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            Prologue

         
         On a rainy night in Mayfair, a dim, wood-paneled gaming hell smelled like cigar smoke, whiskey, and the musk of the hundred
            damp men who mingled there, squeezing themselves around betting tables and barmaids bearing drinks, braced as if for a battle
            to the death.
         

         
         The three ladies who stood at the center of this melee—the infamous radicals known in the papers as the Society of Sirens—had
            chosen the betting house for its name: the Queen of Hearts. It was an appropriate appellation given the prize of the auction
            underway: a month with Thaïs Magdalene, the most infamous, voluptuous, foulmouthed harlot in England.
         

         
         “As you know,” Seraphina Arden called out to the shifting, impatient crowd, “Miss Magdalene only accepts one lover a week,
            for one night, and never bequeaths her favors to the same patron twice. However, tonight she will do the unprecedented. She
            will offer herself as the mistress to the highest bidder for an entire delectable, ravishing—”
         

         
         “Filthy!” Thaïs interjected from the hazard table on which she stood, nearly nude, modeling the buoyant-breasted, flame-haired,
            ample-arsed resplendence that made her so coveted by the gentlemen—and not a few ladies—of the nation.
         

         
         “Yes, of course,” Seraphina drawled. “For the right price, Miss Magdalene will provide unimaginable erotic raptures for one delectable, ravishing, filthy month.”
         

         
         The room rumbled with lusty men shouting their approval.

         
         “The bidding will begin at a thousand guineas and go up in increments of five hundred,” Cornelia Ludgate, Seraphina’s fellow
            auctioneer, intoned over the din of the crowd. “And the proceeds of the auction will go directly to fund the Institute for
            the Equality of Women. So bid generously.”
         

         
         Whether the crowd of wealthy and dissipated men cared to support the ladies’ cause was questionable. They were not here for
            philanthropy. They were here to win thirty nights with a woman commonly called the best fuck in Britain.
         

         
         “Who will start the bidding?” Seraphina asked.

         
         “A thousand,” called a scrawny young man with thin whiskers, who looked like he was not yet out of school.

         
         “You can do better than that, lad,” Seraphina said. “Thaïs here will give you an education you’ll cherish for the rest of
            your life.”
         

         
         “In bed,” Thaïs added, fluttering her long lashes at the boy.

         
         “I think that was clear, dear,” Cornelia said to Thaïs.

         
         “Don’t vex me, wretch,” Thaïs replied agreeably, plumping out her mass of curly ginger hair for the benefit of the crowd.
            “Not while I’m for sale.”
         

         
         “Fifteen hundred,” an elderly man with a gold-tipped walking stick shouted.

         
         “Oh please,” Seraphina laughed. “Come up with a bid commensurate to the size of your staff, sir.”

         
         “Two thousand,” called someone with a French accent from the back of the room.

         
         “Sois plus généreux,” Cornelia encouraged. “Votre pénis vous dira merci.”
         

         
         “That means your cock will thank you, gents,” Thaïs said helpfully, jutting out her hip to better display the outrageous curve
            of her famed rear.
         

         
         “Three thousand,” said a breathless man in front, his eyes fixed on her buttocks.

         
         The bids reached five thousand in five minutes and doubled it in a quarter hour.

         
         “Twelve thousand,” shouted Laird Canaraugh, a burly Scotsman with hair as red as Thaïs’s.

         
         The three ladies exchanged a glance. This was better than they’d anticipated. They’d been expecting eight thousand guineas
            at the most.
         

         
         “Thirteen,” called out Faro Devon, the owner of the establishment, evidently so overtaken by the thrill of the hunt he’d decided
            to join in.
         

         
         The bids kept coming.

         
         Fifteen. Eighteen. Twenty.

         
         And then, from a table in front, a man who’d bought Thaïs before and begged her to be his mistress to no avail, the notoriously
            dissipated libertine, poet, and heir to a vast shipping fortune: Colin Camberwell.
         

         
         “Twenty-five,” he yelled.

         
         The room erupted in murmurs. Camberwell smiled serenely.

         
         “Anyone care to venture twenty-six?” Seraphina asked.

         
         No bids came above the racket of jealous men grumbling their disapproval.

         
         “Going once for twenty-five guineas,” Cornelia shouted.

         
         “Going twice,” Seraphina called.

         
         “Sold!” Thaïs said. She hopped down from the table and sauntered over to Camberwell. “Well, look who finally got his wish.”

         
         “Worth the bloody fortune,” he said.

         
         He bent down, picked her up, and kissed her with the passion of a man who hadn’t fucked in months—though this was unlikely
            in Camberwell’s case, possessed as he was with a small harem of mistresses tucked around the country.
         

         
         Thaïs wriggled away with a giggle. “Not for you yet, ya naughty devil. You’ll be sending the fee to my solicitor before you
            have a taste of this.”
         

         
         “Oh, I’ll have more than a taste of you,” Camberwell said. “But that’s where we can begin, if you like.”

         
         “Pay promptly, and your month will start on Monday next,” Cornelia said.

         
         “Gladly, Duchess,” he said to Cornelia, who was, in fact, a duchess, though she rarely used the title, except in cases where
            nobility served her politics—thus not at a sex auction in a gaming hell in Mayfair.
         

         
         He turned to Thaïs. “I think we’ll while away the month in the Cotswolds. What say you to that?”

         
         “More like the Cockswolds when I’m done with you.”

         
         Camberwell snorted. Cornelia shook her head.

         
         “That was a weak quip even for you,” she said.

         
         “I liked it,” Camberwell said. “Piquant.”

         
         Thaïs smiled. “He found it piquant. Quiet from Her Majesty, if you please.”

         
         “Time to retire, ladies,” Seraphina said. “There is much to discuss.”

         
         Thaïs ran her hand down Camberwell’s chest. “Until next week.”

         
         “I can hardly wait.”

         
         The women linked hands and wended through the crowd to the back exit, where Cornelia’s carriage waited in the mews.

         
         As soon as they were inside the coach, they all began to laugh with the universal glee that comes of securing a ridiculous
            sum of money.
         

         
         “Unbelievable,” Seraphina said. “I knew you were a prize, Thaïs, but twenty-five thousand guineas?”

         
         Thaïs smiled. “Spoken like a woman who’s never had me in her bed. Young Camberwell knows exactly what he’s buying. I’m worth
            all the bullion in the sea, and he’s an experienced seaman, if you catch my drift.”
         

         
         Cornelia groaned. “Please stop.”

         
         But Thaïs would never stop. Disgusting Cornelia with ribaldry was among her chief amusements.

         
         “Don’t squabble,” said Seraphina, who found their amiable bickering tiresome. The three of them had been best friends for
            twenty years, and in all that time Cornelia and Thaïs had shown their love by competing to see who could provoke more irritation
            in the other.
         

         
         “Do you like Camberwell?” Cornelia asked, a note of concern in her voice. “I don’t wish for you to endure a month with a prig,
            even for untold riches.”
         

         
         “Oh, he’s tolerable enough,” Thaïs said. “Handsome. A bit dull beneath his antics, but he likes a jolly time and knows how to be creative. I’ll be fine, if bored to death lolling in the country. Certainly worth the coin.” 

         
         “Then it’s done,” Seraphina said with wonder in her voice. “We’re finished. We’ve raised all the money we need to complete
            the Institute, and then some.”
         

         
         For two years, they had made it their sole purpose to create a place to support activists in the cause of women’s rights and
            education, as well as a haven to train women in skills and give them apprenticeships to make them independent. They’d each
            employed their talents and salacious reputations—Seraphina penning a memoir detailing her scandalous life, Cornelia painting
            a series of portraits of whores dressed as Madonnas—to raise money for the land and the construction. With Thaïs’s proceeds
            from the auction, they’d be able to open by the end of the year.
         

         
         “It’s wonderful,” Cornelia said. “But I wish Elinor were here to enjoy it.”

         
         Cornelia’s aunt, Lady Elinor Bell, was their benefactress, mentor, and the closest thing any of them had to a mother. It was
            she who’d educated them in the radical thinking that had led them to call themselves the Society of Sirens and devote themselves
            to fighting for female rights, employment, and education.
         

         
         But she was not here. She was in Devon searching for her children, who had been kept from her since her husband, Viscount
            Bell, had accused her of insanity and adultery, and entered a bill in the House of Lords petitioning for divorce.
         

         
         “She’ll be thrilled when she learns the news,” Seraphina said. “In the meantime, we have much work to do.”

         
         “Lord Jesus, can we celebrate a little?” Thaïs said. “Have a piece of cake? We’re still in the bloody carriage.”

         
         Seraphina laughed. “You’re right. I might be overeager to get started. I’ll wait the ten minutes to get home before assigning
            our next duties.”
         

         
         They reached Cornelia’s town house where her husband, Rafe, was waiting for them with Seraphina’s lover, Adam. The men had
            arrayed a banquet’s worth of food on a table in the drawing room, knowing the ladies would be famished by the time their late-night
            event was over.
         

         
         “What’s the news?” Rafe asked.

         
         “Twenty-five thousand guineas,” Thaïs clucked, twirling around the room—never mind that she was still partially undressed.
            She sat down at the table and began eating tiny honey cakes right off the platter.
         

         
         Adam whistled. “Impressive sum.”

         
         “Enough to fund all the remaining construction, furnish the building, and hire teachers,” Seraphina confirmed, making herself
            a plate of cheese and fruit.
         

         
         “And to endow the place with enough funds to sustain it for at least ten years,” Cornelia added. “Imagine what we can do.
            How many women we can educate and nurture. The speakers we can host and the politicians we can fund.”
         

         
         “If we move quickly we can get the first cohort recruited by autumn,” Seraphina said. “Thousands of women have already written
            to express interest in learning trades. We’ll have to write back offering formal applications.”
         

         
         Thaïs licked the honey from her sticky fingers. “We’ll have to make the place comfortable for the girls who choose to live in the dormitory.” 

         
         “And of course secure a final list of teachers and employers to guide their education, and come up with a plan for them to
            cooperatively share the labor of the house and gardens,” Cornelia said.
         

         
         “Let’s make a plan to divide responsibilities,” Seraphina said. “I’ll handle the application process for the first class of
            one hundred, and see to it that the basic curriculum is established. Reading and writing for anyone who needs it, basic maths,
            civic education.”
         

         
         Cornelia nodded. “I’ll hire the teachers and secure the employers willing to take on female apprentices.”

         
         “And what will I do?” Thaïs asked.

         
         “Entertain a certain poet in the nude,” Seraphina said with a smile.

         
         Thaïs rolled her eyes. “I mean with my brains, not my bosoms.”

         
         “You can see to it that the place is beautiful,” Cornelia said. “Adam will give you the architectural plans, and you can determine
            what we need to buy. Order furnishings and fixtures. You’re so good at making people comfortable.”
         

         
         Thaïs frowned. “How will I do all that from the Cotswolds?”

         
         “By correspondence,” Cornelia said.

         
         Thaïs scoffed. “I can barely write.”

         
         She had been raised in a brothel and received no formal education. Lady Elinor had taught her to read at the age of twenty-two,
            and Thaïs, while literate, lacked confidence in her spelling and penmanship.
         

         
         “You are far more adept than you give yourself credit for,” Seraphina said. “I love your letters. They’re quite vivid.”

         
         “She means vulgar,” Cornelia said. “Try not to curse in your missives to upholstery merchants.”
         

         
         Thaïs sighed. “I’ll certainly not promise that, madam lady.”

         
         The three women laughed.

         
         “It sounds like you have a plan,” Adam said. “Shall we drink to it?”

         
         They all raised their glasses—milky tea for Adam and Seraphina, wine for Thaïs, and whiskey for the others.

         
         “To the Society of Sirens,” Seraphina said. “May we expand our ranks.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         Thaïs’s body ached from her teeth to her arse after three days jostling about the countryside in Colin Camberwell’s carriage.
            The vehicle was sumptuous, as Colin’s driver had assured her, but weighed down by all her trunks—five of them, packed near
            to gaping—it could barely move.
         

         
         Instead, it thunked along the unpaved roads and took her sit bones with it. Were her hind end not so generously padded, she
            might have snapped a hip.
         

         
         She wished she’d packed lighter, for the sake of her sore body. But world-renowned courtesans did not slug about in daytime
            frocks; to provide the mistress experience Camberwell had paid for, she had to dress the part. And besides, she loved flouncing
            about in her high-class harlot costumes.
         

         
         Over the years she’d bought a beautiful collection. Lacy underthings from Paris. Sheer peignoirs and silk chemises that clung
            here and floated there, begging to be torn off by desperate fingers. Daring gowns that just barely contained her tits, to
            provoke hungry stares at elegant suppers and sultry evening dos.
         

         
         She’d also packed her favorite props. Cuffs, blindfolds, silk ropes, a dildo. Camberwell was known for seeking adventure in his bedchamber, and she liked to be creative. 

         
         Harlotry was an art she’d practiced her whole life, and she enjoyed a challenge.

         
         But she did not enjoy this journey. Thank the screeching cats of hell it was almost over.

         
         She looked out the window at the woods around the road. Greenery and bluebells and ancient trees. No sounds save for the clop
            of the horses’ hooves and the rushing of the wind in the leaves.
         

         
         Dull.

         
         She preferred bustling streets crammed with hackney cabs and market stalls and raucous laughter and men shilling evening papers.
            Rolling downs, burbling brooks, and fields of wheat left her bored and sneezing. If she was going to step in shit, she’d rather
            it be in a gutter than a barn.
         

         
         Of course, for twenty-five thousand guineas, Colin could drag her wherever he liked. And his estate was known for being like
            a palace. Hopefully she could wander about indoors barely dressed and avoid itching eyes and lowing cows entirely.
         

         
         She was blessed glad Camberwell had won the bidding. The auction room had been full of characters she’d rather not spend a
            month with. Old gouty fellows that no doubt smelled of farts and meat breath, and a few clench-jawed men with violence in
            their eyes that froze your blood. God knew she’d dealt with both types in her day, but only for a night. A month with such
            a character was a different horse entirely.
         

         
         Camberwell would be a breeze.

         
         The carriage lumbered out of the forest—clomp, ouch, clomp, bloody ouch—until they reached a village with a smoother road. It was tiny as a pin and pretty as a fairy tale, if you liked that
            kind of thing, with houses built from golden stone boasting blooming gardens. The carriage turned off down a lane, taking
            them away from the village over hills of sheep-flecked farmland.
         

         
         They slowed in front of a hedgerow, then turned off onto a pebbled drive to a small cottage under a grove of trees.

         
         Odd, that.

         
         The wee house didn’t appear to be an inn for changing horses, and it certainly wasn’t Colin’s estate. It looked like a place
            a widow would live out her days, tending garden and reading books, God help her.
         

         
         The coachman opened the door and offered Thaïs his hand to help her step down.

         
         Step down?

         
         She wrinkled her nose at the idea of it. She didn’t know what they were doing here, but she did know it didn’t concern her.

         
         Besides, it was misting, which would cause her hair to frizzle. Colin had not paid a fortune for her to show up looking like
            she’d been romping in the rain.
         

         
         “I’ll just stay here while we’re stopped, if you don’t mind,” she told the driver.

         
         He frowned. “But we’ve reached our destination, ma’am.”

         
         Oh. Now she understood.

         
         It was a prank.

         
         Colin would be waiting at a window, laughing at her dismay. Or perhaps he wanted to tumble her in this tiny house, pretending he was a farmer and she his willing wife. You never knew what fantasies a rich man would devise. She’d played everything from a mermaid to a milkmaid in her years on the divan. 

         
         She took the driver’s hand and hopped down from the carriage. The garden smelled like the roses that bloomed in a blur of
            colors from bushes and off trellises. Quite lovely, though she preferred them arranged in vases where there weren’t bugs or
            prickling thorns.
         

         
         Behind her, the footman was beginning to unload her trunks.

         
         “Oh, don’t bother with that, my boy,” she called to him. “We’re having a confusion. I’ll just go inside to have a word.”

         
         He looked at her like she was crack-brained but set down the trunk. “Aye, miss.”

         
         She bounded into the cottage, not bothering to knock.

         
         “Colin,” she called. “Where are you, you joker? Am I to be your naughty shepherdess?”

         
         He wasn’t in the parlor so she threw open the nearest door. “Camberwell,” she said to the man bent over papers at a desk,
            looking deep in concentration.
         

         
         He started and looked up.

         
         He was not even slightly Colin Camberwell.

         
         He was Lord Alastair Eden—as different a man as had ever walked the earth.

         
         “My God,” Eden said, clutching his heart. “You startled me.”

         
         “My God,” she said at the same time. “What are you doing here?”
         

         
         Lord Eden was about the furthest thing from a whoring rakehell she could imagine. She could not even imagine him knowing a whoring rakehell. He was the kind of man who would wince at the idea of knowing one. The kind of man who was pained by
            the ideas of whoring and rakehelldom entirely.
         

         
         “Er, I rented the place, actually,” he said, like he was a guilty boy confessing to a priest.

         
         “Then what am I doing here?” she asked.
         

         
         He stood up and accidentally knocked a few papers off the desk.

         
         “Ah, damn,” he muttered, bending down to gather them.

         
         He was blushing.

         
         Blushing?

         
         They knew each other well enough, and she had never seen him anything but perfectly composed. They’d spent a week at the same
            house party the year before—courtesy of Rafe—and he’d been helpful in using his connections to smooth the way for building
            up the Institute. He was always stiff and reserved and perfectly dressed, with elegant manners and a dry wit.
         

         
         Not the kind of man who blushed.

         
         Now he seemed embarrassed to the point of stuttering.

         
         “Miss Magdalene—” he bowed his head slightly “—I apologize for my rudeness. Welcome.”

         
         “Thaïs,” she corrected. “And it’s nice to see you, but where’s Camberwell?”

         
         He gestured to a chair. “Would you have a seat?”

         
         She sat, hoping he wasn’t here to tell her Camberwell had reneged. Or—what?—died?

         
         But why would Eden know if he’d given up the ghost? How would a man like Eden—a leading progressive member of the House of Lords—even know a man like Camberwell—a fopling rascal who gadded about spending his father’s money? 

         
         “You see—” Eden said, smoothing his coat. “That is—” He sighed and sank back down into his chair, like he’d lost the will
            to live. “Camberwell isn’t here. He didn’t pay for your time. I did.”
         

         
         He looked into her eyes, clenching his jaw sideways, like he was waiting for a blow.

         
         She cawed out a laugh.

         
         “So this is a rig. All right, you’ve gotten me.” She looked around behind her. “Come out, Colin. You’ve had your chuckle.”
         

         
         Eden winced. “He’s truly not here, Miss Magdalene. Thaïs. I’m afraid I’m serious.”

         
         She shook her head. Enough tricks. She could take a joke, but she’d not be the butt of one.

         
         “I watched him win the auction,” she said. “His own carriage brought me here.”

         
         “He stood as my proxy at the auction, for the sake of discretion. We belong to the same investment club, and he owed me a
            favor. He was kind enough to send his carriage for the sake of verisimilitude.”
         

         
         “For the sake of wot?”
         

         
         “Uh, the appearance of truth. Lest others see you in my carriage and suspect the ruse.”

         
         He looked mortified.

         
         Another laugh burbled up out of her, and she felt guilty for it, since he seemed so miserable. But faint Jesus, the hilarity.
            Lord Eden, wanting a secret shag.
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” she chortled, unable to stop laughing. Stopping laughing once she’d started was not one of her gifts.

         
         “No, I’m sorry,” he said. “For the dishonesty. You may, of course, decline to stay, given the false pretenses. I’ll pay either
            way.”
         

         
         “No, no,” she said, swallowing the dregs of her laughter. She liked Eden, formal and dry as he may be. He was quietly supportive
            of radical causes and kind and doting to his little sister, Anna, who Thaïs knew well. Swiving him would be more interesting
            than doing it with Colin, whose randy antics were predictable. She wouldn’t mind seeing what Eden was like in the throes of
            ravishment.
         

         
         “Shall we get started, then?” she asked. “Unbutton those breeches, and I’ll see if I can fit under the desk.”

         
         “Oh no, please!” he said, gesturing for her to remain seated. “That won’t be necessary. You see I’m—well, I have a rather
            specific request, and I’d hoped we could discuss it before we, er, consummate matters.”
         

         
         A specific request, eh? Intriguing. Perhaps she would have use for her bag of tricks.
         

         
         She leaned back. “Very well, my dear. Tell me your wish, and I’ll make it come true.”

         
         “I was hoping for . . . lessons.”

         
         Ah. She should have suspected.

         
         “I see. You’ll play the naughty schoolboy, and me your stern governess. That’s easy enough.” It would not be the first time
            a buttoned-up man wished to be bent over a desk for few raps on the rump.
         

         
         “Not precisely,” he said. “You see, I intend to marry soon, and I’d like to shape myself into the perfect husband. To do that, I wish to learn how to please my future wife.” 

         
         She’d credit him this: it was not a request she’d ever heard before.

         
         “Not to undercut my skills,” she said, “but wifing isn’t what I’m known for. A fine lady would be better suited for the role.
            A married one who can train a proper husband.”
         

         
         She’d fantasized, of late, about becoming such a person. Perverse of her, as her friends all said that marriage was a shackle.
            But how sweet, to be the wife of a doting man who’d cherish her for more than her looks and skills abed. Vow to keep her safe
            and comfortable. Put a baby in her.
         

         
         But it was a rare man who clamored to sweep a whore off to the altar, especially one as infamous as her, and she’d not take
            just anyone. He’d have to love her like he loved life itself, and she’d have to love him back with the same vim.
         

         
         Unlikely she’d ever be so blessed.

         
         Eden laughed tightly. “I’d be called out for asking a married woman for demonstrations in what I wish to learn.”

         
         “Why?” she asked. Seemed to her that doling out manners lessons was all most aristocratic women ever did.

         
         “Perhaps I should be more specific,” he said. “I’d like to understand how to pleasure a woman intimately. My future wife will
            likely be a virgin, and I’d like to be able to welcome her into my bed with a minimum of awkwardness, and to make the matter
            enjoyable for us both. But I fear I have a deficit in this capacity. As of yet, that is.”
         

         
         It took her a moment to cipher out the meaning of this speech.

         
         “You’re a bad lover, you mean?”

         
         She found this unlikely. He had the air of a man who was competent at everything he tried. Well, at least he had prior to
            today. At the moment, he seemed to wish to disappear to vapor.
         

         
         “I, erm, lack the experience to say,” he said.

         
         “Do you mean you’re a virgin?” she asked. Nothing shocked her when it came to sex, but she’d never have pinned him for an
            unspent lamb. He was well into his thirties.
         

         
         “No,” he said. “I did have a few encounters in my youth—none particularly, er, enjoyable, I’m afraid. My fault, I think. I
            fear I . . . lack an instinct for such proceedings.”
         

         
         He certainly lacked an instinct for talking about them. She felt rather soft for the poor hot-faced fellow. But she needed
            to know more to give him what he wanted.
         

         
         “How long has it been since you fucked?” she asked, trying to make her voice more gentle and less bawdy, since he was so uncomfortable.

         
         He shook his head grimly. “I’ve been celibate for years. Too much risk involved in casually undertaking something I don’t
            particularly enjoy. Pregnancy, disease, you know.”
         

         
         Oh, she did, being a whore. But it was odd to hear he didn’t enjoy sex. Plenty of people didn’t, but they weren’t the sorts to hire prostitutes.
         

         
         Perhaps he’d been fucking the wrong people.

         
         “Are you sure it’s women you like?” she asked.

         
         He nodded quickly. “It’s not a question of attraction.”

         
         “How are the goods?” she asked. “They work?”

         
         “Pardon?”

         
         “Your cock. Does it get hard?”

         
         “Uh . . . yes,” he affirmed in a low voice.

         
         “And you can spill?”

         
         He winced.

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Well, then, this shan’t be all too difficult, I’d reckon,” she said brightly, wanting to cheer him up. “You’re healthy, you’re
            quick in the brains. Perhaps you just need a bit of practice.”
         

         
         He did not seem convinced.

         
         He cleared his throat. “I hope so. In any case, I’ve done some studying in preparation.”

         
         “Studying what?”

         
         He stood up and walked over to a carved wooden box sitting on a shelf of his bookcase. He took a key from his coat pocket
            and unlocked it, then took out a pile of books and brought them over to her.
         

         
         “These,” he said.

         
         She opened one to a random page, hoping the text would not be too dense for her to make out.

         
         Luckily, they were the kind of books with more pictures than words.

         
         Pictures of people rutting.

         
         Certain pages were marked with little scraps of paper. She turned to one and found it annotated in small, neat script, along
            with arrows indicating how a person might move to do the deed.
         

         
         Poor, earnest fellow. He was trying to learn fucking from a book. Made her want to hug him.

         
         She snapped it shut and put the pile on the desk. “You won’t be needing these. You’ve got me.”

         
         She took his cravat and pulled him down toward her. “Here. Let’s start with kissing.”

         
         He reared away like she’d grabbed him by the balls and not the neckcloth.

         
         “I was hoping we might agree on a curriculum before we begin,” he said.

         
         “A curriculum,” she repeated, trying not to laugh. “Believe me, you don’t need a degree from university to have sex, milord.”

         
         “No, of course not. Nevertheless . . .”

         
         His eyes pled with hers.

         
         He was nervous. She’d been paid twenty-five thousand guineas to do little more than calm a man’s nerves. Well, no problem, that. She could give him a damned list if he wanted one. Besides, she sensed he wanted to get used to
            her a bit. Some men needed to know a woman well before they wanted to bed her. Perhaps this was his problem.
         

         
         “Very well,” she said. “We have four weeks. We can take our time.”

         
         “Thank you.”

         
         “No need to thank me. I’m your whore.”

         
         That pained look returned to his face. “Don’t call yourself that, Thaïs,” he said. “You’re a courtesan.”

         
         She rolled her eyes. “A courtesan’s a whore like any other, milord, and there’s no shame in paying for the pleasure of a cunny,
            whatever you call the owner of it.”
         

         
         It vexed her when people danced around the nature of her work, or thought that being an expensive prostitute made her better than an alley girl. She was proud of what she was and what she did, and didn’t need to put a pretty name on it. 

         
         “Of course,” Eden said, blushing.

         
         That blush told her they would have to start things slowly. This was not a man who dealt frankly in matters of the body, even
            when it came to common speech.
         

         
         “Now, as to your lessons,” she said, putting on a prim tone of voice. “What say you we start with seduction? Flirting, that
            sort of thing.”
         

         
         “Ah, give me a moment. I like to write things down, to prepare myself for study.”

         
         He took a piece of paper from his desk and began a list in his neat hand. “One, flirting. And then?”
         

         
         “Then a bit of kissing, once you have the hang of it.”

         
         He jotted this down, nodding.

         
         “Next?” he asked, quill poised to take more notes. She had to school her face to keep from laughing at his earnestness.

         
         “Touching beneath the clothes,” she said with delicacy. She thought the phrasing would please him more than groping.
         

         
         He nodded gravely.

         
         “By week two the clothes come off, and we learn oral pleasures.”

         
         “And then?”

         
         “Consummation of the marriage.”

         
         He blushed again but nodded, wrote it down, and put aside his pen.

         
         “That’s not the end of the course,” she said. “Write this down.”

         
         He picked the quill back up.

         
         “By week four: ravishment.”
         

         
         His eyes went wide. “Oh no, I would never wish to use force.”

         
         “Not that kind of ravishment,” she chided. “The good kind. The kind that makes a woman’s head explode.”
         

         
         “Make woman’s head explode,” he murmured as he wrote it down.
         

         
         “And yours, of course,” she added.

         
         He did not look at her as he scrawled and mine.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         This was killing him. He was going to die here in the study of a cottage in Gloucestershire discussing the sexual explosion
            of heads.
         

         
         He didn’t know why he wasn’t better braced for such a conversation.

         
         Thaïs Magdalene was carnal-minded and foulmouthed on her most demure day—he’d spent enough time in her periphery to know this.
            And he was not going to learn how to properly make love if he couldn’t bring himself to talk about it.
         

         
         But he loathed doing anything he wasn’t perfect at, and the act they were discussing—one that seemed to come by other men
            most easily of all—was outside his natural gifts.
         

         
         He could perform the basic mechanics to the desired conclusion well enough, if pressed, but the animal nature of it filled
            him with a paralyzing dread. He preferred to relieve his urges by his own hand, once a day, immediately upon waking. The matter
            dispensed with, he could go undistracted about the activities of his life that he was better at.
         

         
         And he was better at most things. He strove to achieve perfection in everything he undertook. Looking after his investments and estates. Enacting legislation. Advocating for reform. Until recently, raising his little sister. 

         
         But now his sister was grown and married, and with her gone, his house was far too quiet. He wanted to fill it with a family
            of his own. He wanted a companion, and he knew he could be an excellent husband. He liked the company of women and enjoyed
            homely things like children and dogs. He was steady, responsible, rich, and capable of kindness—even love.
         

         
         But he was inept in this one matter. And he couldn’t in good conscience invite some poor young woman to his life knowing he
            was consigning her to a fate of being perfunctorily bedded by a man ashamed of his own inability to please her.
         

         
         Such glaring imperfections were not to be tolerated.

         
         He had to fix this deficit in himself.

         
         And he had to do it before the season opened in a month and he was plunged into the marriage mart. He planned to quickly familiarize
            himself with the young ladies coming out, court whoever was most suitable, and be married by year’s end.
         

         
         So he needed an education, and quickly.

         
         A month with Thaïs was the ideal solution: enough time to take lessons from an expert he could study with in secret, without
            the entanglement of taking a mistress. That he knew and liked Thaïs was an added advantage. She was a good friend of Rafe
            and Cornelia. He’d spent a week with her at a country house party the previous year. He was certain he could trust her.
         

         
         And thank goodness.

         
         He was desperate.

         
         “Well, we have a plan,” he said. “I’ll show you to your room and have the footman carry up your luggage.”

         
         “My room?” she asked. “We won’t be sharing a bed?”

         
         The idea had not occurred to him. He’d never—not once in his life—slept beside another person.

         
         “Need we?” he asked.

         
         She shrugged. “Would you not share one with your wife?”

         
         He had not considered the question. He supposed it would depend on his wife’s wishes. Though, left to his own preferences,
            he could not imagine such a custom would benefit either of their sleep.
         

         
         “Perhaps let’s table the matter until we . . . progress to later in the course of study,” he suggested.

         
         “As you wish,” she said, though he gathered she frowned on his choice.

         
         He gestured out the door. “Follow me.”

         
         He led her into the main room, pointing out the features of the cottage. It was pleasant but small. Downstairs, a kitchen,
            a parlor, and a windowed alcove for dining. Two bedrooms and a necessary above. He showed Thaïs to the larger of the two rooms,
            which had a sunny little nook overlooking the roses in the front garden.
         

         
         She looked around. “Very nice. But no dressing room?”

         
         “I’m afraid not. Do you need one? We won’t be going anywhere of note.”

         
         “I packed for a month with Camberwell,” she said. She gestured out the window, where five enormous trunks sat outside the carriage waiting to be hauled into the house. 

         
         Good God.

         
         They’d barely fit up the stairs. And even if they did, they’d fill up Thaïs’s entire room. Maybe the entire upper floor.

         
         “I hate to inconvenience you,” he said. “But perhaps you can take what you need from them, and we’ll store the rest in the
            stables.”
         

         
         She did not look particularly enthused about this idea but nodded.

         
         “As he wishes.” She turned to go downstairs. “Send a maid to help me sort them out?” she called over her shoulder.

         
         He gritted his teeth. He’d thought the bare-bones accommodations he had made for this month were adequate: he’d hired enough
            help to look after their needs in comfort without attracting undue attention from local strangers wondering why a supposed
            holidaying teacher would spend lavishly on servants. He’d not considered Thaïs would be expecting a lady’s maid.
         

         
         So much for being perfect. It seemed he was already failing as a host.

         
         “I’m afraid I have no maid,” he said. “Just a serving girl who comes in the morning to tidy and make breakfast.”

         
         Thaïs whirled around, agape. “You can spend twenty-five thousand guineas on a whore, but not spare a maid’s wages? I’d have
            brought my girl from London if I’d known.”
         

         
         “I’m sorry. For the sake of discretion, I’d hoped to keep those who see us together to a minimum. I trust my servants, but the risk of gossip in this instance is too high. As for the serving girl, she thinks I’m a tutor taking a holiday in the countryside. A poor relation of Camberwell’s. I’d appreciate it if you would not say otherwise.” 

         
         “And who does she think I am? Assuming you don’t mean to keep me locked up here in hiding.”
         

         
         “Of course not. I told her I was expecting my sister. A governess visiting from Lancaster.”

         
         She snorted and pointed at her reflection in the looking glass. “Me, a governess? You’d better hope your serving girl is blind and stupid.”
         

         
         Thaïs had a point. Even in her relatively modest traveling dress, her appearance was dizzying. Her prodigious breasts, either
            through some magic of corsetry or anatomy, swelled up and out over her neckline, promising to be unlike anything he’d ever
            seen except in the exaggerated drawings of his erotic books. Her waist nipped in dramatically, her hips and arse swelled bounteously,
            her plump arms promised of plump thighs to match. And her hair. That glorious, riotous red hair, set off by green eyes and
            skin so milky white it made him thirsty. And then, my God, those freckles along her nose and collarbone.
         

         
         He was not one to covet women for their looks—his attraction tended to grow out of friendship—but there was a reason Thaïs
            was famous.
         

         
         She simply glowed. One could not look at her without imagining what she might be like in the nude. Feel like in one’s arms.
            Or, at least, he couldn’t.
         

         
         And then there was the flirtatious spirit she exuded. The way she held her body, the way she moved, the way she talked.

         
         One took a single look at her and knew she was a fille de joie. A proud one, who reveled in the role of courtesan. Hattie Hart might, indeed, suspect Thaïs was
            not a governess. Especially if she went about dressed as she was now. But perhaps with limited contact and more modest gowns . . .
         

         
         “You’re a late riser, are you not?” he ventured, remembering how at Rafe Goodwood’s house party, Thaïs had stumbled yawning
            from her room at noon, complaining it was not yet two. “Hattie arrives at seven. I doubt you’ll even meet her.”
         

         
         Thaïs clapped her hand over her mouth, eyes huge. “Oh no,” she said from behind her fingers.

         
         “What is it?”

         
         “You said she cooks breakfast. Who cooks the other meals? Not me, I hope. You’ll never see your marriage bed as you’ll die of pure starvation.”
         

         
         He laughed. “No, of course not. Hattie leaves a picnic for the midday meal, and I’ll prepare our suppers.”

         
         She raised her auburn brows. “You?”

         
         He nodded. “I enjoy cooking. It’s quite soothing. I’ll teach you, if you like.”

         
         She shook her head emphatically. “No thanks, unless it will help you in the bedroom.”

         
         Despite his stress, her pique amused him. “I tend not to prepare meals in the bedroom.”

         
         She threw up her hands, like this was all too much to endure speaking of a moment longer. He hoped it was not condescending
            that he found her irritation charming.
         

         
         She was the most shocking person he had ever met, but he’d innately liked her since the moment they’d been introduced. She was warm but blunt and prone to irritation, crass but more funny than rude. As spirited a woman as he had ever met. 

         
         “I’ll go down and rummage through my trunks,” she grumbled in a rough accent that he suspected was her native one. Her speech
            was usually more refined, if always florid. It became less genteel when she was vexed.
         

         
         “Let me help you,” he said, following her downstairs.

         
         She marched outside and over to her trunks, which she began unlatching, muttering to herself.

         
         She ruffled through the first and pulled out a handful of transparent garments in bright colors that evoked a peacock’s plumes.
            She tossed them to him. It had recently stopped raining, and the garments caught the golden-hour light as they flew across
            the garden.
         

         
         “Wait,” he said, horrified her things might fall onto the wet grass. He clutched them to his chest, realizing they were dressing
            gowns—or undressing gowns, as it were, since they were so sheer they’d not conceal the slightest bit of flesh.
         

         
         The coachman and footman stared as Eden just barely caught the next round of projectile garments. Lace, this time, of the
            sort that went under a gown and was not meant to be seen by decent men in daylight.
         

         
         “Thaïs, please stop for a moment,” he said firmly.

         
         She turned around, arms full of silk. “I’m fetching my meager wardrobe, if you please.”

         
         “Let’s consolidate what you want into one trunk. Your things will get soiled.”

         
         “And no maid to wash them,” she groused.

         
         “I’ll send out the laundry,” he assured her. “I’m not a barbarian.”

         
         “Very well.” She scooped the remaining unmentionables into the trunk with her night rails rails, and he deposited the items in his arms into the empty trunk. She and moved on to the next one, which was filled with elaborate gowns fit for formal balls. Impractical, and sure to attract attention if she wore them. 

         
         “You won’t have use for those,” he said. “No need to unpack them.”

         
         She glared at him. “Then what would you like me to wear, milord? Shall I sally about stark naked?”

         
         The footman looked down at his feet, and the coachman bit his lip to hide a smirk.

         
         “Choose day dresses that will be comfortable in the countryside.” By which Eden meant inconspicuous.
         

         
         She rolled her eyes. “I brought gowns to suit Camberwell,” she said. “Not to tromp around the downs.”

         
         “Surely you have something,” he coaxed.
         

         
         She flung open the lid of the fourth trunk to show him. “Shoes and jewels and the like,” she said. She removed a pair of low-heeled
            boots and a set of satin slippers. Neither of them were ideal for country life, but at least she’d be able to walk around
            the garden should she desire air.
         

         
         “And that one?” He gestured at the last unopened trunk. “What’s in there?”

         
         She grinned at him. “Have a look.”

         
         He opened the lid and peeked inside.

         
         He nearly yelped.

         
         It was filled with items that were clearly meant for sex. A jar of condoms, a carved marble phallus, vials of oil—

         
         He slammed the trunk shut and whirled around to look at her.

         
         She was utterly delighted at his horror. She sallied over to the trunk, opened it up, and grabbed the jar of condoms. “We’ll be needing those,” she said. “The rest can wait until we see how fast you take to schooling.” 

         
         “My God, Thaïs,” he whispered, glancing at the servants. “I asked you for discretion.”

         
         “Oh, Camberwell’s men have seen worse,” she whispered back. “From what I’ve heard he likes to spend his carriage rides riding
            women, if you know what I mean.”
         

         
         “It’s hard not to know what you mean. Your description is quite literal.”

         
         She winked. “You bought yourself a plain-speech harlot, not a fair-tongued maiden.”

         
         He chose to ignore this, lest further conversation provoke more vulgarities for the amusement of Camberwell’s men.

         
         “Sirs,” he said, addressing them, “would you carry these extra trunks into the stables? And then you may be off.”

         
         Thaïs gave them a bow that caused her breasts to come very close to spilling out of her dress. An unfamiliar feeling flashed
            through him.
         

         
         Yearning. Sharp and undeniable.

         
         It was the same feeling he’d gotten when he’d first seen her at Rafe’s. A thump like he’d been tossed off a horse.

         
         A mere glimpse of her figure aroused him. He almost wished he had not insisted on a curriculum that would bar him from touching her for
            days.
         

         
         Almost. For who knew how he would fumble and embarrass himself when he got the chance?

         
         “You’ve been a dream getting me here,” Thaïs said to the servants, not noticing that her posture had very nearly undone her patron. “Thank you for a most pleasantful journey.” 

         
         Eden picked up her remaining trunk and lumbered with it into the house. The effort eliminated the threat of his loins stiffening
            and her noticing. A profound relief.
         

         
         “Need help?” Thaïs asked, following him.

         
         “No, thank you,” he grunted as he wrestled the enormous thing upstairs.

         
         He set it down on the floor in front of her bed and stood there for a moment to catch his breath. She joined him. “Hmm. Quite
            strong, he is,” she commented, running a hand over his arm. “I wouldn’t have expected it.”
         

         
         He was surprised by how much this pleased him. Both her words and the soft pressure of her touch.

         
         “You like that,” she murmured, moving her hand up to his shoulders. “Are you sore? Shall I rub your back?”

         
         The thought of it was tempting. But if he let her, he would stiffen for certain, and she would see. As much as he desired
            her, he was not ready to be so intimate with a woman he barely knew.
         

         
         Not ready to reveal himself that way.

         
         He forced himself to step aside. “No, thank you.”

         
         “As you wish,” she said, and there was a gentleness in her voice that calmed him.

         
         Made him want to be touched more.

         
         Made it necessary to change the subject.

         
         He cleared his throat. “I’m sorry I didn’t convey to you the nature of our lodgings in advance, so you could be more comfortable. In the morning, I’ll ask Hattie to bring a seamstress to make you a few gowns. We’ll say your bags were stolen on your journey.” 

         
         “My, my, how devious you are, Lord Eden.”

         
         Not typically, but the lie was a harmless one.

         
         “Perhaps you’d like to rest while I prepare our supper,” he said. “It will take an hour. I hope you aren’t famished.”

         
         “Not for food,” she said with an exaggerated leer.

         
         “I—well, excuse me, then,” he said quickly.

         
         Her laughter followed him out of the room.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Being a whore was a bit like being a physician. You took the measure of a man, diagnosed him, and administered a treatment.
            And Thaïs suspected all Lord Eden needed from her was a bit of confidence. He was a handsome man, after all—tall and slender
            with black hair and olive skin and deep brown eyes—and he was rich. He could marry most anyone without learning a thing from
            her. These lessons were for him—to make him as assured in bed as he was outside of it.
         

         
         She didn’t need a month for this. A few nights of tips and tricks would do it.

         
         She was not worried about making Eden a perfect lover. What was perfection, anyway, especially when every soul has their own
            tastes in bed?
         

         
         What she was worried about was how in Satan’s name she’d pass the time here.
         

         
         In London her days were overflowing. There was her mess of friends, any one of whom might want to share a meal or a laugh. There were her girls, the young harlots she trained and dressed and fed so they could leave the streets for better-paying, safer bagnios. There was the Institute, which she and her fellow Sirens visited several times a week. There were her patrons. There was the theater, the pleasure gardens, the opera, the dissolute soirees. 

         
         Here there was—what? Sewing. Milking cows.

         
         She put away her things, which took no more than a quarter hour seeing as how few of them she’d been allowed to keep. She
            would have loved to change into a pretty gown for dinner, were her finery not locked away in Eden’s barn. She settled for
            dabbing her face and bosom with water from a pitcher on the bureau, spritzing herself with her spicy eau de parfum, and fluffing
            out her hair.
         

         
         She was already bored.

         
         She’d never been good at lacking for company. Aloneness made her itchy.

         
         She’d make Eden talk to her.

         
         She went down the noisy stairs—this whole house creaked like a listing ship every time she took a step across the ancient
            floorboards—and found him in the kitchen. He was at the long table in the center of the room, coatless in his white lawn shirt,
            sleeves rolled above his elbows, rolling out dough.
         

         
         There was flour on his cheekbone and a few flecks in his hair, which had gone mussed as he bent over his task. It made a boy
            of him.
         

         
         “What’s all this?” she asked.

         
         “Your supper,” he said.

         
         She eyed the ingredients arrayed in tidy little bowls around him. “What’s my supper going to be?”

         
         “Quiche. It’s a pie of egg and cheese and—”

         
         “I know what a quiche is, Your Lordship. I’m the fancy kind of whore.”

         
         “Of course,” he said mildly, not ceasing the fluid movements of his hands as he pressed a round of dough into a tin. She liked the way it made his forearms flex. “Forgive me. Not everyone is familiar with French cookery.” 

         
         “Is that the kind of cooking you do?”

         
         “Mostly. My mother was French. She taught me.”

         
         Ah. Half-French, he was. That would explain his olive skin.

         
         “Why?” she asked.

         
         He shrugged. “She enjoyed it. And I liked to help her.”

         
         Thaïs wrinkled her nose. “Lesson one for charming your future bride, hire a cook.”

         
         He laughed. “I do have cooks at the abbey and in London.”

         
         “The abbey?”

         
         “Kendal Abbey. My family home. It’s in Cumbria.”

         
         “Is it very fine?”

         
         “It’s large, if that’s what you mean. It’s surrounded by quite a pretty forest, on a small mountain overlooking a lake.”

         
         “How big?”

         
         “Sixty rooms, or so.”

         
         She wished they were staying there.
         

         
         “You’ll want your ladies to know they’ll be mistress of such a grand place. They like that sort of thing.”

         
         “Their mothers will already know,” he said. “Believe me, they keep track.”

         
         Ah. Of course. Mothers. A class of woman Thaïs was not experienced with, being an orphan.

         
         “I’ve thought more about your lessons,” she told Eden. “I have a plan for your first week of schooling.”

         
         He looked at her with interest. “Oh?”

         
         “We’ll practice courting first. Conversation. Dancing. A stroll. A private call. And we’ll practice your proposal.”

         
         He raised a brow. “Wouldn’t that require knowing who I’m going to propose to?”
         

         
         “Why?”

         
         “I’d want to
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