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Chapter One

 


Talbot laughed and clutched his side. Across
from him, his good friends Landis and Delron shook their heads.
Never one to be discouraged by admonishment in any form, Talbot dug
his elbow into his best friend Maxime beside him. The ride back to
the estate of Talbot's parents had been a rousing experience in
conversation. While Maxime and Talbot had no qualms about regaling
in their sexual adventures, their other two friends were more
reserved.

At least while in public.

In the comfort of their estates or
a maison, Delron
and Landis practiced their sexual prowess with gusto. Both had
shared one woman, feverishly sating her while enjoying the pleasure
equally. Had Talbot and Maxime not used a hidden passage to spy on
their friends, they would not have believed a word of
it.

Talbot and Maxime, on the other hand, were
taken at their merit. Both men bore no shame for their carnal
needs. The giggles of prim and proper ladies at any social
gathering about the two rogues, and the wary glances of nervous
fathers, could not be ignored. It took but one witnessing of
Talbot's father scolding the two for self-pleasure in a private
part of the gardens on the estate for Delron and Landis to never
question their friends again.

Talbot never mentioned that women only entered
the fray of his lust after he had drunk himself into oblivion. The
willing ladies cared not as they enjoyed him just as much half
awake. Talbot relied on Maxime to tell him of his exploits. His
friend would not boast unjustly, and his other two companions
protested too much.

"We know, Delron, that your chivalrous tone is
but an act. You stick wick into a wet woman at every turn. That we
further the experience while with each other's company is of no
great concern," Talbot scoffed.

"Unless your father does find us again."
Maxime chuckled.

"Better mine than yours."

"Oui."

Maxime's father gave new meaning to a master
with a whip. Each word driven into his son was barbed and without
compassion in a harsh tongue flaying. Talbot would miss his friend
when he moved out of Paris next spring to Varanguebec. He would be
the only one of their merry group to remain in the city. Landis and
Delron merely visited while their fathers were on
business.

"Remember your tryst with that little vixen
from Italy?" Talbot nudged Maxime.

"Oui. The face of a man, I swear, but
the sweetest treat while my cock lay inside." Maxime grinned. "You
were half in your cups yet she serviced you quite well."

"My father's wine cellar will be the death of
all my blissful memories yet." The carriage shifted, and Talbot
crashed into Maxime, only furthering the mirth. An angry shout from
outside gave a small indication of why the carriage
pitched.

"Talbot, Talbot. This is way I keep you from
my sister. Such behavior would be unwelcome." Delron waggled his
finger.

"Oui,
oui. Because you have never
self-pleasured. Women beg to suckle upon your cock." Talbot ribbed
Maxime. "We are but friends and no law states that I cannot put
hand on my manhood." Talbot cupped his groin. "Perhaps it is
jealousy for my size."

"You exaggerate." Delron pursed his
lips.

Maxime sniggered. "You forget I have bared
witness to his family jewels. I dare say he will have no seed to
spill within a woman if he does not keep hand from
shaft."

"Bah." Talbot waved them off. "My father has
arranged for me to marry Sabine in due time. After my proper
education has completed." He rolled his eyes. Though he had no
desire for any other profession and loved wine more than any
willing wench who happened to fall into his arms, the thought of
boring days learning how grapes turned to wine brought a scowl to
his lips.

"I am sure he will tame your cock
by way of the maison before then." Landis picked at his sleeves.

Talbot smoothed out his rumpled tunic. Landis,
among them, worried about his appearance far too much. Society
expected the young lords to not dress like the scoundrels they
acted. The ruffled styled tunics never appealed to Talbot but his
mother insisted on a collection of fine brocaded jackets and
breeches to match. He kept most of them hidden away for special
occasions. Going to the tavern with his friends was hardly worth
the effort to dress his station. With Sabine as his chosen
wife-to-be, Talbot didn't see much prospect in wooing a woman for
sport. The very idea bored him. Or, at least, he convinced himself
his lack of effort was due to his impending marriage. His father
would hardly be enthused should a lady of the lesser stock knock on
their door full with Talbot's child. Best he spilled his seed to
the ground than fertilize the wrong fields. The ladies at the
brothels, at least, took precautions if some young lord forgot to
withdraw from his pleasure.

"Which tavern have you picked for us this day,
Landis?" Talbot asked.

"Knowing your distain for proper attire,
Talbot, I have picked a middle ground. High enough that our fathers
will not turn our ears out but not low enough that we will not find
willing company for our table."

"Ah, should we have a bet as to whose rapier
plucks a flower first then?" Talbot grinned.

"I say if we do not find sport,
Talbot must pay for a trip to the maison." Delron smirked.

Talbot skimmed his hand along the
small purse tucked under his tunic. He'd spent most of his
allowance this week on gambling and wine. A trip to the
maison, with his
sexually charged mates, would cost far more than he could
muster.

"Agreed," Maxime said.

"Spending my money again, Maxime?" Talbot
arched an eyebrow at his friend.

"But mon
ami, when has your quick tongue not
sampled fruit as of late? Surely company for your friends would be
an easy feat?"

Talbot smiled thinly. His reputation far
exceeded the truth. If he'd slept with all the women his friends
claimed, his cock would be begging for reprieve. His mouth curved
into a wicked grin. "First to pump the wench into bellowing out his
name wins and buys the next round of drinks on our next venture.
Agreed?"

His friends nodded and each clasped his hand.
Talbot never liked losing and he'd make sure he didn't, even if it
cost him his last écu.


Chapter Two

 


The group sat in the back of the tavern Landis
had picked. On the outside of the building, a sign depicting a swan
swayed in the slight breeze. Landis proclaimed he picked it as a
reminder to Talbot not to hone in the homely desperate catches for
his brothers in the hunt. He'd tried it once as a joke to test
Landis and his want of being prim and proper. Some of the lower
born girls were ripe for the game and would try anything for the
right amount of coin.

"Now, Talbot, no letting our titles slip this
time." Delron sipped on his ale.

"I dare say, Delron, it will be the only
reason a woman would lay with you." Talbot smirked.

"Piss on you." Delron tossed a bit of bread on
Talbot. "I will not be within my cups so you slip me some dried out
hag again."

"The sheer volume of your scream when the
light spilled into the room brought me unending joy." Talbot ducked
another crust of bread.

"Will we be sharing a room with our conquests
to be assured of our victory, or are the walls here sufficiently
thin?" Landis leaned back, his gaze roaming the room.

Maxime sat near Talbot, tapping his friend in
an old sign they'd used since youth. Marcel Aramis de Valette,
visconte de LaRue—Maxime's father—would slam his silverware to the
table at any noise from the two young men when their families had
any gathering. His sternness necessitated their use of code. Maxime
circling his finger signaled Talbot to glance around and a few taps
meant to have a care but not draw attention to the activity. Maxime
had done both.

Talbot pitched one of the errant crusts at
Delron before settling back in his chair. Across the room, he spied
the object of Maxime's interest. Tall and slim, she walked the room
with a grace not quite upper society but not one of gutter filth
either. Another stabbing finger from Maxime, and Talbot
stood.

"Gentlemen, if you will excuse me." He winked,
walking away. He snatched his near empty tankard from the table and
downed the contents. His target lay at the bar, and he positioned
himself beside her while pushing his tankard to the
barkeep.

"Would my Lady like something as well?" He
smirked at her, his eyes focused on hers. Her breed dictated he not
peruse her like a cattle in the marketplace. His want to introduce
her to Maxime also stayed his interest.

"Why, Seigneur Sauvageot." She smiled. "This
is hardly the place you frequent." Her fingers toyed with the
stitching on his jacket.

"Ah, then we have met?" His sly smile enticed
a smirk from her.

"Oui. And a drink did start our
evening as before." She chuckled. "But you hardly remember, I am
sure. Seems to be the reputation you pride yourself in. A drunkard
yet a passionate lover of many women." Her fingers traveled up to
tangle in his hair. "Not that I am averse to a repeat
performance."

Her name eluded his memory completely. If he
had bedded her, nothing remained to give him the vaguest idea of
one syllable to her moniker. "I do fear that my memory lacks when I
am within copious amounts of wine or ale."

She pouted her lips. "Perhaps I could rekindle
your memory." She breathed against his ear. "Among other
things."

Talbot rapped on the counter, fishing out a
coin to pay for his ale. Her sensuous connotations should have set
his fire aflame yet nothing stirred. His courage lay in a pint full
of alcohol. What a reputation he saddled himself with yet this
beauty seemed not to mind. Again her name escaped him.

"Perhaps, my Lady, you would care to meet my
friend Viscounte Maxime LaRue?" Talbot captured her roaming hand
and laid a kiss on the back. Landis wished his title not to be
uttered, but Maxime would not mind.

"Viscounte?" she purred.

"Oui. Fresh from his villa in
Varanguebec. Quite the lonely estate with not a soul for miles. He
would enjoy your company immensely." His lips brushed against her
knuckles. "In fact, many of my friends have come to Paris to sample
its beauty."

"You think me a procurer of satisfaction for
your cocks?" She arched an eyebrow.

"I think you a lady seeking a discreet evening
away from the constraints of formality."

She craned her neck, glancing back at the
table Talbot had vacated. "Which is he?"

"The one on the other side of the table."
Talbot inhaled the scent of rose perfume from her skin. Not a
stirring below. How many cups must he consume for his cock to
notice the lovely so near? Had he injured his member from his
vigorous self-pleasure? He shook away the reasons. Perhaps he
merely wished to sample something different.

"Give me a moment, Talbot, and I shall not
disappoint your fine friends." She glided away.

Talbot grasped his full tankard and headed
back to the tables. His grin deflated the smugness of Delron and
Landis.

"Your sport shall be here momentarily." Talbot
eased back into his chair next to Maxime. He slapped his friend on
the arm. "You, my friend, are in for a treat."

His mysterious lady returned with three other
females in her wake. She gave a slight nod to Talbot, and he
returned it.

"Please, join us." He gestured to the
table.

"Non. I
have rented a more private room for us to celebrate in. The owner
of this establishment nearly jumped out of his shoes at the mention
of the company in his tavern. He insisted we go to a more suitable
place." She flourished a key and crooked her finger. "Follow me,
gentlemen."

Talbot signaled for Landis and Delron to go
first. Maxime grabbed Talbot by the elbow.

"You know this woman?" he
whispered.

"In a manner of speaking." Talbot shrugged. "I
fear drink played a role in our last meeting."

"That does not surprise me,
mon ami." Maxime nodded.
"Onward, lest you lose them."

Talbot hurried after the fading forms of his
friends. They wove through the back of the tavern to a quiet room.
Inside, the hearth blazed and several wine bottles lined the small
table. His yet to be named lady spread her arms out
wide.

"Please have a seat, gentlemen."

Each picked a cushioned high-back chair.
Talbot relaxed and watched as their host poured a generous amount
of wine into the glasses. A beauty in a low cut blue dress chose
two glasses. She settled back on Talbot's lap and handed him a
glass. The fragrant bouquet of a rich red wine tickled his nose. An
elixir surely to chase away the anxiety within his belly. He smiled
and downed the whole glass.

"Monsieur!" His lap kitten giggled.

Talbot blinked, the warmness of the wine
working its magic. Around the room his friends enjoyed the company,
Landis' hand already making a slow ascent through the fabric to the
treasured jewel betwixt his lady's thighs. Talbot's woman switched
glasses.

"Far be it for me to deprive you of something
to drink."

"You will not drink with me?" Talbot asked.
She pressed the glass to his lips, and he could not deny his
addiction to it. He swallowed it down as his female companion
worked the front of his trousers. Giddy more than he ever recalled
being, Talbot laughed as the room spun around him. His vision
blurred, and his eyes closed. The overwhelming need to sleep
covered him.


Chapter Three

 


A dull ache, far worse than any headache
Talbot had ever suffered from after a blissful night of drinking,
pounded in his head. He groaned and shifted. His weight carried him
down to the floor in a heap. Dizzy, Talbot attempted to rise but
found no strength.

"He wakes, our Prince of Pussy." Delron's
voice boomed.

"Do not speak." Talbot moaned. "It is like the
church bells have taken residence in my head." A slap hit him
square on the back of the head. "God save me." He
whined.

"You should be more worried about your friends
in this room presently." Landis' stern tone had Talbot braving the
light in the room.

"How so?"

"Your little vixens robbed us blind. The wine
was laced." Maxime heaved Talbot back into the chair.

"Robbed?" Talbot's hands flew to where his
coin purse hung and found it gone, along with his pants.

"And this is not the way I wanted to find out
the truth of Maxime's words," Delron said.

Talbot jumped as his breeches fell on his
lap.

"Dress, friend. We have much to figure out.
Should we come home without the balance of our funds, our fathers
will have our hides." Maxime paced the room.

"So they spirited away with everything?"
Talbot focused and managed to draw his trousers up.

"We have nothing, Talbot!" Delron said. "Devil
take you, man. You have undone us all."

"Hold your temper, Delron." Talbot waved his
friend away. His hands scrubbed his face, and he blinked. "Now I
remember that vixen." Talbot sighed, remembering she had pulled
much the same trick on him before, except he'd only had a few écu
on his person.

He searched the room, ignoring the angry
stares of his friends. He smiled when he found an unopened bottle
of red wine. His smile broadened when he spied the vintage and
maker of the wine.

"I do not think that indulging in a drink will
cure us of the current predicament." Landis folded his
arms.

"I believe it will." Talbot stepped back with
his hand up as Delron surged forward. "Not in the manner
spoken."

"Speak, Talbot, before I send you to the floor
again without the aid of alcohol." Delron's jaw ticked.

"I know of a place where I could sell this
without worry and get us the écu to win back what we lost."
Talbot's smile faded as Delron cocked his fist back. Landis stopped
the blow from being thrown.

"At what cost this time, Talbot?" Landis
asked.

"All you need to do is wager, and I assure
you, the person you will be betting on has not lost in quite some
time." Talbot smirked.

"Oh dear." Maxime rubbed his
temples.

"You know of what he speaks?" Delron thumbed
toward Talbot.

"Oui. He means to cross the Seine and
fight in less than savory places. Since our company last eve stole
away with coin and most of our clothes, we are already dressed the
part." Maxime shrugged. "Talbot has yet to lose a match I have
witnessed."

"I should not trust you again." Delron
seethed.

"Then hit me and be on your way." Talbot set
the bottle of wine on the mantel and spread out his arms. Delron
hesitated for a moment before sending a fist soaring toward
Talbot's cheek. Talbot's hand came out and caught the blow with
ease. He twisted Delron's wrist with a flick of his own, bringing
his friend down to one knee.

Delron winced. "So where is this place
exactly?"


Chapter Four

 


The large room smelt of jasmine mingled with
dirt and sweat. Men lined themselves in a wide circle across the
earthen floor, pieces of silver and gold passing from hand to hand.
The roar of the audience was deafening yet Talbot ignored their
bantering. His opponent crossed foot over foot yet Talbot merely
held his gaze. Fists up, he'd already landed a blow to the man's
lips. Blood now marred the pompous fool's mouth.

Stripped to the waist, Talbot ignored the
aching pain of bruises yet to come. He could only indulge in the
fighting when his father left town and wanted to take full
advantage of it. His friends—Landis, Delron, and Maxime—laughed as
they passed around a flask, most likely filled with gut rot brandy.
Apparently their pinching vixens had no need for the ragged leather
flask. His friends never tried a bout of fisticuffs in the
underground muck of Paris, but they enjoyed the revelry of Talbot
having a bit of sport.

Young and brash, Talbot knew his time grew
short before his father would reel him in to take over the family
business. A tradition among the family, the Sauvageots trained
their youth at a tender age on how to produce the finest Chardonnay
wine in the region. While Talbot did hold an interest in the family
business, he also enjoyed dabbing in the darker side of Paris.
Should the low retches learn that their opponent was of a much
higher stature, fists would turn into something a little more
lethal. Being born of privilege only counted among your own kind.
Down in the gutter, nothing but contempt for the lavish lifestyle
festered.

Talbot ducked the man's next blow, easily
batting away his offending fist. Another rounding punch headed
toward Talbot's head, and he bent slightly before grabbing the
man's arm. He tossed him to the awaiting crowd. His audience
eagerly thrust the man back toward him, and Talbot connected with
the man's chin with an upper cut. He staggered a bit before falling
to the mudded floor. Cheers rose from the crowd on one side while
the other fell silent.

Landis patted Talbot on the back. "Dear Lord,
man. You've won me my purse back as promised and some extra écu to
refill this flask for the evening." Landis loved his private stock
as much as any woman he had in his arms. His friend dressed in a
ragged coat and a wine-stained tunic. Most likely his wardrobe came
from the clothing discarded by other combatants. Though the women
had stolen their finer jackets, Landis's tunic was too fine to
properly blend in their current settings. Talbot knew if his father
found that Landis' appearance fell well below his title, he would
be sent to the countryside to learn to be grateful for the lush
estate their acres of grapes provided.

"As if you need such coin to do so." Talbot
shrugged on his shirt. The fabric clung to his
perspiration.

Landis
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