized that the answer might not be him. At least not in a permanent way. She might take up with any number of fine men and get lost in the whirlwind of life in the capital, only to lose sight of him.

Why, she might prove as faithless as Lady Philadelphia De Courcy, now Duchess of Chevaliermont, who had been engaged to Edward — and celebrating their engagement ball when he’d discovered her now-husband balls deep in the chit.

Edward dropped into his chair and grabbed the well-formed spoon the lass had left for his stew.

“We should eat,” he said grumpily, digging into the meal.

Tabby sat like a little lady, only enraging him further. For whose benefit would she move with such grace in the future? Certainly not his! He was of half a mind to drag her to some shadowy corner and take her against a wall like one of the Covent Garden girls she’d no doubt seen on her walks about the city. Remind her she could put on all the airs she wanted, but she was still his girl. Young woman.

“Mmm,” moaned Tabby in the way she always had while tucking into a meal. And then she had the temerity to lick her spoon most sensually and wink at him!

“Tabitha, I am three seconds from—”

“And here’s your water, your ladyship,” said the innkeeper’s daughter, bustling in with a glass and pitcher.

“Thank you,” said Tabby, her eyes down and a real blush dusted across her cheeks. Neither Edward nor Tabby moved to correct the lass. She probably thought they were a married couple, making their way to a country estate to take up genteel farming and begin the production of a good number of children.

Edward’s spoon clattered on the table.

“What is it?” asked Tabby, rushing from her chair to grab him. “Is it an apoplexy? I’ve heard that happens to old men.” She rubbed his arms and placed a hand on his brow.

“Old men.”

“Yes, well, not precisely old, but if a man starts to…”

Something must have shown on his face because Tabby returned to her chair and began studiously eating her stew, this time at a pace reminiscent of Tobias.

“What’s your punishment if you drop silverware?” she eventually asked.

“Pardon me?”

“I recall you taking me over a chair when I dropped a pretend fork,” she said. “What should happen to you now that you’ve dropped a real spoon?”

Edward held in a gasp. This little strumpet was going to send him through the roof with her antics! First, she had the audacity to play a perfect lady, and now she was deliberately making him remember that afternoon when he’d brought her to the point of paroxysm over and over while denying her release. His cods were so heavy and pained they might as well be twisted inside his smalls.

“Tabitha…” he started, then realized he was missing an important piece of information. “Tabby, what’s your surname?”

She wrinkled her nose.

“Your family’s name.”

“Brewer,” she said without delay. “Though it might have only become Brewer after the flood what killed me mum.”

“Why would a flood change your surname?” he asked, entirely bewildered.

“Folks said my family swallowed more beer than a brewer, and it stuck. There was a flood of beer. Happened, oh, six or seven years ago? A vat of porter took out a bunch of my family what was gathered for a cousin’s funeral,” she said, her old accent and vocabulary coming back in places as she recalled.

“But not your father, who drowned in a cesspit.” Goodness, her family had a tendency to drown in unlikely things. He’d need to keep her away from moats and the like.

“That’s right,” she said, grabbing another piece of bread. Seeing her eat so heartily warmed his heart; demme the ladylike nibbling he’d taught her.

He didn’t protest when she brought up his treason case, much as it wilted his otherwise interested cock.

“So we’ve tossed the Portuguese cove,” she said, waving a well-buttered slice of bread.

“The ouvidor, yes.”

“And Camville because you didn’t stick your piece in his wife,” she said.

“That’s correct. The major’s mother-in-law prevented what could have been a very enjoyable interlude,” he sniffed.

“So that leaves…”

“The Honourable Colonel Henry Giffard and Lord Blount,” said Edward, wanting to sigh at this bothersome treason nonsense ruining a perfectly pleasant meal by the fire.

“And did you maybe not roger both of their wives? Maybe just one?” she asked hopefully.

“Unlikely,” he said. “I now recall that Lady Blount had a bush the color of her carrot hair and Mrs. Giffard liked to wail so loudly that I had to cover her mouth the whole time or else her children’s ama would come running.”

“So it’s likely to be one of those two men,” she mused.

“Or women,” he replied, ever realistic about the abilities of women. He’d long admired them for their less bloodthirsty talents, but he wasn’t so silly as to think only a man could concoct a false treason charge. Why, a lady might orchestrate such a thing quite efficiently because of the tendency of men to overlook her.

“So we’ll need to focus our efforts there,” she said, packing slices of bread into her reticule. Her fine new handkerchiefs were now employed in protecting the remains of the loaf, and he wondered what — if any — monogram Molly the Buckskin Breechess had selected for Tabby’s linens.

Then she stood from her place and whisked the silver flask from his breast pocket, filling it from the pitcher she’d requested. She looked up from her industrious labors and flashed him a smile.

“Don’t forget about this. I stole it for you,” she said. “Keep my cods at the ready, won’t ya?”

He was in love. It was new to him, but there was no mistaking it now that he realized what it meant when the ache in his ribs eased when she was near. He was desperately, ostentatiously gone for Tabitha Brewer.

“Say, Tabby,” he said as they rose to return to the carriage. “Come to my room at the inn tonight after Mrs. Harfagre falls asleep. I’ve been meaning to give you something.”

“What’s that?” she asked, looking back at him.

He brought her hand to his reinvigorated piece, which jumped at the feel of her fingers.

“Oh my, Dick Stone, you certainly are hard,” she whispered while slanting him a sly glance.

The minx!


Chapter 8


The problem arose on the second night of their journey.

Tabby, ever slippery as those eels she liked to eat, had yet again slid from her shared room — with exhausted Mrs. Harfagre none the wiser.

Following several minutes of frantic kissing and the near rending of good tailoring, Edward and Tabby were skin to skin and desperate to fuck after a long day of merely sending heated glances at each other across the carriage.

It was when he reached for the soaking French letter that tragedy struck.

Edward had been rinsing the letter after each fuck so it could be ready for battle, but this time he pulled a shredded mess from the water. The ties and seams appeared to have given way after so much hard use.

Tabby had been on the bed, stroking her kitty in that tentative way that never failed to set his blood rushing. She watched him try to tie the damn thing on.

“Ah, fuck,” he said, peeling the well-used sheath from his ready cock.

“Do you need to soak another?” she asked, her eyes drooping when she slid a finger into her audibly wet channel. His balls drew up at the sound. Gesù.

“Don’t have one,” he said, taking a seat at the edge of the bed. “And I’m not about to ask the innkeeper. I’ll just have to lick you until you’re satisfied.”

Tabby squealed as he moved between her legs and rushed to taste her sweet little cunt. But she had something else in mind.

“What do people do when they don’t have letters?” she asked, the front of his hair in hand.

“They make babies,” he growled, and set about sucking her nub.

“But not every time?” she asked, her voice rising hopefully.

Edward’s heart dropped to his knees, such was the roaring need that overwhelmed him. What was she saying? Did she have any idea how his cock would respond to sliding into her channel, bare skin against bare skin?

All with the possibility of something going wrong and his balls firing too soon.

He crawled up her body, needing to see her as they negotiated this riskiest of maneuvers.

“You want this cock inside your cunny? Nothing between us?” he asked, all thought of being a proper swain gone from his mind.

“Put it in,” she said, her hand trailing down his abdomen.

Edward felt himself jerk at the sound of her voice saying those words, and he took his shaft in hand to prevent it from ending up inside her nether lips. Blasted cock, always up to something.

“I don’t want to risk you, darling,” he said against her ear as he settled his cockhead at her tight entrance.

It was heaven to be cradled by her wet, swollen little lips and feel her hole flexing right there as he grappled with the temptation to fuck his beloved raw.

He’d stuck his bare cock into women so many times before. Why, it was his vocation, his celebrated breeding business, to stick his cock in women and fill them with seed.

But this was different. So very different, he thought as his cock slid into the start of Tabby’s channel, which threatened to suck him inside.

“I feel you,” she said, her hips rocking in the way they always did when she longed to be filled.

“I shouldn’t,” he said, trying once more to resist temptation.

“But other men will,” she said, her voice too sweet to actually be innocent of machinations. Tabby would earn herself a paddling yet for this!

“What other men?” said Edward, catching her under the knee and opening her cunny to his gaze. She was glossy and pink, spreading around his shaft as he struggled to stay mostly outside of her body.

“Well, Molly introduced me to Lord Peter Sidwin at the Buckskin Breechess.”

“Sidwin!” roared Edward, mindlessly sliding deeper on the power of his anger alone.

“Yes, Edward,” she said while wearing a smile rather resembling that of a pleased cat. “I think he might wish to spend time with me. Am I ready for clients yet?”

“You are most certainly not!”

“Oh, but Lord Peter—”

“I don’t want to hear a demmed thing about him,” said Edward, feeling possessive and hot and altogether too randy to have his whole bare cock in her channel.

He should give in to her raillery, teach his little minx a lesson about not winding him up and teasing him about other men. Especially not Sidwin!

What would happen to her utterly incomprehensible plan to become a courtesan if he were to put a baby in her belly tonight as they played this dangerous game? Edward’s breathing slowed as he considered it.

She wouldn’t realize his trickery. Tabby was a smart little thing, but he could pretend to be so overcome that he unleashed his seed early. He’d done it a few times for show in the course of breedings, at the request of ladies who wished to imagine themselves masters of Dick Stone’s cock, and it had been received to great effect. Tabby would believe him and not think to worry until she couldn’t keep a meat pie down and her belly swelled.

Edward couldn’t do that to her, his unexpected love, not when she trusted him so implicitly.

“You could give me just the tip?” she asked hopefully, wiggling to take his cock further inside.

Well, fuck his good intentions.

“You want the tip? But I already gave you that,” he said, watching as he slowly drew his cockhead out.

They both groaned.

“Again,” she implored.

He rocked the head in again and withdrew.

“Let me feel it, all the way inside. Then you can take it out.”

Edward paused, struggling to think. “You’ll need to remain still, Tabby. My control is a taut thread, and if your cunny sucks me or your beautiful body moves, I can’t master myself.”

“Do it.”

Edward pressed in further. “You know what I’m trying to say? If you aren’t perfectly still, I’ll flood your womb with seed and quite possibly get a baby on you.”

Tabby’s eyes were closed, and a smile graced her lips, as if the bliss of coupling with nothing between them had swept her away too.

“Don’t you fuck women without sheaths all the time, Dick Stone?” she murmured while clutching the bedclothes to remain stationary.

Did he fuck those women as their stud? Certainly. Did he take a woman he loved? A woman who had moved his heart and cock?

That was exclusive to her, his Tabitha. He stroked in and out, willing his balls to hold back so they could enjoy this longer.

But of course, his body had been trained for breeding beautiful women, and his cock was primed to fire within the most beautiful woman of his acquaintance.

As he tried to pull himself from Tabby’s clasp — with great reluctance — he had another of his cock-based realizations: he didn’t want to breed Tabitha to keep her from other men.

Well, yes, he did. But it wasn’t the only reason.

“Edward,” she said, reaching for him as she always did now, their bodies entwined in more than one way. He slid his hand around hers and let it rest against the belly he longed to fill.

When her whimpers grew more desperate, he knew he should withdraw and send her over the peaks of pleasure with his fingers or tongue. Yet he stayed within, slowing his motions so he could control his cods and enjoy just a few moments longer in her wet, tight heat.

“You could…”

“What’s that, Tabby?” he asked, working his cock over the front wall of her cunny in that way she liked.

“Just this time, you could…”

Edward squeezed the base of his cock, willing his seed to stay pent up. He wanted nothing more than to lose himself in her, breed her, his little love, and entwine their lives forever by making a baby.

But he loved her too much to set aside her wishes selfishly. True, her wishes were about as sensible as the street plan in the slums where she used to roam, but that didn’t mean he — with his superior experience and control — could take seriously her lust-drunk statements. Why, she was under one of the great cocksmen of the age!

“Just this time, you could fill me, Edward,” she said, squeezing his hand at the same time her cunny relentlessly gripped his cock.

He barely made it out of her clasp before he was spraying his seed on the inn’s sheets. His cock jerked on and on as he emptied his balls endlessly.

Tabby watched him spew the spend that could have gotten her with child, her little fingers strumming frantically at her nub until she arched back into the pillow with a gasp and gave a pained moan.

As he settled behind her on the narrow bed, Edward considered what he could say that wouldn’t give away the state of his mind.

“The pork trotters were nice, weren’t they?” he asked, the ability to discuss something other than food completely beyond him.

“Very well cooked,” she said with a nod.

“I hope breakfast is just as nice.” Lud, strike him down! He was a conversational disaster!

“Maybe they’ll have rashers.”

“Don’t forget to sneak back into your room before Mrs. Harfagre wakes,” he said, kissing her on the neck and feeling his lids grow heavy. That had been a most profound draining of his sack.

“Don’t worry, Dick Stone, I’ll not let her find me here in your bed. You wouldn’t want to have to marry me.”

His eyes flew open in the dark as some tangled threads suddenly wove themselves into a very tempting bit of cloth.


Chapter 9


The reason for the generosity bestowed by Lord Banastre’s brother revealed itself as soon as they reached his seat, Elmwood Grange.

The household came out to greet the loaned carriage, a formal and ostentatious welcome thoroughly unexpected by Edward these days.

And then he saw Lord Leontius’s heir, a boy of nine or ten years of age, standing alongside his blond father companionably. The lad — the only child standing on the front steps — had brown hair. Brown hair resembling that of Captain Lord Edward Richard Stone, as he’d been known at the time he’d encountered the child’s mother in Portugal.

Lady Leontius was nowhere in evidence, though that wasn’t surprising; gossips always said that she’d stayed in Portugal under the spell of the same ouvidor Edward had disgraced.

When Lord Leontius came forward, he moved with studied elegance, aided by a cane. And Edward finally recalled the day a horse had landed on his leg and the breeding request he’d made shortly thereafter.

It seemed he could count on one man in this house to appreciate his conduct in Portugal.

“Dick Stone, a pleasure to have you at Elmwood.”

Edward clasped his hand in greeting and made the introductions. He introduced Tabby as a family friend — this would likely fool no one, but they had to observe proprieties when moving in society. One must think of the wives present, after all (though a good number of them had enjoyed Edward’s company in bed, so he wasn’t sure precisely who this fiction should reassure).

“And this is my son, Richard,” said Leontius, drawing the boy forward and watching with pride as he made his bows to the guests.

Edward’s heart raced in his chest. Given that he had little to do with the ton other than fucking the wives of the elite, he rarely saw the outcome of his breedings, especially not when they were nearly human in form and function.

Richard had a way of standing, both proud and deeply shy, that made Edward think of his deceased elder brother Horatio at that age. Suddenly, he wanted to skip rocks while looking manfully at a trout pond. Anything to disguise the feeling that he might cry at the thought of never watching his own child make their bows or curtsies.

“Several old compatriots plan to attend the house party this weekend. And we expect to be graced by the presence of our neighbors, the Duke and Duchess of Chevaliermont.”

Gesù, the only thing that could make this a bigger fiasco would be his former fiancée, Phily, and her licentious husband, Monty.

His eyes darted to Tabby. She was already regarding him. His girl — young woman — sent him a wink and let herself be led into the house with her head high as if she’d only ever lived in manors such as this.

***

Edward was trying to tie his cravat for the third time when he heard the door to his room click open and shut.

“If you’ve come here to finish me off, make it quick so I needn’t fiddle with this demmed cravat a moment longer,” said Edward.

“Now, why would I want to do that?” asked Tabby, poking her head around the wardrobe.

“Ahh, at last,” he said, collapsing into a well-padded chair. “Come, give me a kiss and make it all better.”

Edward held out his arms, and Tabby slid tentatively into his lap for the first time. She applied herself to fixing his neckcloth and making his cock swell.

“What’s got you in a pelter, Dick Stone?” she asked.

“I don’t think I can do it.”

“Do what?” she asked, pulling on his cravat in ways that gave him ideas of a most stimulating nature.

“Solve this problem of who claimed I committed treason.”

She hummed, doing rather more with the fabric than even a seasoned valet.

“If it were simple, wouldn’t I have figured it out all those years ago?” he asked, resisting his desire to stand and pace because it would send Tabby sprawling.

“Everything is different now.”

“What’s different? I might have a courtesy title and a little income from breeding, but I’m still a disgraced former soldier who is sticking his cock where he shouldn’t!”

Tabby shoved his shoulder and arranged her face until she was both ferocious and adorable. Funny how she could do that.

“Damn you, Dick Stone! If you believe that, you’re cork-brained.”

Now, what was she on about!

“Look at yourself today,” she said, tapping on the flask inside his coat, her eyebrows pinched together. “What were you drinking in those days, back in Portugal?”

“Had a fondness for brandy,” he said with a smile as he recalled the casks they’d liberated after a skirmish with the French. “Madeira.”

“You marinated in the drink and chased every skirt in town? Is that what you’re doing now?”

“No,” he groused. “But—”

“And are you currently at risk of the firing squad or moments from arrest?”

“You know I’m not, but—”

“I don’t want to hear your doubts, Edward!” she cried. “Have you forgotten that your awful father has Tencendor?”

“Of course not,” he muttered.

“And now you have an associate. Or maybe you had another me in Portugal?” she asked, her right eyebrow raised.

“I offended every associate I had in those days,” he said with a chuckle. “Mostly by fucking their favorite girl or wife, but don’t underestimate my ability to drive people away.”

“Is that so?” she asked, finally finishing his cravat. He looked down at it.

“A mailcoach? And a competent one at that. You really are a prize, Tabby cat.”

She poked him in the center of the knotted fabric. “And don’t you forget it!”

Edward grabbed her hand and kissed her fingers while contemplating how to discover the truth of the treason rumors. And then he recalled Tabitha was sitting on his lap and looking very charming indeed. Her wig was tempting him, but he knew better than to muss her up right now.

“Don’t look at me like that, Dick Stone,” she said softly.

“Like what?” he asked, nipping at her ear.

“Like you’d rather devour me than save your horse.”

Well, she certainly knew how to throw cold water on a fattening cock.

“In the army, did you ever run away? Ever back down from a fight?” she asked, warming to the topic of why he should charge forward.

“Plenty of times,” he said. “Retreating is a perfectly acceptable option provided a commander gives the order.”

She visibly deflated. “I didn’t expect you to say that. You really mean…you sometimes ran away in battle?”

“Plenty of times,” he said with a shrug. “That’s why I’m still around to fuck you. And why Tencendor is alive to enjoy my father’s hospitality. He galloped away too; it wasn’t just me.”

“Oh.”

“I apologize for shattering your illusions, madam. I am nothing if not a coward and a scoundrel.”

“I don’t think you are,” she said, shifting in his lap and brushing hair back from his brow. “Maybe you simply didn’t love king and country enough to take a ball or bayonet to the gut for ‘em.”

“Can’t say that old King George makes a man want to charge into battle without thought for life and limb. But then, nothing would make me stick my neck out for my fellow man. I’m a scoundrel, Tabby, best to free yourself of me.”

She sent her eyes to the crown molding in that most well-appointed of guest rooms and seemed to hold back a wall of words. Edward hoped she might treat him to a pyrotechnics show consisting of her gutter tongue — ideally leading to some passionate kisses to subdue her anger.

“You say all of this as if you’re operating alone. You have an associate now,” she said.

Edward looked about. “Speaking of my associate, where is Tobias?”

She bounced on his lap harder until he winced.

“You think I can’t operate as your partner because I wear dresses now?” she asked huffily.

“I can think of many ways I’d like you to operate—”

“Focus your attention, Dick Stone!” she exclaimed with a laugh. “I’ve been hard at work while you’ve been wallowing.”

“Don’t work too hard. The Duke and Duchess of Chevaliermont are prowling about and likely to yank you inside of a secret panel or behind a tapestry if they see how pretty you look. I suspect they only attend house parties for the sake of ruining good girls.”

She gave a small growl and cupped his interested cock. “I’ll be a good girl. Your good girl. And if you’re a good boy and follow my plan, I’ll make it very worth your while.”

Promising.

And that is how Miss Tabitha Brewer steered Dick Stone into the most dangerous moment of his hazard-filled life.


Chapter 10


“You sent notes to the colonel and the captain, asking them to visit Lord Leontius’s study?” asked Edward as they made their way downstairs. He hoped the note of doubt in his voice wouldn’t discourage her.

Tabby bounced down the steps, clearly pleased with her machinations. She was altogether too reckless and competent to be allowed to make her way in the world alone. Someone should tie her down, fill her with babies, fuck her against that bit of wall over there—

“Dick Stone, are you even listening?” she asked.

“Ahh, yes, just thinking about how we might decorate the rooms like that,” he said, gesturing to the spot of wall he’d been staring at with what must have been feral intensity.

Tabby looked at the rather plain stretch of wall in confusion, but didn’t question him. She scratched under her wig, and Edward fought the impulse to laugh, grabbing her hand instead and leading her on.

“Wait. How did you send notes?”

“Oh, I wrote them. Lord Leontius sent a lady’s maid to help me with my ribbons and geegaws, so we helped each other and then her footman beau delivered the notes.”

“All this while I wallowed in doubt and self-pity,” he said, nodding in amazement. “But why send the colonel and the captain to the study? They’re hardly going to walk in, see my face, and confess.”

“We don’t need them to confess immediately,” she said. “We just need to know who did it. And then we’ll make another plan.”

He led her down a hall that a footman indicated would lead to the study.

“How the devil will simply meeting them tell us who did it?” he asked, taken aback.

Tabby cast him a concerned glance. “You don’t know when someone is about to deal a blow to the breadbasket?”

“Pardon?”

“You know, that look a cull gets before they’re going to punch you and you better make a leg or end up real sore?”

“I can’t say that I have,” he said. “People don’t tend to haul off and hit lords. At least not without cause.”

“No, they merely make false accusations of treason.”

She had a point.

“So we’re to sit in the study and stare at faces?” he asked.

“I had my lady’s maid set up a screen like you used for dressin’ when you were shy,” she said excitedly. “We can go behind it and watch those army men and then pop out — surprise! — and see if one of them looks mad at you.”

“As far as plans go, it’s not the worst I’ve heard. Certainly better than I’ve come up with in the years since my disgrace.”

Edward helped steady Tabby when she tripped on the carpet.

“It’s so thick I just want to die on it,” she said, looking at the luxurious pile longingly.

“Surely I can convince you in favor of dying in our bed, long, long in the future,” he said, then navigated her into the study even as she tripped again and cast him a questioning look.

“Oh dear,” she said under her breath when they walked into the study and found it occupied.

“The Camvilles,” intoned Edward without moving his lips. Major Camville and Mrs. Camville were nice enough people, but not germane to the false treason charges since that mother-in-law had prevented Edward from rogering the major’s wife. It was fortunate that someone at Elmwood could be considered, if not a friend, then at least not an enemy‌.

“Stone,” said the major, his arm falling to his side. For her part, Mrs. Camville sank into Lord Leontius’s plush chair behind the desk.

Now that he thought about it, it was rather odd that lordly studies were so often left unlocked and empty when guests visited. Such places seemed like the perfect site for , supported by the fact that even Tabby of the slums thought to assemble the cuckolds there for observation.

Edward looked longingly at the promised screen and hoped they could conclude their pleasantries with enough time to slip behind it for some kisses before their guests arrived.

“What is the meaning of this?” asked the major, his jaw tight. He waved a scrap of common paper as Mrs. Camville pressed a handkerchief to her face.

“My letter,” whispered Tabby. “But how did they get it?”

“Someone sent notes to Giffard and the Earl,” said the major. “Messages in a child’s handwriting. They were puzzling over them at tea. And then you, Dick Stone, stud extraordinaire, waltz in with your latest conquest.”

“What are we to think?” wailed Mrs. Camville.

“What are we to think?” muttered Edward for Tabby’s benefit.

“My wife is distressed,” said the major. “Most distressed. Always has been about the foul-up, but this latest blow has hurt her most acutely.”

“Most acutely!” she cried.

“Edward,” said Tabby lowly.

“It was easy enough to ignore things in Portugal at first,” said the major, his expression growing ever more haunted. “But the shame you inflicted on our family has been a festering wound these many years.”

“Dick Stone, listen to me,” Tabitha rasped.

“Here I am in my dotage, and my wife never fails to remind me of my failures,” said Camville, his shoulders rounded and slumping forward. “Failing to secure a title. The country cottage with drafty rooms that I did manage to obtain.”

“It’s so very drafty!” Mrs. Camville exclaimed.

“But foremost, the thing I must hear of daily, that also weighs on my heart, is my failure to produce a child,” bellowed the major, warming to the topic.

The whole situation was most peculiar. Mrs. Camville had forgone her dramatic repetition of the major’s statements in favor of wailing into her handkerchief, and Tabby was tugging at his coat insistently. He needed to say something to calm the couple and avoid attracting the notice of the entire house party to this well-appointed room. If guests set arse in those finely tooled leather chairs near the fireplace, they’d never depart!

“I am very sorry to hear that your breeding efforts have come to naught,” said Edward, shuffling closer to the desk despite Tabby’s attempts to pull him out the door. She probably saw a tea tray passing by and wanted to fill her belly in the drawing room, but she’d just have to wait!

The major regarded Tabby’s note, sent to one of the two men most likely to have levied the false treason charges at Edward, and nodded. “It’s too much. The insult is too much to bear.”

“But sir! I can assure you I have never interfered with your wife! At no time did I disrespect the bonds of matrimony by engaging in…that act with her,” protested Edward, trying yet again to resolve this minor disturbance quickly.

For her part, Tabby had given up attempting to drag him out of the room, and she simply looked on in horror. He’d really need to feed her properly once their inquiries were complete; she must be starving to be looking about like that.

“And that, Lord Netherwallop, is precisely the problem,” said the major with a strange light in his eyes. “Was a mere ‘major’ or ‘mister’ insufficient for breeding? Did you not consider us worthy of your stud services, unlike the captain and the colonel?”

Never let it be said that Dick Stone was an intellectual sort of man. His fashion sense was limited by his purse, his frame and cock were good but not astonishing, and his stories went on longer than warranted.

But he wasn’t completely stupid.

“You mean to tell me you’re insulted because I did not interfere with your wife?”

“Insulted is a fine way to put it,” said the major, spittle flying as he unleashed his spleen. “Your aristocratic predilections prevented my wife and me from achieving happiness at last, even as you spread your seed indiscriminately to other families.”

“I am most sorry,” said Edward. “I mean to cease my breeding activities, but I’m certain you can find another stud to service the lady and complete your family.”

Tabby cast Edward a look of confusion, and he was tempted to haul her off for that afternoon tea followed by a solid rogering, demme these Camvilles.

“You suggest that while taunting us with these notes passed to our friends,” said the major, holding up Tabby’s missive. “After denying my wife her due disrespect in Portugal. It’s too much to bear, far too much, sirrah!”

Edward sighed and put a hand on the buttons at his falls. “If it’s such a cause of consternation, I suppose I can undertake a breeding, provided my…Tabby agrees.”

Tabby’s eyes went wide, and she nodded no slowly, as if trying to tell Edward something without words.

“My wife has gone through the change while you were sticking your cock in every other woman in the kingdom!” roared the major. “Every other aristocratic woman! Is she not sufficiently beautiful to tempt you?”

“I can assure you, had your mother-in-law not been—”

“Edward!” rasped Tabby, clawing at his coat now, and pulling him along despite her much shorter stature.

“You’re not getting away this time, Dick Stone,” growled the major. Edward looked away from Tabby for just a moment to see what the man was on about and had to look back at him immediately.

In his hand, he had a dueling pistol rather like the one that sat on Edward’s father’s desk. He suspected this one was made after the Stuart era and kept in good repair. Demme and blast.

Edward felt as if something had knocked him from a boat, and he was now falling through water. His ears didn’t quite work, and his vision blurred. The last time this had happened, he’d been in battle — with Tencendor nearly cut from under him.

“This time?” interjected Tabby, advancing on the major. “So it was you? You put forth the false treason rumors?”

“You’re nothing but an aristocratic little miss,” hurled the major. “You wouldn’t know the insult he’s offered my family.”

“You’re wrong,” she hissed, kicking off her delicate slippers. “And you don’t seem to understand the insult you’ve offered my family.”

At that, Tabby yanked the wig from her hair, sending pins across the thickly carpeted floor. The mass of hair thumped against the screen behind which they’d meant to hide. And then she raced to the desk, right into the maws of danger.

Edward’s brain decided to work again while watching his love race towards a cocked pistol. Towards a loaded gun — to defend him.

“Not for king and country, but I’d charge for love!” he cried, launching himself in front of Tabby just as the major fired the gun at her.

At first, Edward was stunned as he hit the floor, the thick pile providing a surprisingly soft place to land.

And then he felt a pain in his chest. His breaths came fast and shallow, and he refused to look down at what he feared was a hole.

The sight of Tabby swam over him. She cradled his face with one hand and touched his body with the other, seemingly also scared to look at what must be a terrible wound.

“I suppose the old king was right about us,” said Edward, feeling faint.

“What’s that?”

“No heart.”

Edward huffed a laugh before a fit of coughing reminded him that this was no time for jokes about family lore.

Tabby seemed puzzled as she looked at the hand that had been feeling his chest.

“Dick Stone,” she asked, “you wouldn’t happen to be the only man who doesn’t bleed red?”

Her question was puzzling until he looked down and found that her hand, which he expected to be covered in viscous red blood, seemed merely wet.

And then Tabby was on him again, riffling through his coat and extracting that silver flask she’d lifted from some nob ages ago, and kept planting on him. In so doing,‌ she’d given him a small piece of armor over his heart.

“Why, it even has a hole in the front!” she shouted, then shook the thing. “And I can hear the bullet inside!”

“You saved my life, Tabitha,” said Edward, regarding her with wonder.

“Friends watch each other’s backs,” she said, helping him sit up. “And fronts, I suppose. It’s how we stay alive in the slums.”

“I can’t help but think it’s how things should be done in manors and townhouses, too,” he said, coming to his senses. Antique guns took an age to reload, but there was a slight complication. “Demme, dueling pistols often come in pairs!”

But when they bolted to their feet, both unsteady after the blow from the bullet (him) and the discarding of slippers (her), they discovered something very unexpected indeed.

“I’m pleased you’ve rejoined the living,” drawled Monty, the Duke of Chevaliermont. He looked entirely at ease, but had the other pistol in his hand, with the firing end trained on the major. “I heard something of the conversation and entered the fray after hearing the shot. I’ve already sent the footman outside for Leontius. And the magistrate.”

For his part, the major gripped the back of Lord Leontius’s chair, his face gray and unmoving as his seated wife sobbed even more hysterically into her handkerchief.

“You were in the room?” asked Edward, the whole thing feeling more fantastical than a comedic opera.

Monty nodded his head towards the screens Edward and Tabby had intended to use for their spying. One of the paper panels had an enormous tear through which Monty must have launched himself.

It shouldn’t have surprised Edward that the sly fox was a good chap, his theft of Edward’s fiancée all those years ago notwithstanding. And he was rather generous with the bounty of his wife’s favors.

“Oh!” exclaimed Tabby from before the screen.

Edward rushed to her side and soon saw what had caused her shout. Philadelphia, Duchess of Chevaliermont and said former fiancée, was wrapped in a passionate embrace with a lovely young thing wearing a maid’s uniform.

“Can’t leave them two minutes,” groaned Monty from his post. It didn’t escape Edward’s attention that the man did so while wearing a smirk and seeming rather pleased.

“Hullo, Jane!” said Tabby. This must be her loaned lady’s maid. Edward wondered if the ladies had gotten up to more than writing notes in their time together. He’d need to make thorough inquiries of Tabby this evening.

“Hullo, Tab!” said Jane, adjusting her bodice and bouncing up from her coze with the duchess. “Anyone shot?”

“Just me swell cove,” said Tabby, slapping Edward on the arm companionably. “But he got it in a bit of silver I nicked ages ago, so he’ll be breathing yet.”

Just me swell cove? thought Edward, his very much intact blood rushing at this dismissal. Why, he’d have Tabby know he would be no mere cove to her! He was—

“So this is your girl.”

Phily had risen from the divan at last and was standing in front of Tabby. She was taller than his urchin, but the duchess’s gaze when she looked down at Tabitha wasn’t unkind.

What must she think of this crop-haired elf? Tabby stood before Philly with her wig halfway under a wallhanging, her stockinged toes pressed into the carpet, and a stray hairpin dangling by her ear.

For once, Tabby was demure and modest, waiting as she’d been taught for introductions. Edward wanted her to buck tradition and unleash her slum charms on his erstwhile fiancée, but she played the part of a good girl. She’d given him armor while confidently going into battle with none.

“Aren’t you going to introduce us, Edward?” asked Phily. Her voice was controlled, and he had no way of telling if the duchess was about to humiliate Tabby. He’d be ready to defend her just in case.

Edward made hasty, awkward introductions and stepped closer to Tabby to signal that he was watching Phily’s every move. For her part, Tabitha managed a perfectly respectable curtsy and murmured a greeting. She was a natural in each room she entered.

“The great Dick Stone has fallen at last,” said Phily, taking in everything about Tabby’s attire. Edward was glad he’d kitted her out properly; she wouldn’t be found wanting in those fine togs.

“Truth be told, it wasn’t me who made him fall,” said Tabby. “That was because of the bullet.”

Phily looked surprised and then burst into laughter.

“Where did you find her, Edward?” Phily asked, wiping her eyes. “She’s perfect.”

“Isn’t she?” asked Edward, staring at Tabby’s startled face. “Caught her picking my pocket some years ago. Haven’t been able to give her up ever since.”

“Picking your pocket?” hooted Phily. “Why, you have something on her then. You could extract any promise you’d like. Theft is a hanging crime, you know.”

“I can think of a few promises I’d like to drag out of my Tabby,” said Edward, never looking away from his girl’s widening eyes.

“Oh, forgive me,” said Phily, collapsing back onto the divan. “I’ve been exhausted these past weeks. Monty suspects I’m breeding again. Our little games with Dick Stone appear to have been most fruitful.”

At that, Tabby cast Edward a look and took off at a fast clip.

“Better chase her down, Dick Stone,” trilled the duchess. “Those tabby cats won’t stay home if you don’t give them their cream.”


Chapter 11


The magistrate coming to deal with the major would need to wait. Edward had unfinished business to settle.

He caught up with Tabby, quick little thing that she was, outside his guestroom. He pulled her in the door and turned the key behind them.

“What if I want to leave?” she asked, just as breathless as he was.

“You don’t want to,” he said, kissing her neck.

She had her hands against the door and hiked one leg over his hip, her stockinged foot tracing the back of his thigh most pleasurably.

“Do you think the men who pay for my courtesan services will enjoy an embrace like this?” she asked, her voice altogether too seductive to be entirely serious. “If the duchess is unwell from carrying your child, perhaps I might be called upon to entertain the duke?”

Oh, she was too much. Edward bent down and threw her over his shoulder, earning a cry and delighted laughter. She knew what she was doing when she wound him up. But would she like the outcome?

Edward tossed Tabby onto the mattress. She wore an expression of surprise and something else.

“There won’t be men who pay for your services,” he growled, climbing in after her. “Not if I have anything to say about it.” His cock was harder than ever before in his life, and he was ravenous for his little pickpocket. A few nights on their narrow mattress wouldn’t be sufficient.

Edward looked down at her pretty gown, one he’d bought for her, and rage consumed him. He’d outfitted her and trained her for other men, but there would be no others, not for so long as he lived!

He took her hems in hand and yanked until they tore.

“Edward!” she cried. “Have some respect for the tailoring!”

“I’ve spent years being careful with my precious clothing, and I’ll not see you so dependent on your armor when your skin is all I need,” he said, rending the fabric to her waist.

He gazed with possessive fury upon her smallclothes, the bit of Tobias that Tabby refused to give up. Someday he’d dress her in lacy drawers just to torture her. Oh, the fun they’d have.

“Take down your smalls,” he bit out. “If you want me, take them off.”

For his part, Edward yanked off his boots and tore open his falls. When Tabby’s smalls went sailing to the floor, he knew he’d have her yet.

Gesù, she was stroking her cunny. How pretty she looked spread on that grand bed, her stockinged legs flung apart, and ruined dress hiked up to expose the place he wanted her so badly.

Edward stopped briefly to kiss and lick that perfect cunt and then settled over her. His coat proved too restrictive, so he peeled it off, sending it to the pile of their things on the floor.

“The Buckskin Breechess will be most displeased with the way you’re treating the clothes she’s made,” said Tabby, placing a cool hand on his heated cheek.

Edward’s eyes closed reflexively, and he turned his face to kiss her palm. That clever little palm that had stolen something very dear from him.

“I said before, down in Leontius’s study, that the major’s shot took my heart,” said Edward, stroking his love’s short hair and observing her. This would be the most important conquest of his career; he couldn’t foul it up. “But it was gone long before the major fired.”

“Was it?”

Edward nodded, directing his bare cock to Tabby’s entrance.

“You’re a very bad girl, Tabitha,” he said, tugging the bodice of her dress down to expose her small breasts. “You stole something from me, did you not?”

“I swear I didn’t do nuffink, yer lor’ship,” she said teasingly as he sucked a nipple. Her breathy exhalations and fingers in his hair had his cock jerking, begging to push in.

“Oh, but you did, my love.”

A gasp. So she’d heard his endearment. But would she accept his feelings and plans?

Edward looked into Tabby’s eyes and found they looked watery.

“What’s this, my girl? Not sadness on this happiest of days?”

“Why’s it happy?” she asked, brushing a stray tear away.

Edward pushed the barest inch into Tabby’s channel and then paused.

“I thought I might tell you how I feel.”

“And what of how I feel!” she exclaimed, the tears finally coming. She poked at his waistcoat, clearly overcome with emotion. How well she looked like this, enraged and demanding. But he loved how she looked at all hours of the day, so why should this be any different?

“You got the duchess with child, but you’ve been so careful with me!” she groused. “Why is she having your baby when you only spend on my belly or in a letter!”

Edward was shocked. Tabby wanted his baby? But then, it was a day of surprises, mostly involving people upset at the breeding he hadn’t done.

He seated his shaft inside her channel and let Tabby have the full length of him. “You want this cock? All of it? And my spend?” he asked, working himself a little deeper just so she’d feel how serious he was right now.

“Yes,” she said, sniffing.

“And you know that there may be consequences?”

Her eyes darted to his, questioning his meaning.

“A baby,” he explained.

“I certainly hope so!”

“You aren’t just saying that because the duchess is in a breeding state?” he asked. “Her husband was very actively involved in seeding her on the same occasion, so this might be another of his boys.”

Tabby sniffed, not convinced that the great Dick Stone’s seed could be supplanted by that of a duke and husband. He’d need to take a different tack.

“What of what I want?” he asked with a rough thrust.

“Jellied eels and a good meat pie back in London?” Tabby asked hopefully. “No more of this strange country food?”

“We’ll be back in the capital soon, my darling, but no, that’s not all I want.”

Tabby ran her hands over Edward’s sides and abdomen, trying to get under his waistcoat and shirtsleeves.

“Have I not been a good boy?” he asked.

She raised her eyebrows at him, composed and sure even as she took his every thrust.

“You told me that if I was a good boy and went downstairs to face my destiny, you’d make it worth my while.”

“I have little that I could give you,” she said in that straightforward way that never failed to set his heart skipping. “I brought some roasted nuts in my bag just in case. I could share them with you.”

“You don’t need to share your food with me. In fact, I want something much dearer.”

“Do you now?” she asked, drawing him closer for a kiss.

She had to know what he was stumbling towards. But she was going to make him say it, ask it of her. Tabby would make a perfect marchioness, damn any who would doubt her!

Edward ran his thumb over her left nipple contemplatively. “I’d like your heart.”

Tabby smiled. “I think I have a need for it, don’t you?”

He kissed her, his impudent girl. “What if I need it more?”

“Can’t I convince you to take something else?” she asked with a smile. Why hadn’t he noticed until now that her dear cheeks looked fuller?

“I can think of plenty of things I’d like to claim,” he said, settling closer and slowing his strokes so they might talk for ages while languidly making love.

“But you’re so ravenous and I have so little, sir,” she said in a small voice that made his cods feel fit to burst despite their slow pace.

“Then perhaps a trade,” he proposed.

Tabby squinted at him, a look he’d seen on many occasions before. He laughed, recalling their companionable adventures. Oh, the adventures they’d have together from now on!

“You see, you have this wee little finger here,” he said, pinching a thin digit on her left hand.

“But I like that finger!” she shrieked, squirming as if truly scared.

“Yes, but I’m afraid that I like it more,” he said, kissing it tenderly and then nipping the skin. “Much more.”

“You said it would be a trade. What do I get in return?”

“Well, I admit it’s not anything too grand.”

“You drive a hard bargain, Dick Stone.”

“Oh, this isn’t Dick Stone talking,” said Edward, rolling them so his back was to the bed and Tabby could ride his cock as she liked while he admired the way her lithe body moved over him. “It’s Edward.”

Tabby rolled her hips. “And what does Edward offer?”

“As I said, it’s not much. It was truncated — cut — in the past—”

Tabby gasped and looked at him with wide eyes, which darted to where they were connected. “I didn’t realize!”

Edward lightly slapped her hip. “Not that. You know you’ve got the whole of me.”

“Have I ever.”

“It’s just that you told the major something about family and then rushed to protect me,” he said, settling his hands at her waist. “If you do that again, I’ll have your little arse.”

“Promise?”

He growled and bucked up into her.

“So you’ve got a short something somewhere, my swell cove, best lay your cards on the table and see if it’s a winning hand.”

“My name. My surname. Stone.”

She stilled.

“It’s just that I’ve a surname, and it isn’t the best, but seeing as yours came about for sad reasons, maybe I could give you mine.”

“It is sad to remember me mum drowning in porter when I have to use it.”

“That’s the thing!” interjected Edward. “It doesn’t have to be that way.”

“So I could be Stone and you could take my name? We could trade?”

“Well, I was thinking we could both be Stone. From now on, we could both…”

Tabby leaned closer as if drawn forward by his whispered words. He pulled her hips so she rolled over his cock in the way he’d always love.

“I rather need a viscountess. And if I’m going to put a baby in you anyway, I wondered if you might be willing to suffer through the humiliation of being Viscountess Netherwallop. You wouldn’t have to support yourself if you were that awful wife you feared. I wouldn’t need an awful wife at all if I had you.

“You are my equal — nay, my better — in spirit, loyalty, and courage,” he continued.

Her face was impassive as he made his offer. And then he realized he’d said nothing of his heart. He really needed not to foul this up!

“There’s also a problem I’ve discovered.”

“Hmm?”

“It’s just that I’m terribly in love with you, Tabby. Feel dashed awful when you’re not around,” he said, his eyes closed so he could pull forth the right words and not get distracted by the way she moved on his cock or her expression. “You’re my heart’s true companion.”

“Is that so?”

“‘Fraid it is, my love,” he said. “Very sorry to do this to you when you’re doing so well with your courtesan training. You’d be marvelous, but I just don’t think I can let you out of my sight or bed that long.”

Edward felt the speed of her movements on his cock increase, and he knew he needed to get the whole of his feelings out before she drained his balls and every thought from his head.

“I’ve learned that I have a heart,” he said, his cods drawing tight. “Well, I did. Unfortunately, you took possession of it unexpectedly.”

“Seems cruel.”

“The cruelest,” he said, the bedclothes gathered in his hands as he fought to delay his paroxysm.

“It’s a good thing I like you, Edward,” she said, unfastening the buttons on his waistcoat as she rocked on his lap.

“Just like me? Don’t get me wrong, I’ll settle for it in hopes you’ll grow to care more for me—”

“I don’t know that girls from the slums get to fall in love,” she hummed. The little minx was drawing this out; he’d have her arse for this torture.

“Then you’ll just have to become a viscountess.”

“Sounds like an awful lot of work,” she said, helping him pull the waistcoat from his body.

“I’ll keep you in bed much of the day. When our finances allow, servants will bring you meals on trays.”

“Eels and roasted nuts and meat pies? Chocolate for breakfast?”

“Anything you’d like.”

“What about what I want most?”

“Anything, Tabby.”

“I had the misfortune of getting caught lifting something from a nob one day.”

“You were a very bad girl, weren’t you?” asked Edward, recalling the day they’d met. The day he felt a small hand in his pocket and grabbed the urchin attempting to lift his light purse.

“Just trying to eat, don’t mean no harm,” she said, echoing the words she’d said all those years ago.

“I’ll keep my girl fed now,” he said, bringing her down for a kiss.

Tabby placed her hands on Edward’s chest, rising and sinking on his cock in quiet bliss. “The little jobs for you filled my belly but made me hungrier for something else.”

“Is that so?” asked Edward, liking the sound of that.

She folded forward until her head rested against Edward’s shoulder. He turned them over again so he could thrust into Tabby and press her into the mattress with the force of his lust.

“How well you’ll look swollen here with my baby, viscountess,” he said, pulling the torn dress aside to see her flat belly. “And there, heavy with milk for me and the child.”

She cradled her small breasts, pretending to be scandalized. “You put yourself before the baby!”

“You’ll just have to be a very good little cow. For both of us.”

“Moo,” she said grumpily.

“And how well the Chasterly ring will look on your finger, my darling,” he said, drawing her hand to his mouth, then sucking the digit he intended for said ring.

“Edward,” she gasped.

“Squeeze my cock like that and you’ll make me come, viscountess.”

“Promise?” she asked hopefully.

“I do,” he said, rocking his hips faster.

“But we’ve got so many things to work out!” she cried. “Tencendor is still with your da, and there’s no money. I don’t even know how to get married. At least not legally.”

“Leave everything to me,” he said, setting his hand on Tabby’s nub and stroking in time with his cock. “What I want you to do is lie back and take this seed.”

She moaned, bringing one hand to the top of the bed so she could better meet the force of his thrusts.

“We need to make an heir,” he said, moving faster. “Are you going to take this spend? Let me fill your womb and give you our baby?”

She could only make little breathy exhalations until Edward slowed his strokes and looked down at her expectantly. “Yes, Edward,” she said, putting her arms about his neck and drawing him near.

“I’ll take care of everything, my love,” he said. “Don’t you worry. Lie back and let me get a baby on you.”

“What if—?”

Edward kissed her delectable lips, not wanting her to think about how things could go wrong when he needed her full attention on carrying their child.

“You’ve got the tightest, wettest little cunt, Tabby,” he said. “Have I told you that?”

She whimpered.

“Pretty little lips. And you pet your kitty so well for me now. I love the sound of how slick you get.”

“Edward, please,” she begged, her arms like bands around his neck.

“I’ll tell you what I’m going to do, Tabitha. You promise to marry me and love me as much as I love you, and I’ll drive my cock deep, as deep as I can seat myself.”

“Gesù, yes, anything,” she gasped.

“And I’ll pour all the seed I have into your womb. Soak your insides with it. Fuck you until it runs down your thighs for days, my love.”

“I’m so wet, did you already—”

“That’s you,” he said, strumming her bump. “Your little cunny made that to take my cock. To mix with my seed so we can make a baby. Are you ready for it?”

“Oh, but it’s so—” She shrieked when she felt the first surge of his seed in her channel, his cock pushing through the mess and forcing his creamy spend into her womb.

“Swell with it,” he grunted, working his cock out faster, punctuating his strokes with hard thrusts to shove his spurts of seed into her womb. “Take it all. Take it and make our baby.”

Tabby laid back, her arms having lost their strength as Edward bred her on that magnificent bed where she’d agreed to become his wife.

“We’ll fuck until the sheets are wet,” he muttered, “until you can’t walk and I need to carry you down to meals. I’ll fuck you in the carriage on the way back to London, in all the inns, and even the archbishop’s sitting room as we wait for the special license.”

She imagined her belly swelling with the baby that very minute and wailed again as she spasmed on his cock.

When Edward finally pulled out — ever so gently — he placed a pillow below Tabby’s arse, but positioned himself between her legs to monitor his seed.

“What are you doing, love?” she asked, a hand carelessly tangled in his hair.

“Making sure none gets away,” he said, holding his tongue at a place his spend had escaped her clasp and pushing it back in her. “Hold all of that inside like a good little viscountess working to give me my heir.”

Her neck snapped back when she felt a finger at her delicate nub as Edward used his tongue to plug her hole.

“Why touch there? I just…”

“Did you think this was the only time I’d breed you today, Lady Netherwallop? I’ve a baby to put in you.”

It was going to be a very long day and night.


Chapter 12


London, ten days later, early in the morning

Edward’s father dropped the gazette trumpeting his heroism at Lord Leontius’s house party.

“Says you got shot,” said the old man, gesturing to the newsprint.

“Not harmed,” said Edward jauntily, rocking back on his heels with good cheer.

“Pity.”

Edward could do naught but laugh at his father’s entirely expected reaction. The marquess was nothing if not consistent.

“So the treason rumors have been put to rest. And you’ve come to collect your horse,” said the marquess, standing at the window overlooking the stables while lighting a cigar that seemed to be rolled mostly with moldy tobacco.

“My associate is down there now to saddle Tencendor.”

“And I suppose you think this gossip in the gazettes will restore you to your place in this family? To reinstate your allowance? It ‌took you an age to counter the talk.”

Edward studied the mural on the ceiling of his father’s study, admiring the cherubs despite the fact they’d cracked and peeled in the last century while his family failed to maintain the house. A house that would be his sooner rather than later if that blood-soaked handkerchief on his father’s desk was any indication.

“You are my heir; of that there is no doubt,” said his father. “Heaven help me.”

The old man returned to his great desk and fiddled with a drawer, the lock on which gave his gnarled fingers some trouble. From an inner chamber, he removed a box.

“But before I restore your allowance, I need you to take your responsibilities seriously! No more of this breeding business nonsense! You need to find a gel, preferably young and stupid, and marry her. Get a child on her, and then another.”

Edward merely gazed at his sire with a raised eyebrow.

“Take that,” said the marquess, pushing the battered box to the end of the desk. “When you’re married, I’ll restore your allowance.”

“Restore my allowance?” asked Edward, picking up the box and stowing it in his coat. “Don’t you think the loss of my business and support of a wife — not to mention those many children — warrants an increase? Wartime inflation—”

“Damn you and your resistance to lawful, respectable matrimony!” bellowed his father. “I should have shot you when the idea first came into my head.” He looked to the open box of twin dueling pistols. They were missing.

Edward lifted the antique guns he had snatched, admiring the patina on the barrels. “The ruling class should really reconsider having firearms lying about,” he said, checking the trigger. “Someone might get hurt.”

“Before you seduce some chit who deserves better, I want to know something, boy.”

Dick Stone’s eyes shone in the light from the study window, gazing upon his father for what might be the last time. A pity he’d never been a good pater; Edward wouldn’t make the same mistakes with his own children.

“Those rumors have been hanging about your head for years, and you only now dispel them. Is all of this some knavery? Let me not discover that this is a trick!”

“It is no trick,” said Edward, turning to go. “I simply gave up on going through life alone.”

His father huffed, clearly not believing that something like friendship or love might ease the path of one’s life.

“Oh, and if you turn to the fifth page of that gazette, you’ll find the wedding announcements.”

The marquess froze.

“Including mine. We are gazetted,” said Edward with a flourish.

The old man dove for the paper, frantically flipping the pages.

“I’ll send my man of business to set up the accounts,” said Edward as he walked out the door of the study. “Once I hire one.”

In the hallway, Edward paused beside the wall hangings bearing the Chasterly cipher, a relic from the brief moment Parliament rid itself of the English king. How many times had he been chastised before these tapestries that bore witness to his tears and humiliation for real and imagined crimes of the most trifling sort? He hated those things, and under his direction, they’d someday be packed away. Perhaps burned, depending on how he felt then.

He crossed his arms and closed his eyes, pulling the twin triggers. One pistol merely clicked. The other lodged a ball of good size right in the middle of that cursed monogram.

***

“Ho there, sir!” called a voice he knew well.

“Ho there, Lady Millicent!” he called back. “Is my wife still with you?”

“Gesù, Tencendor, step lively now!” exclaimed Tabby as she led the giant warhorse onto the street despite being many magnitudes smaller.

“You got him,” said Edward, coming forward to stroke his beloved friend’s snout. “Your stepmother got you for me.”

“Stepmother,” groused Tabby, petting the beast’s flank.

“Didn’t think to bring him breakfast, did you?” asked Lady Millicent, opening her reticule to reveal an alarming number of apples. She began feeding the jumpy horse, to Tencendor’s great delight.

“Say, Lady Millicent, you wouldn’t have a use for these dueling pistols?” asked Edward, holding the cursed things up to the sun.

Her whole body stilled, then she shoved the remaining apples in Tabby’s hands so she could investigate the treasure.

“Probably best not to load them, but perhaps you’d like to have them about your person.”

“Would I ever,” she said, tossing her battered umbrella in the gutter and taking up the twin guns.

As Edward mounted Tencendor again at last, he called down. “Tabitha Stone, it’s high time we returned home.”

Tabby placed one foot on top of Edward’s boot and hopped in front of him on the horse, her husband’s old breeches making the maneuver possible.

“Please send my thanks again to the duchess,” said Edward, circling Tencendor around Lady Millicent, who was still entirely taken with her new guns. “She handed Tabby the winnings from her latest go at the Faro tables as we were leaving, which allowed us to purchase the special license so we could be married without delay.”

“High time you made an honest girl of your urchin,” muttered Lady Millicent as she stared into one barrel with great interest.

“Young lady. And she’s an honest viscountess now,” said Edward, setting off towards their rooms.

Tabby relaxed against Edward’s front as they clipped and clopped through the streets. “Was your da in a right state?”

“He was the same as ever. Obsessed with the aristocracy and primogeniture and the family, while holding nothing in his heart. That reminds me,” said Edward, reaching into his pocket to withdraw the box his father had given him. “He gave me something for you.”

“For me?”

“For my wife.”

Edward carefully opened the box before his wife’s eyes and revealed the Chasterly ring. It sparkled in the sunlight, one of the few cheerful heirlooms owned by the family. How many wives had watched that ring slide on their fingers with hope, only for those dreams to die in the face of stony indifference?

This marriage would be different.

Tabby snatched the thing up; her love of shiny objects never failed to delight him.

“Oh, I have a ring for you, too,” she said, sliding the enormous stone on the finger she'd promised Edward before feeling about in her coat. She held up the silver flask — now unusable because of the hole from the major’s bullet. “Thought we could have it made into a ring.”

“You mean to put a ring on me, Tabby?” asked Edward, pulling her closer so she could feel how much he liked the idea of her claim on him. One to match the claim she had on his heart.

“I’m afraid I must. One never knows if the other wives will have heard that Dick Stone has closed his business. It can be armor. Again.” She leaned her head back against him, swaying with Tencendor. “I used to think a full belly and a warm place to sleep would be enough for the likes of me.”

“But not now?” asked Edward, his arm securely looped around her waist.

“I don’t think that’s enough for me anymore. Well, I want a full belly, but the meaning has changed.”

Edward growled, wishing they were closer to their rooms so he might fuck his bride yet again.

“And I thought having Tencendor again would be enough for me,” said Edward, his chin resting on his wife’s cropped hair.

“Not now?” asked Tabby.

“Not nearly enough,” he whispered into her ear, liking how she shivered in response to his heated breath and words.

“You think we have something special? That we’ll make it?” asked Tabby, harkening back to a conversation they’d had long ago in Hyde Park as they’d watched a merry trio in love.

“We’ve changed a bit to get to live as our true selves, haven’t we?”

Tabby looked at her togs and shrugged. “Some days more than others.”

“Then it’s fortunate that I love the part of you that’s immutable. The part that connects me to you so soundly it makes my ribs ache when you’re not right here against my chest.” Edward slid his hand over the ring once worn by his mother and an unbroken line of Chasterly marchionesses. “Promise me you’ll stay beside me always, my love.”

“Didn’t I promise that in front of the archbishop?” she asked, teasing him in the way he adored. What he wouldn’t give to toss her on the bed right now and punish her with pleasure for asking such a silly question.

“I’m greedy for you. Same way you are for jellied eels.”

“You know what I like.”

“What about what you love?” he asked hopefully, always wanting to hear her feelings.

“Yes, I also love jellied eels,” she said. He could hear the smirk in her voice and urged Tencendor to step faster. “And I love nobs who won’t let me go when I pick their pocket.”

“Do you now?” asked Edward, getting some ideas. “Like the first time we met? You want to pay the price for your crimes in some slum alley?”

“My lord, I don’t know about that,” she said in her most demure, schooled voice. “You see, I’m a viscountess now. I must think of my family’s reputation.”

“I’ll give you a family,” he said into her ear as he pressed his fattened cock against her rear. She’d kill him yet!

“Even now, I might carry my husband’s heir!”

“If you aren’t, I’ll have you bred in no time.”

“But, my lord, you must let me go!”

“You take the leap first, and I’ll follow your lead,” whispered Edward against her ear, planting a quick kiss on her neck.

“I love you, Edward,” she said with a sigh, pressing her cheek against his waistcoat. “And I’m happy we have my stepson with us again. And I’m happy that I see our street up there.”

“And I love you, Tabitha Stone,” he said. “And I especially love that I’ll have you in our bed again soon.”

“Oh, but I’m hungry! Let’s get dinner first. There’s a new woman selling pies,” said Tabby as they approached their rooms. “Pork this time.”

“Is this an attempt to get dinner out of me?” asked Edward, ruffling Tabby’s clean hair.

“If there’s a baby already, he’ll be starving and upset soon,” said Tabitha, bringing his hand to her belly. “Unless he gets pie.”

“What a convincing wench you are, my dear nug,” said Edward, urging Tencendor on as the sun shone over London.


Epilogue


London, eighteen months later

“Darling, wake up, the most extraordinary thing has happened!”

Tabitha Stone, Marchioness of Chasterly, roused from her slumber to find that her husband Edward had personally carried the breakfast tray to their enormous bed. She adjusted her fine, diaphanous nightgown and surveyed the offerings.

“Did the Breechess send new rum kicks?” she asked in her old cant, curious about additions to his wardrobe as she struggled awake.

“No, no, her ladies are still working on the gold embroidery.”

“What could be more important than your tailoring, darling?” she asked, wrinkling her nose as she jammed toast into a soft-boiled egg and sipped a cup of chocolate.

“Patter is that old Rymer has been arrested!”

“The barber?” she asked, her hand falling so fast it made the plentiful silverware rattle. “Whatever for? He didn’t draw good teeth, did he?”

“More n’ that!” cried Edward, opening the gazette on the counterpane. “Magistrate claims he’s been murdering! In the shop! Next to my old office!”

Tabby gasped and read the article while Edward buttered a crumpet and smeared it with marmalade. He handed it to her, and she took it without looking up.

“But this doesn’t say what he did with the bodies,” said Tabby, pointing to the newsprint.

“Say, you don’t suppose he was doing the killin’ when those gents were yelling? When we were in the office?” asked Edward, stealing a grape from the tray.

They were both struggling to recall whether they’d ever seen patrons leave Mr. Rymer’s barber shop when there was a scratch at the door.

“Oh, I asked Mary Ann to bring the baby up,” said Edward, calling for the nursemaid to enter. “I thought you might like to see him before I show you the second bit of news I wanted to share.”

“Show me?” she asked, holding her arms out for the infant. “Second bit of news? Not another murderer, I hope?”

Nelson de Ros Brewer Stone, Viscount Hardmere, yowled upon leaving his nursemaid’s arms. At least the baby needn’t cry about being saddled with the Netherwallop viscountcy; his besotted papa had arranged for an alternate, much less humiliating courtesy title.

“Not sure why he does that when he should know by now that each time he’s moved, he lands in his favorite spot,” said Edward, watching as Tabby helped the baby latch on her nipple. “And his papa’s favorite spot.”

Tabitha cast her husband a heated glance while he surveyed their domestic scene with a look of immense satisfaction on his handsome face.

As Edward settled in beside his marchioness to read her the gazette, he let his fingers trail through her hair. It was still far shorter than the fashion; she’d been so closely cropped before that even a year and a half of growth could barely reach below her chin.

He loved her locks, unreservedly, those curls and straight pieces all mixed, soft and clean because he’d once caught an urchin picking his pocket. And presumed to care for the minx.

Even now, Edward loved to wash Tabby’s hair in their great bath, reveling in the sense that love had revealed something beautiful. And free of lice.

Baby Nelson had similar hair, it seemed, his little whorls and straight pieces all jumbled together to make a soft cap for his darling boy. His first child after having sired so many.

When Nelson had fallen asleep three times in a row and finally released his mama’s nipple, Edward carried him out to his nursemaid for a nap.

Tabby was lacing her nightgown when Edward slid back onto the bed and stilled her hands.

“I’ve been so busy this morning that I’ve not eaten my breakfast,” he said, his gaze both heated and playful. “Might you have something to spare for a hungry papa?”

“You ate off my tray!” she protested, laughing as he dragged her under him. “I should have known you’d insist on a taste, you unrepentant libertine!”

“And don’t you know it,” Edward growled before he sucked at the breast not sampled by his son and heir.

“Darling, you know where I need you,” mumbled Tabby as she attempted to move Edward’s head towards her wet, needy cunny.

He pulled off her nipple and earned a moan. “Get dressed, my love, I really have something to show you.”

Tabby gasped. “Edward, I am in a state. We have an agreement about not leaving each other in a state!”

He laughed and walked into their dressing room. “I promise not to leave you with a hot little cunt forever, wife, but you really must see this!” He tossed a day dress onto the bed and waited impatiently for her.

She groused while rising from the plush mattress and blankets that were the primary benefit of Edward’s elevation to the marquessate upon the death of his father some thirteen months ago. Well, that and complete control of the Chasterly fortune — with no arbitrary reductions in his allowance.

“Do I have time to call my lady’s maid?” she asked, curious about what had Edward in such a pet.

“No need, I’ll do for you,” he said, handing her a chemise and leering as she slipped out of her nightgown.

***

After several breaks for kissing, a mutual grope of the backsides, and four hastily tied ribbons later, Edward and Tabby made their way to the stables at the back of the Chasterly townhouse.

Upon their ascension to the title, they’d worried about Tencendor returning to the scene of his captivity, but the horse seemed no more perturbed than usual.

And then they’d acquired Bellona, the warhorse’s long-awaited companion. She was a lovely mare, almost as tall as Tenny, with a chestnut coat that shone in the sun and fine muscles that rippled when she pranced about the park.

Tencendor was enthralled. Bellona was unconvinced. So when, a few months into their companionship, the mare looked thicker about the middle, all rejoiced.

And now, the union had borne fruit.

“My boy has an heir, too,” said Edward, wiping a manful tear as he regarded the black-brown foal that had quickly found its feet — well, hooves — after being born overnight.

Tabby was similarly enraptured by the new addition to the family, who was currently hiding behind his mama’s flank. “But what will you call him? We had a devil of a time settling on Nelson’s name.”

“It came to me the moment I received word of his birth,” said Edward, regarding the little family with pride. “Stoneheart. He can carry on the old family name. Because we found our heart again.”

He was telling Tabby something he’d told her many times before: the importance of her to his life and the depth of his devotion. And like all the times before, she dropped her chin, and a little blush scattered across her cheeks.

“I love to see you flustered by my words of love, marchioness,” he whispered in her ear as they watched the stablemen bring the parents and baby into the yard for a bit of air.

“Those words aren’t for the likes of me,” she muttered, still embarrassed and delighted by outward displays of affection.

“That’s why I had to make you an aristocrat,” he whispered, dragging her deeper into the stables. “Can’t have you going through life like that, not when I love you so.”

“You bringing me in to muck out the stables?” she asked, letting him lead her to a corner.

“I was thinking we could fuck in the stables,” he said, pulling her day dress and chemise up.

Tabby gasped. “I knew there was a reason you selected a dress for me today!”

“Wanted nothing between us.”

“Hasn’t stopped us before.”

“Nor will it. Ever.”

Edward had Tabby’s knee hooked over his hip, her back against the stable wall, as he freed his cock and settled himself just at her cunny lips.

“You’ve teased me enough,” she said sternly, working herself onto him.

“I do like that you’re a greedy girl, Tabby.”

“I wouldn’t need to be so greedy and take the things I want if you’d just give them to me,” she said, hopping on one leg to ride his cock.

She was a wonder, the great gift of his life. As he shoved into her wet cunny, Edward couldn’t help but drop kisses all over her dear face.

“What’s that for?” she asked, giggling and squirming in his hold.

And then his cock hardened to signal that he’d arrived at the truth: he’d love Tabby Stone forever until his dying breath. She was his equal, his match, the wife he never thought he could have. For the second time that morning, he brushed aside a tear.

“Just thinking how very like an eel you are,” he said, nipping at her ear.

“An eel!” she cried.

“You like to eat them so much that I think you’ve become one.”

“Become an eel!”

“You’re so wiggly,” he said, bracing his hands on her waist. “Nicely jellied.”

Tabby sent her eyes to the rafters.

“Bony despite my best attempts to fatten you up,” he said. “I guess I’ll just have to get another baby on you. And then another.”

“Promise?” she asked hopefully.

“I promise.”

THE END


Bonus epilogue for newsletter subscribers


Sign up for my newsletter to download The Tale of a Louse, which takes place a few months before The Regency Stud Comes Undone's epilogue. It has a louse narrator, suspected pregnancy, worried Dick Stone, and our favorite stud's first pegging: elizabethroubaix.com/louse


Also by Elizabeth Roubaix


Follow Elizabeth on Amazon for alerts when new stories are published: elizabethroubaix.com/amazon.

The Regency Stud Makes a Ménage (Dick Stone, Regency Stud Book 1)

Dick Stone is Regency England’s hardest-working man.

Lord Edward Richard Stone — “Dick Stone” to scandalous society — is a marquess’s second son with scars from the Peninsular War, an empty purse, and a business curing the ton’s most delicate succession crises. When two foppish friends hire him to put a bride in the family way, Edward thinks it’s simple: seduce the lady, collect the fee.

But Lady Maria Mabbot is not merely innocent — she’s curious, eager, and far too intrigued by her neglectful husband. And Charley Mabbot? He spends more time at the molly house with his best friend than in his wife’s chamber.

Edward proposes a mutually pleasurable solution: a sword-crossed ménage that will leave Maria expectant, Charley fulfilled, and his own coffers replenished before he rides off into the sunset.

The Regency Stud Makes a Ménage is a filthy, fast-burning 10,000-word romp featuring a sporting veteran with a truth-telling pikestaff, his requisite urchin sidekick, and a marriage problem only the greatest libertine of the age can solve.

Amazon: elizabethroubaix.com/DickStone1

***

Filling Their Tailoress: Short and Steamy MFM Ménage of Convenience Historical Romance (Dick Stone, Regency Stud Prequel)

A talented Regency tailoress takes two lords intent on doubling her pleasure.

Lord Banastre “Bonnie” Lascelles was enjoying some company at the bawdy house when the night watch showed up for a raid. What’s a chaotic aristocrat to do when he’s in deep trouble with the law? Run to Molly Trenchard, known as the Buckskin Breechess, and claim the whole thing was a misunderstanding.

When Molly demands Bonnie’s help with a small problem of her own, they discover just how much fun trying to make an heir can be. With the deadline looming, they call in stud Lord Edward Richard Stone, to double their efforts.

But what happens if Bonnie and Molly are making more than just an heir — and they’re falling in love?

Amazon: elizabethroubaix.com/filling

***

Matrons I’d Like to Tup: The Complete 1816 Season

Five forgotten wives. Five forbidden awakenings. One scandalous collection of Regency heat.

The mamas of the ton are hot, bothered, and desperately in need of a good tup.

They’ve done everything society asked of them — married well, managed households, raised heirs. But behind the closed doors of London’s finest townhouses, five matrons discover that desire doesn’t end with a wedding ring. In fact, for these neglected wives, the real pleasure is only just beginning.

Now these ravishing, mature women are working off their debts, taking a band of rakes, riding the cavalry, satisfying a club of libertines, and tempting hulking bodyguards.

It’s time for the matrons to play more than cards.

The Matrons I’d Like to Tup: The Complete 1816 Season special 5-book bundle includes:

Working Off Her Debt
Taking the Rakes
Servicing the Regiment
Pleasing the Members
Spreading for the Bodyguards

Amazon: elizabethroubaix.com/MatronsBundle

***

A Few Good Bucks: The Complete Series

Five masked rakes discover that love is the most dangerous game of all.

Welcome to the Forest, where London’s men of consequence don stag masks and share the company of wanton ladies eager to take their fill. The Grand Bucks have spent decades reveling in their private sanctuary, but nothing prepares them for what happens when the right women walk through their doors. Their fraternal order is about to crumble under an invasion of curves, wit, and feminine determination.

A lady’s maid pregnant with a mogul’s child decides it’s time for him to pay in more than coin. A neglected marchioness storms London to claim her absent husband and his virile body. An heiress with a dangerous inheritance discovers that public ruin can be deliciously liberating. A courtesan broken by cruel men finds healing in the arms of her first love. A musical debutante’s melodies bewitch a duke into abandoning his libertine ways.

These women aren’t just warming beds — they’re turning England’s most notorious rakes into devoted husbands. When a Buck meets his match, surrender is the only option.

The A Few Good Bucks: The Complete Series special 5-book bundle includes:

The Mogul and the Maid
Claiming His Forgotten Wife
How to Lose a Dowry in Three Bucks
The Viscount’s Last Vow
How to Buck a Duke Without Even Trying

Amazon: elizabethroubaix.com/BucksBundle


About the author


Elizabeth Roubaix could share 1066 reasons why you wouldn’t want to live in the past, but would rather write super steamy, historical erotic romance. Combining tender love stories, scorching sex scenes, and an ahistorical amount of bathing, her short tales are perfect for when you want a quick and spicy trip back in time.

Newsletter sign up: elizabethroubaix.com/newsletter.

OEBPS/image_rsrc1P5.jpg
CN———
ELIZABETH






OEBPS/font_rsrc1P3.ttf


OEBPS/nav.xhtml


  
    		Chapter 1


    		Chapter 2


    		Chapter 3


    		Chapter 4


    		Chapter 5


    		Chapter 6


    		Chapter 7


    		Chapter 8


    		Chapter 9


    		Chapter 10


    		Chapter 11


    		Chapter 12


    		Epilogue


    		Bonus epilogue for newsletter subscribers


    		Also by Elizabeth Roubaix


    		About the author


  



Guide

		Cover

		Beginning




		1

		2

		3

		4

		5

		6

		7

		8

		9

		10

		11

		12

		13

		14

		15

		16

		17

		18

		19

		20

		21

		22

		23

		24

		25

		26

		27

		28

		29

		30

		31

		32

		33

		34

		35

		36

		37

		38

		39

		40

		41

		42

		43

		44

		45

		46

		47

		48

		49

		50

		51

		52

		53

		54

		55

		56

		57

		58

		59

		60

		61

		62

		63

		64

		65

		66

		67

		68

		69

		70

		71

		72

		73

		74

		75

		76

		77

		78

		79

		80

		81

		82

		83

		84

		85

		86

		87

		88

		89

		90

		91

		92

		93

		94

		95

		96

		97

		98

		99

		100

		101

		102

		103

		104

		105

		106

		107

		108

		109

		110

		111

		112

		113

		114

		115

		116

		117

		118

		119

		120

		121

		122

		123

		124

		125

		126

		127

		128

		129

		130

		131

		132

		133

		134

		135

		136

		137

		138

		139

		140

		141

		142

		143

		144

		145

		146

		147

		148

		149

		150

		151

		152

		153

		154

		155

		156

		157

		158

		159

		160

		161

		162

		163

		164

		165

		166

		167

		168

		169

		170

		171

		172

		173

		174

		175

		176

		177

		178

		179

		180

		181

		182

		183

		184

		185

		186

		187






OEBPS/font_rsrc1P4.ttf


