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Chapter 1


London, 1881

“It’s just you and me, mate.”

Anthony Paschal-Lamb, Viscount Corbet — known as Stagshade to some of his closest friends — lifted his flask and took an unsteady drink while seated on his horse.

Before him, on a suitably majestic Richmond Park hill, stood a lone stag with enormous antlers. A grand — nay, royal — buck, if there ever was one.

He coughed on the brandy and grabbed for the front of his saddle to avoid pitching sideways and falling from his mount. What a humiliating way to go: useless, alone, and unable to maintain a seat! he thought.

It was a bad sign that he was communing with deer. But who could blame him? He’d seen his friend Edmund Wake, Lord Montfort, on the way into the park. Riding alongside him in the carriage were his natural son Eddie, now clearly considered part of the family, and a beaming Lady Montfort. It didn’t escape his notice that the lady was looking decidedly blooming about the midsection and seemed to welcome Eddie’s soft pats on her belly. A happy family — how novel.

Following the triumphant wedding of Matthew Bohun, Earl of Peverel, and Miss Sophia Stafford, the wholesome tableau in the park set Anthony on edge. And the only way to deal with that was a good quantity of brandy and a hard ride back to town.

As he thundered past sedately rolling carriages full of picnic-makers waving as he passed, Anthony castigated himself for acting like a child. He was a grown man of thirty-eight years old, with the scars to prove it, not some schoolroom lad scrapping for the last of a tray of sweets. His friends’ happiness didn’t prevent his own. He was solely responsible for that.

Or rather, opening his heart to the wrong lady was responsible for that. One and the same, he thought while pushing his stallion harder.

By the time Anthony had left his horse at home, then walked to White’s, he’d emptied the second flask of brandy and begun planning his night — starting with the drinks. He’d take up residence in his favorite chair and lazily take in the talk surrounding him while remaining blissfully unattached to any particular conversation. None of this creeping domesticity that choked him, making him need brandy to wash down the sour taste of the most predictable flavor of happiness.

He was a libertine, one of the last of his generation to escape the shackles, and it was up to him to continue the proud tradition of aristocratic debauchery. He considered visiting a bawdy house or gaming hell, but it all seemed too much work. Simply avoiding the long crook of marriage and babies would need to be sufficient evidence of his commitment to noble ruin.

***

When Anthony walked into White’s, everything went sideways: he couldn’t find the scarf he had lost on his last visit, a band of carousing youths from Cambridge had temporarily wiped out his preferred vintage of brandy, and his second least favorite person in the world was occupying his chosen seat.

Sir Francis Pinchpenny, a baronet, held court from that familiar leather chair Anthony favored. The one he’d broken in with his very own arse on many occasions, so he might enjoy it from now until the moment he expired peacefully while reading the newspaper — ideally in the future, but he wouldn’t argue timing.

“You lads planning to do any carousing while you’re in Town?” asked Sir Francis, swirling a glass of what appeared to be brandy, its amber color suspiciously similar to Anthony’s favorite vintage.

The youths responded most heartily and shared notes on which of the bawdy houses offered the sweetest and sauciest girls. Anthony leaned against the nearby wood paneling, not attempting to disguise himself or pretend he wasn’t staring daggers at Pinchpenny.

They’d been at school together, Harrow, ages ago. At the time, Sir Francis was merely Pinchpenny, which served as both his surname and nickname. Anthony would have felt bad for the boy had he displayed any openness of purse or countenance. From the day they’d met, Francis had been a miserable, sniveling little nothing, and then he grew into an avaricious, cruel man.

“You’ll find, as you grow into old age like me,” said Sir Francis, having clearly learned how to play the crowd in the decades since they’d left school, “the delights of the bawdy house don’t compare to having a willing woman all to one’s self.”

“Don’t tell me you’re about to extol the virtues of marriage!” cried one young blade, deep in his cups.

“Marriage?” asked Sir Francis. “Hardly, my boy! I’m thinking of a mistress. A little slut of one’s own. No need to consider contagion or explain preferences. Just a mindless little doll for your use.”

“Sounds like a wife by another name,” said one of the university boys, elbowing his mate.

“A wife? Hardly,” said Sir Francis, laughing. “No wife would consent to the degradations a mistress will gladly accept. Why, take for instance: I have a woman getting a bit long in the tooth. She’s a good girl, but I’m growing tired of her after so many years. She knows this and doesn’t want to find herself on the street. And I don’t want to be cruel, so I don’t turn her off. So what does she do? Accepts anything I propose. The most degrading acts? Simply removes her clothes and bends over to take whatever I can conjure. Begs for me to fill her. Anything, anywhere.”

Anthony’s legs threatened to give out.

“Why, Corbet, you had her before me,” called Sir Francis. “Was Letitia such a willing little whore when you knew her, all those years ago, or am I just that good at training girls up?”

The wrong vintage burned in Anthony’s stomach as he found himself frozen against the wood paneling, pinned by a question designed to wound more effectively than any newfangled firearm.

“She was a most delightful little harlot when I knew her. Back when I broke her in,” he said, then excused himself from the chamber.

And she broke my heart, he thought on the way out of White’s.

On his way home, Anthony paused in Berkeley Square to vomit in some bushes.


Chapter 2


The Forest, Townhouse of the Grand Bucks

Letitia Delemere gripped the seat on which she sat. Loosening her hold might send her tipping into the reflecting pool before her, she reasoned through a haze as thick as the night’s fog outside.

She was in this place to please men. One observant, cruel man in particular. But that had been her life for many years, so she didn’t ask questions or enter with expectations. It hurt less that way.

Her fingers looked spindly and thin, like the tops of the spectral, bare trees all around her in this strange ballroom. Had her face become just as aged since the last time she’d paused before a mirror to look at it? Pausing and truly regarding herself was so difficult now. She might see something she wished she hadn’t. Letitia preferred the fog.

If she did tip into the pool of water — somehow standing in the middle of this ballroom — could she even swim? She had some vague memories of learning to swim as a child, but she hadn’t had occasion to swim in decades. How strange the motions seemed without the weight of water against her limbs.

At least she was nude save a half mask covering her face; there would be no clothing dragging her to the deep should she land in the pool. But then, sinking under the weight of her bustle and corset and heeled shoes seemed poetic, once she thought about it. It would be a beautiful, fitting way to die.

“We don’t use that thing unless one of our guests truly wishes it,” said an unfamiliar man from over her shoulder. “Something of a mess to clean up after, I hear.”

Approaching her was a man, nude save for a papier-mâché stag mask with enormous antlers. Letitia flinched.

He walked closer, not noticing her alarm at his appearance. Something nearby distracted him.

“It’s a small orchestra,” he said, nodding towards a tapestry. Only then did she register that the sounds she was hearing were music made by instruments. “I hear wind as the notes of a harp now.”

Perhaps she wasn’t the only addlepated person here tonight. Somehow, the thought didn’t comfort her.

“Have you ever wanted something too pure for a tarnished soul?” asked the man, taking a seat beside her on the bench.

Letitia recognized that two nude people sitting beside each other but not touching was incredibly odd, especially given what was to take place soon. But he talked to her as a friend, and she’d needed one for so long that she didn’t want to upset what had turned out to be a companionable interlude.

“Something too pure for a tarnished soul,” she repeated back to him.

He nodded, those strange antlers sprouting from the top of his mask. The shadows moved over the smooth water.

“I wanted something pure once. Even had it.”

“I am not unaware that you use the past tense,” he said.

“Because it’s in the past. I gave him up because I loved him too much.”

The man turned, that deer mask looming over her.

“Don’t look at me like that,” she said, scoffing. “I didn’t do it voluntarily or for my own gain.”

“Didn’t you?”

Letitia felt the fog vanish as her body grew hot with outrage. Who was this masked man to question the great sorrow of her life? Wasn’t her obvious misery sufficient proof of her regret?

“I’ll have you know that my pure thing’s papa came to me — begged for me to give him up. Said I would be his ruin, and if I loved him, I’d convince my darling he meant nothing to me.”

“His papa wanted you to break his heart?” he asked. If he was skeptical, he did a good job of keeping it out of his voice.

“For his own good.”

“And was it good for him in the end?”

Letitia studied her hands, still gripping the seat. In truth, she didn’t know how Lord Anthony Paschal-Lamb fared. He was now Viscount Corbet, having inherited the title from his deceased father a few months after the man’s fateful call on her.

She couldn’t hate the old viscount, especially now that he was dead. However, Letitia couldn’t help but wonder how different their lives might have been if he had postponed his visit and then died before making his awful request to her.

She’d expected Anthony to make short work of announcing an engagement, wedding, and heir after his father’s death. But she’d seen nothing of the sort in any of the papers. It made her more upset than she could say: if she had to give him up, she’d hoped it would be for some reason! Some greater life than he’d be able to have with a courtesan attached to him. Years of her heartache for naught; it was too much to bear.

“When you get your pure thing, even if you think you’re too tarnished or broken to be worthy of them,” she said, her eyes flitting to that tapestry behind which the orchestra played, “don’t let them go. And don’t let anyone tear asunder that which love has brought together.”

“So I’m to offer up my cock for the lady’s mouth?” shouted someone behind her.

Letitia jolted in her seat, looking at the man next to her in alarm. She had thought he was a gentleman, so she was not prepared for his friends to be rowdy, uncouth types.

“We‘ve no need to yell about it through the Forest, Clar—Fawn,” said an exasperated voice that sounded somewhat familiar.

“Fawn?” cried the first man. “Why am I to have such a lacking nickname when you’re Stagshade and he’s the High Buckthorn?”

Letitia held back a giggle. These men were clearly toying with a recent addition to their group. Served the man right for yelling and disturbing her peace!

“Where shall I seat myself?” asked a familiar voice behind her. Letitia’s blood ran cold. She’d been under the protection of that man, Sir Francis Pinchpenny, for months, but she’d yet to get used to his casual cruelty. Or perhaps it only increased with time; it was difficult to gauge when she spent so often wandering through a mental pea soup.

“I want to see you use her,” he continued. “She’s a good little slut when you fuck her hard, but she gets skittish under a gentle hand. Like so many of her ilk, she only learns her lesson if you draw some blood.”

Oh God, there isn’t enough laudanum to get through this night, she thought, her shoulders slumping.

“Fuck.”

Before her stood another nude man with a thick cock and a stag mask.

But Letitia’s blood ran hot and cold all at once when she recognized a scar on the man’s thigh. It wasn’t large enough to warrant notice from anyone except a most devoted lover, cataloging even the tiniest marks on his beautiful body. While abed one morning, he’d told her the story of how his younger brother had accidentally discharged a rifle in the family portrait gallery and almost unmanned him.

They’d laughed until their ribs ached, the danger many years in the past and the wound so minor now. Then Anthony had climbed atop Letitia and shown her that there was no lasting damage to that part of him.

There’s no way he recognizes me, she thought, her heart breaking for the thousandth time since their parting. They’d crossed paths at the opera and restaurants, but he’d always looked right through her, as if she weren’t there at all. Had never been there. And accordingly, she’d become a ghost.

She hadn’t consumed enough laudanum to get through this night. This was going to kill her, and she wouldn’t even have the benefit of being blissfully unaware of the passage of time, the feelings in her body, and the latest rending of her heart.

Letitia had a bottle in her reticule. Where had she undressed? She vaguely recalled leaving her clothing in a heap somewhere, with the bag tossed carelessly atop the pile. Why hadn’t she brought it with her to the ballroom? She knew what these men would do under the direction of Sir Francis. Her stupidity knew no bounds; it was as if she wanted to experience anguish.

“I think you should start by fucking her arse,” said Sir Francis, clearly eager to get her humiliation and hard use underway.

The masked man who had originally approached her cast Sir Francis a quelling glance despite the papier-mâché covering what was no doubt a commanding expression. A champion — how novel, she thought.

“Always happy to fill a lady,” said the man now called Fawn, an awkward note in his voice.

“No oil for this little slut,” said Sir Francis, clearly not knowing when to still his mouth. “Likes a rough slide. Cries out for it. Or maybe just cries. Hard to tell with a whore.”

Letitia’s head dropped forward. It was one thing to accept certain acts that brought her no joy in the privacy of her rooms, but to have her secret shame spread out like a meal before other men — including the one she used to love — was too much. There wasn’t enough medication in her system to numb her to this, and she suspected there could never be enough, no matter how much she consumed.

She stood from the bench, her hands going out to steady herself. It put her right before Anthony, but he didn’t back away.

“Please excuse me while I fetch something from my reticule,” she whispered.

“You’ve had enough.”

Letitia looked into the eyes within that mask. For the first time in years, Anthony seemed to see her. And yet, he didn’t seem to recognize her. It was a relief. The thought of him knowingly witnessing her degradation made Letitia’s stomach churn.

“Who are you to say?” she asked, her newfound mental clarity taking the shape of a spear she wished to hurl at this man.

“Who am I…?” Anthony stared at her as if in disbelief. He turned in a circle as if summoning the patience to respond. Good. Landing a blow felt satisfying.

“If you could point me to the dressing room—”

“Do you have belongings in domiciles owned or rented by that man?” asked Anthony in a low voice.

Letitia paused, unsure of what he was asking.

“Your things. Where are they?”

Letitia gave her Half Moon Street address in the same low tone.

The man who had sat next to her on the bench regarded them, having heard their entire exchange. “I’ll collect her things,” he said, a wry note in his voice, “provided that you don’t go ripping down tapestries.” He hesitated for a moment before adding, “Or tearing up the fabric from the floor.”

Both men made what sounded like snorts inside ‌their masks. They clasped hands in a brotherly fashion.

“There are sheets now in the lounge,” said the man so taken with a harpist.

“Did you need me to show how to fuck her arse? Get the show started?” called Sir Francis from where he sat, but the Bucks ignored him.

“Thank you, Buckthorn,” said Anthony. “Clarence, rather, Fawn, best of luck to you.”

He turned to Letitia and held out his hand. “Would you rather walk out of here, or should I carry you?”

“Excuse me?” she asked faintly.

“This is over,” he said. “We’re leaving.”

Letitia looked at that large hand that had brought her ‌pleasure over and over in the past, now held out for her rescue from a miserable life she’d stomached for the sake of his happiness. Would accepting his help undo all that she had done, all that she had surrendered for his benefit?

But he hadn’t seemed happy in the years since they’d parted. She didn’t need him to meet her eyes to see that he wore joviality like a mask and that the small lines accumulating on his face spoke of stoicism and sadness rather than joy.

She didn’t want to stay another moment in this cursed skin, enduring pain and abasement for the pleasure of a cruel man who barely registered her existence. Should Anthony discover who she was, he might rage and even kill her, but it was a risk she would take to potentially end this slow drip of suffering.

Letitia slid her hand into Anthony’s for the first time since breaking his heart all those years ago.


Chapter 3


Anthony Paschal-Lamb, Viscount Corbet, had long fantasized about bringing Letitia Delemere to his family home when he was a young buck. Actually doing so now was something of a nightmare.

He sneaked her into the house and up the stairs under the cover of darkness, her swaying all the while under the influence of whatever was clouding her mind. But finding a suitable place to put her posed something of a problem.

The viscountess’s suite would cause remarks from his staff. Some distant room might do the same. He settled on a guest room down the hall from his own, where he might oversee her care from a small distance.

On the carriage ride home from the Forest, he’d kept his Buck mask on as Letitia had slumped against him, her mysterious protector. She was so good at engendering the protective instincts of men. Why, she even did it while half out of her mind!

Anthony considered removing his mask for the sake of his own comfort but reasoned with himself that it was better to remain anonymous. Letitia was a seductress, a snake of the first order, and with his identity and title known, she’d no doubt set about sinking her claws into him again — now that she’d sunk so low as to require protection from Pinchpenny.

The creeping, cruel possessiveness of Pinchpenny also made him reluctant to reveal himself, potentially sending Letitia fleeing, in the event she had some lingering aversion to wealthy viscounts with oversized cocks and generous tongues. Stranger things had happened. Why, it had happened to him in the last decade with that very woman!

And so Corbet placed her in that guest room down the hall, handed her care off to his exceptionally discreet and well-compensated housekeeper, and tugged off his stag mask before availing himself of a hot bath and collapsing into bed.

He eyed the stand of decanters at the other end of his suite, but decided he was too exhausted to get a drink. And he’d want to have his wits about him, should Letitia cause a disturbance in the night. Not that he’d go to her! He should simply be prepared to direct his servants to her room in the event of a scream or yell.

But she didn’t yell that night. And he heard nothing from her room the next morning. When capable Mrs. Oldacre passed him in the hall, she’d merely curtseyed. Blast, he’d selected someone too discreet for Letitia’s care.

It wasn’t until late afternoon that his former lover upended his life.

Anthony had been reviewing his correspondence with his secretary when a housemaid burst into his study.

She opened her mouth to speak.

“Lead the way,” he said, dropping his boots from atop that massive desk and following the terrified girl up the stairs to that familiar hallway.

Outside of Letitia’s room, Mrs. Oldacre paced, her composure broken after years of only the most competent demeanor.

Anthony paused before her.

“Oh, thank goodness you’re here,” she said. “It’s awful. She has scissors.”

His lungs and belly seemed to drop through the floor. He moved to the doorknob.

“Oh, not like that!” said Mrs. Oldacre, reaching for his hand before drawing back.

“Then what is the matter?”

“It’s her hair,” the older woman said, her eyes filling with tears.

“Her hair.”

“I thought she might feel better with clean hair, but the mass became tangled, and now she’s confused and wants to cut it. All that beautiful hair. Lost.”

“Hair.”

“It’s a woman’s pride, you know,” said Mrs. Oldacre.

Anthony thought back to those waving locks he’d admired from a distance, then worshiped with his fingers. Letitia’s mane spread over his legs in bed. Draped on a blanket when they’d enjoyed a private picnic. She’d been so beautiful, like a painting, and she’d been so debased and deluded that she wished to surrender her most feminine charm. It was unthinkable.

It took Anthony a few minutes to locate a black silk mask from a fancy dress party he’d attended several years ago so he could talk to Letitia without revealing his identity. He’d have to find a long-term solution for her living quarters, though. He trusted Mrs. Oldacre — and she certainly wouldn’t divulge his name to Letty — but the longer Letitia stayed, so grew the risk that she would discover the identity of her benefactor.

Upon opening the door to Letitia’s bedroom, he paused. She had draped herself on the bed, her long locks trailing behind her, and she wore naught but a chemise. Her eyes were open but unseeing. At first, he thought she was dead.

“Letitia?” he whispered.

She blinked and finally focused, seeing him in the doorway. But she didn’t react.

“I hear you wish to divest yourself of your hair,” he said, pausing so as not to alarm her.

Letitia held up the golden scissors she’d somehow negotiated away from Mrs. Oldacre. Why the woman thought to bring her scissors was beyond him.

“You needn’t cut your hair off,” he said. “Someone can brush it for you.”

She pulled her long mane from where it rested on the bed. Before her, the locks that had once been her pride were damp and knotted. The ends were thin and frayed. How wretched she’d become in the days since he’d known her!

“I want it gone,” she said softly.

Anthony moved towards the bed, then sat beside her. Above the neckline of her fine chemise, Letitia’s chest was bony where it had once been smooth with youth and proof of good appetite. The roses that once bloomed on her cheeks had wilted. She was but a shade of her former self.

Even so, his heart beat faster being in the same room as Letitia Delemere. He was transported back to his early days as a young blade in London, pride and lust overflowing as he captured the most luminous courtesan of the age. He should have known then that it wouldn’t last. At least he had learned that lesson and a few others besides — thanks to this woman.

“I’ve a mind to let you cut it off,” he said. “But I think I would do you a disservice if I didn’t at least try to help you first.”

“I am willing to be disserviced.”

“Lie down on these pillows. You needn’t even sit up. Merely allow me to brush out the knots,” he said.

Letitia reclined against the mound of plush bedclothes, her hair trailing behind her.

“Let it be known that I don’t permit just any man to touch my hair,” she said.

Anthony snorted. How like Letitia to claim superior morals while acting the harlot. Was she not willing to let a group of men fuck her just last night? And now she wished to pretend that she’d never allowed a man to brush her hair before?

Why, Anthony himself had done so frequently! He’d take up those silver brushes she favored and run them through her hair while she told him the latest gossip of the day or recounted some witty joke.

One day, after dreaming that she had been lost in a plague, Anthony had snipped a lock of her hair and placed it within the pages of an early printed edition of Dante’s La Vita Nuova that he had acquired on his Grand Tour. At the time, he’d thought they’d begun a new life together. What a predictable, pathetic young man he’d been, squandering jewels on a faithless woman who existed to part men from their money. And he should have known that; nothing about their arrangement should have been a surprise to him.

Anthony touched the brush to the bottom of her hair and tugged at a knot. Harder than he would have in the past. But then, he wasn’t a fool in love anymore, hoping to spare his darling the slightest pain.

He heard her draw in breath, but she didn’t complain or speak.

“How did it get so tangled?” he asked, surveying the mess. At this rate, they would be trapped in this room for ages. He might as well let her cut it all off.

“Don’t know,” she said, her voice devoid of color. “See what a mess I’ve made? You should permit me to cut it.”

How like her to cut and run the moment things became difficult, or another opportunity emerged. He’d been cut like those frayed ends the moment a richer, more powerful protector had emerged. A duke. What was the heir to a viscount, living on a carefully allocated allowance, to a duke? According to Letitia herself, as she departed his bachelor lodgings for the last time: precisely nothing.

He grunted rather than vent his spleen and give himself away.

“Why are you wearing a mask, Protector?”

Anthony’s hand stilled.

“You needn’t with me. I won’t tell anyone who you are,” she said.

Older and broken, but still blessed with a seductive tongue. His Letitia was everything he’d imagined her to be in those lonely years since she’d fled in the duke’s carriage and left him with a broken heart and hard cock in those cozy rooms where he’d thought them to be so happy and content.

“But I don’t know you,” he said. “So it would be impossible to trust you.”

He thought he heard her breath hitch, but maybe it was simply because of easing loose the first of a million knots in her long locks. How many times had he done her this service before the fire? Before braiding her hair for the night, lying her on the rug, and feasting on her cunt until she sobbed with pleasure.

The mask burned against his skin. Must be the dyes used to get the silk such a perfect black. Anthony wished he could order Letitia to cover her eyes, rip the thing from his face, and quickly finish this thankless task.

Would it be so bad to give Letitia her way and cut the tangled mass off? It would certainly be easier than dealing with this slow torture.

He flipped the unknotted skein of hair over Letitia’s shoulder to keep it separate from the mess on which he worked.

And then she did something that surprised him: without even looking at the strands, she whipped her hair into a braid. But not just any braid; it was the pattern he’d favored after receiving careful instructions from his sister.

Letitia might have run from him, but he was still woven into her very being. He didn’t know that it made him feel any better.


Chapter 4


Anthony wears a mask in his own home so he need not converse with me, Letitia thought. Such is the depth of his hatred. And I’m supposed to enjoy his hospitality while saying nothing of this odd affectation. What a farce.

She’d been roused in the middle of an admittedly gentle cleansing of her hair, shocked awake by the feeling of water dripping on her face.

Letitia knew not to attempt to wash without a careful brushing, but she’d been too dizzy after the flight from that strange townhouse and carriage ride to Anthony’s home to pay much attention to what was happening around her. She was exhausted and resolved to sleep until the climbing vines on the exterior of the house snaked their way inside her window and covered her over. Somewhere in the process, she’d lost her half-mask, and her face was now exposed to Anthony. Blast.

She suddenly remembered her papa taking her to see a chalk horse carved into the hillside in Uffington. They’d walked from their home outside Wantage, and Papa had carried her when she grew tired. Upon returning to her bed, Letitia had slept for an entire day, dreaming of those arcing white lines within the turf. Such a strange thing to recall after so long, that very white horse.

“Would you mind terribly if I rose to fetch something from my bag?” she asked. He was gentle as ever with the brush, but she felt unnerved and wanted to return to her pleasant lolling.

Anthony’s hands stilled. “What is it you plan to fetch?”

That was hardly his business!

She was preparing a calm set-down when he continued. “Your favored cordial is laudanum, is it not?”

Presumptuous man! He wished to weave stories about her, did he? Luckily, she knew how to feed him a tale. Even if his assumptions were correct, that didn’t make them any less rude.

“Why, yes,” she said in a low, seductive voice. “However did you know? Won’t you be a dear and fetch it for me?”

Letitia thought she saw his eyes flash behind that mask, but he rose to where someone had placed her reticule on a handsome writing desk.

“In here?” he asked, pausing as if he was uncertain about going through a lady’s things. How innocent he was in some ways; anyone could see that she was not a lady.

She held out her hand for the bottle, and Anthony took that as a sign he should root around in that bag of tricks for her disappearing serum. At last, he pulled it from her reticule.

“That’s it,” she said, gesturing for him to put it in her hand.

He held the amber glass up to the light, watching how the fluid moved within.

“Strange stuff,” he said as if in a trance. “They say it’s made from poppies. Does it smell like flowers?”

“It’s the stuff dreams are made of,” she said, watching him. “Sweet. At first, it turned my stomach. Now…”

That seemed to get his attention. “Now?”

“I’ll be ill if I don’t have it,” she said honestly. “The scent makes my gums ache with desire.”

“Surely you don’t need it that much,” he said lightheartedly, shaking the thing to watch how the fluid inside reacted.

“Of course not,” she said, affecting a casualness that she didn’t feel. Contradicting him might draw his suspicion that she was a fiend for the stuff. Letitia Delemere hadn’t walked to London from Wantage after Papa succumbed to influenza just to die in a heap with opium eaters; laudanum was a lady’s helper, and she’d certainly needed help these past few years. It was the only thing that helped.

“Excellent,” he said, and tossed the bottle into the fire. The scent, now with a more pronounced burnt note, filled the room. She wondered if the vapors might be enough to soothe her nerves, but after an initial wave of euphoria, they were just as twisted as ever.

She’d let her guard down, and Anthony made her pay the price. Damn and blast.

“Why did you…?” she asked faintly, fearful of sobbing and revealing the depths of her pain.

“Seems a bad business,” he said blithely, “to be carrying the stuff around. Wouldn’t want to grow dependent, would you?”

Letitia clasped her hands together, hoping to disguise how they shook. He’d become cruel in the years since they’d known each other.

“I hardly think that a reason for tossing my belongings in the fire.”

He waved her off. “I’ll replace it,” he said. “As soon as I can get a doctor here, you’ll have a fresh bottle, provided your ailment requires it.”

Oh, that’s how he wanted to play things? Force her to disclose a diagnosis to a medical man in order to prove the need was legitimate? Rage descended upon her vision, the edges turning dark gray.

Letitia took up the scissors he’d left on the bed.

“What are you—?”

Snip. She cut the braid made with the hair he’d so carefully untangled.

“Letitia, don’t—“

Oh, he admitted to knowing her name now, did he? She took the scissors to the remaining mass of knots he’d been painstakingly working through, slicing the hair at her shoulders and shaking free of that damp, snarled mess at the bottom.

He wrenched the scissors from her hands in a way that hurt. She cried out, all the pain from past years suddenly registering in the twist of a finger.

Anthony was above her. She hadn’t realized it as it was happening, but in the process of overwhelming her physically so he might divest her of the scissors, he’d overset her person, caging her in with his long, powerful limbs.

“I didn’t want you to cut yourself,” he said, his voice less certain than she’d heard him in years. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

Nor did I, she thought. But that wasn’t entirely true. Letitia had meant to hurt him in the most temporary, superficial way, for his own benefit. To send him on to the pleasures of marriage and children without a moment of regret.

This familiar position under him softened her spine despite her brain telling her to be on guard, and she raised a hand to the ridiculous silk mask he wore. She recalled herself and pulled her hand back, but not before he noticed.

“Why do you wear it?” she asked. “What’s the real reason?”

His eyes flitted to hers, then darted away.

“I was scarred years ago,” he said hoarsely.

Concern must have shown on her face because he continued.

“A woman flung something in my face and burned me.”

Ahh, they had returned to the subject of her perfidy, taking the circuitous route back there.

Feeling his body over hers, the heat pouring from him took Letitia back to one of their first meetings. They’d been introduced to each other at the opera, and they then bumped into each other during the second act in a hallway; he was looking for the men’s smoking room, and she was seeking the ladies’ retiring room. Anthony had crowded close to her, pressing his waistcoat to her bodice, then boldly placing a hand at her waist.

He’d been reaching for her hem when they heard a noise from nearby and had to flee to their respective salons for fear of others catching on to the desire sparking between them.

Letitia let her hand come up to the mask, unable to contain her wish to touch him after so long. He flinched.

“You’ll think me funny,” she said.

“Will I?”

“It’s just that you make me recall someone I once knew.”

His mouth twisted. Anthony didn’t believe her, didn’t want her. That wasn’t new, and she’d go on, silently wanting him, as she had all this time.

“We were talking about your use of that stuff,” he said, nodding to the fire and not bothering to remove himself from over her body. “What can my staff bring you that will dull the discomfort of living without it?”

“I thought a doctor was going to come and prescribe me more,” she said wryly. How like him to take on the problems of the world, as if his surname was a divine mission. But Letitia didn’t need a savior; she’d saved him years ago and merely needed him to act on it!

Best to drive him away, then. Again.

She moved her hand to his well-formed ear and then thick hair, scraping her nails on his scalp in a way that used to have him shuddering and begging as she rode his cock to completion.

“There’s one thing that allows me to live without laudanum,” she said, allowing her voice to become sticky-sweet. Her mind felt sharp for the first time in years as she felt his waistcoat against her unbound breasts, only covered by her chemise.

Was she wet? It seemed an impossibility after so long without that happening naturally, but her cunt felt soft and swollen and slick enough to take even Anthony’s cock without tears or oils.

“And what’s that, madam?” he asked, his voice hard even as he stayed above her, the embroidery on his waistcoat catching on her peaked nipples every few breaths.

Letitia took his hand in hers. At first, he jerked at the feeling of her fingers, then he simply watched as she brought his hand to the short hem of her chemise. Then under it.

“Well, you see,” she began, shifting her legs apart, “‌I’m able to resist the bottle if I’m distracted. Pleasurably distracted.”

His clever fingers rested against her bare cunny lips, and he had to feel how wet she was for him. The last tethers of her pride kept her from lifting her hips to rut Anthony’s hand like a dog in heat. She was a fool: she set off down this path by claiming she wanted to drive him away, but all along she just wanted her lover again. Wanted to feel his cock within her again.

“Is that the case?” he asked, moving so slowly Letitia couldn’t tell if it was intentional or not.

She whimpered. His teasing would kill her, and she couldn’t think of a better way to die.

“Indeed,” she said. “It’s necessary for my health.”

He dragged his knuckles slowly over the soft hair covering her nether lips, and she felt her channel expand and swell in anticipation of receiving his cock. Anthony was so close to dipping within her lips and finally caressing her nub—

“When you feel such a need, you may summon help,” he said, bringing himself up from her body and standing over the bed. “One of the servants might be able to perform the task, if they so choose. Right now, you’re still under the influence of that poppy syrup, so please don’t request assistance, as they cannot assist until your mind is free of it.”

And with that, he swept out of the room.

Letitia groaned into her pillow after he pulled the door closed. Damn him, couldn’t he take pity on her and just give them both the release that would feel divine?

She groused for a moment longer, then set about ‌lifting her hem and handling the problem herself. It had been years since the urge had struck her, and she was out of practice, but she’d break her own wrists rubbing her kitty before troubling that block of stone and his servants for help!


Chapter 5


Anthony got the door closed to his chambers before ripping off that damned mask and shoving the fingers anointed with Letitia’s essence into his mouth.

He had his trousers open and cock out before he’d sucked every bit of her from his skin. Then he used his wet hand to grip his leaking shaft and roughly stroke himself. It was a wonder he hadn’t pressed his fattened cock against her body and spent in his clothes.

Feeling those pretty, swollen lips with his own hand for the first time in years had nearly caused him to cry out as he walked away from his erstwhile love. The woman he still loved despite her betrayal.

He huffed a laugh. It should have sent his cock shriveling into nothing, but he only grew harder at the thought of her using him mercilessly while he went unsatisfied. Or satisfied in some twisted way he should have hated. He’d once thought a male chastity cage an abomination, and now he wondered if he wore one in his own mind.

Anthony slowed his strokes, not wanting this to be over too fast. He pinched the skin below his sack just to mix pain with pleasure; it didn’t feel right to experience this bliss without the bittersweet edge he associated with Letitia.

From his trouser pocket, he withdrew the braid he’d surreptitiously squirreled away after she’d snipped it off. He held it to his face and tried to smell the essence that was her under the powerfully scented soap his servants must have used to wash her hair.

Thirst consumed him, but for once it didn’t send him to the decanters beside the fire. He dreamed of tasting between Letitia’s thighs, kissing the delicate skin below her navel where he’d spent many happy days at worship.

He thought back to Pinchpenny’s offer of Letitia’s arse, and his stomach turned. This was what she’d left him for? And then it turned again when he recalled his urge to offer himself up in her stead. To present his own arse for rough use so Letitia might be free of it.

Anthony worked his cockhead at the thought of stepping in to save his faithless Letitia after all this time.

Living up to the surname, aren’t we? he thought wryly as he gripped his shaft harder, hoping to reach the heights to which he aspired.

Did this make him a sod? He’d had occasion to know plenty of men who — discreetly — enjoyed bedding other men, but aside from a few collegial group tugs at university, he couldn’t say that he particularly liked gents in that way. On the whole, they were a bothersome lot, as evidenced by the quick decline of the Bucks as soon as their leaders stepped away.

No, what he loved were ruffles and bustles and lace, all of which he longed to dive under so he might taste smooth skin and downy hair as a lady made noises rivaling an opera singer.

He liked nothing better than seeing a beautiful woman pour tea, all of her elegance concentrated on how she stirred the spoon about. On more than one occasion, he’d found himself on the floor after being handed a teacup, begging to pleasure his hostess.

Does my addled darling still pour as prettily as she did years ago? he wondered, stretching his foreskin over his cockhead and then bringing it down again so he could pretend he was within her perfect cunt.

Anthony recalled once bending Letitia over a divan and riding her so hard the tea tray threatened to slide off the low table nearby. He could still see those spindly wooden legs shaking as he filled Letty in full view of a window facing the street. He probably still owed her a new bustle after that delightful disarrangement.

He’d just begun spiraling into orgasm when a vision flashed before his eyes: Letty working herself into a lather after he’d spent a whole evening with friends teasing surreptitiously under her skirt. She’d yanked down her bodice the moment they’d returned home so he could see her tits shake, then handed him a lovely diletto he’d acquired on his Grand Tour so he could hold it while she rode the thing, all the while grinding her little clit against the heel of his hand and anointing his fingers with her juices.

Thirsty, he thought. So thirsty.

She’d exploded quickly that night, then he’d pulled her atop his hips and let her ride his cock until they both peaked.

That diletto, dripping with her juices, did it know how lucky it was to be within Letitia Delemere? he thought.

Such a thing would slide back in her cunny so well, eased by pleasure. Why, it might even slide into her arse, so he might take her cunt and let her feel how many ways he wanted to fill her at once.

That diletto might even slide into a man! A man’s lucky arse, Letty’s slick juices easing the way.

And then he pictured her, her breasts shaking, but this time because she controlled that diletto while pressing it into his rim, her wetness allowing it to slide deep, fast, until he had to catch his breath at the sensation of suddenly being full.

Oh, he tried to stop himself from imagining things further and gripped the base of his cock until his knuckles grew lighter, but the pain-pleasure feeling only made that forbidden vision more delectable.

It was a seductive image: Letitia behind him, her small body working hard as she gave him that diletto in the arse. Anthony groaned the moment he let his hand run down his shaft again. The only thing that would make such an interlude better was if she was so taken by the experience of filling him she had to rub her cunt, the sound of which would reach his ears as he struggled not to come too quickly.

For the first time in ages, Anthony reached down behind his sack and pressed down on the flesh behind his balls. The moment his knuckle reached the boundary of his rim, he let out a yell the likes of which might raise the dead from the churchyards.

He was coming, his spine and nerves one fiery electrical conflagration, his fingers and hands working to prolong the pleasure. On and on he sprayed seed, each spurt followed by another of lesser volume but greater intensity as his body spent everything it could.

Anthony’s whole being felt wrung to the point of pain. He was shocked by the degree to which this fantasy took him, but it shouldn’t have been surprising; Letitia had always done that to him.

As he cradled his balls in apology for their hard use, he couldn’t help but wonder: if merely thinking of Letitia rogering his arse had him this worked up, what would it feel like in truth?


Chapter 6


Letitia used a borrowed handkerchief to wipe tears from her eyes. Her things — including her monogrammed handkerchiefs — had arrived from the house she’d maintained during her tenure as Sir Francis’s mistress, courtesy of Anthony’s kind Buck friend, but Letitia hadn’t felt ready to sort through the only things she had in this world. The only things to show for years of suffering.

Luckily, the doctor had been prepared with a snowy square of fabric the moment she’d unburdened herself to him.

“That’s a good girl; better tears out than stored inside,” he said, his expression fatherly as she cried over what she’d experienced.

“Wouldn’t want to imbalance my humors?” she asked, trying to play the part of a clever denizen of the demimonde despite just having sobbed into her pillow while struggling to relate how difficult life had been.

“It’s almost a new century, my dear! Humors are the old way; I’m told that the new science centers on the mind. Heal that, and the body will follow.”

Letitia regarded her limbs warily.

“Well, in your case, rest your body,” said the doctor, turning serious. “You’ve been through enough for a lifetime, and I wouldn’t want you to exacerbate the pain. Some rest, and you’ll be as good as new.”

“Will I?” Letitia asked, her eyes brimming with tears. It seemed impossible that anything would feel right again, not after she’d taken up with a series of increasingly cruel protectors.

The doctor placed his hand on her head in a fatherly way and brushed her fringe aside so he could look into her eyes. “You’ll be well again. But give yourself time to rest. I won’t leave herbs or seeds since you do plan to follow my orders? I’ll give your protector the same speech I gave you about a temporary cessation of those activities.”

“Oh, he’s not my lover,” she rushed to say, anxious that Anthony might be lumped in with a host of men this doctor would now regard with extreme disapproval.

He regarded Letitia with a raised eyebrow.

“Really, Dr. Riddle!” she exclaimed, blushing. “He’s been a perfect gentleman.”

“In that case, would you like me to enumerate the ways you might enjoy his company without risk to your health?”

“I don’t think he wants me like that,” she said.

The doctor raised an eyebrow again. He was a little too perceptive!

She picked at the blanket on the bed, her conventional upbringing making her shy about hearing such things from the doctor. But curiosity won out. It wouldn’t hurt to hear the man, would it?

“Very well,” she said, settling in to learn how lovers might enjoy each other in less conventional ways.

***

By the time Dr. Riddle departed, Letitia was in something of a lather. She felt needy and wet — and all from thinking about how she might indulge in some sweet petting with a lover. As if she even had one!

Just as she resolved to slip a hand into the top of her chemise and stroke a nipple, hoping to experience some relief, the door opened.

She sat up a little straighter. Anthony was in the doorway, still wearing that ridiculous silk mask. She was tired of pretending she didn’t know who he was. But would he toss her on the street if she acknowledged she knew his identity?

“I saw the doctor on his way out,” he said.

“Oh?” she replied, uncertain how much the doctor might disclose to the man paying his bills.

“He looked sad,” said Anthony, looking back over his shoulder as if to reassure himself that the man was truly gone.

“He’s experienced great loss. Losses,” she corrected.

“I did not know,” said Anthony, sinking to the bed as if they were friends again. More than friends. When he recalled himself, his spine stiffened.

“Don’t rush away,” she said, a hand on his forearm. He regarded her elegant fingers on the dark fabric of his coat, then relaxed.

“I was wondering if you might brush my hair again?” she asked. A servant had trimmed her locks after the rough chop, and she’d discovered — after all of these years — that her hair curled when it wasn’t long.

Anthony took up the brush from the dressing table nearby and settled closer to run it through her hair.

“Do you like my fringe?” she asked, letting her fingertips run over the fashionable bangs now covering much of her forehead.

“All styles suit you,” he said. Was his voice hoarse?

He settled the brush on her scalp and dragged it down. This time, it ran smoothly through her short hair. She shivered.

“Are you cold?” he asked, repeating the stroke.

“No, merely…”

He paused.

Letitia turned to face him. She studied the black mask and found that she hated it. Hated ‌it kept those secrets that were eating them alive.

“Anthony.”

He licked his lips, his eyes drifting to the thin chemise covering her pebbled nipples. Then his eyes flew to hers when he realized what she’d said.

“How long have you known?” he asked, his hand over his mouth as if his teeth had given him away. “It was a servant, wasn’t it? They told you—”

“I knew from the moment I saw you,” she said, placing a hand on his thigh, encased in fine trousers. “Your scar. I haven’t forgotten.”

“Haven’t you?” he asked, pulling back, his voice bitter.

“Of course I haven’t,” she said softly as Anthony rose from the bed.

He turned back. “Before I say goodbye for the last time again, I must ask you something. I won’t remove you from my home, so you may answer me honestly.”

Letitia held the doctor’s handkerchief in her hands so tightly she feared her fingers might stay permanently bent. What had the doctor said to Anthony?

“Dr. Riddle said that you sacrificed for my benefit, and I can’t help but wonder what he meant.”

“What a thing for him to say,” replied Letitia faintly.

Anthony sat down again, this time grasping her upper arms in that gentle but firm way she’d been seeking and never finding since she left him.

“Why would the doctor say that?”

“Perhaps he was confused,” she said.

Anthony still had that blasted mask on, that unneeded shield over his beautiful face. She’d thought acknowledging that she knew who he was would make him peel the damned thing off, but he still wouldn’t show her his face.

“I am the wounded one. You left me,” he said, as if trying to make sense of a house party puzzle. “Why would the doctor say that?”

Letitia said nothing, mindful of the promise she’d made to Anthony’s father that she’d never reveal to him the cause of her avowal of feelings and flight from the home they’d shared. The man was dead; the least she could do was to allow him to rest in peace, knowing that Letitia Delemere didn’t have her hooks in his son.

“You left me on a Tuesday,” he said, his voice low.

“August 29th,” she said.

He glanced at her and released her arms at last. Letitia suddenly felt colder than she’d been in years.

“It should have been a lonely late summer. But it wasn’t.”

Anthony rose from the bed, his mask almost completely obscuring his expression. But Letitia knew him well enough that she could recognize the dawning horror on his face.

“My father found me at the club the next day,” said Anthony. “Well into my cups, I didn’t question his presence in Town.”

He stared out the window. “I should have. I should have asked why my father, who was battling gout and professed to hate Town, would descend upon me immediately after my lover fled our home. He was in a jubilant mood. I was far too drunk to realize that something wasn’t right.”

Letitia said nothing, mindful of her honor as a…well, not a gentleman or even gentlewoman, but as an honest courtesan who had truly loved that man’s son. Still loved him despite the mask he wouldn’t remove.

“What did he promise you, Letitia?”

She studied the ridges on her nails and hoped someone would interrupt this interview before she said something that exposed her.

“Was it money? Did he offer you money? Did you take it?”

“No!” she exclaimed, unable to contain her vehement response.

“He would know better than to insult a lady by offering money,” said Anthony. “No, he’d appeal to something else. Your sense of honor. Your profound decency.”

He didn’t say the rest, but she knew he was thinking the same thing: her love for Anthony. Yes, the man had appealed to all of that, and she’d been the one to pay every price while bearing his son’s hatred.

“I don’t know how he convinced you,” said Anthony, pushing a comb about the top of Letitia’s dressing table. “Had my mother been alive, I can imagine he’d have—”

“Your mother wasn’t alive then?” asked Letitia, all air escaping her lungs at once.

“Of course not. She’d been dead since I was but three years old. I recall nothing about it — why, I probably never even mentioned her to you.”

A sob escaped Letitia before she could master her feelings. That man had indeed begged and pushed her on the grounds that Anthony’s mother’s health was failing fast as reports of their romance reached her.

“Letitia, why—”

She couldn’t contain the wracking sobs as years of lies and hurt slammed into her body like a falling chandelier. Letitia had turned her back on the love of her life…because of a lie told by his father?

He was next to her in an instant, his arms wrapped around her as if that day had never happened. “Letty, tell me, tell me,” he begged.

She nodded and cried; the sobs seeming to come from her thighs as the truth punctured layers of grief. Letitia wiped her face with the doctor’s handkerchief and stilled just long enough to look at Anthony’s masked face.

Behind it, his eyes were red and wet, as if he understood the lie that had separated them without her needing to say what his father had done. He didn’t look away, just regarded her as sadly as he’d done the day she had departed their home.

This time, it needn’t be like this.

Letitia lifted her hands to his mask, moving slowly so he might jerk away should he wish to remain covered. But he let her untie the damned thing and pull away the front.

Below it, his face was streaked with tears.

“Anthony,” she breathed, placing her hand on his cheek for the first time in years.

“Don’t,” he said, jerking away. She drew back her hand sharply, not wanting to hurt the man.

Anthony took her hand in his own, studying both sides of it for a moment. Then he brought her palm to his mouth and kissed it.

“Don’t touch me unless you mean to give me forever.”

Letitia thought she knew what crying meant, thought she had wept before. But it was nothing compared to the wailing she couldn’t contain as Anthony pulled her close after all those years of estrangement.

She took his words literally and ran her hands over his face and hair, planting kisses on those wet cheeks and struggling to draw nearer to him. He took mercy on her and pulled her into his lap, then pushed his fingers into her short locks so he might turn her this way and that as he kissed her face with abandon.

Her nose dripped, and she cast about for the doctor’s handkerchief. Instead, she felt another pressed into her hand.

“Take mine,” said Anthony, stroking up and down her spine as he had for hours in their youth. “From now on, take mine.”


Chapter 7


As he carried her in his arms towards his bedroom, Anthony thought of something he had been saving for Letty all these years, but he set it aside for now, not wanting to alarm her. They had so many wounds to heal and all the time in the world now to recover their love.

Upon settling her in his bed, in the Corbet townhouse for the first time, he was awash in anger at his father. Anthony could have had this every day for years. Instead, his father had wasted their young lives and doomed Anthony to a haze of brandy and sex, hoping to dull the pain of Letitia’s betrayal — when she had not betrayed him at all. Meanwhile, Letitia had spent years dependent on laudanum and mistreated by the worst of men thanks to his father’s deceit.

It still stung that she’d respected his father’s wishes when doing so had irrevocably broken his heart. It was the last splinter in the stake he was pulling out of his chest.

“Why didn’t you say something to indicate that my father was behind our estrangement? I could have accepted it had you simply told me he was the instigator. Instead, you chose the cruelest method imaginable to say your goodbyes.”

It would have hurt worlds less. Instead, he lived for years with the memory of finding Letitia — and her packed things — on the front steps of his house, where she’d told him she’d found another protector. Another man who suited her more.

She gazed at him as if weighing her words carefully.

“I believed myself to be doing the correct thing,” she said. “And I would not have been able to make it down those steps had I betrayed the truth of the matter.”

“Because I’d have stopped you.”

“Because I’d have stopped myself.”

Anthony laid down alongside Letitia, both of them gazing at the canopy under which his father must have slept soundly after smashing up young love that might otherwise have lasted forever. Suddenly, he wished he had never brought her to this cursed place.

She slid a hand over his belly as if sensing his disquiet. Those clever fingers plucked at the buttons running down the front of his shirt, unhurriedly splitting him open so she might fill him again.

When her hand landed at the waist of his trousers, Anthony pulled the shirt from his body, then crawled atop her.

“What do you mean to do, Letitia?” he asked, his eyelashes fluttering over the skin of her cheeks.

“I thought you might wish to be more comfortable, my lord.”

“I can think of many ways I might be more comfortable.”

He placed a hand atop her breast, bold as brass, and looked to her for permission to continue. In response, she pulled the fine garment up from her legs, past her belly, and over her head until she lay nude before him.

Anthony took up the chemise and regarded it. “Perhaps a bit small for me, dear,” he said, planting a kiss on her neck.

Letitia giggled in shock, clearly not recalling how they’d played in bed and told each other silly jokes between lovemaking.

Ah, lovemaking, thought Anthony, unable to tear his eyes away from those nipples he’d been dreaming about for years. Would that they could consummate their, well, their love once again. But he wouldn’t risk Letty’s health for a quick tumble.

“I wish we could…you know,” she whispered, her fingers running over his belly, just above where he wanted her so badly.

Anthony dipped his head to suck a nipple into his mouth, unable to resist the urge to taste his beloved Letitia again.

“Your mouth is so good,” she moaned.

So she felt the way he did? Hot and needy and desperate for anything that might see them joined, whether physically or spiritually?

“I didn’t know that you liked my mouth so much. I don’t recall you mentioning it before,” he said playfully, switching to the other breast.

“I’ve only dreamed of it for years,” she sighed.

Well, that was enough to give a man ideas and a painfully hard erection. He slid down the mattress between her thighs and ran his stubbled cheek against her soft leg.

“Then may I kiss it? The girl who has been waiting for me?”

Anthony paused, looking up at Letitia to make sure she was experiencing bliss and not simply agreeing to his wishes. Her lids were heavy, and she shifted her thighs further apart.

“Tell me,” he said wryly, holding his ground until she reached down to cradle the back of his head, pressing him into her sweet cunt.

To be back in this paradise after thinking he’d been forever ejected from heaven had him so hot he was subtly working his cock — while still in his trousers — against the bed as he lavished her outer lips with worshipful kisses.

When he licked up that wet seam, she shuddered in his hold, gasped when he placed a glancing lick on that nub he knew would send her ascending, then falling.

“What did the doctor say you can’t do right now?” he suddenly thought to ask. Her clasp was calling to him. He wished to slip his tongue in, but he had to be gentle with her. She’d only receive his tenderest ministrations from this point forward.

“Nothing inside,” she said on an exhale.

“I can do that, my love,” he said, bringing the whole of his tongue to her bump and lavishing it with licks.

“But I, oh!” she said, exclaiming when he let his nose trail over that delicious nub.

She was bucking and squirming, her hands at her breasts like she was discovering pleasure again. But he wanted to make this special. Make this reunion memorable after all of their time apart.

“Letty, do you trust me?” he asked.

“Always,” she said, trailing her fingers through his hair as he teased her lips and finally let his hands cradle those soft hips he loved so much.

“Then allow me to adjust us,” he said, settling on the bed and turning her body until she sat atop him. Atop his face.

“Anthony!” she squealed, trying to shimmy down and away from his open, devouring mouth.

“Let me drown in you,” he said, pulling her back until she tentatively settled against his tongue.

He had his arms about her hips and pulled her into his face. She was wet and swollen, just as he liked her, and she rocked of her own accord. They moved slowly at first, as if she did not recall how it felt to want, to desire.

But she found that rhythm again, recovered her ability to ride after all this time. And Anthony found a part of himself that he’d locked away — all while sucking his beloved’s luscious body until she shook.

He hummed into her spread cunt, desperate to feel her explode on top of him. This was nothing short of heaven for a man who wanted to be used hard by his girl.

“On that spot,” she moaned, angling her hips to get Anthony’s mouth on it.

Harder than forged steel, he licked with pleasure, all while imagining his cock erupting like a geyser with no touches, based on the eroticism of eating Letitia’s cunny alone.

“I wish you could make love to me,” she sighed, rocking just a little faster.

Oh, she knew how to set his blood rushing. The thought of slipping into that pussy had him thrusting into the air, no relief to be had. He’d rather be here, doing this, than anything else in the world.

“But I am,” he said. “And I might not be able to fuck you, but you could fuck me.”

She stilled.

He braced for disapproval. Disgust. The pretense of not understanding.

“You mean…”

His heart seemed to beat in his belly. Some vein must have bulged there, and Letitia held the knife that might sever it for good. If he wished she’d been more forthcoming at the end of their relationship, did she not deserve the same disclosure of his fantasies now?

“You want me to…to put…”

She’d never fucked him with anything before. Oh, there’d been a finger or two in interesting places, touches that inflamed his loins, and whispered ideas. But Letitia had never seen him take a false cock. They’d only just begun to make sense of their past. Why risk it? He should brush the hint aside and let her come. She deserved to enjoy this moment in peace.

“You want me to fuck you with something?” she asked, her motions growing faster, causing her legs to shake from the increased effort. “You’d let me?”

Anthony craned his neck up to see Letitia fondling her own nipples, head thrown back as she worked her cunny on his mouth. She didn’t look like a woman disgusted by the offer. Far from it.

“Oh god, Anthony, I’m going to—”

He felt her break against his face, his nose and chin wet as she used him for her pleasure despite what he’d requested.

But was her orgasm in spite of what he’d requested? Or because of it?

She clambered off ‌him, coming around so they were face to face.

“Where is it?” she asked, then gave him a filthy, open-mouthed kiss.

“Where is…”

Truth be told, he felt dazed, taxed, and extremely hard.

“What shall I use?”

She took up a corner of the blanket to wipe his face. He must have looked a mess. Would that he could look so disheveled every day.

“Use?”

She looked impatient. “To put in you,” she said lowly.

“You want that? You don’t mind?” he asked, his cock uncomfortably thick at her enthusiasm. If he touched the damn thing, he’d surely explode in an instant.

“Where?” she asked, her eyes aglow in ways he hadn’t seen since their parting. Gone was the detachment, the resignation. His love was aflame again.

“That wardrobe, darling. You know where I keep the more interesting things from my travels, don’t you?”

She smiled and hopped off the bed to go to the drawer she knew so well. “And perhaps bring the oil with it?” he called.

***

“Just so you know, I’m not a sod, Letitia,” Anthony said while naked on his hands and knees as he waited for her to slide that oiled diletto into the ring of his arse.

She placed the tip right at his opening and let him feel it, but didn’t make the slightest move to press it in. His sack jumped at the sensation of being so close to filled by his love, yet still teased and kept from fully uniting with her.

“Anthony, I am not an expert at language,” she said, pressing the tip into the ring of muscle while she dribbled more oil on his rim, “but I can’t help but think that we’ve sodomized each other in several ways on many occasions.”

His arms shook as she drew out the pleasure of pushing in. Anthony’s cheek collided with the bed, and he fought to string together words.

“What I mean is, uh,” he hiccoughed, his body going haywire, “I’m not, uh, not…”

“Doing this with men?” she asked astutely. Gently, oh so delicately, she pushed the diletto in to the hilt.

“Yes, I, oh, I’m not,” he whimpered, “doing this with men.”

“I wouldn’t be upset if you liked men, too,” she said softly. Then she brought the false cock out and drove it home again.

He had the sheets between his hands, his body so tense he feared he might rip them apart despite the quality weaving.

“As long as I know you like me best of all,” she said, working that diletto in and out more quickly, “that’s all that matters.”

“Letty, you angel, you devil, you’re the only person in this world I love. There’s been no one but you. Never. Never will be.”

He wanted to prolong the ecstasy, but his cock had been too hard for too long. Letitia ran the tip of that diletto over some place inside of him that took away his ability to contain the molten eruption of his entire being.

Anthony drooled into the bedsheets, called out to a host of saints, and felt his back arch involuntarily as his orgasm ran him down like a team of horses. He’d moved a hand to his aching cock, but it spurted seed based on the force of Letty’s thrusts alone. She was filling him, emptying him, and he was going to be sore for days from the force with which she drained his sack.

When his arms gave out and he collapsed onto the bed, that diletto‌ still within him, Anthony began laughing. If only his father could see what his machinations had wrought now.

One more thing would make Anthony’s victory complete. And he had every intention of seeing it through.


Chapter 8


Letitia leaned back in the dining room chair, enjoying a late breakfast while Anthony feasted between her thighs.

He’d ordered the meal to be served en famille, locked the door, and taken to his knees once her plate was full. Her trembling hand brought a precious piece of pineapple to her mouth just as he sucked on her nub.

For the past few days, he’d been ravenous for her body, eager to please her on every surface of the house. She’d stayed wet and swollen, not bothering to pull on more than a dressing gown because she knew he’d have her nude and panting multiple times per day.

She’d asked him why he was greedy for her, and he’d responded in a way she’d missed so much.

“Why do I spread and suck you at all hours of the day? I suppose it’s because I can,” he’d said while kissing up her sensitive thighs. Sensitive because he’d run his stubble over them like a man looking to mark his territory.

And her whole body was his territory; there was no doubt. When he appeared in the doorway, her cunny grew soft and wet for its master, aching deep inside for that cock she’d missed so much.

Gone were all thoughts of laudanum. In their place? Sticky sweet surrender on her lover’s tongue.

Letitia pulled off her dressing gown and lowered the straps on her chemise. She needed more, but still couldn’t take anything within her clasp, according to Dr. Riddle’s orders.

The first touch on her nipple sent her thighs squeezing against Anthony’s ears. She heard and felt his chuckle against her wet skin, her hand coming to the top of the chair to help press her cunny to that clever mouth of his.

“Make me suck it,” he growled in a way that made every nerve glow like electric streetlights. “Can’t wait to get inside you.”

At the thought of being fucked by Anthony again, Letitia cried out and began the slide into unimaginable pleasure. She moved her hand from her breast to the back of Anthony’s head so she could guide his tongue.

The sight of her lover’s face betwixt her thighs, enthusiastic as he’d been all those years ago, sent her spiraling. She grasped his hair, lifted her hips, and shot into the heavens with bliss.

***

It was when Letitia retrieved the pristine diletto from Anthony’s wardrobe that she saw something she shouldn’t have. Those items had probably been beside each other for ages, but the first time, she’d been in such a flutter that she’d likely missed it.

She came back to the bed, and her face must have given away the state of her mind.

“Whatever is the matter?” he asked, pulling her into his lap.

“You’d tell me if you were courting a girl, wouldn’t you?” she asked.

“Courting…a girl?”

“Yes, you know. Squiring a girl about with a mind to marriage. Dancing with her at balls and the like.”

Anthony squeezed her waist. “Is that what you’d like me to do?”

Her stomach dropped. Did she want him to take a girl out with a mind to marriage? Was he mad?

“I can see on your face that you’re getting the wrong idea,” he said sternly, turning her chin towards him when she tried to look away. “Is courting what you want me to do with you, Letty?”

Again, he’d cast her adrift. What did he mean? A man didn’t need to court his own mistress. That was rather the point of the whole thing.

“Did you see it?” he asked softly.

“See what?” she asked, feeling her nose grow somewhat itchy. He would not make her ask about that thing, would he?

“The thing next to the diletto.”

“Ahh, that,” she said. “Well, yes. Otherwise, I’d not have thought to ask about whether you’re courting a girl.”

Anthony settled onto the pillows, looking suddenly satisfied. He held out his arms to her. “Come to me, Letty.”

“I’m trying to have a serious conversation with you, not descend into debauchery again!” she exclaimed.

He popped up and brushed her fringe aside before planting a kiss on her forehead. “You’d let some other girl marry me? After all of this?”

“Let some other girl…? Listen to me, Anthony Paschal-Lamb, there will be no other girls! I asked in case you needed to be disabused of the notion! I won’t have it! I simply won’t!” She was confused and furious. How could he mention, even teasingly, other women while in bed with her?

“Oh, Letty, you sound like a viscountess when you say such things,” he said, his smile broad and teasing. “I suppose you’ll just have to marry me.”

This impossible man! He made jokes about the dearest, most forbidden wish of her heart? She’d make him regret it!

But first she’d cry her eyes out in his dressing room.

***

It was after she’d cried for what seemed like hours that Letitia realized Anthony hadn’t yelled or pounded at the door as one might expect a man to do when denied the thing he supposedly wanted most. She worried he’d woken up to the fact that she was a ruined woman and not worth his time. Was he even now ordering her things packed?

Those thoughts should never have entered her mind, not after their tender reunion, but the past few years had made her wary as a dog with a cruel master. She wished to trust this man she loved so much — had always loved — but she’d only recently emerged from hell.

When she cracked open the door to the dressing room, there was Anthony, sitting on the floor quietly.

He reached up a hand to her.

She regarded those familiar fingers she’d longed for, the signet ring that once graced the hand of his perfidious father, and the thick wrists she loved to catch sight of at meals. Given the chance, she’d gnaw on those bones until he was as much a part of her as her own blood. But she didn’t need to, did she? He already occupied a position below her ribs, where the arteries that fed her heart attempted to twist free.

Letitia took his hand within her own and allowed him to pull her into his lap.

“I’ve been very sparing with my words on a particular subject, haven’t I?” he asked, his face pressed to her ear as if he wished to consume her, too.

“It’s not my place to wonder why you have the prettiest ring I’ve ever seen beside your most private possessions,” she said.

“You think it pretty?”

“It’s spectacular.” The ring was a glorious mash of metal and stones, with a stunning diamond at the center. It was the ring a man would give a wife he wished to make thrilled indeed. What a lucky woman she’d be, Anthony’s wife.

“Do you think my intended will say yes when I ask her to marry me, then? If she thinks it spectacular?”

Oh, he was impossible! Her heart kept leaping at what seemed to be signs he might…regard her as more than a mistress, but she didn’t wish to rush ahead of something he didn’t mean. Her stomach was flopping about like a fish caught on a line, struggling to free itself.

“It’s difficult to say…”

“Is it?” he asked, meeting her eyes.

“I suppose you’d need to make your intentions and feelings clear to the lady. A spectacular ring isn’t enough these days. She’ll need reassurance about the contents of your heart and mind.”

“Will she?” he asked as he kissed her neck.

“Yes! You’ve a way with words. Surely you’ll know what to say.”

“Will I though? When my heart is so full that I can barely assemble sentences? When I struggle to express my regard for fear she might bolt at how deep my feelings run? Have mercy on the love of a man who has only just let his hopes out of a dungeon in which they’ve moldered for far too long.”

Letitia slumped against him, the tears that had begun in the closet coming freely now.

“I love you, Letty. Never stopped. I was sick with thwarted love when we were apart, and now that we’re together again, I’m sick with fulfilled love. I know which one I prefer. If you need time, need to cry in my dressing room, I’ll let you. But I’m going to be right on the other side of that door, waiting for you to come back to me.”

Her fingers were about his neck, and she wept as he held her. It was more than she could have hoped, the antidote to years of despair.

“The ring you saw is yours. I bought it years ago. In fact, I fear that the purchase may have lured my father to town. He denied me the use of my mother’s ring, and I went to the jeweler the same day to buy my own.” Anthony nuzzled in her hair, as if he too had missed her scent, and continued. “I’m glad he did. I picked that for you. No other woman will wear that ring, only the one dearest to my heart. And I will buy no other ring.”

He placed his hands on either side of her face so he could look into her eyes. His were brimming with conviction, taking on a strange light.

“You understand what I’m saying, don’t you? If you deny me, I’ll never marry. There will never be another if you refuse me.”

Letitia studied his tormented eyes. He needed to get to the point and free them both from this uncertainty!

“How can you speak of me denying you when you’ve asked no question?”

“No question…” he trailed off, then smiled. “Letitia Delemere, heart of my heart.”

She smiled back, encouraging now.

“Will you consent to marry me? To be my viscountess? Be with me always?”

Anthony removed something from his waistcoat, and she saw once again that spectacular ring. The ring his bride would wear. If his words were true, the ring only she could wear.

“Yes, but—”

He didn’t let the doubts and worries spill from her lips before he placed kisses upon them and pulled her even closer.

“Good, because I’ve arranged a special license and will not let even God halt our plans this time. I have you at last, and only death would pry you from me.”

Letitia regarded this man, holding her on the fine carpet floor of his apartments as he slipped that glorious ring on her finger.

“I can’t help but feel we must rush to the altar, having come so close before only to be thwarted.”

Anthony smiled, glad she was thinking the same thing as him. Letitia truly was his match, his only love. “I’m glad you feel that way because I’ve made some plans…”


Epilogue


“Where’s your veil, my darling wife?”

Letitia looked about the bedroom, trying to recall where she’d lost the thing after tripping over it all day as they’d exchanged vows and received well wishes.

“Never mind, come here,” said Anthony, holding out his arms to her as he sat on a leather chair beside the fire.

“Why did you want the veil?” she asked, settling into his lap.

“So I could wear it while consummating this marriage, at long last,” he said, his fine lips twisted in a teasing smile.

“In that case, we should pause our coze and hunt for it,” she returned slyly.

“Perhaps I had a vision of wrapping your nude body in it before taking you on our bed.”

She hummed, wishing she’d kept better track of it.

The logs burned merrily, as if they too knew a miracle had happened: a lord had married a fallen woman before the ton and God, in one of the most fashionable churches in the capital. It simply was not done — until it was. And now they could spend the rest of their days together, and in love.

But this brought forth a point of disquiet.

“I’m afraid I didn’t like some aspects of the marriage vows,” said Anthony, dipping a finger into his wife’s neckline and admiring how her bustle looked on his lap.

“Did you hope to pledge that you will obey me, too?” asked Letitia with a wry smile, referencing the promise she’d made to obey her husband, and the lack of a similar requirement for him.

“Oh, I think you’ll enjoy obeying me, my love,” he said, a wolfish grin on his lips. “And I’ll always obey your orders, vows or not. You are not merely my wife; you are my only love.”

“You have a way of giving a wife ideas…”

“My complaint was of a more existential nature,” he said, sitting up a little straighter.

“Was it now?” she asked, surprised by the serious tone in his voice.

“One bit in particular caused me grave offense.”

Letitia raised her eyebrows. Anthony hadn’t exactly been a theologian at any point in the past, so where this was coming from, she didn’t know.

He ran a hand up her thigh, then back down, considering his words. “The bishop said things like ‘so long as ye both shall live’ and we pledged ‘till death us do part,’ but I don’t like it, not one bit.”

“Is that so?”

“I don’t want to pledge my troth to you for this lifetime only, Letitia. Those vows seem insufficient for the promise I wish to make to you.”

Their hands met atop her lap.

“Then we should make new vows, shouldn’t we?” she asked, glancing towards the bed.

***

Anthony slid into his wife, mindful of her comfort, and slowed before pushing fully inside.

“Doing well?” he asked, peppering Letitia’s face with kisses.

“At last,” she sighed, chasing his lips to return the pecks with something deeper.

“Take more?” he asked.

“Come all the way in,” she said, shifting under him to accept his entire cock.

Anthony took it slow, and watched his wife’s expression continuously.

“I’ll not break,” she said. “You needn’t be so gentle with me.”

“But I do,” he said, regarding the dearest wish of his heart, now spread beneath him. “I’ve something to promise you, and it won’t do for you to be wailing with ecstasy already when I’m trying to be tender and loving with my new bride.”

Letitia laughed and wrapped her arms around his neck so they could be closer. “And what promise is that?”

Anthony stroked in and out, watching how her eyelashes fluttered in a way that betrayed how much pleasure she was receiving. His bride was so restrained these days, but he’d have her screaming his name again in no time.

“The promise to eat your cunny whenever you wish it,” he said simply, picking up his thrusts.

Letitia’s eyes widened and then she burst into peals of laughter. “That’s your vow? To lick me there? And here I thought you meant to say something poetic that would make me cry.”

“Oh, did you wish for that? Some declaration of my heart that would make your eyes overflow with tears?”

“You needn’t, Anthony,” she said, looking at him fondly, “not when you’ve already given me so much.”

“Too bad I feel I must,” he said. “Or else my heart might choke on the unexpressed feelings.”

“What feelings?” she asked, her voice faint and hopeful.

“I think I might die if I don’t tell you this: I give you my soul, for all of time.”

“Oh,” she said, her breaths coming quicker now.

“The bishop talking about death parting us made me feel sick,” he said, “sick on our wedding day!”

“We can’t have that,” she whispered, tears running freely as she regarded the face of the man she loved. The man who planned to love her for all of eternity.

“Then we are agreed,” he said, attempting manfully to contain his emotion but failing. He was really the dearest man, the answer to a thousand tormented prayers.

“If death parts us, our souls will reunite in the afterlife,” she said as she looked at the sparkling diamond. “It seems only fair, seeing as we’ve been denied so many years before now.”

“None of that talk,” said Anthony, stroking her nub in time with licks on her neck. “We’re together forever, you and I, and nothing else matters.”

And as she crested in her lover’s arms, Letitia accepted that from this day forward, they would be bonded for all eternity and could let go of fear and doubt, and simply live happily ever after.

THE END

***
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She makes music. He makes scandals. Until desire unmakes them both.

Marianne Vyler is a penniless debutante, trapped by guardians and ghastly suitors. Her only escape is moonlighting as a harpist in London’s most notorious townhouse — where masked men revel with enraptured women.

Frederick Clare, Duke of FitzOsbern, is the High Buckthorn himself: libertine leader of the Grand Bucks. Yet one harpist’s haunting melody unravels him. When the curtain falls and Marianne beholds him bare, Frederick swears she will be his.

Now wed, they must confront secrets, shame, and the dangerous desires neither can deny. Can a duke terrified of corrupting his innocent bride confess he is the masked stag of her darkest dreams? And when she dares him to chase her into the woods, will their union survive the hunt?
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Coming 25 October 2025 to eBook and Kindle Unlimited: elizabethroubaix.com/GB5


Newsletter signup


Sign up for Elizabeth’s newsletter to receive a too-spicy-for-Amazon book and upcoming release intel: elizabethroubaix.com/Bred


Also by Elizabeth Roubaix


Follow Elizabeth on Amazon for alerts when new stories are published: elizabethroubaix.com/amazon.

Filling Their Tailoress: Short and Steamy MFM Ménage of Convenience Historical Romance

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?
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His Duchess’s Lovers: The Complete Series

A duke with everything learns just how much he enjoys sharing.

When Julia Balistarius, Duchess of Astwell, declared over breakfast that she planned to take lovers, her cad of a husband Laurence responded in his usual bored manner.

Laurence realizes that an embarrassing public affair could threaten his political career, so he makes Julia an offer: he’ll tutor his wife in how to be the perfect, discreet lover — and he’ll do it while never making demands of her body.

Soon, the Duchess of Astwell is the most popular lady in London, lavished with attention by Laurence’s commanding best friend, entertained by a notorious baron, shared by masked secret society men, and caught between a stud and her own husband. All the while, Laurence’s lust for his wife only grows.

But what happens when all of that sharing makes Laurence realize he wants one thing just for himself: the love of his longtime wife?
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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:
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The Mogul and the Maid: Short and Spicy Secret Pregnancy Victorian Romance (A Few Good Bucks Book 1)

Their hallway tryst ended in heartache. She wants revenge — he’s desperate for another taste.

Lucy Makeblythe has spent months trying to forget the night rich, reckless, and ruinously charming Adam Chevestrer took her innocence in a ducal corridor…and vanished before she could catch her breath.

Now he’s back, offering everything from fine gowns to heartfelt apologies. But Lucy wants something more: a night at the Forest, where the masked, dominant Grand Bucks worship one woman with their mouths, hands, and bodies. And Adam? He’ll be watching. Restrained. Helpless. Desperate.

What he doesn’t know is that Lucy’s carrying more than a grudge. Their first encounter left her filled with a secret he’ll never forget — if she ever tells him.

The Mogul and the Maid is a standalone, 15,000-word super spicy Victorian romance featuring a clever heroine, a repentant rake, public restraint, and a HEA that’s both scandalous and satisfying.

Amazon: elizabethroubaix.com/GB1
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