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Chapter One




“I’ve decided to take a lover,” Lady Eleanor Penhurst said. 

Lord Benedict Stapleton, her dearest friend, choked on his tea. Cobalt eyes slightly wild, he finally managed, “Pardon?”

Hoping her smile hid the roil of her stomach, Eleanor repeated, “I have decided to take a lover.”

Carefully placing down his cup, Benedict pinned her with a stare. “But you are unmarried. You have never been married.”

“Hence the taking of a lover.” Lifting her chin, she pretended a bravado she didn’t feel. Perhaps baldly had not been the best way to tell her dearest friend of her plan.

The tick of the mantle clock echoed through her private drawing room. As she had no siblings and Benedict had too many, they always met here at townhouse—if they were to meet at Colgrove House, they would never be afforded any privacy. Benedict’s nieces and nephews would invade their visit and demand their uncle’s attention. Lady C would insist on chaperoning them, even though they’d known each other practically their whole lives and it was absurd to think a woman of her age even required a chaperone. Benedict’s brother, the Earl of Colgrove himself, might even decide he had some lecture or instruction to bestow upon his youngest brother. No, it was much preferred to see each other at her townhouse, where the only interruption would be the servants delivering their pastries.

She and Benedict had been friends for almost as long as she could remember. Their families’ country estates bordered one another, and some of her first memories were of him, of running and playing and climbing trees, inviting him into her treehouse and stealing his birthday cake from his plate. Over the years, their friendship had only deepened as they’d grown, until it was she could not imagine her life without him.

Now, he scowled. “Don’t be flippant, El. What do you mean, you are taking a lover?” 

Surrounded by pale green furnishings, Benedict should look ridiculous, but he was so settled in his skin that even in the middle of such feminine décor he remained comfortable. She envied that sometimes. “I do not know how else I can say it, Benedict. I would have thought I was fairly clear.”

“Clear. Bloody hell.” Usually, his eyes were cerulean-blue, so piercing she’d heard many a lady sigh when they were turned upon her and much more dramatic than her own muddy hazel, however those sigh-worthy eyes were now stormy beneath the strong slash of his dark brows. He had shaved that morning, she was certain, but the faint stubble darkening his jaw belied that fact. Sometimes she teased him about his strong nose, that as it was so large, he had no choice but stick it in others’ business, but privately she believed it rather majestic and not at all unattractive. 

Usually he lounged on the chaise longue, his long legs sprawled and his broad shoulders loose, but her pronouncement had made him tense. Though he fairly inhaled the pastries and sweets her cook prepared, his stomach remained annoyingly flat, which he claimed was the result of the prodigious amount of exercise he undertook. She, however, had her doubts about the frequency of such exercise, but she could not refute that his form was lithe and powerful, and that invariably at least twice a season a lady swooned over him which only led to his big, fat head growing bigger and fatter.

Her gaze wandered to where his fingers dug into the flesh above his knees. His hands were broad and well-shaped, his fingers long and elegant. He hated gloves so he always removed them as soon as he sat, discarding them to wherever they landed. More often than not after he’d left she’d find his discarded gloves, forgotten amongst the cushions. 

His lips were twisted into displeasure, forming a thin line. Usually, his lips were full, the lower plush and soft, the upper accented with a small bow. Others had sighed over his mouth, wondering what it would be like to kiss him, if they would be as soft as they appeared, or would his kiss be firm and commanding, his strong fingers cupping her head as he held her still for—

“El?” he prompted.

Good lord, what on earth was she thinking? Recovering herself, she said, “I am thirty years of age—”

“You are barely thirty,” he interrupted. “Your birthday was not even a week ago.”

Well, yes, and well he knew it as her birthday was barely a month before his. Why, only a few days ago he had colluded with her servants to transform her ballroom into a fae wonderland, complete with performers dressed as fairies and a firework display at the conclusion. How he had managed it without her knowledge she had no clue, but it certainly meant she had her work cut out for her when his thirtieth birthday arrived in just over a month. “That doesn’t change the fact I am firmly on the shelf.”

“Only because you have placed yourself there,” he retorted.

Ugh, this was the problem with knowing one another so well—he knew far too much about her. She had absolutely no intention of ever marrying, and thanks to the trust fund her grandfather had left her, she would never have to. “Yes, well, finally society agrees with me,” she said. “I am now a spinster with no prospects and numerous seasons behind me, safely relegated to the sidelines. No one has much care for my reputation, the fortune hunters have given up—”

He scowled. “They better have. I have no compunction about dissuading them forcefully. Again.”

Her lips twitched. It was nothing she and Benedict had not done before, and as such fortune hunters knew better than try to win her hand. “Even Lady C’s attempts have lessened,” she continued. “Thank goodness Amanda is now on the marriage mart.”

Eleanor’s parents had died when she was still a girl, while Benedict’s mother had died with his birth and his father when he was eight. When they were ten, Benedict’s eldest brother, the Earl of Colgrove, had married and his new bride had become as a mother to Benedict and, by virtue of their friendship, to Eleanor as well. Lady C had bandaged scraped knees, scolded Benedict when he’d played a too-mean prank on Eleanor, done the same when Eleanor had whacked a pinecone into him with a croquet mallet. 

Lady C had guided Eleanor through her debut, and then through each excruciating season after. It had been wretched pretending she wanted nothing more than a husband, and she wasn’t altogether certain Lady C had ever been convinced. Thank goodness with her sixth season, Lady C had given up and turned her attention to preparing her eldest daughter for her debut.

“Now that I have entered the blessed space of irrelevance, I may sit with the chaperones and the mamas and live my life unburdened by a husband,” she said. “However, just because I have no wish to hand my body and my fortune over to a man should not preclude me from experiencing sensual pleasure. Indeed, with careful thought and planning, there is no reason I should not.”

Frowning, he said suspiciously, “Are you employing logic to put forward this argument?”

“If you didn’t wish me to use logic, you should not have asked me to help you with your studies,” she said loftily.

“I did not think it would come back to bite me.” He rubbed his temple. “My head begins to ache.”

“Do you wish more tea? Sometimes that assists me when I feel poorly.”

“No, I do not want tea. Tea is not strong enough.” He exhaled. “What of your reputation?”

She rolled her eyes. “I am firmly on the shelf, Benedict. Do you truly think anyone much cares what I do?”

“I care.” The frown he yet wore deepened. “Although more than your reputation is risked with this course.”

Good lord, if he would not state it plainly, she would. “There are ways of experiencing pleasure that do not lead to me becoming with child, you know.”

“I do know.”

“I know you know, because as soon as you learnt of them, you told me.”

“I know, El.” Cheeks ruddy, he muttered under his breath, “I should never have told you anything.”

“What was that?” she said, though she had heard him plain as day.

“Nothing.” He rubbed his temple again. “How long have you been planning this?”

She pushed her tongue into her cheek. “Not above six months.”

“Six months,” he repeated.

She shifted under his stare.

Breaking their gaze, the faintest whisper of hurt crossing his features. “I had no idea you were even contemplating this,” he said, almost to himself.

An ache spread through her chest. Six months was too long. She should have told him sooner. Much sooner. She should have, as she always told him everything she’d schemed, and yet with this she…hadn’t. “I am sorry I did not tell you.”

“Yes. Well. You have told me now.” He exhaled. She waited, nerves tightening her belly, and then the corner of his mouth turned up. “I suppose the only thing now if for you to tell me everything.”

Relief rushed through her. “You recall Lady Burfield’s bi-monthly salon?”

“How could I forget? You only speak of it every other moment.”

It was true. She did. Viscountess Burfield hosted a salon that was whispered about by the ladies of the Ton, with membership quite exclusive and heavily vetted. Even though Eleanor was unmarried, she had been accepted, making her the sole member who had never had a husband. The topics of the salon included erotic novels, pleasure experiences, and things that no unmarried lady should really know. The discussions were salacious and titillating and, to this day, Eleanor was astounded she had been granted admittance.

Listening to the commentary and reading the literature had sparked within her the desire to experience if not romantic love then at least erotic passion. The more she’d considered it, the more she saw no reason not to pursue such a goal. 

She had long held no desire for marriage—she had no wish to hand ownership of her wealth, her possessions, her person to a gentleman with no real guarantee he would not strip her of all three. To marry would not guarantee passion—indeed, to her observation, it seemed the direct opposite—and from the talk and whispers of both the salon and the ton, only a skilled lover provided what she sought. It would be better instead to remain unwed and take a temporary lover. That way, when it was done, she and her lover could shake hands and part ways, remaining unbeholden to the other in any way.

“Of course your plan derived from the salon,” Benedict continued. “I have never heard of a group of ladies more raucous.”

“Then I feel very sad for you indeed. You have two sisters. How do you not know ladies are just as raucous as gentlemen?”

“I am the youngest, El, by a fair margin,” he said, “and there are two brothers between us. Margaret and Catherine do not discuss such things with me. I would wager they do not discuss such things with anyone at all.”

“Perhaps then not your sisters, but you know me,” she said. “We talk of such things all the time.”

“Not all the time. And I said group of ladies. Last I checked, you are in the singular.” 

He looked so pleased with himself at his pedantry. “Be that as it may, as a consequence I have decided a lover is what I wished to pursue. I have already determined I do not wish to frequent a brothel or engage a professional to visit my home.”

Benedict choked. “Good God, El, warn a man before you say such things. How do you even know of…of…” Cheeks again ruddy—or perhaps still—he frowned at her. “You should know nothing about any of that.”

She rolled her eyes. “I am thirty years old and, I remind you, older than you. It would be truly pathetic of me if I knew nothing of the world at my age.”

“You are barely four weeks older than me.”

“It still counts.” 

Working his jaw, he stared at her. Ha. Not so pedantic now, was he? “We have meandered off track,” he said. “Have you decided on whom should occupy the position of your lover?”

Lifting her chin, she braced for his reaction. “The Earl of Malvern.”

Again, he choked.

“He is the perfect choice, do you not agree?”

“No. No, I do not agree. He is…” Floundering, he trailed off, unable to finish the sentence.

“Yes?” she prompted “What is he?”

“You do not occupy the same sphere,” he finally said

Was it poor of her that she was quite enjoying his reaction? “Is that your polite way of saying he is a rake and a degenerate?”

He did not reply, his full lips pressed into a thin line.

“He has recently begun attending society events,” she continued. “Have you not noticed him at the Smyth-Winston ball? Or the Richardson’s musicale? He has even started attending the theatre.”

“This does not suddenly change his character, El.”

“No, but it is curious, is it not?” If anyone knew of pleasure, surely it was the Earl of Malvern.

A rake and a roue, the earl was spoken of in shocked, breathless whispers, notorious for his debauchery and dissolution. It did not hurt he was a handsome man, with black hair and blue eyes, a strong jaw and broad shoulders. His eyes perhaps were colder than she preferred, and he did not often smile, but such things were not her concern. She wished him for his experience and his expertise and she had no expectation of tender emotion. There only remained the little matter of procuring his agreement.

“The earl’s sudden appearance at society events will make it easier to approach him, but the matter remains of how,” she continued. “My entire experience has been focussed on repelling suitors. Then I hit upon the idea of engaging an expert to assist me with attracting the earl. A tutor, if you will.”

“You seek a lover and a tutor? You do love to complicate things, El.” He rubbed his brow. “I cannot conceive of why you require a tutor. You have only to smile, and any gentleman would count himself fortunate to have gained your notice.”

She blinked. He had said it as if it were a matter of fact. How could he believe that? The whole of her life demonstrated his assertion incorrect. “As I most likely will require more than a smile, I intend to write the madam of La Belle Jeune Fille Pieuse to engage her services.”

This time, he did not choke. Instead, deathly silence shrouded her sitting room.

Benedict stared at her, his expression unreadable. “You intend to write the madam of a brothel to teach you how to seduce the Earl of Malvern?” he asked carefully. “The man rumoured to be her lover?”

“There is no need for her to know it is the earl I mean to attract.” 

“Because that is the only thing wrong with what you propose.” Launching to his feet, he started to pace. “Christ, El. Bloody hell.”

His vehemence took her aback. Benedict rarely swore in her presence, and he did not seem even now to realise he had.  She had not thought this would be the thing that would disturb him the most—he had taken the news she sought a lover calmer than he had her contacting Mrs Morcom. She hadn’t even told him yet she had yet to send the letter to the madam. Each time she thought to do it, something stayed her hand, and even when she did finally send it, there was no guarantee this course of action would succeed. Mrs Morcom could refuse to assist her.

Halting before her, Benedict ran his hand through his heir, disrupting the dark curls, “How do you even know of Mrs Morcom, let alone her relationship to the Earl of Malvern?”

Eleanor bit her lip. “I learnt of her at—”

“Lady Burfield’s salon,” he finished. “What will this tutelage consist of?”

“I am certain Mrs Morcom will educate me.”

“You cannot proceed without a plan. That is a fool’s errand.”

“Are you calling me a fool?”

“Of course not.” Exhaling, he sat himself again on the chaise. “I am not certain this is the best course of action.”

“I know this is unconventional, Benedict. I understand the risks inherent with this action, and even those that are not. I am neither a fool nor a child, and I have determined on this course of action as the best for me. I will take every precaution, but this is something I wish and I will pursue it in the best way I see fit.”

“Oh, good,” Benedict said tartly. “You have thought this through, then.”

Something in her snapped. “Tell me, then, Benedict, what options do I have? We are not the same, you and I. You have no idea how it is to be a woman in this world. I am cognisant I cannot carelessly lay with a man without a ring and have society welcome me with open arms. I will not be praised for my conquests, or showered in accolades if I seduce a gentlemen. I know what it means for me to take a lover, and I know discretion must be employed. I am speaking of these things with you only. Do you really think I would be this open with anyone but you? Of course I have thought this through. Why are you so strange about this?” she demanded. “Surely this cannot be that much of a shock.”

His shoulders dropped. “No. No, it is not. I don’t know why I am even surprised. I’ve known you all my life and this is precisely something you would do.” 

As abruptly as it had started, her anger dissipated, fatigue taking its place. “I do not undertake this lightly, Benedict.”

“I know, El.” He rubbed a hand over his face, exhaled, and looked her direct. “I do know. You never undertake anything of this magnitude lightly. Are you truly set on this path?”

She lifted her chin. “I am.”

Setting his jaw, he considered her. “I do not fully understand why you wish this, but it is important to you and that is all that matters,” he finally said. “Should you wish my help, you have it. Unreservedly.”

Tension she hadn’t even realised she held released. “I was so afraid to tell you,” she confessed.

“Never be afraid, El.” His intense gaze burned into hers. “You never need to be afraid to tell me anything.”

Everything around them faded. Her breath caught in her chest, her skin tingling, as a strange awareness spread thought her, one she had felt when they were like this, when he was all she saw.

“Do you have any other shocking reveals?” he rasped.

The room returned in a rush. Good lord, what on earth had that been? How ridiculous. Benedict was her friend. Her dearest friend. “No. Only that one.”

“Good. Good.” He cleared his throat. “Did you know Lady C is planning a ball?”

She blinked at the sudden change of subject. “No. Really? For Amanda?”

He nodded. “She is determined you are to come, but you already know you are invited to anything Lady C hosts. She might write you for ideas and assistance.”

And with that, all returned to normal. Benedict told her more of Lady C’s proposed ball, she commented, and it was as it ever had been between them.

If she occasionally recalled how affected she was by the intensity of his cobalt-blue eyes, no one needed to know but her.








  
  
Chapter Two




“Are you going to brood all evening, brother?” 

Benedict started in his chair. “I am not brooding,” he rejected immediately.

Regarding him with a smirk, Harry raised a brow. “What would you call staring at nothing with a pensive expression?”

Before he could reply, their brother—younger than Harry but older than Benedict by some years—said, “I say, Harry, I do believe you are right. He is distinctly broody.” Charles grinned obnoxiously.

“It’s the adorably furrowed brow for me,” Harry said. “What is it for you, brother?”

“The pout. Definitely the pout.” Leaning forward, Charles flicked Benedict’s ear.

Jerking away, he pushed at his brother. “I was merely thinking.”

“Thinking?” Harry said. “Thinking requires such intense concentration? Colgrove, what say you?”

Their eldest brother, the Earl of Colgrove, flicked ash from his cigar. “Leave him be. Even if he is brooding.”

Scowling, Benedict crossed his arms over his chest and sank into his chair. Being the youngest by a fair margin meant he constantly bore the brunt of their japing.

His eldest siblings—the earl and their two sisters, the result of their father’s first marriage—were over a decade older than he, while the late earl’s second union had secured the spare in Harry and then two bonus sons in Charles and finally Benedict himself. The gap between Benedict and Charles, though, was seven years. He was very much the younger brother, and none of his siblings let him forget such. In fact, as the earl had married Lady C when Benedict was but ten years of age, he was closer in age to some of his nieces and nephews than most of his brothers and sisters.

Now he and his brothers sat in the dining room, this dinner absent their sisters. Margaret was awaiting the birth of her first grandchild at her son’s estate in the country, while Catherine was in France where her eldest daughter resided with her husband. After they had dined, his brothers’ wives and his eldest niece had removed to the drawing room to allow the men their port and cigars. Harry and Charles had immediately commenced their ribbing of him, while the earl puffed his cigar.

“So delightful you could visit us, Harry,” he said sourly. “Why are you even in London?” His brother managed one of the earldom’s larger estates and more often than not chose to stay there with his wife and children. 

“Why is anyone in London?” Harry said grandly. “Family, fortune, frivolity.”

Charles snickered. The Earl continued to puff on his cigar.

“The real question is, why do you never leave London?” Harry countered.

Because El was here.

He blinked. The thought had been immediate, jerking through his mind, but El wasn’t the only reason. He had others. He… The Earl was here, and Lady C. His nieces and nephews. Other friends and acquaintances. It was not solely El.

Also, it was not like he never left London. When he was one and twenty, he’d toured the Continent, spending months away. And yes, perhaps he’d missed El, and had impatiently awaited her frequent letters, and perhaps she was the first person he had visited upon his return, but that didn’t mean he fashioned his life around her. The fact he could not remember the last time he’d left London for any great length of time without El also being absent was of no significance.

“Seeing as you never leave London,” Harry continued. “When will you set up your own household? You cannot leech off our brother forever.”

Benedict scowled at his brother. He knew he should take rooms, but when he’d taken rooms previously, he’d ended up back at Colgrove House more often then not. His rooms had been too silent, he’d missed the constant chatter of his brother’s house, and he’d missed his nieces and nephews.

At thirteen and ten, Maria and Edward would bicker incessantly, often attempting to rope him in to their arguing. His eldest nephew, George, took himself ever so seriously, with his artlessly tousled curls and deceptively simplistic garb, as if he had not spent hours to make himself appear so careless. Peter was at Eton, though he would visit at the end of term, but five-year-old Gregory shadowed Benedict’s every step, talking his ear off and tugging him into his adventures. Lady C and Amanda constantly discussed the latter’s upcoming season, strategising and scheming which was entertainment in and of itself, and he supposed he did not much mind conversing with the Earl at breakfast and in his study after dinner. He’d had none of that when he resided elsewhere, and he found himself longing for the chaos a family created. 

“I could take a house, but it seems excessive when it is only me,” he said to Harry. “Neither of you took a house before you were wed.”

An unholy gleam lit Harry’s eyes. “That is another question. When are you going to wed, Benedict?”

The Earl’s gaze swung to Benedict. Abruptly, his collar felt too tight. He resisted the urge to tug at it.

“We three have done our duty to the family before we turned five and twenty,” Harry continued. “Here you are almost forty—”

“I am nine and twenty, Harry.” For another month only, not that Harry knew or cared. “I should like to know how you believe I am somehow of a sudden two years your elder.”

Harry waved his hand. “You are old, and getting older, and you are yet unmarried. What if you can no longer function as a man due to your dotage?”

“I can assure you, it is not a concern,” he said.

Charles groaned. “Leave off, Harry.”

“How would you know?” Harry persisted, ignoring Charles. “You have not ever tried to get a wife with child.”

The Earl choked on his cigar. “I should hope not, seeing as he has no wife of his own,” he spluttered. “We do not need the scandal of our brother impregnating someone else’s wife.”

“Of the six of us, you alone remain unwed. Why is that?” Harry’s gaze sharpened. “It’s that girl, isn’t it? The one you are always around. Why don’t you just wed her?”

Charles shot Harry a sour look. “We have known Lady Eleanor since she was practically an infant. You cannot claim you do not know her name.”

Harry shrugged, but Benedict heard little of his response. Everything in him had frozen and all he could think on was El. El as his bride, pretending modesty as she walked down the aisle only to grin at him as he took her hand. El as his wife, her stockinged feet in his lap as she read a book in their library. El in their bed, her head thrown back and her hands tangled in his hair as he pleasured her. El holding their child, humming softly as she rocked the baby to sleep.

He shook himself, thrusting those thoughts aside. El was his friend only. His friend who would never marry.

His friend who had announced she wished to take a lover.

“You would do well to take her to wife,” Harry was saying. “She is not unpleasant to look at and she comes with a substantial dowry.”

Spine snapping straight, he clenched his fists. “I would never marry Eleanor for her fortune.”

“But you would marry someone else for theirs?” His brother smiled thinly. “There is no shame in it, little brother. Indeed, Colgrove would welcome an increase in the family coffers.”

Charles’s breath exploded in exasperation while the Earl said nothing, merely smoked his cigar while he regarded Benedict thoughtfully.

He was saved from snapping at Harry as a whirlwind in the form of a boy rushed into the room. “Uncle Benedict!” the whirlwind shouted and launched himself.

Benedict was smothered in boy, his chair rocking back with the force of his nephew’s leap. “Gregory, why are you not abed?” he asked once he managed to right both boy and chair.

The Earl’s gaze moved between Benedict and his son. “I too wish to hear this answer.”

Gregory did not even glance at his father. “You did not read me my story,” he said to Benedict.

“I think you’ll find I did read you a story, and I listened to your battle plan for your soldiers conquering Mount Colgrove, and also how Maria and Edward are plotting against you.”

“They are plotting against me.”

“Again, Gregory, we are awaiting your explanation for why you are not abed,” the earl said mildly.

His nephew finally glanced at his father. “Because Uncle Benedict did not read me a story.”

Harry watched them avidly, no doubt champing to return to his ribbing. Like a flash of lightening, a solution came to him. “I cannot read you a story, Gregory. I am promised to the club.”

“Convenient,” Harry muttered.

Benedict ignored him. “In fact, I am about to leave now.” Perhaps he was fleeing, but it was one of his few defences against his brothers.

“Can I come?” Gregory said, his lower lip sticking out.

Looking down into his nephew’s sweet face, his heart clenched. “Not yet, I’m afraid. You need to be a little bit older.”

“When?” he demanded.

“Leave Uncle Benedict alone, Gregory.” The Earl took his son despite Gregory’s protests. “Come, we will deliver you back to the nursery, but first we will walk your uncle out.”

Getting to his feet, he disregarded the look Harry shot him and the salute Charles gave him as he followed the earl and Gregory out the dining room.

“You are still unable to find rooms?” the Earl said as they traversed the corridor.

Benedict kept his gaze straight ahead so his brother could not see how his face heated. “Yes.”

“It has been how long now?”

He shrugged. He could not tell his brother he had only half-heartedly undertaken the search.

“If you cannot find rooms, perhaps instead you can take the townhouse on Lowell Street. The tenants have recently departed and there is no reason for it to sit empty when you have need.”

“It is as I said to Harry. It seems excessive to take a whole house when it will be just me, and it is too generous besides.”

“It is not a gift, brother. The rent will come from your funds, as will any staffing you decide.” He could feel the Earl’s gaze upon him. “It may be as well it will not much longer be only you. You will not forever remain unwed and you cannot forever remain here. You must preside over a household of your own.”

Damnation, he just wanted this over with. “There is yet plenty of time.”

The Earl studied him. “As you said, you are nine and twenty. You are unmarried. You have no vocation or passion. The only pastime you seem to enjoy is visiting with Lady Eleanor. You cannot wait too long or the whole of your life will pass you by.”

“I am not waiting.”

Sighing, his brother shook his head.

“What would I be waiting for?” he demanded.

“Nothing.” The Earl sighed again. “Nothing, brother. Will you accept the house?”

There was really no way he could not. “If you insist.”

“Excellent.” The Earl glanced at him. “How is Lady Eleanor, by the bye?”

Not the Earl also. “She is well,” he said, and hoped to Christ he disguised his discomfort.

At El’s name, Gregory, who had been skipping along beside them, perked up. “Is Lady El coming, Uncle Benedict? She is ever so good at strategy, and we would conquer Mount Colgrove in short order if she were to join our efforts.”

“Yes, do invite Lady Eleanor to afternoon tea,” the Earl said. “I know Lady Colgrove would welcome her.” He glanced at his son. “I better get this one to his bed. Have a good evening.”

His brother ushered his son upstairs as a footman handed Benedict his coat and gloves. Shrugging into his greatcoat, he could only hope his club would distract him.
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Exhaling, Benedict took a draught of his whisky and belatedly remembered he did not sit here alone. “I apologise, Daughtry. What did you say?”

Across from him, the blond viscount raised his brow. “Ah, finally. Acknowledgement. I thought perhaps what I had been speaking of was of little interest, but then I remembered I am always fascinating and determined the problem must lie with you.”

The problem did indeed lie with him. El occupied his thoughts, as she had ever since she’d made her announcement. Not when he’d been trading jabs with Jack White at his gymnasium, or when he’d taken luncheon at the public, or when he’d attended alone the play El insisted he see so they could discuss it. Now, again he saw El, her eyes eager as her lush mouth told him she’d decided to take a lover.

Christ. Why was he thinking on El’s mouth? So she had luscious lips, he’d known that forever. There was no reason he should be noticing it any more now than he had last month, or last year, or the year before. Perhaps Daughtry could help. The need to discuss El’s plan burned within him and his old friend would not betray such a confidence, mainly because Daughtry knew if he harmed El in any way, Benedict would bloody kill him. 

Looking about them, there was no one close enough to overhear, but he lowered his voice anyway. “Eleanor has decided to take a lover.”

Daughtry choked on his whisky, coughing wildly. Recovering somewhat, he managed, “Lady Eleanor—your Lady Eleanor—wants a fucking?”

Fucking. Christ. He had not even thought of it as fucking. The image of El naked beneath some man, her thighs hugging his hips as he thrust inside her, flashed through his mind. His hands clenched. “Don’t say it like that,” he gritted out. “She says she wishes to experience pleasure.”

“Apologies, old man. It was perhaps too bald of me, but it is shocking, is it not?”

“It is Eleanor. Of course she would concoct such a plan.”

Daughtry cocked his head. “You are not shocked?”

He was, and yet he wasn’t. As he’d told her, this was precisely something she would do. The fact that he’d been stewing over it was the surprising part. “There’s more. She’s chosen the bloody Earl of bloody Malvern as her lover.”

Daughtry’s brows shot up. “I suppose if one is looking to be debauched, Malvern is an excellent choice.”

Malvern was a bloody excellent choice. The man was a hardened rake, mired in hedonism, but too he would not betray El. For all his degeneracy, Malvern never spoke of who joined him in his sensual debauches. Further, if there were any rumour, he would simply set his ice-blue stare to intimidate anyone who thought to castigate her into silence. He was the perfect choice.

“And how does Lady Eleanor intend to start this affair with Malvern? They do not move in the same circles.” Daughtry frowned. “Though I could have sworn I saw him at the Thilthrope ball last week.”

Ignoring the roil in his gut, he said, “She said she is going to seek instruction on how to attract a lover, and for this instruction she intends to contact the madam of La Belle Jeune Fille Pieuse.”

Daughtry’s blue eyes widened, then he started to laugh.

Benedict scowled. “It is not funny, Daughtry. Eleanor, in all her wisdom, has determined to contact the abbess of a notorious brothel frequented by God knows how many members of the ton in an effort to engage lessons in how to seduce the goddamn Earl of Malvern.”

That set Daughtry off again. “Your Lady Eleanor is a cracker, is she not?” Sobering, he said, “Come now, Stapleton, surely this is all a fancy of hers. A lady would not risk her reputation in such a manner.”

“You do not know Eleanor,” he said darkly.

“If she is so determined, perhaps it behooves you to assist. If Lady Eleanor wants instruction, why should it not be you to instruct her?”

Everything in him froze. “Pardon?” he managed.

“If Lady Eleanor is so insistent upon this, offer your services. I would warrant she would back down immediately when face with the reality. And if she doesn’t, at least if it is you, you know her reputation is protected.”

Again the image of El naked beneath a man flashed through his mind, but this time El was naked beneath him. Her thighs hugged his hips. Her voice moaned his name. “I cannot instruct Eleanor. She is my friend.”

“So?”

“She is my friend.”

Daughtry frowned. “This is precisely why I suggest this, Stapleton. As her friend, who would have greater care?”

Christ, Daughtry did not understand. He was El’s friend. He could not… They could not…

Again El beneath him, her breasts flushed, this time screaming his name.

“I am not suggesting you tup her, Stapleton. If you instruct her, perhaps you can also instruct her in the folly of her plan. By the bye, why will she not just wed?”

Still tormented by visions of a passion-drunk El, he said absently, “She has never wished to marry.”

Daughtry frowned. “Truly? That must be why— Ah.”

Benedict looked at his friend sharply. “What?”

“You are not wed either.”

Benedict’s breath exploded. “Not you as well. My family just this evening plagued me on this.”

Still studying him, Daughtry said, “You truly do not know?”

“Know what?”

Daughtry’s brow cleared and he shook his head. “Nothing, old man. In any event, there is no harm in offering your assistance.”

There was not, was there? He had already promised to help, and in this, he could help. Daughtry was correct, no one would have greater care of El than him. “You are right.”

“Of course I am. I think you will find I am always correct.”

“I should be the one to tutor El.”

“Ah, yes, of course. Glad you finally go there, old man.”

Benedict ignored Daughtry’s smirk. It was so simple, he couldn’t believe he had not thought of it before. El was his friend. His closest friend. She needed tutorage, so of course he would tutor her.

Now he just needed to convince her.
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