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Thomas Wycliff had a bad reputation. As the second son of the Viscount of Blackmoor, it was understood that no matter what career he chose for himself, be it a regiment in the military or a position in the clergy, there was little chance that he could ever hope to attain anything more than simple respectability. Compounding his notoriety was the fact that from the time of his youth, he was known for his inordinate lust for women.

Though it is true that there was a certain tolerance amongst the ton for the indiscretions and sometimes wild ways of young gentlemen, publicity of such behavior was rarely sanctioned. Unfortunately for poor Thomas, rumors did indeed begin to circulate about his dalliances, given his predilection for not confining his pursuits to ladies of the night but seducing women of quality, who were more often than not married.

When rumors reached the ears of the Viscount of Blackmoor that his younger son was carrying on a liaison with the wife of one of his esteemed colleagues in the House of Lords, perhaps it was not surprising that the beleaguered father must needs finally take action. Indeed, the scandal grew to such a proportion that the Viscount was compelled to send his son to the far flung reaches of the Empire in the Americas, in the hopes that in a few years, not only would the scandal be forgotten, but that perhaps his son might mend his errant ways.

Regrettably, the Viscount never learned if his younger son did in fact mend his ways, for the Viscount died not many years later, passing on the vast Blackmoor holdings to his eldest son, James. Before his death, however, the Viscount had the foresight to make certain alterations to his will, given his understanding of young Thomas’ proclivities, and when James suddenly died just months after the Viscount, Thomas was soon to learn how these alterations were to forever alter his destiny.

“Come, Langley, do not beat around the bush. Why am I not simply to inherit everything as per the usual rules of patrimonial transmission?” Thomas Wycliff stood behind the desk that had so recently been his brother’s and his father’s and regarded with dislike the thin balding man of business who had served his father and brother before him. With beady black eyes and a long prominent neck under a beaky nose, the man reminded Thomas of the many carrion birds he had seen on his travels in the wilds of the New World.

“I am sorry if I have not made myself clear, sir, but the Viscount’s will stipulates quite clearly that you will only come into the full terms of your inheritance if you are to not only secure a suitable wife but beget a legitimate heir to the Blackmoor title.”

“Bloody hell!” Thomas spun around and strode over to the tall mullioned windows of Blackmoor House and stared out. Despite the fine edifices and facades of the houses along the street of one of London’s most esteemed neighborhoods, Thomas saw only walls that hemmed him in. It did not help that his manhood throbbed with an incessant latent need, for he had but a day ago escaped a month long incarceration on a merchant vessel, sailing from the island of St. Thomas to London, with no access whatsoever to the feminine sex.

“If you do not wish to abide by the terms of your father’s will, you are free to forswear your rights.” Langley sniffed and rubbed his cold hands together, trying to improve his poor circulation.

The last time he had seen the Viscount’s second son, the young man had been little more than a commonplace Lothario. Now, five years later, the young man had undergone a sea change, so much so, that Langley had scarcely recognized him when Thomas had shown up at the door claiming to be the Viscount’s progeny. Not only was the man dark as a Moor, but with a scar running along one side of his face, he looked a veritable pirate, and in the intervening years, he must have partaken of much physical labor, for he seemed much bigger and brawnier than Langley remembered, the fine fabric of the coat Thomas had reclaimed from his old wardrobe straining to contain the bulging strength of his now powerful build.

Langley cleared his throat. “I have taken the liberty of speaking to your cousin, the baronet, in advance of your arrival from the Caribbean.”

Thomas turned back from the window and scowled. From what he remembered, his cousin was a tedious sort, pale and ineffectual, and prone to a poor complexion. “Why do you speak of Francis?”

Langley bobbed his head. “Because if you do not comply with the terms of your father’s will, the inheritance passes to your cousin, assuming he, too, abides by its terms.”

Thomas grimaced and felt the walls closing in again. Langley knew nothing of his true motivation for returning to England, for it had little to do with assuming the title of Viscount of Blackmoor, of which he had no desire whatsoever. The truth was, had his own pecuniary circumstances not been so desperate, he never would have considered returning to the life and the world he had escaped.

Langley continued with a complacent air, rubbing his hands together again, but now with a certain satisfaction. “Sir Egerton has expressed that he would most graciously accede to the codicil as specified in your father’s will. Indeed, he has recently secured the hand of one of London’s most eligible young ladies.”

Good God, Thomas cursed silently to himself at the thought of the ton and its young ladies. He had always been repulsed by their timid and repressed femininity, their continual concern with propriety and their incessant fear of the masculine sex. That was why he had always preferred married women. The image of a wan shrinking violet cringing in the thin arms of his feeble cousin was bad enough, but to think that such a union would ensure his cousin’s claim to the estate were he himself not to first marry such a virginal violet made his bile rise, and that he and his cousin were to be pitted against each other in some kind of mating race? It was intolerable!

“And who, pray tell, is this most ‘eligible of young ladies’?” Thomas said sarcastically.

Langley smiled, his lips peeling back to expose stained and crooked teeth. “Why the sole daughter and heiress to the Viscount of Hythe, the lovely Anna Godwin. ‘Tis a most advantageous match, for she is to inherit a considerable estate and her family’s title is beyond reproach.”

At Langley’s words, Thomas could no longer contain the rage and frustration boiling inside him. He tore a hand through his long black hair and started to pace the floor of the library, much like a caged tiger, as he considered all that Langley had told him. He had no desire whatsoever to assume the title of Viscount of Blackmoor and all the strictures to his freedom that it inevitably would entail, yet certain unfortunate wagers had been made and lost, and so here he was: in desperate need of funds, and apparently in need of a wife. Worse, his blasted cousin might beat him to the punch, so to speak.

A knock sounded on the door and the wizened butler who had served his family for as long as Thomas could remember appeared. “There is a Sir Benjamin Banfield to see you, Sir.”

“Benji?” At his old friend’s name, Thomas turned back from his pacing, a grin breaking over his tense face. “Why show him in, Reed! And bring us something to drink. I find myself parched after the present conversation.” When the butler disappeared, Thomas grimaced at the unsavory sight of Langley, who stood unctuously by, still rubbing his hands together in that annoying fashion.

“Please consider all that I have said.” Langley’s head bobbed again on its long neck and his beady eyes focused on Thomas. “Do not forget that the Season is short. If you choose to assume the mantle of responsibility that your father has provisionally bequeathed upon you, there is not much time in which to procure the requisite wife, let alone father an heir. Remember, if your cousin sires an eligible heir before you, the estate becomes his.”

“You need say no more, Langley. You have made your point abundantly clear. Now, if you don’t mind—” Thomas waved impatiently toward the door.
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The instant the odious Langley left the room, Thomas returned to pacing the spacious floor of the library. In times past, the library had always been the purview of his father. He and his older brother had rarely been permitted to enter its rarefied chamber. Of course permission had never been something Thomas had sought, and as he beheld the comfortable settees and finely brocaded appointments about the room, he remembered with gratifying detail how he had enjoyed the pleasures of many a housemaid there. Then there was that time with Lady Comerford. The woman had had an insatiable mouth with the most plump and luxurious lips, and her tongue...

His cock leapt to life and he could not contain a groan of need. Too long had it been since he had sunk himself into delicate feminine flesh. Perhaps Benjamin, the old reprobate, could help him find release. His friend had always had the talent for procuring the most tender womanly morsels, and he had never been selfish with sharing.

A rush of cool air swept through the open door, and for an instant, Thomas felt as if his father’s ghost glared down at him with disapproval from the tall walls of books. Never in his lifetime had the Viscount found favor in his younger son. Thomas doubted that, were his father to see him now, little in his attitude would have changed. Resolutely ignoring the censorious ghost, Thomas greeted Benjamin.

“Benji, my old boy. Do come in. It has been far too long since I’ve seen your impish face.” Thomas laughed and embraced his boyhood friend.

The Earl of Ramsbury, Benjamin Banfield was a confirmed bachelor. Though he lacked the handsome proportions of Thomas and stood a half head shorter, with a chubby face and physique, he never lacked for feminine attention. Despite many an eager mother’s efforts, the earl had resisted all attempts upon his bachelorhood by the tempting young ladies of the ton, for like Thomas, Benjamin valued his freedom above all else. “By God, Tommy, you’re black as a pirate.” Benjamin clasped his friend fondly by the shoulders. “What brings you to these old tired shores? I thought nothing could persuade you to return to London and the restraints of tedious Society, once you sampled the freedoms of the New World.”

At that moment, the butler appeared, bearing a tray of drinks.

“Thank you, Reed. I do believe celebratory libations are in order for this auspicious occasion,” Thomas grinned. “Come, Benji, do be seated and tell me all of the latest goings on of our fellow compatriots in sin.”

The two men seated themselves upon a pair of leather chairs while Reed poured each man a measure of fine Scottish whiskey in crystal tumblers.

Benjamin wagged a finger at Thomas and laughed. “Oh, no, no, no, Tommy boy. When you so hastily fled five years ago, you swore you’d never return. Only the most desperate and extreme circumstances would compel you now to do such a thing. Pray, explain.”

“’Tis true.” Thomas grimaced and took a healthy swallow of the smooth whiskey. He paused a moment to savor its refined flavor. Not since leaving his father’s house had he quaffed such fine spirits. “I have returned to claim the Blackmoor title upon the untimely passing of my father and brother. Indeed, I have just now met with my father’s man of business to understand the noxious terms of my inheritance. Reed, be a good man and place the bottle here,” Thomas said, pointing to the low table.

When the butler had done as he requested and withdrawn from the room, Thomas finished the measure of scotch in one large draught and then poured himself another, feeling his anger again rise at the thought of the strictures his father had imposed upon him.

Benjamin sipped his own scotch with more moderation while he gave Thomas a curious look. “Does not the title simply pass to you, now that your predecessors have died?”

Thomas uttered a bitter laugh, his fingers tightening on the cold crystal of the tumbler as he looked up from the amber liquid and met his friend’s questioning eyes. “No, my bad reputation with my family sealed my fate. It predisposed my father to imposing conditions upon my inheritance.”

“You don’t say.” Benjamin’s brows rose as he took in Thomas’ countenance. “I take it the conditions are not to your liking?”

Thomas tossed back the tumbler of scotch and felt the liquor begin to work its magic, coursing through his veins and soothing just a bit of his bitterness. “How would you feel, Benji, if your father had seen to it that, before his passing, he had demanded that you must not only marry a suitable virginal maiden with title and property, but that you must also procure a son and heir, so as to ensure the continuation of your family name?”

Benjamin’s concerned expression evaporated and he burst into laughter. “Why your father was a brilliant strategist, Tommy. Though I do not relish your position, you must agree that he was of sound mind to ensure his legacy, for you know as well as I, that had you simply inherited the estate, never would the Blackmoor name have continued into posterity.”

Thomas tried to share his friend’s levity, but his initial laughter faded as he contemplated the full ramifications of what he must do. He scowled. “I cannot abide the idea that I must act a stud for my father’s breeding program and curtail my lust to some fragile wilting flower of respectable and genteel society. You know my tastes are far more diverse.”

Benjamin sipped his glass of Scotch and regarded Thomas with scrutiny for some time. Finally, finishing the tumbler, he placed it upon the table and crossed his arms over his chest. “Then Tommy, why must you assent to your father’s terms? Must you do as he bid? Never before have you obeyed his commandments. Why now?”

Despite knowing that it was early and he was not prone to drinking at such an hour, Thomas poured himself yet a third tumbler. Damning everything to hell, he tossed the drink back and slammed the tumbler down, feeling again the walls of the prison in which he was trapped, partly by his own mistakes. Silently, he contemplated how much of his predicament he should reveal to his friend. It was with no small truth that his pride had taken a hit from the ruinous financial hot water he had landed himself in due to a lapse in investment judgment. Truth be told, he was loath to reveal the idiocy of certain decisions he had made. Finally, he decided to err on the side of discretion. Aloud, he said, “Let us just say, my good friend, that I had no choice.”

Any remaining humor that had lingered upon Benjamin’s face dropped away at Thomas’ words and he looked at Thomas with concern. “It must be a money problem. You need say no more, Tommy. Let me know how much you require and I am happy to make arrangements.”

Perhaps it was the whiskey that made the emotion rise close to his skin, but Thomas felt a tear prick his eye. Hastily, he cleared his throat. To think his friend, who he had not seen these past five years would so easily agree to help him, all the while knowing so little of his situation. Pride, though more importantly a sense of his own dignity, meant he could not accept his friend’s offer. “Thank you, Benji, most humbly for your generous offer, however I cannot accept such assistance. This is a muddle of my own making, and I must see it through. Perhaps,” he said, sitting back in his seat and running his fingers over the supple leather that felt cool and smooth as a woman’s bare skin. “Perhaps ‘tis not so bad, for I need only top a virgin yet once, and she will likely bear me an heir, and then the terms of my father’s estate will have been met. Indeed, there’s nothing to stop me from simultaneously satisfying every need I have outside the constraints imposed upon me.” Thomas felt his spirits rise and perhaps the whiskey elevated his mood, for his manhood thickened at the thought of the many tempting morsels he knew London had to offer.

“That’s the spirit, my good man.” Benjamin’s face regained its usual genial expression and he laughed. “Do not view your circumstances as a prison, for you can line the prison with all the pretty comforts that make your situation bearable. I can think of many a hungry wife who is in need of succor. But we must do something about your wardrobe, Tommy. That suit no longer fits your frame. The ladies will quite swoon upon your manly physique for you are much muscled since the youth you were when you departed half a decade ago. I will be happy to send recommendations from my tailor. You must immediately acquire a wardrobe befitting an eligible gentleman of the ton, for the latest styles are nothing like the ones when you left. Powdered wigs and breeches are no longer the thing, you know.”

Thomas thanked Benjamin and contemplated his destiny. The walls were yet there, but he felt a glimmer of hope.

Benjamin laughed again. “Remember Lady S— that was a most amiable affair, was it not?”

For a moment, Thomas knew not of whom his friend referred, but then the image of him with Ben involved in a most scandalous threesome with a lady of generous proportions arose in his mind, and in his trousers, he felt his manhood throb to life. With a grunt of dissatisfaction, he adjusted himself through the fabric.

Benjamin caught the subtle movement and grinned. “When was the last time you sheathed your sword?”

Thomas groaned. “I cannot endure a famine of feminine flesh. It has been far too long.”

“I have the perfect solution to your predicament.” Benjamin rose to his feet. “I know a most talented and gifted artist of the flesh, and I would be happy to share her with you. Indeed, I am perhaps not enough to satisfy her prodigious appetite.” A slight flush crept up Benjamin’s ruddy cheek. “But I do think she will find you most satisfying.” He removed a collection of cards from his coat pocket. Sorting through them, he selected one and handed it to Thomas.

Thomas looked at the engraved script as he escorted Benjamin from the room. “Rachel Mowbry. And what pray tell is she like?”

“I do not think you’ll be disappointed, my friend. For she is in every way the opposite of a shy and retiring genteel maiden.”

Thomas cleared his throat. “Do I dare hesitate to ask the terms by which I must pay to obtain her charms?”

“Do not concern yourself with that at the moment, Tommy boy. I am quite confident that soon enough you will become the next Viscount of Blackmoor and as such will have more than adequate funds to settle the debt.”
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Above all things, Anna Godwin wanted to be a mother. One would think such an aspiration not difficult for her to attain, considering she was heiress to the Viscount of Hythe’s bounteous estate, and there was no dearth of gentlemen prowling the teas, socials, and balls in which the young lady found herself paraded for her first season in Society. Furthermore, her desire for motherhood was not hampered by her looks, for it was universally acknowledged that of the current Season’s young eligible ladies, she was by far the loveliest. Regrettably, however, the circumstances of her younger years had so affected her that her dreams of motherhood were forever challenged by her fear and distrust of the male sex.

Indeed, before her father’s recent death, he had been a proud, firm, and forbidding man, stern and respectable, and many times distant with his only child, for he held a position of high rank in the House of Lords and was often absent from home. Anna’s mother had been his one and only love, but she had died upon bearing Anna, and if truth be told, he had never really forgiven Anna for her existence, which had condemned him to the monastic life of a heart-broken widower.

Further compounding matters, Anna’s childhood had been spent in the not so warm and comforting company of an old spinster governess, Miss Maud, who herself had a firm dislike of the male sex and forever cautioned Anna about the dangers of their carnal and wicked ways.

Thus Anna grew to womanhood yearning for a mother she had never had, and she felt the sad lack of brothers and sisters. In her dream of dreams, she hoped that one day she might have a large and happy brood of children thronging about her, but as she reached her first blush of femininity and she began to develop those assets by which men are so very tempted, she experienced her first frightening and shameful experience.

One evening, a gentleman who had come to meet with her father had attempted to avail himself of her charms when he encountered her by chance along a hall. She was saved only by the fortuitous appearance of the formidable Miss Maud, who summarily ushered the old goat off with many a warning and threat of exposure to the Viscount of the man’s lecherous and uncouth ways.

The damage, however, was done. To this very day, Anna cringed in terror at the thought that, in order to achieve her dream of motherhood, she must submit to the violence of a man’s odious lust.

It was with this in mind that she finally assented to a proposal of marriage, not from the many dandies and proud gentlemen her Aunt Hannah had proffered to her, but from Sir Egerton.

It was of him that her aunt objected most vociferously when Anna delivered the news at breakfast that day. “Sir Francis Egerton, the baronet?” Her aunt’s tea cup rattled as she hastily placed it back on the saucer and stared at her niece with a wide-eyed look of surprised disapprobation. “You cannot be serious. The man is merely a baronet and nothing to look at in the least! Why in heavens would you agree to marry such an obsequious toad?”

Anna felt her cheeks heat in an uncomfortable flush, and she looked away from her aunt’s inquisitive blue eyes. Sunlight streamed through the windows of the morning room and lit up the yellow walls with a warm, cheery glow, but Anna felt cold and tight inside. How she wished she could confide the truth to her aunt and seek comfort in her aunt’s soft maternal arms, but even now those arms were suddenly filled with a bundle of little boy energy, as one of Hannah’s many children clambered onto her lap.

“Not now, Georgie,” Hannah laughed, but her efforts to remove the boy were fruitless as he wrapped his little arms about her neck and nestled close to her matronly bosom, pressing his cheek into the soft pillows.

Anna could not repress a smile as she watched the boy. She looked about the table and the cold in her heart thawed to see the five other children happily eating their breakfasts and regaling each other with tales and other nonsense in a childish cacophony of sound. For a long moment, she quietly sipped her tea and enjoyed the scene of domestic bliss, dreaming again her dreams of motherhood.

All too soon, however, the dream faded, and with it the warmth. As had often happened since coming to stay with her aunt, she found herself feeling the intruder. Though Hannah had welcomed Anna into her home and had generously offered to sponsor her for her first Season, Anna knew that her presence in her aunt’s household was yet a further demand upon a mother who was already overtaxed by her large brood. 

The nursemaid and the tutor appeared at the door. The nursemaid bustled over to Hannah’s side. “Come along Master Georgie. You let your mama finish her breakfast.” The woman seized the toddler in her strong arms.

“Many thanks, Bess,” Hannah smiled at the nursemaid and then adjusted her bodice, which the boy had dislodged in his effort to squirm close to her breasts, large and pendulous with ripe motherhood, for indeed Hannah appeared to be pregnant again.

Anna regarded her aunt’s physique and then discreetly glanced down at the twin orbs of her own bosom, which in the last few years had grown considerably, much to her dismay and discomfiture. She could not forget them, for they seemed forever to protrude in the most obscene and explicit way, made all the worse by the incessant attention gentlemen focused upon them. The thought that motherhood might grow them yet larger further alarmed Anna, and when she considered that marital consummation was required to procure children, her ardor for motherhood cooled, especially when she noticed how the tutor crassly watched her aunt’s movements. When he licked his lips in an unconsciously reptilian fashion, Anna recoiled in disgust.

“Now children.” Hannah raised her voice to be heard over her brood. “‘Tis time for your morning lessons. Go with Andrew and leave me be so that I may speak with my niece.”

With the noisy and chaotic departure of the children and their tutor, silence descended upon the room, but it was not a comfortable one, for Anna felt her aunt regarding her with a mixture of concern and consternation.

“Now, what is this about you marrying that baronet?”

Anna heaved a sigh and attempted the explanation she had concocted in the many hours she lay sleepless in bed the night before, while fretting over what the future might hold in store for her. “’Tis true that Sir Egerton is a baronet, but ‘tis very likely that he will soon attain the title of Viscount.”

Her aunt’s brows rose. “However is that possible?”

“Sir Egerton has explained to me that he is heir to the Blackmoor name.”

“As I recall, the recent Viscount had two sons. Upon the unfortunate and untimely death of the eldest, would not the title and property pass to the second son?”

“Sir Egerton told me that the second son left years ago for distant lands. He believes it unlikely the man would be interested in returning to assume the responsibilities that claiming such a title would require.”

Hannah made a moue of displeasure at her niece’s repeated mention of the baronet’s name, and she disliked intensely how Anna parroted the man’s opinion. How could Anna wish to wed such a man? From the instant he had been introduced to them at the opening ball of the Season, Hannah had found him odious, not only due to his most unpleasing appearance but also due to his sullen and stiff manner. It was apparent from Anna’s words that the man also lacked common sense. “Why would any man in his right mind turn down such an opportunity as to assume the title of Viscount of Blackmoor?” Hannah said with more asperity than perhaps she intended.

Anna shook her head. “I do not know.” Francis had said nothing more about the Viscount’s second son. She gave a small sigh.

Truth be told, she cared little if Francis were a viscount or a lowly baronet. What mattered was that of all the gentlemen who had pressed their suits upon her, he had taken no liberties upon her person. Indeed, he had made no demands of a physical nature at all, except to press a respectful kiss upon the back of her hand when she had accepted his proposal of marriage. Aunt Hannah would not understand her decision, Anna knew, considering how often she had accidentally come upon her aunt clutched in her uncle’s ardent embrace. No question, unlike herself, her aunt relished a man’s carnal affection.

“I remember now.” Hannah nodded to herself. “The Viscount’s second son was a bit of a rake. I believe he left London quite a while ago under the shadow of some scandal or other. Perhaps the baronet is right that he would not wish to return.”

“Then you are happy for me?”

“But Anna, dearest, did none of the others appeal to you? What of the Earl of Harding? He is handsome and titled, and he seemed particularly enamored of you.”

Anna’s cheeks flushed at her aunt’s words. She had no wish to be reminded of that gentleman, if such a word could be used to describe a man so dangerously driven by predatory male lust.

Many a time had she fended off his advances, employing every tool in the book of etiquette she could think of, yet all too often, he had forced himself upon her. She blushed again, remembering how he had laid his hands upon her and had most unseemly touched and squeezed her bosom, rousing memories of that earlier unfortunate episode with the old goat. Had it not been for the abrupt appearance of another couple in that secluded portion of the garden, she had no doubt that her reputation would have been destroyed beyond repair.

Shuddering, she forced the thought away. “I have agreed to marry Sir Egerton. That is what matters now.”

Hannah finished the last of her tea. She understood not her niece’s decision, but if
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