
  
    
      Lydia’s Penance

      Book 3 in the Bridal Discipline Series

    

    
      
        Golden Angel

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2016 by Golden Angel LLC

      All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Printed in the United States of America

      
        
        Cover art by Wicked Smart Designs

        Edited by MJ Edits

        Formatted by Raisa Greywood

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Thank you so much for picking up my book!

      Would you like to receive a free story from me as well? Join the Angel Legion and sign up for my newsletter! You'll immediately receive a free story from the Stronghold series in a welcome message, and as part of the Angel Legion you'll also receive one newsletter a month with teasers, sneak peeks, and news about upcoming releases, as well as what I'm reading now!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      I have a lot of people to thank for helping me with this book. My Maries, my power houses: Marie #1 for all her help with editing, catching small errors, and the continuity issues that I occasionally struggle with (I swear, she remembers all the things that I can’t). Marie #2 for her catching my lack of commas and commas in the wrong places, mixed-up words, and my excessive use of the word “that”. Between the two Maries I am well covered for all the little mishaps my fingers make and I appreciate their attention to detail so much! Katherine, for her ever-lasting support, encouragement and suggestions. Michelle for her comments, questions, and suppositions, which always end up changing the way the plot and character development flows. And Sir Nick for providing the much-needed male perspective, requests for clarification when my writing is confusing, and making me aware of continuity issues.

      As always, a big thank you to all my fans, for buying and reading my work… if you love it, please leave a review!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Listing of Characters, Titles and Relationships

          

        

      

    

    
      Philip Stanley the Marquess of Dunbury married Cordelia Astley, the Dowager-Baroness of Hastings

      Lady Gabrielle Astley – stepdaughter to Cordelia Astley, now ward of the Marquess of Dunbury

      Hugh Stanley, Viscount Petersham, married to Irene, cousin to Philip Stanley

      Edwin Villiers, Lord Hyde, married to Eleanor (sister to Hugh)

      Thomas Hood, eldest son of Viscount Hood

      Walter Hood, second son of Viscount Hood

      Felix Hood, youngest son of Viscount Hood

      Isaac Windham, Duke of Manchester

      Benedict Windham, brother to the Duke of Manchester

      Arabella Windham, sister to the Duke of Manchester

      Christopher Irving, Earl of Irving, married to Marjorie Irving

      Wesley Spencer, Earl of Spencer, married to Cynthia

      Alex Brooke, Lord Brook – heir to the Marquess of Warwick, married to Grace

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Other Titles by Golden Angel

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      The last ball of the Season was an absolute crush, a roaring success, a dazzling night of romance and excitement, and Isaac was frustrated beyond belief, for a multitude of reasons.

      “Your Grace is an excellent dancer,” said the young woman he was dancing with – Miss Stark? Miss Richards? Miss Lance? He couldn’t remember, they were all starting to blend together. So far she had been extremely unmemorable in every way, just like all the other young ladies he’d met throughout the Season. All of them wanted to catch a duke, so far he hadn’t met one he wanted to make his duchess. And he had been looking.

      “As are you,” he said seriously, wishing he could remember her name, knowing he sounded far too intimate leaving it off.

      The empty headed chit beamed up at him and Isaac sighed inwardly. His senses rejoiced as he heard the music coming to an end. As quickly as he could, he whisked her back to her mama, ignoring her pout as he excused himself immediately. Had she really thought her insipid conversation, which literally consisted of a series of compliments to him and nothing else, had somehow inspired his interest in her? The few questions he’d asked her about her own interests she’d turned around on him with compliments about how intelligent, intriguing, and entertaining his questions were. Isaac wasn’t even completely sure she knew what every one of those words meant.

      “Oh good, you got rid of that one of your own,” Arabella said, appearing at his elbow on the arm of Mr. Trexler, an upright gentleman whom Isaac thoroughly approved of. Unfortunately Mr. Trexler looked rather scandalized by Arabella’s statement. “Miss Thompson would drive me batty within an hour and you to drink by the end of the day.” She tilted her head at her escort. “Have you met Miss Thompson, Mr. Trexler?” The lilt she gave her voice indicated she expected he had, because she grouped them together.

      “I have not had the pleasure,” Mr. Trexler said stiffly, his voice faintly condemning. The look he shot Isaac was very different than the one he’d given him when Isaac had suggested he introduce the gentleman to Arabella. An introduction to a duke’s sister was quite an honor. Unfortunately, Arabella was a complete hoyden, far too outspoken, and seemed to enjoy chasing off the gentlemen Isaac introduced her to with her behavior. While she didn’t quite step outside the lines of acceptable social mores, she constantly ran right up to the lines. Which was why Isaac was so restrictive about what gentlemen she spent any time with.

      He could only imagine what trouble she would get into on the arm of any less proper gentlemen. Not that he and his younger brother Benedict would ever allow her out of their sight at a ball, but it was a job and a half to keep her from the company of rakes and rogues. A duchess who could act as her chaperone, and also help instill more ladylike behaviors in her, would be extremely helpful. After all, as much as Isaac and Benedict tried, they couldn’t replace their mother. Their dearth of female relatives hadn’t helped either; their Great-Aunt Ida was currently technically Arabella’s chaperone, but even after her arrival in London she hadn’t been successful in curbing Arabella’s behavior.

      The only avenue which had proved successful was after Arabella had made friends with several other ladies of the ton this Season. She’d taken a few cues from them and altered some of her own attitudes, as well as aped some of their mannerisms, which were quite a bit more ladylike than her own. Isaac hoped that if he could install a duchess into the household, whose exemplary behavior Arabella would be constantly exposed to, his sister might truly start to settle down. Her best friend, Gabrielle, had proven just as wild as Arabella, but now that Gabrielle was happily married she’d become a much better example to Arabella. Although Isaac still wouldn’t trust her as a chaperone.

      “If you’ll excuse me,” Mr. Trexler said, handing Arabella off to Isaac. She smiled sunnily at him, not at all disturbed by his desire to retreat from her. Isaac sighed inwardly. He was doing a lot of that lately. “Thank you for the dance, Lady Arabella.”

      “It was my pleasure,” Arabella lied. She wasn’t a very good liar, but at least she sounded cheerful.

      With another dour look to Isaac, Mr. Trexler disappeared into the crowd.

      Isaac looked down at his youngest sibling. “That was rude.”

      “He was insufferable,” Arabella said with a sniff, making a face. “He had no interest whatsoever in me, his only interest was my relationship to you. And he wouldn’t take the hint.”

      “Did you even try hinting?” Isaac asked dryly. Subtlety was not Arabella’s strong suit.

      She shrugged. “Can we go home now? If we’re leaving for the Chesterfields’ house party tomorrow, I want to be well-rested.”

      Looking around the room, it wasn’t difficult for Isaac to locate Benedict. Isaac was one of the tallest men within the ton, and Benedict was on the upper end as well. Catching his brother’s eye, Isaac jerked his head.

      A few days ago he’d agreed to attend the Chesterfields’ week long house party to celebrate the end of another London Season when he’d realized his search for a bride this Season was probably going to end without success. He hoped that, perhaps, a stint in the country, consisting of closer contact with the ladies present, might reveal some hidden gem.

      He needed to be married and he’d prefer not to have to spend another Season in London as a duke on the prowl for a wife. Not just because he thought a woman in the household would be a good influence on Arabella, either. The women he’d had to put up with this Season were enough to make a grown man weep and despair… not just the daughters presented like cattle, but their harridan and demanding mothers as well. Followed swiftly by their importuning fathers, all of them looking to better their own positions by marrying their daughter off to a duke. It was enough to make most sane men give up on the institution completely.
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      The door rattled, and Lydia buried her head into her pillow, muffling a sob. Her stepfather couldn’t be sure she was awake, and as long as he wasn’t sure... 

      “Lydia...”

      The insidious whisper made her insides freeze.

      “Lyyyyyydia. Open the door little girl.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut tightly. The sing-song way her stepfather was speaking indicated he was quite liquored up indeed. Which only made him more dangerous. He was much more aggressive when he was in his cups.

      “Open the door for Papa, Lydia.” Now he was beginning to sound angrier, the whisper getting louder.

      Go away, go away, please God, make him go away.

      As if in answer to her prayers, he cursed and then shuffled off down the hall. A few minutes later she heard other footsteps pass by her door; steadier footsteps moving lightly and with purpose. Probably some of the servants, and she mentally blessed them, sure that her stepfather had either seen or heard them coming somehow and been aware enough of himself to totter away from her door.

      Waiting in her bed, curling in a tiny ball beneath her covers, she waited. Ten minutes. Twenty. When it had been close to an hour and he still hadn’t returned, she finally breathed a sigh of relief and relaxed. Probably he had gone either to drink some more or he’d already had enough, and had gone to pass out in his own bed.

      Things had gone from bad to worse in the two years since her mother passed. The first year had been awful because they’d all been swamped with grief. The following year things had started to get better as they’d moved past their grief, although of course Lydia would never stop missing her mother. At least, she thought things were better, until her stepfather had begun to behave in a manner that was hardly familial. Not that he was foolish enough to do so in public. There were never any witnesses, and so there was no one to help.

      It had started slowly, when he was deep in his cups, with looks that eventually began to make her uncomfortable. Eventually his drunken leering gave way to crude words and appraisals of her figure that made her want to cover herself. And then came the night she’d woken up to find him trying to crawl into bed with her.

      She’d screamed bloody murder and the servants had come running, much to her relief. The Earl had blamed it on his drink, said he’d mistaken his way back to his room in the dark. Never mind that his room was on the opposite end of the hall. Yet, other than helping him back to his bed, no one did anything. What could they do? He was an Earl, and they were his employees. Fortunately, her younger sister, her half-sister and the Earl’s actual daughter, had bought her father’s story and gone to bed, completely unaware of the way things in the household were beginning to crumble between her father and half-sister. Lydia loved her sister just as much as she would have if Amy were her full-sister, and she would do nothing to shake the innocence from her eyes.

      However, she hadn’t trusted her stepfather’s explanations and that night was when she’d begun locking her door. It had been terrifying to wake up to find a man coming into her bed, even though, at the time, she hadn’t understood what he wanted.

      Now she did. When she’d been going through the library, looking for something new to read, she’d accidentally stumbled across some books tucked behind other tomes. Some very informative, shocking books filled with words like “cock” and “quim” and frighteningly descriptive passages which made it very clear exactly what those were and what the characters were doing with them. Some of it had been quite exciting until she’d come across a short story where, at a house party, Lady So-and-So left her door unlocked and Lord What-and-What ventured in and stole the lady’s virtue. Quite thoroughly and despite her initial plea with him to cease and desist, although those quickly turned to spurring him on. 

      Lydia had dropped the book like it was a hot poker and then shoved them all back into the place where she’d found them. Her heart had been in her throat as she’d fled the library. It was her favorite room in the house, but she hadn’t been able to bring herself to enter it for days afterwards.

      Her suspicions had been confirmed one late evening when she’d gone to the kitchen for a hot milk and had been caught in the hallway by her stepfather on the way back. The older man had pinned her against the wall and squeezed her breast, drunkenly laughing about what a beauty she’d become and how well she would do to fill his ‘needs.’

      Thanks to the books, Lydia had known exactly what needs he’d been talking about.

      She’d only managed to escape thanks to his unsteadiness while inebriated. He was much taller and stronger than her, but his grief and constant drinking had begun to take its toll on his body, for which she could only be thankful. For a bit she’d started making potions in the stillroom, which she snuck into his liquor supply, and which put him to sleep rather than allowing him the energy to come rattle her door… but when they’d come to London for the Season she’d had to leave all her stillroom supplies behind. Unfortunately the city wasn’t as helpful as the country in that regard, but it had also held another possible avenue of escape.

      When they’d come to London for her debut season, which she shared with her sister, she’d been hopeful she might be able to find a husband and escape her stepfather’s household. But, while she was beautiful, unfortunately blondes were passé this Season and brunettes were all the rage. She was also quiet, well-read, and intelligent, a combination that seemed to baffle the men of the ton. Although, truthfully, her quietness put most of them off, and those that seemed to not mind her intelligence still didn’t appreciate it when her knowledge put her in a position to prove them wrong on any number of subjects.

      She probably would have had a better chance of finding a husband if she’d just bitten her tongue and let the gentlemen live happily with their misinformation, but it just hadn’t been in her personality to do so. Quiet she might be, but she couldn’t help but want to correct ignorance or lack of information.

      The Season was over now. They’d be leaving tomorrow for the Chesterfields’ house party and then it would be back to her stepfathers’ house. The party was her very last opportunity to find a husband, and Lydia was already despairing. 

      She’d had a whole Season with no success, what hope was there in a week?
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      As Lydia had expected, the Chesterfields’ house party was proving no better hunting ground for a husband than the glittering hub of London had been. True, there were fewer people in general, which made for a better chance of getting to know a person, but it seemed that most people had already chosen who they would interact with before they’d even arrived at the party. Lydia had spent most of the time in the company of her younger sister, Amy, and her friends, despite the age difference.

      At seventeen years old, Amy was just the right age for a debut, although young enough that no one would comment that she’d not landed a husband this Season. Lydia, however, was twenty years old. She’d missed what should have been her first Season after her mother’s death, while they were in mourning, and then her stepfather had decided to wait another year so that he could launch Amy and Lydia at the same time. From a financial standpoint, it made quite a bit of sense, but Lydia wished that it had been otherwise. 

      Looking at herself in the mirror, she blinked back the tears that filled her grey eyes. She didn’t look that much older than Amy, did she? And yet, she was discovering the gentlemen weren’t just put off by her bluestocking tendencies, they were also put off by her age. She’d heard one of them even call her an old maid! How could she be an old maid when it was only her first Season?

      Not that she’d let that completely trample her hopes, but it had not escaped her attention that the gentlemen considered older debutantes like her to be desperate while the younger ones were more desirable. Although, she was feeling quite desperate, so perhaps that emotion clouded the air around her like an aura and the gentlemen could sense it. Her desperation was justified though.

      This week had been the first time she’d had a full night’s sleep in months. The young ladies were lodged in a completely different wing from the gentlemen, and even soused up, her stepfather wasn’t stupid enough to try and sneak into that wing. There had been no rattling of her doorknob, no late night whispers, and no terror. It had been blissful.

      She was loathe to give that up next week when the house party would end and they’d return to her stepfather’s house.

      Smoothing down her green dress, which played up her honey-blonde hair and pink complexion, Lydia stared at her reflection. “I will find someone to marry,” she said sternly. “I will be amiable and cheery. I will not correct any of the gentleman tonight even if they are wrong. I will be desirable, not desperate.”

      “That’s the spirit, sis.” Amy’s cheerful tones made Lydia jump about a foot in the air. She managed to stifle the shriek though. Her younger sister, although quite gregarious and loud with her friends, was exceptionally good at sneaking. Truth be told, they both were, and often made it a game to try to sneak up on each other. It was a game Lydia enjoyed less now that she had to try and avoid her stepfather on a regular basis, but she could never tell Amy that.

      As far as Amy knew, her father was a respectable, tonnish nobleman. When Lydia had tried to hint at his less savory aspects - such as his penchant for drink - Amy had waved it off. Lydia knew Amy didn’t mean to hurt her, she was just a complete innocent, and Lydia had decided she would rather her sister remain that way. Bad enough that Lydia’s world was miserable, she didn’t have to make her sister’s that way too. 

      “What are you doing in here?” Lydia demanded to know, putting her hands on her hips and glaring at her sister. She took a quick peek in the mirror to make sure jumping around hadn’t damaged the elaborate array of curls she’d had her maid arrange. Normally Lydia didn’t take quite this amount of time with her appearance, but she really was becoming quite desperate... and wanted to appear desirable.

      “Wondering what’s taking so long,” Amy said cheerfully, gliding into the room. Her hair was darker than Lydia’s, more of a wheat-blonde, with deeper colors running through it, and her green eyes sparkled. The ivory and gold dress she was wearing made her look like a summer goddess of youth and beauty, making Lydia feel every one of their three year age difference. “You’re usually dashing off to the library after tea, not dashing off to your room to beautify yourself.”

      “I just want to look nice for the ball tonight,” Lydia mumbled, dropping her gaze. She didn’t begrudge her sister her popularity, she didn’t, but just once it would be nice to have the men looking at her with the same kind of admiration they did with Amy. Particularly if they kept doing it after Lydia opened her mouth to speak. Maybe they would be so struck by her beauty they wouldn’t notice she’d rather talk about literature, science, and the latest bill before Parliament rather than gossip, fashion, and art.

      “Well, you look lovely,” Amy said, threading her arm through Lydia’s and tilting her head to rest on Lydia’s shoulder. The two of them did make a pretty pair, Lydia thought to herself as they examined their reflections. Granted, Amy was the more vibrant of the two, in both looks and personality, but Lydia thought she was rather pretty too. Despite her lighter blonde tresses.

      If only blondes were in fashion this year...

      But then again, it was that kind of thinking which made it so hard for Lydia to find friends and suitors among Society. Because why should one’s hair color truly matter? It was more than silly, it was ridiculous.

      Unfortunately, quite a few people seemed to care about the ridiculous notions that Lydia scoffed at.

      She took a deep breath. She could put up with silly notions and ridiculous fashions if only it would get her out of her stepfather’s house. It was time to put aside some of her own notions in place of self-preservation. “I’m ready. Let’s go down.”
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      Only a few hours into the ball and Lydia’s night was already turning into a disaster.

      She’d started out well enough. The gentlemen had certainly noticed her attire - including her stepfather, who had leered at her in a way that had nearly sent her running back to her room. Several of them had even asked her to dance.

      Unfortunately, Lydia’s determination to hold her tongue had only lasted up until Lord Melbourn had quoted poetry to her and then claimed he’d memorized them because he was a Shakespearean fanatic - but he’d quoted Milton (and seriously, how anyone could confuse the two was beyond her!). He’d scampered off after she’d corrected him, as gently as she could manage (perhaps her tone had been a bit sharp), and both the Earl of Charles and Mr. Northbit (who seemed like a perfectly fine, sensible gentleman) had begun to look at her awry. After her dance with the Earl, he quit her side to engage in conversation with the Marquess of Erith, whom he claimed had beckoned to him (quite a feat, since the Marquess was in the other room) and Mr. Northbit had quickly finished up his dance with her and hastened to the next young lady on his dance card, the sweet and simpering Miss Bliss. Not that there was anything wrong with sweet and simpering, Lydia rather liked Miss Bliss, but there was no reason to think Mr. Northbit might prefer Lydia’s peculiar charms to the more conventional and beautiful Miss Bliss. About the only positive point of the evening was that the Lady Arabella, sister to the Duke of Manchester, had laughed when she’d overheard Lydia correct Lord Melbourn. Unfortunately that did nothing for Lydia’s current situation.

      Nearly in tears after sitting out three dances in a row, she’d told Amy that she had to use the ladies’ retiring room, and rather than come back out to be a wallflower, she’d hidden in the ferns. She’d needed more time to regroup, she told herself. Then she’d go back out to the dance floor and attract more potential suitors. It was possible. Before tonight, neither Lord Melbourn, the Earl of Charles, nor Mr. Northbit had given her a second glance. She’d put her best foot forward in making an effort to attract some men and it had worked. Yes, her second foot had gone off script but that didn’t mean failure.

      She’d ducked into a small alcove, further hidden behind some plants, to regroup. Just a few minutes of privacy to gather herself and she’d return to the field, she told herself, refusing to be overcome with the enormity of the job.

      Then the Duke of Manchester himself had ducked behind the plants in front of her, obviously not seeing her tucked back into the dark of the alcove and she’d been stuck. There had been no way to remove herself from her current position without him seeing that she was hiding. Lydia didn’t consider herself an overly prideful person, but having such a strong, handsome, intelligent, and put together man such as the Duke know that she’d been hiding in the ferns... well she wouldn’t be able to bear the shame.

      The ladies had all been aflutter with the arrival of the duke and his family. They were a particularly attractive and powerful family, and he was young to have taken up the mantle, which of course meant tragic loss and every young lady swooning over the idea. Lydia hadn’t wanted to be interested, since she could never hope to aim as high as a duke in her circumstances (after all, what duke would want a blue-stocking that no one else wanted?) but she hadn’t been able to help herself. He was just so powerful and large and handsome, and everyone was talking about him anyway. The young ladies were attracted to a man whose lofty title still came with good looks and youth, the older ladies were highly approving of his manners, his authority, and his honor. They all thought him the best of gentleman, the most honorable of gentleman, and everything a duke should be. His brother was acknowledged to be more of a rogue, but still within acceptable terms of society. As for his sister, the young ladies seemed intimidated by her and the older ladies just pursed their lips and went back to talking about the wonderful duke. Since she’d laughed at Melbourn being corrected by Lydia, which wasn’t very polite, Lydia could only assume that the duke’s sister didn’t always behave as properly as the reining ladies of the ton would like. However, they were too polite to say so, especially since she was so closely related to the duke.

      Being so physically close to the duke made Lydia wonder what he would do if she stepped out from behind the fern… but what if he thought her a ninny for hiding? Or what if he was angered by the disturbance of the privacy he obviously craved? Or if she hurt his pride by having caught him hiding…

      “Are you trying to hide behind a fern?” The deep voice nearly made her jump as it echoed one of her thoughts. Lydia immediately recognized the duke’s brother, the Marquess of Dearborn (at least until Manchester had a son to replace his brother as heir).

      The duke turned his head, his shoulders still hunched as if he truly thought he could completely hide his entire bulk behind a plant.

      “Possibly,” he muttered, his voice even deeper than his brother’s, but his tone was that of a little boy caught with his hand in the cookie jar, and Lydia had to bite her lip to keep from smiling.

      “You’re not going to find a wife in the ferns.”

      “I know.”

      “You said that’s why we came here,” the Marquess said. “Because you wanted a wife.” He sounded highly amused. This wasn’t news to Lydia, everyone had been talking about the duke’s search for a bride. One young lady had even hinted she might go to the extreme of trying to sneak into his bed, naked, so he would be forced to marry her. The duke was so very proper, so very honorable, that everyone knew he would do the right thing, but Lydia doubted the young lady would go through with it. She’d just wanted to shock everyone with her audacity, and she had.

      “I do.”

      “Well I don’t think you’re currently looking in the right place.”

      The duke sighed. A heartfelt sigh. “I suppose it doesn’t really matter which one I choose.”

      “It doesn’t?” The Marquess’ amusement melted, replaced by surprise and what looked like concern for his brother. Lydia could empathize; if Amy had said something so indifferently callous to her, Lydia would have been quite concerned.

      “I need an heir. Therefore I need a wife. At this point, I’m not sure I care anymore who takes that place.”

      Lydia’s heart began to race.

      “You’ve been remarkably picky for someone who doesn’t care,” the Marquess said.

      “I’m just ready to throw in the towel,” the duke replied, and from the tone of his voice, it did sound like he’d come to the end of his rope. “The Season is over. I’m not sure I can endure another one unwed.” The duke tilted his head and then nodded, decisively. “I’ll look over the herd tonight. Tomorrow I’ll make a final decision and propose by sunset.”

      After a hesitant moment, the Marquess clapped him on the shoulder. “It’s your wedding,” he said, but from his tone he might as well have substituted ‘funeral’ for wedding.

      As the two brothers walked away to throw themselves back into the fray, Lydia let out her breath. She’d been holding it for what seemed like ages, too worried that if she moved even the tiniest bit that they would sense her presence. Not that she’d been frightened of them - just the opposite. It seemed as though she’d finally - please, Lord - found the answer to her prayers. 

      There was no need to try and make the Duke fall in love with her - as if she could! He didn’t care whom he married. He didn’t give a fig for station or beauty or intelligence (lacking or overflowing). He just needed a woman to provide an heir. Any woman.

      Lydia was a woman.

      Scratch that. Lydia was a desperate woman.

      Desperate enough not to care about romance. Desperate enough not to care whether or not her husband even liked her. From everything she’d heard and observed, the Duke of Manchester was a good man. A good Duke, a good brother, a good head of his household. Despite being quite formidable, he was still well-liked.

      He was also an honorable man. That had been the one point everyone had touched on when gossiping.

      Lydia could use that to her advantage, but only by doing something extremely dishonorable. However much that might grate on her... her current situation demanded rash and immediate action. Not only that, but she would have to count on the Duke’s honor, count on her observations and the gossip that labeled him a good man, or she could very well find herself out of the frying pan and straight into the fire. But truly, what other choice did she have?

      None at all, really.

      Swallowing her pride, her morals, and what was left of her hesitation, Lydia slipped from the ferns and hurried to the still room, which she’d found during her explorations earlier in the party. There were some herbs there that she would need if she were to do this, and from the way the Duke had spoken, tonight would be her only chance.
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      Did debutantes use a collective brain? Isaac wondered. It didn’t seem as though a single one of them could converse about anything interesting or useful. As if he wanted to know about who Lady March’s latest lover was or discuss which color would be the most in fashion next Season. Hell, he didn’t know which color was in fashion this season. The milk-and-water misses all blended together in a pastel blur; he truly couldn’t even remember which was which after talking to them. They might have different physical attributes, but their personalities might as well have been copies of each other. Very bland copies of each other. Any spark of individuality was quickly smothered by the eagle eye of a debutante’s watchful Mama. 

      And he was supposed to choose one of these women to be his Duchess?

      There might be some intelligence somewhere among them, although he’d be hard pressed to discern which had any. One of them, a delightful, but far-too-young, young lady had told him to seek out her elder sister when he tried to engage her in a more intellectual conversation. She claimed she’d learned everything she knew from the elder... Feeling almost desperate, Isaac had requested an introduction, but, alas, the paragon was not to be found.

      It was a sad state of affairs when the most interesting conversationalist he could find was just barely out of the schoolroom. Isaac had found himself wondering if she were even truly old enough to debut. While her company was certainly the most enjoyable (even Arabella didn’t seem to dislike her, despite still doing her best to chase the young miss away, as she had all the others), he couldn’t countenance the idea of marrying one so young. Other men did it, but whenever he looked to his own sister and thought of her marrying a man with such an age difference, he shuddered.

      Yet, he’d told Benedict he would make his decision by tomorrow. 

      Unable to think too much about the rest of his life, leg-shackled to a chit who only cared for fashion and malicious gossip, Isaac had a drink.

      And then another.

      And then another.

      “You might want to slow down on those, old chap, or none of these young ladies will want to be your bride,” Benedict murmured to him, clapping him on the shoulder. No longer hiding in the ferns, Isaac was still lurking on the side of the room, practically glaring at everyone who dared approach him. Only his brother and his sister, accompanied by the irrepressible Countess of Spencer, had dared say a word to him in the past half hour. As soon as he was drunk enough that the thought of marriage no longer bothered him, he would quit the evening and stumble to his room.

      Isaac scowled. “It might be the only way I could stomach any of them as a bride.”

      “Well at least you’re talking sense now,” his sister said, popping up on the other side of him and nearly making him jump in surprise. When Arabella wanted to, she could be quite nimble and silent. Too bad she didn’t often want to. “I’ve been doing my best to meet the offerings, and so far I haven’t met one of which I approve. There was a lady earlier, I didn’t catch her name, but she was quite amusing and intelligent, yet I didn’t see her catching your notice. I haven’t seen her in a while however, unfortunately, or I would have insisted on an introduction.”

      Ah, no wonder Arabella was chasing off the debs. Isaac rolled his eyes. If his sister seriously thought he was going to allow her to help him choose a bride... he could just imagine what kind of wife she would pick for him. Either someone completely submissive so she could run roughshod over the poor woman, or someone just like her. Impetuous and wild, and willing to join her in her escapades.

      Absolutely not.

      Although, so far he didn’t think any of the women he’d met here would have a chance of keeping Arabella in line, which was one of his goals for marrying.

      “Where’s the Countess?” he asked his sister. The two of them were quite good friends and, as a married woman, the Countess was supposed to be keeping an eye on Arabella. Arabella’s own chaperone, their rather elderly Great-Aunt Ida, was already in bed. After a debacle in London when Arabella had helped a friend attempt to elope with a fortune-hunter, Isaac had written to Aunt Ida, as their only living, older, female relative, hoping she could recommend someone as a chaperone for Arabella. To his dismay, she’d come herself. Although as sharp as ever when she was awake, she was also quite elderly now and became fatigued rather easily. She insisted that she would soon adjust to the hours they kept and wouldn’t allow him to hire a companion (whom he hoped would also serve as a chaperone when Aunt Ida was indisposed), saying she only needed her maid, Winnie. Winnie was a widow in her sixties, and unfortunately her station made her completely unsuited to be a chaperone. 

      So he was stuck relying on the help of friends and his brother to control Arabella, as he had been for most of the Season in London. Unfortunately at this house party, the only friend also in residence whom he trusted to keep an eye on Arabella was the Earl of Spencer. He was quite reliable usually - and as a reformed rake knew all of the tricks - but his wife could be even more of a handful than Arabella, and the two of them together could be more trouble than it was worth. The Countess wasn’t any older than his sister and to say she had a liberal view of what constituted keeping Arabella out of trouble was understating the case.

      “She wasn’t feeling well,” Arabella said with particular emphasis, far too cheerfully, her dark eyes sparkling. “Nearly fainted actually. Lord Spencer stepped right in and swept her off to bed.” She sighed happily. “Quite romantic, really. The ton could use more men like him.”

      Ha. As if Isaac would have allowed the Earl within ten feet of Arabella before he was married. Not that he’d had a reputation for seducing innocents, but still, he would not have been acceptable company. His sister would do better to focus on the young gentlemen that he did allow to approach her, rather than mooning over the rogues and rakes that he and Benedict kept far away.

      “Is she ah...” Benedict stumbled slightly, unable to find a genteel way to ask the question.

      “With child? No, I don’t believe so,” Arabella said, giggling a little as she put her hand over her mouth. “We ah, may have indulged in too much champagne. And the punch. The Earl was a bit irate.”

      Isaac exchanged a look with his brother as they both realized that Arabella was more than a bit tipsy. She obviously had a higher tolerance for alcohol than Cynthia did, although that wasn’t a surprise. Both he and Benedict knew she snuck into the liquor cabinet at home whenever she wanted to. So far, however, neither of them had actually managed to catch her in the act.

      “Lovely,” he said dryly. Then chuckled a little. If Arabella thought the Earl’s actions were romantic, she might change her tune after talking to Cynthia tomorrow. Isaac was well aware that quite a few of his married friends spanked their wives, and Wesley, Earl of Spencer, was among the most vocal about it. Even claimed his wife often sought out trouble if he let her go for too long without one. Isaac wasn’t sure he believed that... but he wasn’t sure he didn’t either.

      That brought his thoughts right back around to romance and wives, and his own looming, self-imposed deadline, which made his mood darken immediately. Signaling to one of the footmen, he took another glass of whiskey and downed it, before Benedict shoved him back out onto the dance floor with yet another twitted miss. 

      He imbibed more that evening than he had in months. It was the only thing making the evening bearable. To call himself well-lubricated... well... truthfully he was sauced. The last thing he remembered before stumbling up to bed and passing out was a pretty, grey-eyed thing offering him one last glass. Although he’d always been able to hold his liquor quite well, that last shot of whiskey set him spinning almost from the very start.

      He woke up to a pounding headache, a woman’s shrill screams, and a soft, warm body tucked in next to him.
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      If it weren’t for the heavy arm over Lydia’s side, she might have jumped up and tried to run when the screaming began. Which would have been its own disaster since she wasn’t wearing a stitch of clothing. That arm tightened around her, pulling her against a shockingly hard, hot, male body before she’d even managed to open her eyes to the chaos she’d created.

      The first thing she saw was her sister, looking completely shocked, staring at Lydia as if she’d never seen her before. Amy was dressed in a soft pink morning gown, cinched in at the waist, and the color of her cheeks was rapidly beginning to match that of her dress. Just barely in front of her was the lady of the house, Lady Chesterfield, fanning herself with her hand as if she was about to have vapors. A stern matron in her fifties, the woman was not the type to appreciate scandal even if it did make for good gossip.

      Behind Amy and Lady Chesterfield, Lydia’s stepfather was standing next to the Duke’s brother, the Marquess of Dearborn. Both of them looked to be in shock, although Lydia’s stepfather also looked like he was quickly moving to outrage whereas the Marquess’ lips were tugging slightly upward as if he was amused. Seeing the fury on her stepfather’s face, Lydia shrank back, only to find she couldn’t move back any further. Neither could she turn and see the face of the man behind her, which was rather disconcerting since her bare skin was pressed against his. The strange sensation made her feel nearly as faint as her fear at her stepfather’s visage.

      “What?! What’s going on?” The high tones of the Duke’s sister came from the back of the crowded doorway, and she must have shoved her brother because he stumbled forward slightly. The doorway already looked as though people were spilling out of it, like fruit from a cornucopia, but as Lady Arabella pushed through, it seemed even more crowded. The lady’s jaw dropped as she took in the sight before her, and Lydia tried to curl up, closing her eyes against all the prying gazes. Last night it had seemed smart to get in beside the Duke completely nude. This morning... less so. “Isaac?! What is that young woman doing in your bed?”

      “My sister -“ Amy’s voice caught for a moment but then she quickly continued. “Obviously he ruined her! He has to marry her immediately! Tell him, Papa.”

      “Well...” The long drawl in her stepfather’s voice told Lydia just how resistant he was to the idea, despite the scandal she had just caused, and she shivered as fear spiked through her.

      “Papa! He has to marry her!”

      Dear, sweet, completely naive Amy. Bless her. It was all happening so quickly that Lydia couldn’t even think of something to say… although the distraction of the silent male body behind her didn’t help. Her emotions were overwhelmed with fear, hope, and sincere gratitude towards her sister.

      “Well he’s going to marry her,” the Duke’s sister said, startling Lydia into opening her eyes. “It just took me a moment to recognize her, dishabille. Isaac was telling Benedict and me just last night that he’d chosen his bride, although we hadn’t met her yet formally. Didn’t he, Benedict?”

      “Uh, oh, yes, he did. Very emphatically.” The Marquess’ head bobbed up and down nodding as he belatedly supported his sister’s baldly false statement.

      “See?” asked Lady Arabella, smiling so widely innocent that it was obvious she was lying. Well, obvious to anyone looking at her, but no one was. They were all still staring at Isaac and Lydia, who didn’t understand at all why the duke’s sister looked so pleased. She understood his siblings attempting to cover up the scandal of the situation, but the young woman’s obvious pleasure in doing so confused her. “Nothing scandalous at all.”

      “Then why is he just sitting there like a lump?” Lady Chesterfield asked shrilly, finally finding her voice and obviously desperate for this scandalous interlude to be resolved quickly and with the least amount of malicious gossip. Lydia wondered if the lady would ever forgive her.

      “Ah… he did have quite a bit to drink last night.”

      Lydia didn’t understand the note of gleeful amusement in the Marquess’ voice, but she was immediately distracted as the large, male body behind her began to move. She found herself quite suddenly pushed back, covered up by sheets, with the Duke putting himself between her and the crowd in the doorway. The sheets were draped in front of him, covering the important bits, but Lydia was treated to a full, unadulterated view of his backside, and she couldn’t help but gape.

      “Quite so,” the Duke said icily. Perhaps this was a silly time to notice just how large and muscular he was. Last night she’d been a bit tipsy when she sneaked into his room and crawled into his bed. She’d needed to be in order to find the courage, even after she’d drugged the whiskey that she’d served him with herbs from the stillroom. She’d fallen asleep on the opposite side of the bed, not daring to move towards him. Obviously, that had changed sometime during the night, for them to end up wrapped around each other. Now that she could look her fill, she realized he was just as naked as she was, splendidly muscled with very broad shoulders and a sprinkling of masculine hair across his skin. All of him was muscled. Even his… bottom… looked muscled. “May I ask what you are all doing in my room?”

      “Well, when Miss Stafford realized her sister was missing from her bedroom, we began to look for her, and as you were the only one still abed,” the Marquess gestured, his sweeping movement taking in the whole of the crowd.

      Peeking around the Duke, Lydia blanched when she saw her stepfather’s glare. There was pure hatred in his eyes, promising retribution. Immediately, she drew back, all of the air sucked from her lungs. Even the Duke’s naked body couldn’t distract her now.

      Please let the Duke be an honorable man, despite her dishonorable actions. Please... please... for once, just let this one thing go right. Because otherwise, she knew she was truly lost.
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      The pounding in Isaac’s head felt like an entire army of drums had taken up residence between his ears. His mouth was full of cotton and his thoughts were moving at the speed of a turtle slogging through mud. It didn’t help that he didn’t remember how or why the woman had gotten in his bed. He did remember the younger Miss Stafford from last night, although he was quite sure that he had never actually been introduced to the elder, despite her presence beside him this morning.

      It had taken him more than a moment to catch up to what was happening. The cacophony of noise, the distraction of warm, soft, feminine curves pressed against him, and the slowness of his mind had hindered him. After a few minutes it had quickly become clear that the chit behind him had neatly caught him in the parson’s trap. There were only two choices before him - marry her or repudiate her and ruin her reputation irrevocably, which was really no choice at all. Not for a man such as himself. The only honorable choice was to marry her and save her reputation, regardless of how it came to be ruined.

      At the moment, he had his suspicions of exactly how she’d ended up in his bed without his knowledge, but with all the witnesses, including his own brother and sister... well if they hadn’t been there, he might have tried to find a way to hush it up. Honorably. But they were here, so the point was moot. Isaac was the Duke and he would always set the first example, especially in matters of honor, for his younger siblings. Which meant there was only one thing he could do, because Isaac was not the kind of man who would allow a young woman’s reputation to be ruined over him.

      “As you can see, Miss Stafford has accepted my proposal of marriage.” He swallowed thickly. “I’d like the wedding to be as soon as possible under the circumstances.” Catching the eye of - Mr. Stafford? Or did the man have a title? - he gave him a brief nod. Isaac would make whatever arrangements would keep the man satisfied, as he looked quite unhappy with the entire situation. Hopefully the chit didn’t have another fiancé tucked away somewhere. Although, if her father was trying to force her into a marriage that she was unwilling to go into, he might have more sympathy for her methods.

      “Benedict can get the special license and be back by tomorrow,” Arabella suggested, almost gleefully. Isaac held back a growl. His sister was enjoying this far too much. And he didn’t understand why she was pushing this now, after spending the entire house party trying to keep him out of leg shackles. “We need it as soon as possible. You should hear what people were already saying before I came up here, and all the noise will have only made it worse. There’s no covering this up.”

      Nodding, Isaac waved at them. “If you would all give my bride-to-be and me some privacy now, please.”

      “But -“ The younger Miss Stafford started to protest, looking scandalized. After all, despite now being engaged, being alone together in his bedroom, naked, was not within the bounds of propriety.

      “Just for a minute,” Isaac said. “So that we may dress without an audience.”

      “Yes... oh yes, of course!” Lady Chesterfield shook herself, very much like a dog coming out of water, and immediately went into hostess mode. “We’ll have a celebration dinner this evening of course, and - “ her voice trailed off as Arabella took her arm and helped to lead her from the room. Benedict made sure the younger Miss Stafford and her father left as well before he closed the door behind him, giving Isaac one last amused look.

      With a groan, Isaac pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes, hoping to stop the pounding in his head, to no avail.

      “Here, this will help.”

      His bride-to-be had a soft voice. A soothing voice, despite being filled with anxiety. Isaac opened his eyes and turned slightly to see her holding out a cup with what looked like some herbs floating in it. She was on her knees, holding the covers up around her breasts with one hand, while the other held out her offering.

      “Why, madam, so that you can drug me again?” he asked, watching her reaction closely. There was no need, really, as she didn’t attempt to dissemble. A pink flush filled her cheeks and went down her neck. Since this was his first good look at her, Isaac looked his fill. He vaguely remembered her from last night, but that memory was cloudy; mostly he remembered her big, grey eyes. Today he could see her quite clearly, and it wasn’t a bad sight.

      She had very pale, creamy skin without a freckle in sight, honey-blonde hair that was plaited into a thick braid, grey eyes reminiscent of a cloudy day at sea, and a pleasing countenance. From what he could see of her body, she was pleasingly proportioned as well. At least he wasn’t going to marry an antidote. Although he’d already been attracted to the feel of her body against his earlier, so he would have made do even if she’d been horsefaced. Lights weren’t needed to beget an heir after all.

      Not that he was pleased about having to marry her. After all, she’d drugged him and snuck into his bed, creating the scandal so he would have to marry her. Isaac had wanted to choose his own bride, and she’d taken that choice away from him.

      “I’m sorry,” she practically whispered, wilting a bit under his stentorian gaze, her arm drooping. Then it straightened again, along with her shoulders, and she pressed it towards him. “This really will help though. I’m quite good with herbs and remedies.”

      The throbbing pain in his head was making him desperate, and so he took the cup from her and drank. The concoction was bitterly unpleasant, but he forced it down anyway. It had always been his experience that the most effective medicines rarely tasted pleasant. Almost as soon as he’d finished it she was handing him another glass, this one of regular water, ostensibly to wash away the taste of her remedy.

      Sipping it more slowly, he let his eyes roam over her again, not bothering to hide that he was studying her. She was looking at him as well, as though she’d never seen a naked man before. Well that was a relief, as it occurred to him that one reason a woman might drug a man to gain a husband would be to gain a father for her child. Still, better not to assume.

      “Are you pregnant?” he asked bluntly.

      “What? No!” The aghast expression on her face reassured him. Her answer had been swift and sure, not to mention shocked at the very idea.

      “Was your father trying to make you marry someone you didn’t want to?”

      She shook her head, bringing the sheets farther up on her body.

      A knocking on the door made him pause.

      “Lydia! Come out, it’s been several minutes.”

      “My sister,” his bride-to-be said, scrambling up. He got a very quick glimpse of her pale, creamy curves as she picked up her robe off of the floor and put it on, dropping the sheet as she tightened the sash. Now that the pain in his head was receding, his cock stirred at the brief glimpse of her body, which didn’t help his temper.

      Isaac didn’t say a word as she quickly left the room without looking at him, her actions jerky and hurried. He didn’t trust himself to speak right now. Despite the easing of his headache, it still hurt, which made him cross, and since he couldn’t think of another reason he would find excusable for drugging him and forcing him into marriage with her… His anger at being forced into marriage with a woman who was obviously either a fortune-hunter or a social-climber was rising. There wasn’t time right now for the words they were going to have.

      But there would be time later. Plenty. The rest of their lives in fact.

      He cursed under his breath as he got to his feet and went to ring for his valet.
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      “A duchess!” Amy said, with a little twirl. “I can’t believe I’m going to be sister to a duchess!”

      “Yes... I’m not really sure I thought that part of it through,” Lydia said nervously as she quickly dressed in her nicest day dress. She needed the armor of the sky blue gown with its silver trim, knowing that it made her grey eyes stand out beautifully and complimented her honey-blonde hair. Looking her best would be more important than ever today as the gossip would already be running wild.

      “How could you?” Amy asked. “It must have been a whirlwind! I knew you and the Duke would get on; although, I must admit, I didn’t think you would get on quite so quickly.”

      Lydia’s hands stilled from where she’d been pinning her braid into a coil at the back of her head. “You spoke to him?”

      “Yes, last night at the dance,” Amy said. “He’s very kind. I wanted to introduce you, but we couldn’t find you anywhere.”

      Because Lydia had been in the stillroom gathering the supplies she would need to drug the Duke into unconsciousness and ensure he would sleep deeply enough that she could slip into his bed.

      Was it possible she’d moved too precipitously? She shook the thought from her mind. Even if Amy had managed to introduce them, why would the Duke have chosen her - plain, practically a spinster, and without any powerful connections despite her stepfather’s title - for his bride? The obvious answer: he wouldn’t have. This had been the only way she’d been able to secure her future.

      Lydia was also horribly certain she wasn’t safe yet. Her stepfather had looked so angry when he’d agreed to her marriage, and even more infuriated when he’d realized the Duke meant to have the deed done in a hurry. While Lydia had been nearly faint with relief over the speed with which the Duke intended to make her his wife, she wouldn’t feel secure until she actually was his wife and no longer part of her stepfather’s household.

      She wished she could feel some of Amy’s enthusiasm, but the only thing she currently felt was nausea. The idea of leaving the safety of her room, facing not only her new fiancé but everyone who would be wondering whether she’d trapped him into marriage (and bless Amy for completely believing in her, even if she didn’t deserve it) made her want to run and hide. Actually, losing the contents of her stomach didn’t sound so bad if it would allow her to remain in her room, but she knew it wouldn’t. The deed had been done, and now she must face the consequences.

      “You look lovely,” Amy said, pushing Lydia away from the mirror. “I’m sure everyone’s waiting to congratulate you!”

      Sure, Lydia thought glumly, wishing she could state her sarcastic response aloud. She’d just trapped one of the most eligible bachelors in the country into marriage. Congratulations would certainly be at the forefront of everyone’s mind.
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      Isaac wished he could drink as much as he had last night. Or, at least, that the sibling by his side was Benedict instead of Arabella. His sister was strangely gleeful at the situation he found himself in. Their friends, the Earl and Countess of Spencer, were highly amused by it. The rest of the guests were eyeing him with speculation; probably trying to decide whether he was a rogue who had seduced an innocent and been caught out at it, or if he was an idiot who had managed to be duped and caught by an innocent.

      A stuttered hush went through the room, and he turned to see his soon-to-be bride come in through the doorway with her sister. She had a subtle beauty about her, the kind that was often overlooked for more flashy good looks, but which became more beautiful the longer she was observed. Despite the way her chin trembled, she lifted it defiantly, obviously aware of why conversation had come to an abrupt halt and yet unwilling to be cowed by it.

      Every strand of her honey-blonde hair was perfectly in place, which strangely made Isaac’s fingers itch to undo it from the elaborate coiffure, framing her face with curls. Her grey eyes looked almost unnaturally large in her pale face, the color shining like silver. Her cheeks and lips were pale, but her expression was determined. The blue gown she was wearing outlined her shape nicely, clinging to her curves, especially her derriere.

      Isaac had plans for that particular part of her anatomy.

      After all, the only way for him to honorably be rid of their sudden engagement was for her to call it off. So he might as well show her the kind of marriage he intended to have with her before the actual wedding. While he admired her fortitude in the face of gossips, the fact was that she had trapped him with an underhanded trick. He wouldn’t put up with that kind of behavior from his wife, and he was going to take a page from his friends’ books - particularly Wesley’s - and enforce the strictures of good behavior with a hand to her bottom. If she didn’t like it, or didn’t think she could tolerate living like that, then she would call off the engagement and he would be off the hook. And then he could find a more biddable wife. Granted, given his position, he would be hard-pressed to find a wife who wasn’t a social climber, but he should at least be able to find one who didn’t use a man’s honor to trap him into marriage.

      “Oh good, she’s here!” Arabella crowed quietly. She immediately started dragging Isaac towards the sisters, whereas he would have preferred to stand back and observe Miss Stafford’s behavior for a bit before having to approach her. From the chuckles he could hear following them, he knew that the Spencers were only a step behind. “I’m so looking forward to getting to know my new sister.”

      “I thought you didn’t want me to marry anyone here,” he murmured, scowling down at Arabella, feeling more than a little betrayed. She wasn’t bothered at all by his predicament.

      “That was because I thought they were all twits and cabbageheads,” Arabella said, excitement and a bit of admiration threaded through her voice. “I haven’t formally met Miss Stafford, but I’m looking forward to it now. Did you know she set down Melbourn last night when he misquoted Shakespeare? She’s the one I was telling you about, that I wanted you to meet.”

      A pang of alarm went through Isaac as he realized his sister thought Miss Stafford’s audacity a good thing. As if Arabella needed any more cohorts to her antics. He was certainly going to have to imprint upon Miss Stafford exactly what kind of behaviors were appropriate as his Duchess, and that would certainly include not encouraging or assisting Arabella in any of her contretemps. 

      The expression on the elder Miss Stafford’s face was rather satisfying when she saw him and his sister bearing down on her. The younger beamed, obviously as happy about their match as his own sister was, and Isaac felt himself soften, just a touch. The younger had an innocence to her that even a jaded cynic like himself wasn’t entirely immune to. The elder, on the other hand, looked as though she was already regretting her decision and wanted to run. Which, to Isaac’s way of thinking, was all to the good. Hopefully, it wouldn’t take much to convince her to do so.

      “Miss Stafford,” he said, nodding to his bride-to-be, and then to her sister. “And Miss Amy. I’m pleased to introduce my sister, Lady Arabella.”

      “Just Arabella, please,” his sister said, grinning with broad approval. Isaac fought down the urge to pinch her, the way he’d done when they were children and she was being particularly obnoxious. “Since we’re to be family.”

      After a brief pause, the younger sister answered just as brightly, obviously realizing that the elder wasn’t going to. “And you must call me Amy, and of course, this is Lydia.”

      The next thing he knew, Isaac was pushed together with Lydia, as he must accustom himself to calling her, and Wesley and Cynthia were being introduced to Lydia and Amy as well. The light touch of her hand over his arm was so ephemeral, it was more as though her hand was hovering over his forearm. He looked down at her, studying her as the conversation bubbled around him. If she was a talkative creature, she wasn’t exhibiting it now, which Isaac actually appreciated. He didn’t think he would have been able to hold back his disgust if she’d been outwardly gloating or chattering as if she’d done nothing wrong.

      Instead, she was outwardly calm and collected, albeit a bit stiff. Almost shy really. In fact, if she hadn’t trapped him into marriage, he would feel that her demeanor was exactly what he wanted in a prospective bride. Serene without being haughty, intelligent without being pompous, and altogether rather interesting.

      Wesley, of course, seemed to take her quiet demeanor as a personal challenge, and Isaac found himself feeling strangely jealous as it was the Earl who managed to coax the first smile and real conversation from her. 

      “Romeo and Juliet is utter tripe,” Wesley declared, causing his wife to gasp and smack him. Lady Spencer wasn’t much for reading, but she did adore the theater, especially Shakespeare. Glancing down at Lydia, Isaac was surprised to see her lips curving upwards in a real smile. “Two young idiots, so far gone in their dramatics, is not great romance.”

      “It’s tragic romance!” Cynthia exclaimed, shaking her head at him. Her husband gave an appreciative glance at her exposed bosom, which moved along with her head shakes. Isaac did his best not to notice. “They weren’t idiots, they were just passionate.”

      “What do you think, Miss Stafford?” Wesley asked, turning to Lydia.

      “I must admit, I prefer the histories to the tragedies,” Lydia said quietly. “They have just as much scope for emotion without reducing their characters to passion without logic.”

      “But the histories are so dreary,” her sister protested. “The comedies are far more entertaining, and they don’t leave one weeping at the end.”

      “Dreary, but real,” Lydia countered. “Sometimes life is dreary, sometimes it is tragic, sometimes it is amusing. The histories draw from all human emotion as well as from actual events.”

      “Bah,” her sister waved her hand dismissively, before getting a dreamy look in her eye. “I’d rather see A Midsummer Night’s Dream than any play about battles or war.”

      “A fan of the fairies?” Wesley asked, smiling encouragingly at her. “My Cynthia enjoys that particular play as well.”

      “It is my favorite, so far,” Cynthia said, but then gave Lydia a brilliant smile. “But I also thoroughly enjoyed Henry VI, it was really quite rousing. Made me feel positively patriotic.”

      “I’ve always wanted to see it,” Lydia said, longing clear in her voice. The conversation immediately diverted into Cynthia and Arabella describing the particular production they’d seen, which had included both parts. As he had been, Isaac stayed out of the conversation, contemplating the puzzle of his bride-to-be.

      On the one hand, part of him wanted to label her a social-climbing, fortune-hunting schemer, considering her actions last night and this morning. On the other, it was clear she was everything her sister had claimed last night; she was intelligent, witty, well-read, and quite beautiful when she was enjoying herself. Color filled her cheeks as Wesley conceded a point to her, with entirely good will, and Isaac was rather enjoying watching as she thoroughly charmed his friend, his friend’s wife, and his sister. Until he remembered how she’d trapped him, and then he felt disgruntled and slightly resentful of how she was making him feel.

      As though she heard his thoughts, she glanced up at him, seemed to remember where she was, and quickly paled and fell silent again. Which just made him feel more disgruntled. After all, she was the one who had trapped him. He hadn’t done anything wrong. Why should she look at him as if he were a monster?

      Fortunately, they were interrupted by Lady Chesterfield, who wanted to do the rounds with him and Lydia, doing her best to disperse the notion among her guests that any whiff of scandal had occurred beneath her roof. By turns the other guests were congratulatory, smirking, and downright gleeful, depending on their age, gender, and marital status. Isaac found himself glaring down Mrs. Pleasant and her daughter, as they acted in complete opposition to their surname, towards Lydia. His bride didn’t seem to care, but he did. If she was going to be his Duchess, he was not going to allow anyone to sneer at her, no matter how she’d secured the position.

      As they followed Lady Chesterfield to yet another small group, gathered together for conversation, Isaac bent his head slightly.

      “Hold your head up; you’re going to be a Duchess. Don’t allow them to needle you, and if they do, don’t let them see it’s affected you.”

      Was it his imagination, or did he actually hear her gulp? “Yes, Your Grace.”

      “And don’t call me that. We’re engaged now. To you, I’m Isaac.” That disgruntled feeling returned as she simply nodded her head and looked down at the ground. “I said, head up, Lydia.”

      The steel in his voice made her head snap back up, chin high, and she gave him a resentful little look before taking a deep breath and looking straight ahead of her. Amusement threaded through his impatience. Well, at least she’d listened.

      “I’ll want to speak with you later this evening,” he said, keeping his eyes straight forward as well, although he could still see her in his peripheral vision. “Alone.”

      This time he was sure of it, she swallowed uneasily before answering him. “Yes, Isaac.”

      Lady Chesterfield turned, waving them forward. With an inward sigh, Isaac led Lydia to the new cluster of judgmental eyes. Ever onward and into the fray. After all, she was the one who’d caused this situation.
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      The afternoon was pure torture.

      Facing the other house guests was already agony, having to do it on the arm of the man she’d tricked and trapped only compounded the feelings of shame and guilt assaulting her. Especially because she didn’t know how to talk to him. He went around in turns, sometimes smiling at her, sometimes glaring at her, and sometimes staring at her with a thoughtful expression that she didn’t know how to interpret. At least his sister had been welcoming, so there would be at least one friendly face in her new household. His brother had been amused this morning too, perhaps he would be more like Arabella than her soon-to-be husband.

      Lady Chesterfield was doing her best to ensure all her guests received the correct impression, which was that the Duke of Manchester and Miss Stafford had been engaged and then ah, celebrating their engagement. How lovely that they would be married at her house party, on the morrow! She repeated the same happy phrases so often that even Lydia was starting to believe it, at least until she would see the Duke glaring at her again. She kept trying to think of him as Isaac, but it was hard to think of him so familiarly when they weren’t actually familiar at all.

      Finally, everyone disbanded to dress for dinner - or, the ladies did while the men meandered to the pool room or other pursuits - and Lydia thought she might faint from relief. She practically ran from the Duke, as politely as one could, and for the safety of her room.

      Unfortunately, she didn’t quite make it.

      A hard hand clamped down on her arm, making her yelp as she was pulled into an alcove, where she was thrust up against the wall. Her head bounced off of it, causing an immediate throbbing and knocking the breath out of her, so that she went silent. Her stepfather’s red-rimmed and bloodshot eyes glared at her, his face inches from hers, hot breath laden with scotch wafting over her face. Lydia froze in terror, a strangled scream caught in her lungs.

      “You’ll keep your mouth shut if you know what’s good for you,” he said icily, holding her against the wall, hands gripping each of her arms, fingers digging in hard enough to hurt but not quite hard enough to bruise. Lydia nodded, and he shook her. “Not just right now, but I don’t want to hear a word about me from the Duke, do you understand?”

      He was afraid she would tell the Duke about how her stepfather had been rattling at her door. Hardly. Lydia almost wanted to laugh at the absurdity of it. She’d just trapped the man into marriage, she doubted he would believe her even if she made the attempt. Or that he would care, even if he did. The servants certainly hadn’t, and considering her actions with the Duke, he would probably suspect she’d done something to deserve her stepfather’s treatment. Sometimes she wondered if she hadn’t, because why else would her stepfather have begun to treat her differently? She just didn’t know what or she would have stopped it.

      Seeing the angry determination in his eyes, Lydia shook her head. “I won’t,” she promised, her voice a breathy whisper, barely audible. It was the loudest she could speak. “I promise, I won’t.”

      “You’re not going to tell him, and you’re going to get me whatever I need. Money, information... whatever,” her stepfather continued, leaning in so that she had to turn her face away from him or else his nose would have touched hers. A frightened whimper worked its way out of her throat. “Or I’ll marry your sister off to the first man that wants her, no matter his age or temperament.”

      Fear, a greater fear than ever, struck through her. She didn’t think her stepfather would abuse his own daughter, but... he’d been in his cups more and more of late. Amy had already turned down two marriage proposals this season, both to gentlemen who were rather unsuitable as far as she was concerned. One had been twice her age and already gone through two wives, with quite a bit of hushed gossip about how quickly those wives had passed under his tender care, and the other had been three times her age and desperate for a young wife to provide him with an heir. There had been quite a few younger men interested in Amy too, but none of them had come up to scratch this Season... but Amy was so young that it hadn’t mattered. Next Season, having acquired her town bronze, grown up a little, and presumably sister to a Duchess, she was likely to receive all sorts of offers. Some would be good, some would not.

      At this point, Lydia wouldn’t be surprised if her stepfather just wanted to see the back of both of them. Daughters could be burdensome, and he wouldn’t want to risk Amy needing a third, expensive season.

      Lydia nodded again, panicked at the thought that she might be abandoning her sister to an untenable situation... but so far Amy’s father had never actually abused her. That didn’t mean he wouldn’t.

      “I’ll keep quiet and get you whatever you want, if Amy marries whomever she wants,” Lydia said, her heart pounding. This was the only way she could save them both. She needed to leave her stepfather’s house, and now she had to protect Amy from his indifference to Amy’s future.

      He sneered at her. “You’d better.”

      Then his fingers released her, and Lydia sagged, as if his hold had been the only thing keeping her upright. His slightly staggered footsteps stumbled away, growing fainter, and Lydia hugged herself, rubbing her arms where he’d gripped her and choking back the sobs that were rising up in her chest. She couldn’t go back out into the hallway where someone might see her if she was crying. There was no telling what sort of gossip that might start.

      Holding her hand against her chest, as if she could push her emotions down by sheer force, she gulped in air. A feeling of relief suffused her that the confrontation hadn’t gone worse.

      She was going to escape her stepfather’s clutches. She could protect her sister. Somehow she’d find a way to get her stepfather what he wanted. Surely the Duke would provide her with an allowance or pin money. She didn’t know what kind of information her stepfather might want, but she was smart. Somehow she’d get him whatever he requested. Perhaps, if she were lucky, the Duke would send her away to rusticate in the country and make it harder for her stepfather to reach her anyway.

      Which gave way to the sobering realization that she had no idea where the Duke lived. Did he stay in London when it wasn’t the Season? He had estates, of course, quite a few of them, but she didn’t know what kind of life he actually lived. Some of the ton never left London, others only inhabited the capital when social strictures dictated they must. Wherever she ended up, somehow she’d make it work.

      In the meantime, she would be the best wife she could be to the Duke. The best Duchess she could be. Although, she really wished she hadn’t been so impulsive... she’d chosen the Duke because he didn’t seem to care who he married, but she really rather wished he wasn’t a Duke. After all, she knew nothing about being a Duchess. But she was smart, there must be books that would help her. And Arabella had already offered her assistance, as had Cynthia, the Countess of Spencer. For whatever reason, Lydia already had allies.

      So she would learn how to be both a good wife and a good Duchess, and hopefully the Duke would not regret his honorable action in saving her reputation. Perhaps, if she became a good enough wife and Duchess, he would even forgive her machinations, and once Amy had found a husband and was safely married, Lydia could throw herself at his mercy and tell him everything. Perhaps, if she could engender enough goodwill in him, he would protect her from her stepfather. That would be the best possible scenario she could imagine. But she couldn’t take the risk until after Amy was safe.

      Taking in deep breaths, Lydia slowly calmed her racing heart. She could do this. She had to do this. She was going to save both her sister and herself.

      Wiping away the tears from her eyes, Lydia got to her feet, only feeling a bit shaky. She peeked into the hall and was relieved to see no one there for the moment. Quickly, she hurried down to her door, moving as swiftly as possible in hopes that the hall would remain empty. 

      For once, it appeared, luck was with her.

      Safely secure in her own room, she made her way over to the washbasin, splashing cold water on her face and wiping away the tracks of her tears, soothing her reddened eyes. Laying down on the bed, she took advantage of the current fashion of resting in the afternoon. Normally she would read or perhaps find someone for a game of chess, but today she just lay there and concentrated on breathing in and out, quite slowly, quite calmly, and thinking about nothing at all. By the time the maid arrived to help her dress and redo her hair, Lydia was completely composed again.
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      “Huzzah, brother, I have triumphantly returned!” Benedict barged into Isaac’s room, grinning and waving a piece of paper above his head. A very important piece of paper, as it was the special license allowing the Duke of Manchester to marry Miss Stafford on the morrow. Isaac’s valet, Noah Glassen, a stern-faced man and veteran who now walked with a pronounced limp after his service, actually let slip a smile before he quickly covered it up again. He worked hard at being the perfect valet, sober demeanor and all, but Isaac was getting the idea he was just as amused at Isaac’s current marital situation as his siblings were.

      Why they all found it so funny was beyond him. Was it so much to ask for a little bit of loyalty?

      “I wasn’t expecting you back until after dinner,” Isaac said, a little stiffly, as Glassen helped him into his vest. When he’d asked Glasssen what Miss Stafford’s reputation was amongst the staff, he’d been informed her and her sister were considered delightful to assist, although they hadn’t come with their own ladies’ maids. Which he supposed explained why Glassen was already predisposed towards her.

      “I changed horses in the city,” Benedict said cheerfully, not at all put out by Isaac’s less than warm welcome. “I wanted to be sure I didn’t have any delay in returning.” His grin widened. “Hired the fastest one I could find.”

      And apparently hadn’t had any difficulty in acquiring the license. Although Isaac supposed he shouldn’t have expected one. After all, when a Duke wanted to be married, the church and crown both wanted to see it done.

      “How is your blushing bride?” Benedict asked. Apparently unconcerned by his own windswept appearance, he was settling down quite comfortably in the wingback chair near the fireplace, watching as Glassen dressed Isaac. “Cause any more scandals while I was away?”

      “No, she was perfectly well behaved,” Isaac responded, feeling surprisingly defensive. After all, she had been; and despite the fact they weren’t married yet, her behavior reflected on him now. His brother needn’t look so delighted at the idea of a scandalous sister; although it occurred to Isaac that Arabella and Benedict both certainly needed a good example to follow, which was a large part of why he was marrying Miss Stafford in the first place. That and he didn’t think his own personal honor would have allowed him to set her aside, even if his siblings weren’t there as witnesses, although he definitely would have been a good deal more tempted to try.

      But with any luck, after tonight, she would cry off and he would be free to choose his own bride without impugning his honor. No matter how well she and Arabella already got on.

      First, he had to get through their engagement dinner. He wished he could have arranged to be alone with her sometime during the day, because of course crying off would be more difficult for her after a celebratory dinner, but it had been impossible. After dinner would be the only opportunity with enough time and privacy to demonstrate to her exactly how he would respond to naughty behavior from his wife. Then it would be up to her to decide whether or not she could live that way.

      Remembering the attractive curve of her backside and the soft pink of her lips, a little voice in the back of Isaac’s head remarked that things wouldn’t be all that bad if she decided she could.
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      Seated next to his fiancé during dinner, it was hard not to just turn and stare at her through the entire meal. Who was this woman?

      She had drugged a man she’d never even been properly introduced to in order to trap him into marriage. Had crawled in and slept beside him in the nude. Hadn’t offered an apology or even appeared remorseful, now that he thought about it. He’d been too muddled and furious first thing in the morning to demand one, but she hadn’t even attempted it.

      Yet now, he could see she was polite, she was charming, she was intelligent, and she was beautiful. So why had she needed to drug him in the first place?

      The only times she quailed were when she was required to interact with him or when she met the furious eyes of her stepfather, the Earl of Grayford, who was halfway down the table. Isaac didn’t much like the man, who was both obsequious and haughtily sneering by turns. They’d hammered out the marriage contract just before dinner, where the man had made it clear that Lydia had only a very small dowry, which she’d inherited upon her mother’s death, and that she couldn’t expect anything from him, in between flattering Isaac and hinting that he needn’t marry Lydia if he truly didn’t desire to. The toadying had made Isaac want to punch the man.

      If the Earl hadn’t been so clear in his hints that he had no care for Lydia’s reputation, Isaac might have thought the man had put his stepdaughter up to trapping Isaac. Instead, after talking to him, he was sure that it had been Lydia’s plan alone. Unless Grayford had meant to make Lydia trap Isaac, and then sacrifice her reputation… in order to manipulate Isaac into feeling in Grayford’s debt for not insisting Isaac marry her? After all, a daughter - especially a stepdaughter - could easily be removed from Society, if one didn’t care that she was no longer marriageable. That idea seemed so Machiavellian that Isaac had trouble attributing it to a man who came off as fairly simple. 

      Grayford obviously resented Isaac’s greater status even as he thought to use it. If Isaac was displeased, he was willing to sacrifice his stepdaughter, but he also seemed pleased that he would soon be a relation to a duke. Basically, he sought whatever advantage he could get from the situation. Unfortunately Isaac had dealt with many men like him since attaining his dukedom; they were a dime a dozen among the nobility. More than one man had tried to basically sell off his daughter to Isaac before, and Isaac had always refused. Now he had no choice. Fed up with Grayford’s toadying, Isaac had made it clear that they would marry on the morrow and then leave the Chesterfields for his own estate. His brother and sister would stay for the remainder of the party, of course, which would give him and his new bride some privacy.

      Dealing with Grayford had made Isaac feel a tiny bit more sympathetic to Miss Stafford’s actions. Just a tad. He always felt sympathetic towards the young women with parents more interested in advancing than they were in their daughters. That didn’t mean he appreciated being trapped. Although she might cry off. There were other options for her now.

      Already he could see more than one other man eyeing her with interest. Of course, that could also properly be attributed to the fact that some men only noticed what drew another’s interest. Since Miss Stafford had drawn a duke’s, now they were all speculating exactly how she had done so. And they were presented with a young lady who was a bit more mature than the regular debutantes, who was witty, obviously well-read by her conversation, and really quite beautiful. It didn’t hurt that she was sitting between Isaac and his brother and across from the Earl of Spencer; and the latter two were doing their best to draw her out of her shell, and when they succeeded, she shone.

      “Have you heard anything about these new, small engines?” she asked Wesley, excitement clear in her voice. It made her cheeks flush becomingly, her grey eyes shining with interest. The topics of trade and Wesley’s various travels and business endeavors had led to engines and trains, and now the new motor cars that had begun to make the news. Isaac was actually rather surprised to hear she even knew of their existence; it certainly wasn’t a topic yet widely discussed in drawing rooms. “I find it fascinating that one could be constructed in such meager proportions and yet still propel a vehicle.” 

      “Well, to be fair, they haven’t managed to construct one very successfully yet,” Wesley said with a rakish grin. “I have high hopes though, which is why I made the investment.”

      Lady Chesterfield tutted, inserting herself into the conversation and sounding faintly scandalized. “My lord, I’m sure you don’t mean to speak of finances at the dinner table.”

      “Of course not, my lady,” Wesley said smoothly. “Just my hopes.” He gave Lydia a wink, causing her to giggle when just a moment before she’d wilted under Lady Chesterfield’s disapproval. Isaac felt a small stirring of jealousy at how easily Wesley was able to do that. Not that he wanted to amuse Miss Stafford... did he? No, of course not. He was hoping she’d cry off after their meeting later this evening.

      “Well, I hope that my new sister-in-law will be happy with my brother, despite his lack of interest in engines,” Benedict said. If Miss Stafford hadn’t been sitting between them, he would have reached over and smacked the back of his brother’s head.

      Big grey eyes turned to look up at him, cutting off his retort. She really did have the most remarkable eyes; like grey skies before a storm, glowing like small moons above her pale cheeks. The silver ball gown she was wearing only enhanced their color, while clinging to the rest of her attributes. The low décolletage was made more presentable by the lacy white fichu across the creamy tops of her breasts, which only made a man’s fingers itch to tear it away. The long column of her neck looked far too slender and delicate to hold up the mass of curls adorning her head, and yet she moved as gracefully as a swan. Despite himself, despite what she’d done, it was becoming harder and harder to deny that his bride greatly appealed to him in a purely physical manner.

      In fact, he was starting to question whether or not he wanted to try and scare her off by spanking her before the wedding... but, of course, he knew he would. Because he should. It was only fair she knew what kind of life she was signing herself up for, and if she chose ruination instead... well he wouldn’t be to blame. He would not be unduly harsh, but he would also not have a wife who thought to control him or to manipulate him with his honor.

      Lydia gave him a demure smile, although her eyes were pools of anxiety. “I’m sure His Grace and I will be able to find some common ground.”

      Her tone of voice was conciliatory and almost hopeful, causing Isaac’s eyebrow to rise. Perhaps this biddable, almost shyly sweet, side of her was the true act. Perhaps she already thought to curry favor with him, having realized his anger over her entrapment of him.

      When he didn’t answer, her cheeks paled and she bit her lower lip, her gaze dropping as she attended assiduously to her plate. Over her lowered head, Benedict shot him a measuring look, as if to say ‘She’s going to be your wife, you’re the one who is going to have to life with her.’ Inwardly sighing, Isaac cleared his throat. 

      “I must admit, I’ve never been partial to tinkering with mechanics,” he said, addressing her directly, trying to keep his voice as civil as possible rather than filled with suspicion. “I prefer to spend my free time with my horses or in the library.”

      “My brother likes games,” Benedict said, encouragingly as Lydia’s head came up again. Rather than looking at Benedict, however, her head turned to Isaac, studying him as if trying to discern whether or not his statement was an olive branch or a criticism of her interests. “Particularly chess.”

      A small smile curved her lips. “I’ve always rather liked chess.”

      The statement made Isaac blink, and then he smiled back, trying not to do so too patronizingly. Arabella professed to like chess as well, but what she really meant was that she liked moving the pieces about the board; never with any strategy and rarely with any tactics past trying to take out as many of her opponent’s pieces as possible.

      “Perhaps we’ll have to play sometime,” he said graciously. Lydia nodded her head, their eyes meeting, and he imagined he saw a kind of desperate hopefulness in them, along with gratitude. As if she was thankful they were getting along and hoped it would continue. Well, that would really be up to her, wouldn’t it?

      Then Lady Chesterfield interrupted the conversation again, with a question for Benedict about the roads, and Lydia’s head dipped down and the moment was lost. Isaac remained thoughtful for the rest of the dinner.
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      By the time dinner was over, Lydia was more than ready to escape both of the men at her sides. The Duke was imposingly silent, formidably stern, while his brother - for all his playfulness - was doing his best to gain her good graces, while interspersing his charming stories and witticisms with probing questions about herself. Lydia recognized his friendliness for what it was, and she didn’t blame him for being protective of his elder brother, but it did nothing to help her fraying nerves either. Neither did the looks she could feel the two brothers exchanging over her head.

      When the last plate had been removed and the ladies were beginning to stand, readying to withdraw so the gentlemen could enjoy their port and cigars, the Duke’s hand closed over hers and Lydia froze in place. His hold was gentler than her stepfather’s but firm; she could feel the strength of his fingers and the warm of his palm through the gloves she was wearing. He leaned in, his lips nearly touching her ear, and a strange shiver went through her body as something in her chest and stomach twisted.

      “Once the evening is over, I will escort you to your bedroom, and we will have our discussion,” he murmured in her air, his voice so low she doubted even someone standing right beside them would have heard it. The deepness of his tone, the sternness lined through the statement, left her quailing.

      As soon as he released her fingers, she popped up like a jack-in-the-box out of her chair and fairly fled. She was one of the last ladies to leave the dining room, but Amy was standing there, waiting for her.

      “Are you feeling well?” Amy asked, looking concerned as the door closed behind them, cutting off the sound of deep, masculine voices. “You look a bit pale.”

      “Do I?” Lydia asked, unable to fashion a real answer. There was the strangest fluttering in her belly and she felt overheated, almost dizzy really. Her hand, where the Duke had covered it, still tingled.

      “Overly excited, I suppose,” Amy said with a happy grin. She was practically skipping. “All my dinner companions could speak of was how the Duke couldn’t take his eyes off of you all day.”

      “Yes... well...” Lydia supposed she should be happy, because it was clear from Amy’s implication that now everyone thought there really was something between her and the Duke. Which was to the benefit of both their reputations and therefore something of a relief, but mostly she just felt distracted and anxious. 

      What could the Duke wish to speak to her of? She knew he and her stepfather had hastily drawn up a marriage contract this afternoon. They’d both signed it. Had he changed his mind? What would she do if he had?

      “It’s so romantic,” Amy said, sighing. “I was peeking at you through dinner; he kept looking at you as if you were a particularly tasty treat and he wanted to eat you up.” 

      Her sister certainly had an interesting take on the situation. Still, Amy wasn’t the type to create things whole cloth; there must be some kind of evidence for her to come to such conclusions. And the Duke had seemed to warm to Lydia a bit over the meal.

      Which only made her more confused and worried over what kind of conversation he might want to have with her. It wasn’t the conversation that particularly bothered her - in many ways, it only made sense that they speak at least a bit before they married (unless, of course, he intended to cry off) - it was the uncertainty. The not knowing. Lydia had already dealt with far too much uncertainty and anxiety in the past two years, she longed for stability and routine and no longer wondering what was going to happen to her.

      “Oh dear, you look even paler than before,” Amy said, frowning and pulling Lydia to a halt in the hallway next to the staircase. “You should go on up to bed, I’ll make your excuses to Lady Chesterfield and the Duke.”

      A feeling of relieved reprieve suffused Lydia. “Yes, please... I think you are correct. I am overwrought by the events and anxious about tomorrow. Thank you, dear heart.”

      “Of course!” Amy bussed a kiss against Lydia’s cheek, sending her on her way. As Lydia alit the stairs, she felt lighter with every step. She no longer need face the gossiping ladies or even the Duke once the men rejoined the ladies. He might be angered at her absence, but... well... he was angry already. And Lydia needed the time and lack of company to make peace with her future.
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      Learning that his bride-to-be had quit the drawing room before she’d even arrived had put Isaac into a bit of a temper; although, once the harpies got their claws into him he could scarcely blame her. Somehow, through Lady Chesterfield’s manipulations or some strange coincidence, everyone had gotten it into their head that he and Miss Stafford were a love match. A quite precipitous and unlikely but entirely believable love match. All the ladies were agog and desirous to discuss it ad nauseam.

      He didn’t know whether to be grateful that no one thought him a nodcock easily trapped in marriage or a lascivious seducer of innocents who had been caught out or to be outraged that anyone could think he’d taken leave of his senses in such an out-of-character and shocking manner. After all, he knew very well that his current reputation was one of a stern man; not cold exactly, but certainly not warm. Not the kind of man who would make a love match for his marriage - indeed, his decision to marry had been decidedly cold-blooded.

      Not that he remained entirely cold-blooded about his bride, but she was a very beautiful woman. And rather engaging, if he forgot her machinations. The small glimpses of her naked form that he’d seen in the morning tantalized his memory; some hot-bloodedness was to be expected. 

      The gentlemen expressed some surprise at his choice over port, one of them calling her a beauty but ‘long-in-the-tooth,’ reminding Isaac of why he rarely socialized outside his immediate circle of friends. If he hadn’t been so desperate to secure a bride rather than suffering through the next Season, he certainly wouldn’t have attended this house party. After sitting next to Miss Stafford through dinner and having observed her charms for himself, it baffled him that any of the men there could be so dense as to dismiss her merely because she was a bit older than the usual run of debutantes. A bit smarter too. Another gentleman called her a bluestocking and complained that she was too well read. Dunderheads, all of them. Although at least he understood why she hadn’t been able to attract a suitor on her own. For some inexplicable reason, apparently the gentlemen surrounding him were extraordinarily picky, and he was receiving the impression they were also a bit intimidated by her maturity and her intelligence.

      Well, if empty-headed chits barely out of the schoolroom whose passions consisted of gossip and fashion were what the gentlemen desired, it was their loss. He’d frowned when he’d had the thought, realizing if he followed that thought to its logical conclusion, that would mean marriage to Miss Stafford would be to his gain.

      Extricating himself from the drawing room as quickly as he could, Isaac headed determinedly for Miss Stafford’s room. Fortunately, he’d had Glassen locate it earlier and report back to him, just in case there was ever a need. He hadn’t anticipated there being one, but he did like to cover all possibilities, and now he was grateful that he had.

      He rapped sharply on the door twice, to warn her, and then swiftly opened it and let himself in. After all, despite the circumstances of their engagement, a nocturnal visit to her room without a chaperone would be frowned upon. It would be expected of them to wait until the morrow when they were properly wed.

      Isaac didn’t even want to think about what the starry-eyed ladies downstairs would have to say if they discovered he couldn’t stay away from his bride for one evening. Not to mention his friends. He had never made himself a noodle over a woman before, and he didn’t intend that anyone think he was now.

      Although, as his startled fiancé jumped up from where she was sitting at her vanity, brushing her long, honeyed hair in front of the cheval glass, Isaac suddenly found himself feeling quite noodle brained. The door shut behind him, and he didn’t even hear it. There seemed to be a sort of roaring noise filling his ears.

      It wasn’t that he was inexperienced. He wasn’t a rake, but he wasn’t a prude either. There had been mistresses, the occasional night at a bawdy house, and yet... he’d never been confronted by a young, virginal woman before in an entirely modest nightrail before. It added an unexpected piquancy to the situation. The material was quite unremarkable, being neither thick nor thin, it skimmed along her curves without emphasizing them, and yet the sedate quality of the cut made it that much more enticing. Her hair hung in waves to her waist, a sheet of gold that his fingers itched to explore, and he was assaulted with the sudden vision of her straddling him, her hair swaying with her movements as she rode him.

      No matter that not an inch of her was exposed that he hadn’t seen before. No matter that there was nothing overtly seductive about her dress or her shocked stance. No matter that she’d drugged him and trapped him into marriage. The sight of her, with her wide, gray eyes and parted, pink lips, in that snowy white gown, with her hair unbound and falling around her made his cock swell with inexplicable immediacy. He shouldn’t be attracted to her, and certainly should not have such a visceral reaction to such a modest nightgown, but ‘should’ apparently didn’t mean anything to his body.

      “Your Grace!” she said, sounding shocked as her hand went to her throat, clutching at the neck of her nightgown.

      He frowned at her. “Miss Stafford. You were not in the drawing room.”

      It wasn’t like to him to state such obvious inanities, but he was thrown by his body’s reaction to her. To his surprise, a blush rose in her cheeks, and she looked down at the ground, almost guiltily. From which he surmised she was feeling perfectly fine, she had just been avoiding him. Possibly avoiding their upcoming conversation as well. His determination to spank her firmed. If she was going to marry him she needed to know he would not be pushed around or even guided by her. There could only be one head of the household and it would be him. Manipulations, contrivances, and excuses would not be tolerated.

      “I’m sorry, Your Grace, I know you wished to speak to me afterwards, but I was... I was...”

      At least it seemed as though she couldn’t outright lie to his face and tell him that she’d felt ill or some other excuse.

      “Well, I’m here now, and so we shall speak.” He crossed over to bench by the fireplace and sat down, ignoring the expression of shock and alarm that crossed her face.

      “Your Grace, I must protest, this is quite irregular,” she said, visibly gulping when he looked back at her sternly.

      “So is drugging a man and crawling into his bed in order to secure a marriage proposal.”

      The color in her cheeks heightened and she actually looked ashamed. Isaac was fascinated. It was so easy to read her emotions now. Perhaps because he’d knocked her off balance with his impromptu visit? Or because they were alone? He couldn’t quite fathom it, and yet he was sure her reactions were not an act. Even more intriguing, rather than dissembling, she apologized.

      “I am sorry about that,” she said, so earnest that she actually took a step forward, before seeming to remember her improper dress and immediately stepping back again. The hand holding closed the top of her nightgown tightened. “It was very wrong of me, and I know that. I... I thank you for doing the honorable thing.”

      To say he was confused was to put it mildly, until he realized this might be another attempt to bamboozle him. She’d given him the stick - trapping him into marriage - and was now offering him the carrot - an apology and what seemed like submissive behavior. Of course, she’d already gotten what she wanted, so it must be easy to appear submissively docile now.

      They’d see whether or not she was able to continue to do so now that she would have to face some consequences for her actions. 

      “I’m relieved to hear you understand that your actions were wrong,” he said sternly. “You took advantage of my honor. I would have some recompense for it. Come here, Lydia.” He gestured with his hand; it was unmistakable that he intended her to approach where he sat.
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      The look in his eyes when he said her name had her quailing. And recompense? What did he mean by that? Her eyes darted to the door, and he snorted.

      “Do not think to run. Even if you make it to the door, you won’t make it down the hall, and if any of the servants were to see me chasing after you, it will cause a greater scandal than you already risked. We’ve been remarkably lucky. Everyone thinks the suddenness of our engagement is due to ours being a great love match. I would rather not the whole of England know otherwise.”

      Lydia winced. There really was no escape. She doubted she would risk scandal by trying to run, because he was completely correct. The door to the rest of the house was across the room where he could easily cut her off, and even if she, by some miracle, made it past him, she was in her nightgown. It was highly possible someone else might retire early or that the servants would be about, readying chambers for the evening, and there would be no end to the gossip. 

      Instead, she focused on the one part of his speech that specifically shocked her. “L-love match?”

      The wry smile he gave her seemed to invite her to share in the joke, but she was feeling far too unsettled to do so. “Quite so. It seems that we are quite the passionate couple, according to gossip. Lady Chesterfield is masterful at avoiding scandal. Some hostesses would cry foul, all the while glorying in the gossip and the attention, but not her. She can be quite a Methodist when she puts her mind to it.”

      “Yes... well... that is... that is...” Lydia floundered, completely at a loss for words. It was truly unexpected is what it was, and yet the Duke didn’t seem to mind. She supposed he thought it better that people think he’d fallen in love with some dowdy, over-age debutante than they know she’d actually tricked and trapped him. A tale of love allowed him to keep more pride than reality did.

      “That is neither here nor there,” he said sternly, making her quail. “Come here, now, Lydia.” She swore his voice deepened when he ordered her around, and she fought against the immediate desire to obey. After all, she had no idea his intentions. Yet she didn’t really have a choice either, did she? And considering she’d decided to try and make the best of their marriage, she shouldn’t start by disobeying him before they’d even said their vows.

      Very slowly, she walked towards him, her fingers nervously rubbing the fabric of her nightgown. Despite his seated position, as she neared him, he seemed larger and more formidable than ever, a perception assisted by his stern visage as he watched her approach. His gaze held hers and she couldn’t look away. There was something hypnotic about his dark eyes, something that demanded her attention and refused to release it.

      Until she finally reached him and his hand snaked out to grab hers, and before Lydia knew what was happening, she found herself in a position she hadn’t been in since childhood.

      “Wha-?!” she gasped out the word, feeling as if all the air had left her lungs, pressed out of her by his knees. Her head swam as she stared at the rich carpet on the floor, her hands flung out in front of her needlessly, as he had already stopped her descent.

      “I may have to marry you, but I will make one thing clear right now,” he said, his voice much more grim than it had been a moment ago. “You have manipulated me once. Never again. I will tolerate nothing but honesty in our marriage. You will be an exemplary wife and duchess, you will be an example to my sister, and you will never again attempt to manipulate, coerce, or elicit certain actions from me. If you need something, you may ask, and I will decide whether or not you will receive. And if you do go against these strictures, or are in some other way naughty, then this is the reaction you will receive.”

      WHACK!

      Lydia shrieked. Her bottom smarted and throbbed where his hand had just landed, the sound slightly muffled by the thin fabric of her nightgown. The all-too-thin fabric, really, which felt like it had done nothing to soften the blow, only the noise of it. It had been years since her governess had spanked her, and it hurt just as much as she remembered - perhaps more.

      “I suggest you not shriek quite so loudly, my dear, unless you want to encourage an interruption,” the duke said, almost sounding amused. 

      WHACK!

      “Ow! Stop! Please!”

      WHACK!

      “Stop it! I said I was sorry!”

      “I appreciate your apology, but your behavior still demands a penance,” he said sternly as her bottom throbbed, one side more than the other. He’d alternated cheeks, which meant that her right cheek now hurt twice as much as the left. Not that she wanted him to even them out. “I will not tolerate this behavior, nor will it go unpunished, as long as you are my wife.”

      WHACK!

      Her hands covered her mouth to keep from howling as the hard, flat surface of his hand smacked down on her left cheek. He was not holding back, and could she really blame him?

      WHACK!

      WHACK!

      “Tell me, are you with child?”

      “What?! No!” Lydia was absolutely indignant. Despite her current distress, it only took her a moment to realize he thought she’d been compromised by someone else and was looking to hide her condition. “I’m.... I’ve never...”

      “Very well, but I needed to ask.”

      Not that it stopped him from continuing to punish her, the brute.

      WHACK!

      WHACK!

      Apparently annoyed by her nightgown, the duke yanked up the bottom of it, pushing down her drawers. Suddenly aware of the immodesty of her posture, Lydia cried out wordlessly, her hands flying back to try and cover her already burning cheeks, but he just took her wrists in one hand and placed them in the small of her back, holding her fast.

      SMACK!

      The small protection of her nightgown was gone, the sound of flesh against flesh cracking through the room. Lydia choked back a sob, trying valiantly not to shriek or scream, mortified at the thought that someone might come in, or even just knock, as she was sure the duke would merely ignore them. She’d be humiliated. Especially because she already knew she would still marry him on the morrow.

      Like his preference that society believe them a love match, Lydia much preferred no one know she was being spanked like a child by her irate fiancé. 

      SMACK!

      Tears smarted, dripping down onto the carpet. Lydia wriggled, all too aware of how much larger and stronger he was than her. Her legs kicked, churning as she began to struggle, knowing she wouldn’t be able to get away, but unable to desist... it hurt too much. He stopped spanking her for just a moment, pushing her legs down, and then his calf snaked around them and pushed them down, trapping them in the bend of his knee and making her immobile. 

      Lydia sobbed.

      SMACK!

      “Please! I’ve learned my lesson! I’ll be the perfect wife!”

      SMACK!

      No matter what she pleaded, what she promised, his hand still fell, turning her bottom into two thoroughly roasted, swollen mounds of flesh. As she realized he was unwavering in his intent to punish her, unmoved by her pleas, it came to her that he had every reason to be. He’d behaved honorably, she had not... she’d had no choices left, and so she’d taken his from him, and they both knew it. The guilt she’d been suppressing all day suddenly came welling up and she found herself sobbing over his lap; no longer fighting, no longer struggling... it felt like a release.

      It felt like a relief.

      Suddenly, she realized the rapid swats against her upturned backside had ceased and the duke was now murmuring that it was over and they could start anew. The idea of a fresh start was incredibly appealing, even if it was delivered with an impertinent hand rubbing her chastened bottom, and Lydia found herself sobbing even harder.
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      When he’d first started spanking his bride-to-be, he’d done so with the vague idea that he’d somehow magically know when she’d been punished enough. After all, Arabella howled almost immediately the few times she’d been spanked, and when she began sobbing he knew she’d reached her limit, and he ended the punishment. Lydia, on the other hand, had beared up quite a bit better than his sister, forcing him to keep spanking her to a much darker hue than Arabella’s spankings ever reached. When she’d begun to sob quite piteously, sounding as if her heart were broken, he’d immediately ceased swatting her backside.

      The formerly creamy buttocks were now a rich red, practically glowing really. Although Isaac had spanked ladies bottoms just as bright before, he’d always done so while combining the spanking with erotic pleasure. To punish her like this gave him no joy.

      “It’s over, my dear,” he murmured, sliding her nightgown down over her hot rump, freezing when his fingers brushed against... wetness? Wetness where he had not expected it... His cock, which had deflated a bit during the spanking, immediately swelled again. His fingers pressed into silky, hot cream, and he heard the little hitching sob in her breath as she began to squirm. “Steady on, Miss Stafford.”

      With a few deft movements, he had her turned around on his lap so he was cradling her. The heat emanating off her bottom was so potent he could feel it through his trousers, warming his cock. His heart was pounding in his chest as he held her against it, struggling to gain control of his impulses.

      He wanted to carry her over to the bed, press her hot bottom against the sheets, and claim her as his the way he would have if this had been an erotic spanking; but the entire point of this exercise was to give her the opportunity to cry off. Something he was beginning to regret, as - despite the circumstances of their engagement - he was starting to see quite a few benefits to having Miss Stafford as his wife. Not the least of which was that he could keep her under his control, ensuring she never paid such a nasty trick on another man, and he could guide her into proper avenues of behavior. In return, he would have a wife with wit, intelligence, beauty, and, apparently, a delightful reaction to being spanked.

      Pressing her face into his chest, she quivered against him, one hand clutching at his jacket. The nightgown she was wearing did very little to hide her body, and Isaac was all too aware of the thinness of the garment. From the way her breathing hitched, he was sure she was overcoming her arousal as much as her tears and the pain of her spanking.

      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” she said over and over again. “I won’t do it again.”

      “How did you do it?” he asked, his voice a mere murmur as he soothingly rubbed her back, trying to distract himself from his own amorous desires. He was quite sure he could help assist her turn pain into pleasure, but then she might feel obligated to marry him. She might even think he’d actually ruined her.

      “T-t-t-he stillroom here. I s-s-s-snuck off during the dance.”

      Ah yes, he realized, and that was why she’d had a remedy to hand so quickly the morning after. He’d have to remember to keep her out of his. Arabella had never shown any interest in it, although he had vague memories of his mother spending some time in the stillroom. Given Arabella’s wildness, he should probably feel grateful she hadn’t realized there were such interesting things to be learned there. She certainly wouldn’t be learning any of it now at the hands of his soon-to-be wife.

      When he felt her beginning to relax, he picked her up and carried her over to the bed, laying her down on top of it. With a little gasp, she rolled onto her side. She looked up at him, deliciously rumbled, her hair tumbling about her, hard, pink nipples pressed against the thin gown, and Isaac nearly groaned with his desire to press her back and climb on top of her. He was no longer sure whether he wanted her to cry off or not... which meant he needed to retreat immediately as he was already losing his mind to this beguiling, manipulative, grey-eyed witch.

      “I - I...” She stammered, looking both anxious and a little frightened.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow, Miss Stafford.”

      She flinched back at the harshness in his voice and, unable to fully control himself, Isaac swooped down and kissed her mouth. Her lips were soft, swollen, and they parted in surprise, allowing him to slide his tongue in and taste her. A tiny whimper sounded in her throat, of surprise and interest, and Isaac ended the kiss as swiftly as he had started it. The look in her big, grey eyes was one of confusion and shock now. 

      Giving her a short nod, Isaac walked stiff legged to the door. She remained utterly silent as he peeked out and - seeing the hall empty - swiftly exited. 

      Hurrying down the hall, Isaac reached the sanctuary of his own room as quickly as he could. He shucked off his jacket as he moved to his bed, not bothering to remove the rest of his clothes, only undoing the front of his breeches. His aching cock sprang out, fluid trickling from the tip. Wrapping his fingers around the thick root, he groaned as his slightly damp fingers pressed into his swollen flesh, reminding him of Miss Stafford’s surprising arousal.

      Lying back on his bed, he worked his cock hard and fast, closing his eyes and picturing Miss Stafford above him, her golden hair shimming around her form as she rode him. He could still taste her on his tongue, sweet and somehow a little tart, which made him think her pussy would taste the same. Now he regretted having wiped his fingers off instead of bringing them to his mouth. Switching hands on his cock, he did so now, wanting whatever was left of the lingering flavor.

      If she did not cry off, he would have no hesitation making her his wife now. Whatever discipline she required to be a proper wife, he would provide, and afterward...

      He cried out as his cock pulsed, his balls tightening as fluid spurted, the pleasure shocking him with its intensity. Isaac tended to his own needs on occasion, when he didn’t have a mistress, but he couldn’t remember it ever being this enjoyable. This pleasurable. Normally it was like scratching an itch. This felt much more so, and the visage of Miss Stafford’s tear-stained face, grey eyes wide with arousal and surprise, lingered in his mind.
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      Astonished, Lydia stared at her bedroom door as it closed with a click.

      It only took her a moment before she was jumping up and running over to lock it. Although her stepfather hadn’t darkened her door since they’d arrived at the Chesterfield’s, if there was ever a night that he might... and even if he didn’t, she wanted the door locked anyway. After all, what if the Duke returned? She didn’t want that either. Did she?

      Her bottom throbbed, and Lydia hissed slightly as she rubbed her hand over the sore flesh. The duke had a hand like a block of wood, she decided. And yet, not all of the sensations he’d stirred in her had been unpleasant.

      The books that she’d found in her stepfather’s library gave her some idea of exactly why the duke wanted to touch her between her legs, and what the hard object poking into her side had been, but those books hadn’t explained enough. That or she hadn’t read enough in them, although she could admit, she’d been much more interested in the pictures.

      Almost dreamily, she made her way back to the bed, thinking about how terrifying the Duke had been - so much larger than her, exponentially stronger, and yet somehow still quite gentle with her, even in his anger. Not gentle with her bottom, but certainly with the rest of her person. And certainly after the spanking. Lydia couldn’t remember the last time she’d been cuddled and comforted in such a manner, not even after her mother died. Then, she’d been the one cuddling and comforting Amy, who had clung to her, sharing their grief, but still made Lydia the provider of solace. Which was only right, as she was the elder sister.

      But it was still nice to be comforted, even if he had been the one to cause her distress.

      After all, she did deserve the punishment. She should be relieved it wasn’t worse. His hand might feel like a block of wood to her, but it wasn’t one. A strap or a cane would be even worse, she’d heard. Not that she’d ever been naughty enough to have either applied, but in school there was always someone naughty enough each year to have one or the other administered. Just thinking about it made her shiver.

      Which pressed her thighs together, and that little rush of pleasure made her think about the last bit of the Duke’s visit. When he’d kissed her. A firm, proper, and highly shocking kiss. Shocking because she hadn’t been expecting anything of the sort. He’d looked so stern, looming above her, and she’d been rather frightened, despite his gentle handling. Then he swooped down and pressed his mouth to hers, and used his tongue in the manner she’d read about... and all the tingling pleasantness between her legs had spread throughout the rest of her body, warming her from the inside out, and leaving her nearly incoherent when he’d suddenly straightened and retreated from the room. 

      The kiss also gave her hope that maybe Amy was right; maybe the duke did desire her. Desire was not such a bad thing to build a marriage on. Certainly it was preferable to dishonorable tricks and feelings of entrapment.

      Carefully, Lydia rolled onto the bed. She hugged a pillow to her, rolling on top of it to keep any pressure off of her bottom. The poor cheeks felt swollen from the punishment, and yet she no longer had even the slightest desire to cry. The pillow pressed against her chest and she parted her legs slightly so that she was draped over it, her body still shivering in a strange way as she remembered the way the duke’s dark eyes had practically glowed, the feel of his mouth against hers, the way his fingers had touched her... down there.

      A shudder went through her, and her thigh tightened around the pillow, which pressed against her... quim, was what the books had called it, or a pussy... in a decidedly pleasurable manner. Not as pleasurable as the shocking feel of his fingers brushing and then stroking her most intimate area, but still quite nice. Her breath came in short pants as she found herself rocking against the pillow, her nipples and quim rubbing over it, her nightgown trapped between and rasping against her sensitive areas. She couldn’t stop thinking about the books, and the pictures, and what the duke’s cock might look like, and if it really had been pressing against her side, and her mind went to his kiss, only in her mind he didn’t stop with a kiss. He pushed her back onto the bed and spread her thighs, and put his cock inside of her, the way it happened in the books, and then he would thrust until they were both spent.

      Lydia didn’t quite know what spent was, but as she moved against the pillow, shuddering with pleasure, she thought she might understand. It felt so good, but she thought spent might be the incorrect word. Instead, she felt restless. Achy. Breathless. She rubbed and moved until she was too tired to do so anymore. Perhaps that was spent. Although it didn’t feel quite as the books described, but then she knew that fictional accounts were often exaggerated. Still, it really was quite nice.

      So nice that she forgot, and she rolled off the pillow and onto her back and then yelped as she rolled over again, her bottom stinging.

      When she finally drifted off to sleep, she was still thinking of the Duke and his formidable sternness, as well as his unexpected gentleness. She did not expect marriage to be easy, especially the kind she had wrought for herself, but perhaps it would not be as hard as she thought. After all, the duke had said himself they could have a new start now.

      A small smile curved Lydia’s lips as she slipped from wakefulness into her dreams.
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      The morning was rather tense for Isaac. He didn’t think his emotions had ever been so conflicted in his entire life. After all, he’d been raised to be a duke; he had all the innate confidence and strength that came with that position. His parents had departed the mortal coil far too early in his life, and with their deaths had come even more reason to be responsible, confident, and decisive, as he’d had the entire dukedom, as well as his siblings, to look after. Isaac had never vacillated on any decision before. He would weigh the various factors, take into consideration any possible consequences, and make a decision. Occasionally, something might merit reconsideration, but overall, Isaac was a decisive person.

      Today, he had no such comfortable resolution.

      It wasn’t just waiting to see whether or not Miss Stafford might cry off - although every time he heard footsteps in the hall, he jumped, thinking it might be a message from her - it was that he didn’t know whether or not he wanted her to. Thinking she might made him grouchy and relieved by turns, changing from one minute to the next. He lusted after her, that much was clear, but he didn’t trust her. He found her fascinating, but was repelled by her methods. She confounded him.

      A knock at the door had him nearly jumping out of his skin, but as soon as it began opening, he knew it wasn’t a footman. Only his brother or sister would enter his room without waiting for a response.

      Dressed in grey superfine, his freshly starched collar nearly to his chin, Benedict looked every inch an English nobleman, other than the stupid grin on his face.

      “Still here then?” Benedict asked needlessly. “Didn’t make off in the night?”

      “That would hardly be the honorable thing to do,” Isaac said dryly. He turned away from his brother, looking in the mirror and running his hands over his own grey jacket. Glassen had taken particular care dressing him this morning, including tying the dark grey, silk cravat into a particularly complicated knot that suddenly felt far too tight... but Isaac knew he would ruin the dratted thing if he attempted to loosen it.

      “And of course, your intrepid bride’s beauty, charm, and wit has nothing to do with it,” Benedict teased. “I’m starting to think Arabella was correct; you’ll do much better with a bride who has the gumption to trap you into marriage than you would with some milk-and-water miss you picked from the breeding line. If you ever managed to stomach getting around to picking one, that is.”

      “I was going to pick one, remember?” Isaac reminded his brother, rather crossly. Despite his own slow acceptance of Miss Stafford’s machinations - which pricked his pride as much as his disgust - he really couldn’t help but feel a bit betrayed at how easily his siblings accepted her actions and presence.

      “You would have been miserable if you had picked any other lady here, other than the younger Miss Stafford, and even then you’d have been miserable, as she’s far too young and flighty for you,” Benedict observed. “The elder Miss Stafford might be a title-hunter, but she’s also quite a lovely young woman, much more suited to you than any of the other debs in residence, the one abhorrent action aside.”

      “Yes, but how to put that one abhorrent action aside?” Isaac murmured. “Does it not color her character?” Although, he had promised to do just that after spanking her. Still, he knew some of the effects would linger, and he would be wary of her motivations and watch her quite closely for now. Considering the way she’d trapped him, he wouldn’t tolerate anything less than exemplary behavior from her from now on.

      Shrugging, Benedict clapped him on the shoulder, peering into the mirror and smiling at his visage. “I think you should give her a chance. Could be a dreary life otherwise.”

      Truer words had never been spoken. Isaac cleared his throat. “We’ll be leaving after the breakfast. I want to be back at Manchester Chase by tomorrow.” 

      The ducal seat, Manchester Chase, was always a tonic to Isaac’s nerves after the hustle and bustle of London’s Season. While he enjoyed the city, he was always ready to return to the country when the Season was over. And while he loved the country, he was always eager to return to the city’s entertainments and swifter pace of life by the time the next Season rolled around. All in all, it was a rather comfortable way to live.

      He hoped that he would feel more comfortable with his new bride once they were in his accustomed surrounds. Besides which, the Chase was the perfect place to see how Miss Stafford reacted to her new position. If she was hoping that being a Duchess meant a year-round London residence with trimmings, endless pocket money, and diversions, she would be sorely disappointed. The thought of such retribution made him feel rather gleeful, to be completely honest. On the other hand, if she were willing to submit herself to learning her duties and showing him she truly meant to be a suitable wife and duchess, the Chase would be the perfect locale to do so.

      “And I am to look after Arabella and ensure she does nothing to disgrace herself or the family name,” Benedict drawled, rolling his eyes. “I know, I know.”

      “I would like you to look after Miss Stafford’s sister as well,” Isaac found himself saying. He frowned, as did Benedict, not quite knowing where that impulse came from.

      “That shouldn’t be hard, as Arabella seems quite taken with both of the sisters, as does Cynthia,” Benedict said slowly. “Is there a particular reason why, however? I must say, I don’t fancy waking up to find myself in bed with a nude chit barely out of the school-room, no matter how delightful her company. Unlike you, I have no interest in wedding yet.”

      “I don’t think the younger Miss Stafford would follow her sister’s example,” Isaac said, with a quick shake of the head. “I would just like to assure my bride that her sister is looked after. Besides which, I must admit, I don’t particularly like their father. He’s already shown himself to be remarkably lax in the care of his daughters.”

      Isaac truly had enjoyed speaking with the younger Miss Stafford the other night. As young and fresh-faced as she was, she was also delightfully charming and refreshingly blunt, although her manners were impeccable despite her plain-speaking. However, it had been obvious that the young ladies’ father not only had had no idea what his eldest was up to, but that he cared more for money or a duke’s favor than his own daughter, considering the way he’d behaved during the negotiations for Lydia’s marriage contract. That whole conversation had entirely rubbed Isaac the wrong way.

      Sighing, Benedict nodded. “If I must.”

      Raising an eyebrow, Isaac looked at him questioningly, and Benedict responded with his best rakish grin.

      “It came to my attention last night that Lord Haversham is pursuing an amorous encounter with Mrs. Montague, which means he and the delightful Lady Christina Rowan have finally broken off, leaving the lady at loose ends for the rest of the house party.”

      Stifling a groan, Isaac just shook his head. Benedict had been lusting after the lovely widow for over a year now, although he’d done so from afar, waiting for her affair with Lord Haversham to run its course. The couple was quite discreet, and there had been several rumors that their association might turn to something more permanent, but if the lord was pursuing the scandalous but beautiful Mrs. Montague at a party the Lady Rowan was present at, then it could only be assumed one or the other had been given their congè. Of course Benedict would want to step in and scoop the widow up before another man did. From the gossip, she’d only taken two lovers since her husband died, and both of them had lasted for close to a year. Benedict was not the most patient man; Isaac doubted his brother would have the fortitude to last another year. He’d probably do something incredibly foolish if he thought he’d missed his chance to toss his hat into the ring. 

      “Just don’t neglect the ladies we’re actually responsible for,” Isaac said, giving his voice just the hint of command.

      “Hmm. We are responsible, in a way, for the younger Miss Stafford now, aren’t we?” Benedict mused. “Another younger sister. Delightful.” The way he grinned made it clear that he truly was delighted. Isaac wanted to groan again. If the house party ended without his siblings causing some kind of riot, it would only be due to incredible good luck. He dreaded to think of the mischief they would get into without his presence... but at the same time, he was absolutely opposed to staying at the Chesterfields with his new bride. Even if he didn’t want privacy with her, it just wasn’t done.

      That was if she didn’t cry off, anyway.

      The faint sound of approaching footsteps made him tense. When a knock rapped on the door, something inside of his chest twisted.

      “Yes?” he asked loudly, turning towards the door. Benedict turned with him.

      The door opened, and Glassen entered, barely taking a step inside the door, which he pushed further open. “They’re ready to begin.”

      A sigh of relief whooshed out of Isaac’s mouth. 
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      The ceremony was held in the Chesterfields’ chapel. The day was quite fine and sunlight streamed in through the pretty, stained-glass windows. The Marquess of Dearborn and Amy stood for their brother and sister, the Marquess grinning the entire ceremony and Amy, in her pretty sea green dress, beamed. Lydia wore a silvery blue dress with dark grey trim; a single sapphire, which used to belong to her mother, hung around her neck. The sight of it had made her stepfather scowl, but with Amy standing beside them up until the last minute, he couldn’t say anything.

      As they prepared to follow Amy down the aisle, her stepfather’s fingers dug into Lydia’s arm, pressing her hand into his forearm. His eyes seemed to burn into her, like the very devil’s. “Remember what I said. Not a word to the duke. And you will get me whatever I need, when I need it.”

      Not trusting her voice, Lydia just nodded shortly. His fingers released, and then the music was starting and they were walking down the aisle. 

      The duke stood at the end of it; so large and imposing that she had to stomp down on the impulse to turn and run. Just looking at him made her bottom and between her thighs tingle again. A blush heated her cheeks and made her want to run for a whole different reason. After all, last night had been quite improper, and for some reason she felt sure everyone who looked at her must know why she was blushing. They must be able to see some sign of the emotions and sensations rioting through her body.

      Yet somehow, Lydia made it down the aisle. She blinked up at the duke as her stepfather passed her off, his surly answer to the priest as he gave her away barely impinging on her consciousness. The duke overwhelmed her senses, the import of the moment making it impossible for her to look away from him, and it was as if the entire rest of the room somehow melted away. The touch of his hands on hers, the intensity of the look in his dark eyes, left her trembling.

      It was all quite surreal.

      “... and to love, honor, and obey,” she repeated after the priest, and thought she saw something in the duke’s eyes flash.

      Snapping his bible closed, the sternly pious priest gave them a censorious look.

      “You may kiss the bride.” The words almost sounded like a warning, one which the duke absolutely ignored. He took no time in stepping forward, his hands coming up to cup Lydia’s face, and then his mouth was on hers in a decidedly scandalous kiss, just like the night before. Also, just like the night before, her lips parted in a gasp, turning the kiss even more scandalous. White noise roared in her ears over the shocked gasps and murmurs from the guests, as well as Lady Chesterfield’s horrified declarations of “oh my stars” over and over again.

      When he finally lifted his lips from hers, it was only his strong arm that kept her from crumbling in a heap. Practically dizzy, Lydia docilely let herself be led back down the aisle and out the door of the chapel.

      Then it was a cacophony of congratulations, both sincere and scandalized, barely concealed ribaldry, and all sorts of probing questions about their love match. Because now everyone was certainly convinced it truly was a sudden, but real, love match. The duke kept his arm about her, holding her securely at his side, which caused more than one disapproving look, but the majority of the guests were more amused than anything. After all, one doesn’t want to appear to be too disapproving of a duke, no matter his shocking behavior.

      Lydia couldn’t have gotten through the event without him. He bolstered her, both physically and verbally, throughout the receiving, and was quickly able to step in whenever questioning became too pointed. While Amy was also at her side, her younger sister didn’t have the social savoir faire to divert all of the old dragons of the ton. Lady Courtshorn, in particular, was a bit of a trial, as she was both hard of hearing and old enough not to care about showing disapproval to a duke. She scolded him for lewdness and would have turned her attention to Lydia if he hadn’t intervened. For which Lydia was immeasurably grateful; she had no idea how she would have responded. A duchess shouldn’t bow her head, and yet Lydia didn’t know what an appropriate response would be for a duchess either.

      The wedding breakfast was a blur, the food tasting like nothing in her mouth. Beside her, Amy chattered and the duke steadily ate his way through his kippers, toast, beans, and eggs.

      It wasn’t because she was married to a man she’d trapped into marriage. It wasn’t because she was terrified of him or thought he would treat her badly. It wasn’t because her stepfather was still glaring at her and she knew he would be hanging over her head even once she was out of his house.

      It was because of that kiss.

      The ache between her legs had become overwhelming as he’d kissed her, and only the slightest discomfort when she sat down had marred it. If it had marred it at all; somehow the discomfort only reminded her of the way his hand had felt on her bare flesh and she felt all the more heated for it. That kiss... in front of everyone! Scandalous. Shocking. And if he hadn’t stopped, she wouldn’t have pushed him away.

      Last night, he’d surprised her, but today, today she should have been more in control of herself. Today, she was a bride, she’d been expecting a kiss, she wasn’t dizzy and her bottom wasn’t roasted from a spanking, and yet he’d still undone her completely. It was like his lips had set a fire roaring in her veins; one that had been banked last night but had come back to life with a vengeance. 

      Now, all she could think about was tonight. Their wedding night. The books from her stepfather’s library. What they were going to do. She was also horridly aware that she had far too much knowledge and too little experience. After all, not one of the books had mentioned how distracting things like kisses could be when one was no longer kissing. Or how distracting arousal was. Or how distracting imagining a specific man completely unclothed could be. 

      What she did know was there would be - should be - pleasure. Presumably, like the pleasure she’d felt last night, even if it hadn’t been quite what had been described.

      “My dear.” A deep voice, a touch of the hand on her glove, and Lydia jumped. Her new husband’s lips twitched in amusement. “It’s nearly time to leave. Would you like to go change before we begin our journey?”

      “Oh... yes, yes thank you.” Still in a daze, Lydia got to her feet. Fortunately Amy was there to lead her back to her room and to the dress they’d laid out earlier. Although her wedding gown hadn’t been specially made for the day, due to the circumstances, all the lace and embroidery was hardly comfortable for traveling. Her pink muslin was much more the thing.

      They’d barely gotten her into it when there was a knock at the door. 

      “Yes?” Lydia asked as she began to pull the pins from her hair. They were giving her a headache; she’d much rather travel with her hair in a simpler fashion.

      The door opened to reveal Lady Chesterfield, causing Lydia’s mouth to open in a small ‘o’ of surprise. Beside her, Amy gave her an astonished glance.

      “Lady Chesterfield, I’m sorry, am I taking too long?”

      That worthy lady smiled, although it was a distinctly uneasy smile, and fluttered her hands in front of her. “Oh no, no, dear, I was just... I was hoping to have a word with you before you left.” Her eyes darted to Amy, who immediately took the hint.

      “I’ll go inform the duke you’re almost ready and see that everything is in order,” Amy said with an impish grin, her eyes sparkling with curiosity. She obviously had as little idea of why Lady Chesterfield would want a private word as Lydia did. 

      “Thank you,” Lydia said quietly. She shifted her weight as Amy swiftly exited the room. “My lady? Would you mind if I continue to undo my hair? I’m afraid that if I travel with it as such I’ll have a megrim before we’ve reached our destination.”

      “Oh of course, Your Grace.” At the use of her new title, Lydia nearly looked behind her to see who Lady Chesterfield was talking to. That was something she would have to become accustomed to, she realized with a start. “I was just, well, this is terribly forward of me, but -“

      As Lady Chesterfield babbled, it occurred to Lydia that the older lady was nervous. Setting down her pins on the vanity, she came forward to meet the older woman and took her hands. “Lady Chesterfield, whatever reason you have to speak with me, I welcome. You’ve been very kind to me, and I would be churlish to turn you away, no matter how forward your words might seem.”

      The lady gave her a small smile, looking only a little relieved. “Thank you, Your Grace. It’s just... seeing as your mother is no longer with you, and your, um, betrothal and wedding both occurred in my house, I feel rather responsible for you. I don’t... well, you see it’s customary for a new bride to receive some um, advice from a married female family member, but as you haven’t any such, well... it really is terribly forward of me...”

      “Not at all, Lady Chesterfield,” Lydia said gently, feeling a sudden surge of warmth for this prickly, staid lady. She might have a reputation as being overly strict on the proprieties, but she had taken up for Lydia this week, smoothed the scandal, and now was making herself uncomfortable for Lydia’s sake. “I am grateful that you would think of me and honored that you would impart your wisdom.”

      Blushing now, the lady looked rather pleased. “Yes, well, I don’t know if I would call it wisdom but... my mother’s advice has always stood me in good stead. Tonight your husband will expect to take certain, um, liberties with your person. He’ll know what he’s about, so it’s best to just let him do as he pleases. It usually isn’t too awful, and it can actually become... well, yes, I’ll just say that it is part of being married and while it’s rather uncomfortable and alarming at times, well.... um... oh dear I’m making a muddle of this.”

      She really was, but her heart was in the right place, and fortunately Lydia had some idea already of what the good lady was referring to. Not that she’d admit such a thing of course, it would shock the older woman if she did. Instead, she just widened her eyes and nodded her head.

      “No, no, I understand perfectly, Lady Chesterfield. When my husband comes to assert his marital rights, I should just follow his lead because he will know what to do. That is what you are saying, correct?”

      “Yes, yes.” The lady gave her a real smile. “You’re a dear girl. I do wish you happy.”

      “Thank you, Lady Chesterfield.”

      Relieved at having fulfilled her duty, the lady practically fled the room, although when she opened the door, the Countess of Spencer was standing there. Lydia took the opportunity to finish pulling the pins from her hair as the other two women exchanged pleasantries, and then Lady Chesterfield finally departed. 

      “Hello,” the Countess said cheerfully, coming in and plopping down on Lydia’s bed, in a manner more like Amy would than a countess should. Her demure, pink gown was a bolder shade than the one Lydia was wearing, and made her look quite fetching. “Best wishes on your marriage.”

      “Thank you,” Lydia said, eyeing the countess curiously. They’d been introduced of course, but they hadn’t really had the opportunity to talk. “Is there something I may assist you with?”

      “Actually, I’m going to assist you with something,” the Countess said, smiling in an altogether unsettling way. The amount of mischief one smile could hold was rather disturbing. “You see, Arabella and I are good friends, and she’s quite invested in her brother’s happiness. While we might not approve of trapping a man into marriage in the general sense, you don’t seem the fortune or title hunting type, and so we’re rather tickled by the situation as a whole. However, it’s possible for any marriage to get off to a ghastly start if the wedding night goes badly, and that’s why I’m here.”

      “Excuse me?” Lydia couldn’t think of any other response following this astounding speech. The Countess kicked up her heels. Although Lydia had seen her behaving perfectly circumspectly downstairs, now that there was no one to see her but Lydia, it was almost as though she was incapable of sitting still. 

      “The wedding night is very important,” the Countess said, nodding sagely. “You wouldn’t believe how much stock some men put into it.” She rolled her eyes. “If Isaac’s bride were to be a shrinking violet - which obviously you aren’t or you wouldn’t have trapped him - or otherwise put off by him during the event, well, it could make everyone unhappy in the long run. If you can keep a man happy in bed, he’s generally well-to-do in the rest of his life as well. They’re really quite simple creatures in that regard, although don’t mistake me, they can be devious as well.”

      “I’m not sure I understand,” Lydia said faintly. The Countess was behaving as if they were bosom friends, which wasn’t the truth at all, although if she was great friends with the duke’s sister, it was possible they could become so in the future. If Lydia could be friends with such a shocking creature. The thought was both alarming and enticing.

      “Tonight the Duke is going to put his manhood inside of you,” the Countess said. She spread her legs slightly, visible even under her voluminous skirts, and pointed. “In here. Well, possibly other places too, but there for a certainty. So if you’re going to be shocked or disgusted, you should get it out now, rather than later.” She looked expectantly at Lydia, but the only thing shocking Lydia was the Countess. It occurred to her that both Lady Chesterfield and the Countess had come to her for similar reasons, but the difference in delivery was nigh unbelievable. The Countess frowned. “You aren’t shocked. You should be at least a little shocked.”

      “My stepfather has some books...” Lydia’s voice trailed off as the heat rose in her face when she realized her inadvertent admission. The Countess crowed, laughing and clapping her hands in delight.

      “Oh, we will get along! I knew it. Very well, as long as it’s books and not personal experience, Isaac won’t have any reason to complain.” The Countess stood up. “I’d ask if you have any questions, but we don’t have time, and I’ve been made aware that the gentlemen prefer it if questions are directed to them. You would not believe the trouble when they think you’ve learned something illicit from another man.” She pointed her finger at Lydia. “Whatever you learned in those books, make sure you tell Isaac where your knowledge came from, so that he doesn’t let his imagination run away with him. And don’t assume he’ll enjoy everything you’ve read. Let him show you what he likes. It seems to vary from man to man anyway.”

      Lydia’s mouth dropped open and the Countess laughed.

      “No firsthand experience on my part, just gossip among friends.” She came over and held out her hands. Automatically, Lydia lifted her own to take them and kissed the Countess back. “Now, when we see each other in the future, you will call me Cynthia, and we will be good friends, and any questions you have we can speak of then.”

      “Please call me Lydia, then,” she responded, still feeling a bit dazed. The Countess - Cynthia - was like a gale force wind, knocking all sorts of things over as she blew in and out.

      “Lovely Lydia,” Cynthia said with a wink. “Now let’s get you on your way to your wedding night! That’s another lesson for you - don’t leave your husband waiting for bedchamber activities. It makes them ever so temperamental.”
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      The ride to the inn was interminable. Isaac had chosen to ride, mostly because he didn’t trust himself in the carriage with his new bride, but he found himself regretting that choice. Being in the carriage with her would have given him an opportunity to talk to her. On the other hand, not everyone wanted to converse while traveling long distances. It might have been a bloody awful ride, taken in silence.

      He’d much prefer to go back to his usual, decisive ways, but so far his bride was still turning him on his ear without even trying.

      She’d looked so lovely in her wedding finery; lovely and fragile, and yet when he’d kissed her, and her lips had parted, she’d met his tongue stroke for stroke. Isaac hadn’t meant for the kiss to become so indecorous as to reach levels sufficient for gossip, it had just happened. However, he had achieved his goal, which was to convince every attendee there that this truly was a love match. He just hadn’t counted on how quickly his new bride would overset him with a simple kiss.

      Lydia. 

      He had to stop thinking of her as Miss Stafford or his bride. After all, he couldn’t very well call her either to her face. Lydia. Grey-eyed, honey-haired Lydia with lips that tasted like apples.

      After their kiss last night he’d convinced himself he’d imagined how intense it had been. Convinced himself that his loss of control was due to the spanking and her unexpected arousal. Today’s kiss had been meant to prove that theory correct; instead, it had blasted that theory out of the water.

      So he hadn’t ridden in the carriage with her, because he’d wanted more time to gather himself and think about his new wife. That was the truth of the matter, whatever other excuses he conjured. He was still confused over how to feel about his wife, and so he didn’t want to be in her presence until he’d gotten a better handle on his emotions - and on his self-control.

      Frowning, he stared off into the distance as he rode ahead of the carriage and baggage train.

      It was a good thing he was so attracted to his wife, he decided. She was a passionate little thing, although it was clear from her kisses that she was also an innocent. An innocent who became aroused from being disciplined.

      Isaac shifted in the saddle, which was suddenly a lot more uncomfortable. Now was not the time to start feeling amorous, especially when there were still several hours left till they reached the inn.

      Deliberately, he pushed away the more scintillating thoughts of his new bride and began to plan out how to introduce her to the household, her new duties, and prepare her for the next Season. He made sure not to think too much about the disciplinary portion of preparing her either.

      Because of the baggage train and the late start on their travels, there was no way for them to make it to Manchester Chase in a single day, which he’d already known. The sky was beginning to turn distinctly pinkish when they finally reached the inn he’d planned on stopping at for the evening, a rather nice establishment called the Crown and Dove in the little town of Waring Cross. It was one of the more prosperous small towns as it stood at the crossroads between quite a few larger destinations, and was well used to catering to the ton.

      Sliding down from his horse, Isaac handed the reins off to one of the grooms in the yard. His tiger, a clever boy named Jacob, immediately hopped down from the back of Lydia’s carriage to accompany the groom and see to the horses, as Isaac went to open the carriage door. Holding out his hand, he assisted Lydia in stepping down from the carriage and then moved away so one of the footmen could assist Lydia’s new lady’s maid. Before leaving the Chesterfields’, he’d asked them for an appropriate maid for his new wife, and they’d provided him with Mary Stone. She was about Lydia’s age and seemed a sober young woman; as long as she and Lydia got on well enough, Isaac was happy to have her installed in the position. Arabella’s maid could show her anything she didn’t already know once his brother and sister rejoined them at Manchester Chase.

      “We’ll be staying here this evening,” he told Lydia as she looked around the inn’s yard with her serious grey eyes. She seemed to be taking everything in, her face slightly drawn and anxious. “I’ve been here before, and they have excellent food. Would you like to bathe first? Or supper?”

      “A bath, please,” she said softly. “Thank you.”

      A bit concerned by her seriousness, Isaac ushered her inside and introduced her to the innkeeper and his wife, Mr. and Mrs. Appleby. Thrilled to meet his new Duchess, they welcomed both of them warmly and immediately scurried to set them up in adjoining rooms. Isaac found himself almost reluctant to let his new wife out of his sight again so quickly, but she looked so relieved at the sight of steaming water already being brought up to fill her bath that he didn’t try to linger. A bath would do them both good, and then they could eat, and then...

      While part of him wanted to wait until they reached Manchester Chase and he could make her his duchess in the ducal suites, another part of him knew that he wasn’t that patient. Besides which, he mused as he lowered himself into his own hot bath, he was trying to begin as he meant to go on. Which meant availing himself of his husbandly rights. He wasn’t going to spend a second night with only his hand for company now that he didn’t have to. Just thinking about her sitting in her own hot bath, water sluicing over her pale limbs, was enough to make his cock stand at aching attention.

      Dressing for their meal, he wouldn’t allow Glassen to put him in a vest or jacket. After all, he meant to be taking them off soon enough. Shooing his valet off to his own room and relieving him of his duties for the evening, Isaac crossed the room and knocked on the door connecting his room to his new bride’s.

      “Come in,” she said, her voice sweet but anxious.

      Isaac opened the door and found her sitting at the small table, an empty chair across from her, with a covered dish in front of her. She looked rather nervous, but beautiful, in a soft blue gown that covered her from neck to wrist to floor. The modest cut of the gown made his mouth twitch. Seductress, she was not, and it only emphasized her innocence, which had the strange effect of arousing him even further. He’d never been with an innocent before, hadn’t even wanted to be, but since she was his wife, he found he liked it quite a bit. There was something rather satisfying about knowing he was the first and - as far as he was concerned - only man she’d ever know carnally. That he would introduce her to the delights of lovemaking, be the one to discover all her secret places, and coax her passion to heights of ecstasy.

      “Good evening.” He glanced around the room, which was almost the same as his in every way except that the tub had already been removed. The carpet was soft and thick, there were two armchairs before an empty fireplace - as warm as the weather was, there was currently no need for a fire - and a large, canopied bed adorned with cream colored hangings. A small trunk sat near the bed, which he assumed had carried the dress she was currently wearing and any other small necessities which she might require. “How do you find the accommodations?”

      “They’re lovely, thank you,” she said as he moved over to sit across from her. That simple act seemed to make her more nervous, but she did her best to cover it up. She really did have a rather expressive face. Especially those big, grey eyes, which seemed to dominate her features when she was feeling particularly anxious. “Mrs. Appleby just delivered the dinner.”

      “Perfect,” he said, reaching out to lift the cover on the dinner. “Let us see what she has for us.”

      The dinner smell delicious; fish in a light cream sauce, poached pears, and crisp greens with oil and vinegar, with a loaf of crusty bread and butter, perfect after traveling on a hot day. Isaac allowed Lydia to serve them both, while he poured them each a glass of the wine that had been provided with the meal.

      “So,” he said as he set down his glass of wine and picked up his fork. “Tell me about yourself.”
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      Lydia nearly choked on the bite of pears she’d just taken. They were quite delicious, sweet with a delightfully firm texture without being crunchy, but it was impossible to enjoy even that small bite when the duke was staring at her with his dark, fathomless eyes.

      “Your Grace?” she asked, faintly.

      He raised his eyebrow at her. “Isaac. Lydia, you must call me Isaac now. We are, after all, husband and wife. As such, and considering the brevity of our courtship, I would like to know more about my new wife.”

      The dry way in which he stated his case made her flush. The brevity of their courtship indeed. A hot feeling of shame went through her. Of course he would want to know more about her. What else had she expected? A meal sitting in silence followed by an assertion of his marital rights?

      Well, perhaps. But it seemed he wanted to at least attempt to make a good start at their marriage, and he had said after her spanking last night that it was a new beginning. That was what she wanted too. Had decided she would try for even before he’d spanked her. Really, she just hadn’t thought it would be so simple. She swallowed her pears and took a deep breath.

      “Well...” And she stalled, trying to figure out where to begin.

      “I’ve met Amy and your father-“

      “Stepfather,” she interjected automatically. And then flushed again. But she didn’t want to talk about the Earl, that could lead to all sorts of unpleasant questions that she either didn’t want to or couldn’t answer. “My father was Sir Richard Worthy, he passed away just after I was born. Some kind of wasting sickness, although it took him quickly. My mother remarried almost as soon as she was out of mourning, and she and my stepfather had Amy just as quickly.”

      “But no more siblings after that?”

      Lydia shook her head and made a sad face. “My mother was pregnant once more, a few years after Amy, but the babe didn’t make it to term.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “Well, I have Amy, and she’s quite enough for me,” she said with a sad little smile. Although sometimes she wondered, if the baby had been born, and had been male, if maybe her stepfather wouldn’t have turned to drink and anger after her mother’s death. After all, there would have been an heir to educate and raise, whereas she and Amy were already of age. Maybe an heir would have distracted her stepfather from Lydia’s presence and lack of blood-relation to him as well.

      The duke - Isaac - gave her a small smile. “There have been times I wished to be an only child, but mostly I’m glad for my siblings. If I had to choose which one to be rid of, I certainly don’t think I could.”

      “They’re both very kind,” she said, and then hesitated, because she didn’t really want to remind the duke of why his siblings had plenty of reason to dislike her, even though they seemed happy to welcome her to the family.

      “Yes, well.” The conversation stalled for a moment, as it appeared he didn’t wish to discuss the circumstances of their marriage or his siblings’ reactions to it either. Awkwardness hung in the air as he cleared his throat. “Do you enjoy riding?”

      “I have not had much occasion to, but I enjoy it well enough when I do,” Lydia said, relieved at his thoughtfulness. “I’ve heard you have quite a good seat.”

      With that small awkwardness neatly turned aside, thanks to the duke’s generosity, the conversation flowed a bit more naturally after that. They had plenty to discover about one another, after all. Lydia found herself relaxing in his presence as he told her about his childhood and then his succession to the title, as well as his attempts to reign in the worst behaviors of his brother and sister. The travails of Arabella’s first season, her occasional brushes with scandal alongside her best friend Gabrielle, and the eventual happy endings for everyone involved had Lydia gasping and laughing by turns. Arabella and her friend sounded far more adventurous than Lydia would ever have dared to be... and she’d dared to drug a duke! Although, the Countess of Spencer’s close friendship with Arabella now made quite a bit of sense.

      In return, Lydia told him about her hobbies and her Season, which did not include any great adventures. Of course, she gave him a highly edited version of her Season, which did not include her exhaustion, or fears, or her desperation. Instead, she chose to focus on the parts she enjoyed - an outing to the theater, an evening in Vauxhall Park, exploring Kew Gardens with her sister and a couple of gentlemen. Unfortunately, both of those gentlemen had been far more interested in Amy than in herself. Or maybe not so unfortunately. The duke was a much better conversationalist and far more intelligent than either of those two gentlemen had been. Even more surprising, he didn’t seem to mind her intelligence, encouraging her opinions and debating with her when he disagreed.

      The lively discussion made dinner go all too quickly. After finishing her last bite, Lydia suddenly realized she had no idea what to do now. After all, they were married, alone in a room together, and her understanding was that something should happen now... but what? How did one get from Point A to Point B? The passages she’d read in the books all made it appear so easy - usually the gentleman would say something wildly passionate and then hoist the lady in question into his arms and carry her off to the bedroom to have his wicked way with her. But they were already in the bedroom, and while Isaac was contemplating her with a fairly hungry look in his eye (especially considering they’d just eaten), somehow she didn’t think a man trapped into marriage was going to begin spouting wildly passionate declarations. Actually, she couldn’t see the duke doing that regardless, he just didn’t seem the type.

      “Well, my dear,” he said, his head slanting slightly to the side as he eyed her. Some kind of emotion glittered in his dark eyes, in a manner that made her feel extremely unsettled. His eyes had looked very like that after he’d kissed her last night. And this morning. “As it is our wedding night and you are a gently bred young lady, I must ask, do you have any idea what to expect?”

      Lydia took a deep breath as heat filled her cheeks. Her gaze dropped away from his; she couldn’t possibly look at him right now... not and actually talk at the same time. It had been awkward enough this morning.

      “Um, Lady Chesterfield came by to speak to me, as did the Countess of Spencer...” She dared to glance at him when it sounded like he huffed a laugh, but she dropped her gaze immediately, since his expression hadn’t changed. “And um...” Her voice quieted further, to a barely audible whisper, full of shameful guilt; which was strange because she hadn’t felt shameful or guilty when she’d told Cynthia... but the countess was quite a brazen creature, and also another female. Telling a man felt entirely different. “My stepfather had some books that I came across.”

      “Books?” His arch tone sounded interested, and she dared another look. He didn’t look angry or displeased, thankfully. “Picture books?”

      “Those and... and others.”

      “Then you have a fairly good idea about what is going to happen tonight.” He sounded relieved, which gave Lydia a bit of courage. 

      “Yes, but...”

      “But?”

      The blush in her cheeks felt so hot that she thought her face might actually catch afire. “Even the descriptions in the books did not prepare me for... for the way it actually felt when you... um, when we kissed and when you... you touched... um...”

      She looked at him now, fairly pleading with him to understand her meaning so she didn’t have to say it aloud. Those words that she’d read in the books were quite descriptive, but she knew there was a reason she’d never heard a single one of them - they were not words to be used in company. At least, that’s what she’d thought.

      “Your pussy? Your quim? Your kitty?” The duke gave her an amused smile as she almost strangled on a gasp. “Which word did those books you read use?”

      “All of them,” she admitted, her hand drifting up to her lips, almost as if to cover them and keep any naughty words inside.

      “Well then,” he said, standing and holding out his hand. Almost reluctantly, she took it and allowed him to help her to her feet. Her heart was pounding her chest and she felt quite lightheaded. “Let us begin, and later you can tell me how the actual experience measures up to your readings.”

      It wasn’t a passionate declaration, but Lydia had no doubt what was going to happen next. Apparently, this was how one got from Point A to Point B.
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      Isaac didn’t think he’d actually ever seen a woman’s face turn quite this shade of red; her cheeks were nearly as dark as her bottom had been last night. Somehow, he found himself enjoying teasing her though; considering he was normally the prim and proper one when it came to his siblings, it was nice to be the one needling her. Besides, she was incredibly adorable when she was blushing and flustered. All through dinner she’d held her own with him, which was highly attractive, and yet he enjoyed pushing her off center and discombobulating her.

      Part of him was relieved that she had some idea of what was ahead. It was his understanding that mothers usually had a kind of woman-to-woman talk before the wedding night. His great-aunt had been highly insistent on telling him that, as she considered it her duty to Arabella once his sister was to marry. Since Lydia’s mother had passed, and she’d had no female companion at the house party other than her younger sister, while he was bathing it had occurred to him that his bride might not have the slightest idea what was to happen.

      At least she didn’t seem frightened. Just very nervous.

      Cupping her face in his hands, Isaac kissed her. This time, she didn’t gasp, but her lips did part when he teased them with his tongue, and he gained access to her mouth. With a low groan, he used one arm to wrap around her waist and pull her flush against him, enjoying the sensation of her softness against his body. She trembled slightly, but submitted to his kiss, her hands laid so gently on his breast that she felt like a bird about to take flight... no wonder he wanted to hold her tighter. With one hand splayed on her lower back, the other sliding into her hair, there was nowhere for her to go, no matter how lightly she touched him.

      She began to kiss him back with enthusiasm, the kiss deepening as he bent her back slightly. Her breasts pressed into his chest and he began to seek out the buttons on her dress. When she felt her dress began to slide from her body, she let out a small gasp and stopped kissing him, pulling away slightly to clutch at the fabric.

      “Now, now, my dear, just let it go,” he murmured, looking down at her. Her pink lips were swollen from his kisses, her cheeks flushed, her eyes slightly dazed in the way a woman’s eyes could get when she was aroused. “I doubt any of those pictures you looked at showed you clothing; and besides, I’ve already seen you in far less.”

      Blushing, she demurely dropped her gaze, but she allowed her dress to drop as well as Isaac’s hands smoothed over her. He lowered his mouth to her neck, and then her hands pressed more firmly against his chest, practically clutching at him as he nibbled and sucked over her sensitive collarbone. All the while, he was already undoing the laces of her corset, his fingers moving quickly enough that he doubted she was even aware of what he was doing.

      “Oh my!” She let out a gasp as his teeth scraped over the particularly sensitive juncture of her neck to her shoulder, her body arching against him.

      Passionate. Shy. Sensitive. Isaac couldn’t believe how attracted he was to his wife, especially considering the manner in which she became his wife... but it was becoming easier and easier to set that aside. He’d forgiven her, especially after her spanking, but that didn’t mean he trusted her. However, it was becoming harder to remember that as her uninhibited responses seduced him. 

      Slowly, he moved her towards the bed, divesting them both of their clothing as they went. When her hands first touched his bare chest, she’d practically shrieked as she pulled them away. Isaac had taken them and pressed her palms flat against his skin, leaning down to take her mouth in another kiss to distract her from the new experience. Slowly, she’d relaxed against him again, and even allowed him to move her hands around, rubbing them over himself until he let go and she very hesitantly moved them on her own. Her soft, tentative touch nearly unmanned him.

      Strangely, she seemed much more concerned about his nakedness than her own. She only let out a slight squeal of protest when he removed her chemise, leaving her finally completely bare to him. Not that he could take a long look, as she practically clung to him once she was naked, probably realizing that he couldn’t see her if she was pressed up against him.

      When he set her on the bed, she immediately burrowed under the covers, giving him only the briefest glimpse of pale limbs, soft curves, pink nipples, and blonde curls at the juncture between her thighs. When he began to pull off his pants, she squeaked and hid her head beneath the covers as well, startling a laugh out of him.

      “It’s not nice to laugh at people,” she admonished him, her voice only slightly muffled by the covers over her head.

      “How can I help it, when you’re being so adorable?” he asked, only slightly teasing. Reaching up, he grasped the top of the covers and yanked, ignoring her scandalized sound of shock. He wanted to see his wife. 

      And she was adorable; immediately doing her best to cover herself, but her hands moved up and down as she realized she didn’t know the best way to do so, her cheeks flushing beautifully as his eyes raked her nude form. He would love to memorize her gorgeous features, but the expression on her face convinced him that now was not the time to take his time. Best to end this display of embarrassment quickly, because that emotion overcame her arousal. Isaac practically vaulted on top of her, his body wedging between her thighs, his upper body caging hers.

      She was breathing very quickly, her chest heaving up and down, as she went still beneath him, like a mouse that had been caught by a cat and realized there was no escape, but hoped that if it didn’t move, there might be mercy. The rise of her chest brushed her nipples against him, her legs tried to close and then quivered when they pressed against his thighs.

      “Just try to relax,” he told her, as he lowered his head to her breast and took one pert nipple between his lips.
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      Relax?! How could she possibly relax when he was doing such terribly wicked things to her? Lydia gasped, her hands coming up to press against his chest as he suckled on her nipple. The sensation was strange, like he was pulling at the sensitive bud, but also as though the pulling went far deeper into her body, down almost between her legs. He was so hard and hot above her; even though he’d made her feel quite small ever since she’d met him, she didn’t think she’d ever felt quite this small before.

      So small, and yet so awash with sensation. His lips and teeth tugged at her nipple, making her whimper, and her fingers slid through the wiry hairs on his chest as if seeking some part of him she could clutch. His hands kneaded at her breasts, his mouth moving between her nipples, teasing and pulling them into aching little buds. Lydia found herself practically keening, before covering her mouth with one hand in pure embarrassment at the unholy sounds she was making. The needy, aching itch growing in her body was so much more intense than it had been last night, and she didn’t know what to do. Her body rocked beneath him, the way it had against the pillow, but there was no delicious pressure... 

      At least, not until his hand curved over her stomach and down between her thighs. Lydia cried out at the touch of his fingers against her pussy. She was so slick between her thighs, and it felt so strange but so good. Closing her eyes, she rocked against his hand, whimpering and gasping as his mouth and fingers did the most delicious things, touching her in ways she’d read about, but never imagined quite how they felt. The descriptions now seemed so lacking.

      It was one thing to read that Lord So-and-So put his hand between Lady Such-and-Such’s thighs, another to feel the duke’s thick fingers pushing her folds apart and rubbing sensually over them. To feel the hardness of his hand pressing against the spot just below her mound that felt so wickedly good, to feel her muscles stretch as one finger slid inside of her. It felt so strange to have something inside of her, but also good... as if there was an emptiness there that had been aching to be filled, even though she’d never been aware of it before.

      Now that she was aware of it, she wondered how she could have ever felt any other way.

      When his finger withdrew, she felt that emptiness yawn, and she whimpered as she rolled her hips, seeking to be filled again.

      “Please... oh please... Isaac...”

      At his name, he groaned, and suddenly he was braced above her and something very hard and hot was pushing inside of her, replacing his finger. She cried out in surprise and a bit of pain. It must be his cock filling her, but - like everything else - the descriptions in the books didn’t pass muster. Yes, it filled her in a manner nothing else had, but it wasn’t necessarily a comfortable manner. Yet it wasn’t entirely awful either, after the initial, sharp pain of insertion. 

      His hips moved, and his cock slid between the folds of her body, pulling out and then pushing deeper, increasing the strange sensation. At least this thrust wasn’t accompanied by a sharp pain, only a slow burn of discomfort as her muscles were stretched about his appendage. Lydia remembered the picture books she’d seen, the drawings with a man’s cock disappearing inside of a woman’s body. Although she hadn’t taken much of a look to see if he’d matched the pictures - she’d been too embarrassed - she had to assume that he did. She writhed beneath him, shuddering and arching, wanting to feel all of it…

      “Lydia...” His voice was deep, breathy, and strained. She rather liked the way it sounded actually. “Just hold still, give me a moment... don’t move.”

      Somehow easier said than done. As soon as he told her not to move she wanted to wriggle and squirm and feel him above her. She did try though, and, although she did her best to hold still, she didn’t quite succeed. She could feel her inner muscles clamping, squeezing involuntarily as if to test this new intruder in her body. When it happened, Isaac groaned, so deep in his throat that she could feel it as a rumble vibrating against her.

      “I’m going to move now, sweetheart,” he finally said, his voice raspy. “Tell me if I hurt you. I’ll be as gentle as I can.”
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      Feeling his bride quivering underneath him, Isaac cursed his own ineptness. He’d hurt her when he’d deflowered her. A necessary pain, but one that he hadn’t liked causing. Not to say that he’d never hurt a woman during sex before, sometimes he had dark desires that he liked to explore, but he certainly didn’t like hurting a woman because he had no choice in the matter. Especially without knowing whether or not she’d enjoy it. 

      As such, he thought a quick thrust would be best. No point in dragging it out. But she’d let out such a small, pained cry that he’d felt a brutal monster for not even warning her. He couldn’t help but wonder if the books and her two advisers had left out the pertinent information about a woman’s virginity.

      With the hot clasp of her quim shuddering around him, it was nearly impossible to hold still, but he tried anyhow. For as long as he could. Determined not to hurt her again. Unfortunately he wasn’t able to hold out for very long, the best he could was request to know if he hurt her.

      The slick glide of her pussy as he thrust was like molten heat, wetting his entire cock with her cream as she squirmed beneath him. Throaty moans filled his ears, along with little gasps, that made him try to move slower, but his own needs were beginning to press on him. After all, since he’d been searching for a bride, he hadn’t taken a mistress this Season in London and it had been months before that he’d given his most recent mistress her conge. His balls already felt like they were going to explode, and being in the hot clasp of his wife’s virginal pussy only made it more difficult to control himself.

      She was tighter than he’d ever dreamed, the friction so slickly pleasurable that he could barely think about anything else, and so soft and willing beneath him... Isaac groaned as he moved faster, harder. Her hips lifted to meet him, thrust for thrust, as she mewled and wriggled, searching for her own culmination. It was hot bliss. Perhaps it was the length of time since he’d last enjoyed an interlude with a lady, perhaps it was her newness to the activity, or perhaps it was just her, but Isaac could barely control his amorous urges. He did his best, wanting to make this first time for her as good as possible – after all, a pleasant experience guaranteed enthusiasm for a repeat.

      Unfortunately he didn’t manage to hold out as long as he wanted to. She was too hot, too blissfully pleasurable. Isaac tried to think of something else, something which would stem his rising pleasure, even think about how she’d trapped him - and yet he found, in this moment, he no longer cared. He cared about nothing but plowing into her and filling her with his seed, claiming her as his own. Perhaps she had not been his choice, but now that she was his, he would not ever relinquish her.

      Rapture pulsed, throbbed, and he filled her with his seed, groaning in ecstasy as he emptied himself into her. Her channel clenched around him, milking his cock, and making him light-headed with the sensual sensation. It was almost a spiritual experience as her tight sheath massaged his length, one which left him gasping for breath.

      “Oh... Lydia...” he said her name as a whispered groan, slumping slightly over her still quivering body, aware that she hadn’t reached her own culmination. 

      “That was... that was quite nice,” she murmured, her hands stroking his body. “I thought it might be awkward, but it was really quite nice.”

      “If you say nice one more time, I might have to spank you,” Isaac said, pushing himself up enough that he could reach down between their bodies with one hand. He stared down into her surprised grey eyes. “Just give me a moment and ‘nice’ will be the least of what you’re feeling.”

      She opened her mouth to answer, but only a gasp came out as he slid his fingers into her wetness and pressed against her swollen clitoris. There hadn’t been many times that Isaac’s lovemaking had left a woman unfulfilled, but he knew what to do in case it happened. This time had been unexpected, probably in part because of his impatience and the length of time since his last indulgence. If he’d taken more time with the foreplay... but that was to remember for next time. For now, he wanted to show her just how good he could make her feel. She was a virgin, even a well-read one wouldn’t know exactly how an orgasm was supposed to feel. She wasn’t disappointed, but only because she didn’t know better.

      Isaac intended to make sure that next time she would know better, and that she would find her pleasure first. Possibly multiple times. He was looking forward to schooling his little reader in exactly what all those things she’d read about actually felt like. 

      Using his fingers, he circled her clit, his cock still half-hard inside of her. It would be easier if he withdrew, but he had no desire to do so. Even if he was spent, his wife’s first orgasm was going to be with him inside of her.

      “That’s it, my dear, just let yourself feel.”
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      How was she supposed to do anything else but feel?

      After the pain and discomfort had subsided, feeling Isaac moving inside of her had been very strange, but very nice. She had felt a strong jolt of pleasure and joy when he’d suddenly gone rigid and throbbed inside of her. It had felt so good, much better than what she’d felt last night... and yet this felt even better.

      His fingers were driving her to madness, as something inside of her kept coiling, tighter and tighter with every stroke of his hand. She was not completely full, but neither was she empty, and she could feel her body spasming around his cock, which was still inside of her. The steady pressure rubbing against that one spot at the top of her pussy felt incredible, although it was also making her achy and restless and itchy, and that coil kept drawing tighter and tighter...

      When it finally exploded, she screamed, partly in pleasure, partly in shock at the intensity of the pleasure she was experiencing. Her nails dug into Isaac’s shoulders as she rocked against his fingers, and she felt wetness sliding down the sides of her face as tears leaked from her eyes. It was too much... so much... and yet she didn’t want it to stop.

      The ecstasy went on and on, pulsing over her in waves that left her shuddering, until the waves slowly gentled and receded and she finally understood what it meant to be spent. It was as though pleasure had pooled in her limbs, making them heavy and reluctant to be lifted. Every part of her body felt tingly and yet satisfied.

      “Oh...” She finally managed to say with a sigh, when she realized that the duke was still looming over her, watching her expressions.

      “Yes, oh,” he said, and this time she didn’t mind the amusement in his voice at all. “So tell me, my dear, was that better than your books?”

      “Infinitely.”
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      Isaac woke in the middle of the night to find himself still in his wife’s bed, with his arms wrapped around her. 

      Frowning, he got up and returned to his own room, disturbed by his reluctance to do so. After all, this wasn’t a love match, no matter what they’d made others think. And, while a passionate creature and definitely a virgin (thankfully, he certainly did not need to worry about her trying to pass off another man’s bastard as his), his wife was still the kind of woman who was willing to trap a man into marriage. Getting comfortable with her was ill-advised.

      The rub was that he wanted to be comfortable with her. If he could forget how their marriage had come about, the truth was that she was quite admirably suited to him, so far as he could tell. Really, just about everything he’d been looking for a wife and more. Quite honestly, he’d never expected to find a wife that would respond to a spanking with arousal. The level of passion she’d roused in him was much higher than any of the debutantes he’d met, or even the mistresses he’d had. The combination of innocence and knowledge she displayed was really rather enticing.

      Climbing into his cold bed was nearly enough to make him turn around and retreat back to his wife’s warm one but... 

      How could he?

      A new start with his wife and trying to make the best of things was one thing, but the past couldn’t entirely be erased. He’d be a fool to start to feel something more for her, so quickly, under such circumstances. Especially when he didn’t even know why she’d done it.

      Perhaps that was the true crux of it. After all, she’d been punished for her behavior, he really did rather think she was doing her best to make up for the way she’d trapped him, but he didn’t really understand what had driven her to it. So the men she’d met were dolts who didn’t appreciate her intelligence and her stepfather wasn’t the most pleasant man on the planet; it wasn’t as if she’d met every man - even every man at the house party as she hadn’t even given him a chance - and it definitely hadn’t sounded as though her stepfather was trying to marry her off to someone unsuitable. She hadn’t had an affair and needed a marriage to make herself respectable - Isaac might have never deflowered a virgin before, but the signs and the sensation of her barrier breaking were impossible to miss. While her antecedents weren’t as high as his, she didn’t seem like the social climbing type even if her stepfather was, and they seemed comfortably well off if not as wealthy as him. He supposed she could still be after the title of duchess or his fortune, although after just a couple of conversations with her, he had trouble picturing it.

      So why had she trapped him?

      He felt a frisson of alarm - was it him she was after? Not his title, not his fortune, but had she somehow garnered some kind of affection for him during the Season and acted on it when she hadn’t managed to get his attention?

      No... that seemed unlikely as well. If they’d been introduced, he would have remembered her. She might have seen him from afar and fallen into some sort of romantic frenzy, he supposed, but she seemed entirely too practical for that as well. 

      The question remained - why?

      Isaac didn’t like what he didn’t understand. What one didn’t understand couldn’t be controlled. He understood his brother and his sister, despite their wild starts. He didn’t understand Lydia. 

      Worse, he liked her. It would be all too easy to forget how their marriage started and fall under her thrall, but would it be wise? Without knowing the why of their marriage, he would be forever vulnerable to the unknown. Which did not sit well with him at all. 

      Although he’d wanted to make a new start, in order to truly put the past behind them, he really needed to question the why. It hadn’t initially seemed all that pertinent, really, but that was before he’d spent time with her. Before he’d started to realize how much he liked her, not just in his bed but as a person and his wife. Before he’d woken up with her in his arms, wanting to stay there all night. Suddenly, the why seemed of vital importance. He was no fool; he realized he could not separate his emotions from their marriage the way he’d initially thought he would be able to. Already it was a struggle not to return to the warm comfort of her arms.

      Tomorrow he would ask her the why and, whatever it was, hopefully he would be able to handle it.
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      A knock on the door announced the entrance of her new maid, Mary. The apple-cheeked servant already had a cheerful smile on her face; Lydia had found it to be her usual disposition. Despite the long ride yesterday and her mistress’ penchant for reading rather than conversation, Mary seemed to regard it all as a great adventure. Lydia liked her quite a lot already, even though Mary had never been a lady’s maid before. So far she’d proved an amiable companion and she was able to put Lydia’s hair up in simple styles... not that Lydia needed her to, as she was used to dressing her own hair, but she didn’t want Mary to feel rejected or unnecessary. Especially when they were getting along so well.

      As Mary came bustling in, some toast and fruit on a tray with water, and began opening up the curtains and laying out a fresh dress for today’s journey, Lydia couldn’t help but feel a pang of disappointment that she was waking up alone. She’d gone to sleep in the duke’s arms, and it had been very strange to be sharing a bed with a man - very different from sharing one with her sister as they’d done from time to time - but very nice as well. Sleep had found her even easier than it had at the Chesterfields’; she’d felt very safe and secure in his arms. Still, while she’d heard some married couples shared a bedchamber, she didn’t actually know any who would admit to such a thing, making her think the number who did so was probably quite small.

      “His Grace says he would like to leave within the hour, so we haven’t much time, but I got you a small bite to eat before we leave, and I’ve spoken to Mrs. Appleby. She’s going to provide us with a small picnic basket to travel with us,” Mary said happily, obviously proud of herself for a job well done, in a job she was unaccustomed to.

      “Thank you, Mary,” Lydia said with a grateful smile. She winced slightly as she rose, and then blushed as she realized she wasn’t wearing a stitch.

      Seeing the look on her face, Mary waved her hand. “Don’t mind me, Your Grace. Fiona, Lady Chesterfield’s lady’s maid, says there are no secrets between a lady and her maid, just secrets from everyone else. She also said that, as a new couple, it was quite likely that his grace would be sharing a bed with you frequently.” Mary winked, although her expression was also a little confused, as though she wanted to pretend more knowledge than she actually had of bedroom behavior between newlyweds. It made her seem younger than she was. “In matches like yours, it’s to be expected.”

      “Thank you, Mary,” Lydia said again, rising and trying to push away her embarrassment. After all, Mary was going to have to help her dress every day. She would have to become used to having a lady’s maid; it was just what duchesses did. “I appreciate your discretion.”

      Smiling broadly and happily chattering about the nice accommodations at the inn, the kindness of their traveling companions, and the beautiful day that was dawning, Mary helped Lydia dress. She put Lydia’s hair in a simple but elegant chignon as Lydia ate her buttered toast and fruit. Just as she was finishing her breakfast, a footman knocked on the door to escort them down to the carriages.

      The yard of the inn was where she saw her new husband for the first time that morning. The tallest man in the yard, he was impossible to miss, even if he hadn’t been standing at the center of activity. Their carriages were being reloaded from whatever had been unpacked the day before, horses being hitched, and his own horse - Isaac had called him Sampson - stamping his foot impatiently off to the side. Glancing over, the duke’s dark gaze took in her and Mary’s appearance. Giving her a short nod, he turned back to whatever his valet was saying to him and Lydia swallowed her disappointment at his lack of true greeting.

      What? Had she hoped he would stop what he was doing and come to her? That was not the kind of relationship they had, no matter what Mary and the rest of the ton thought.

      Unperturbed, Mary chirped cheerfully at her side. “Well, His Grace is eager to be home!”

      Lydia nodded, accepting the excuse, which Mary seemed to take as real. Taking a moment to thank Mr. and Mrs. Appleby for their hospitality, and receiving their effusive congratulations on her wedding such a fine member of Society - and their sincerity in describing the duke as such made quite an impression - Lydia quickly stepped towards the carriage. Being ignored by her husband after such an experience as last night... well, it wasn’t sitting well with her, no matter that she had no reason to expect anything more.

      As soon as she reached the carriage, Isaac was suddenly there, offering his hand to assist her into it. 

      “Good morning, my dear,” he said as he raised his hand. Up close, he looked even more handsome than he had at a distance. His traveling clothes were worn but well cared for, and they fit him like a glove, making it clear he spent quite a bit of time on horseback. He looked just as comfortable as he did in the middle of the ballroom, dressed in his finest. The jacket hung from his broad shoulders, his pants outlined powerful thighs, and his shirt gaped just a bit at the neck, with no cravat to cover it. Just touching his hand and remembering how that hand had touched her the night before made her flush and the sore ache between her legs throb slightly. It was well she wasn’t expected to sit a horse today, the more she moved, the more she’d realized how uncomfortable she was down there.

      “Good morning, Isaac,” she murmured back, placing her hand in his.

      Something flared in his eyes when she said his name, but after helping her into the carriage, he just gave her a short nod and strode away. Her heart sank a bit. After last night she’d expected... well, she’d expected a bit more familiarity, she supposed. Last night had been magical. Intimate. Not just the bedding, but also their conversation over dinner. It had held such promise. Now, it felt like there was a barrier sprung up between them, rather than the connection they’d begun to forge. 

      Not only was it disheartening, but she found it rather hurt as well.

      Fortunately, she had Mary for company, and her maid apparently hadn’t seen anything amiss. She’d been just as chatty for the beginning of the trip, until Lydia picked up the book she’d been reading the day before. Fortunately, as long as the roads were fairly well-kept, Lydia had never been the type to suffer reading sickness while traveling. It certainly made the time pass faster. Mary worked on her darning while Lydia read and the companionable silence suited them both well enough.

      Every so often, Lydia would glance out the window to study the fine form of her husband. Mostly, he rode ahead of the train, but sometimes he would fall back, and she even caught him glancing at the carriage once or twice. He was a fine figure on horseback, not that she knew how to judge a man’s seat, but he looked like a dashing knight straight from a fairy tale. In some ways he was, considering how he’d saved her. Unfortunately, rather than being a white knight charging in to save the princess, he was more along the lines of a reluctant hero, and there was nothing she could do to change that.
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      Confident. Intelligent. Savvy. Trustworthy. Solid. Dependable. Ethical. Responsible. Occasionally humorous.

      Those were Isaac’s most listed virtues.

      Patience was not among them. Which meant waiting an entire day of travel when he’d already decided upon the conversation he and Lydia would need to have before they could truly move forward with their marriage, was chafing on him. His mind kept whirling round and round with the possible reasons she might have for trapping him, and without any additional information forthcoming, his imagination was providing some truly ridiculous scenarios. Isaac had never thought himself particularly imaginative - that would be Arabella, or perhaps Benedict - but it turned out he had more of an imagination than he’d thought. 

      Having dismissed the most logical, sound theories, his mind now presented him with some of the most ridiculous it could summon.

      Perhaps she had a wasting sickness and wanted to die a duchess.

      Perhaps she’d made a vow as a child to become a duchess and so had seen her best opportunity in his presence at the house party after failing to attract a duke’s attention during the season.

      Perhaps she’d fallen in love with another man, been spurned, and decided to show him up by marrying a duke.

      Perhaps she had an expensive penchant for gaming... or dresses... or millinery... or horses... and her stepfather’s coffers couldn’t support her desires, and so she’d gone looking for a better fortune.

      Perhaps her younger sister was to marry soon and, jealous, she’d decided to trap a man into marriage before she was labeled a spinster. Actually, if he hadn’t spent time with her, that theory might have seemed more logical. Isaac had seen young ladies throw themselves at gentlemen for similar reasons; for some reason once a younger sister had married, no matter their respective ages, the elder was seen to be on the shelf. Society was insane. The theory was too, in this case, as far as he could tell. Lydia had spoken of her sister with true fondness and certainly hadn’t mentioned a particular suitor garnering the younger Miss Stafford’s attention, and he felt she would have during the course of their conversation.

      The long ride, with only a quick stop for a luncheon and to use the necessary, which didn’t give them any privacy to talk, seemed to drag on as his mind went wild.

      When he wasn’t coming up with ridiculous theories about why she might have trapped him in marriage, he was constantly remembering last night... the feel of her underneath him, the warm clasp of her body, the wonder in her eyes... and berating himself for not taking more time with her. He’d been impatient. Next time, he would take his time. Memorize her curves. Taste every inch of her and not just those sweet, berry nipples. Bare her to him completely and help her through her modest embarrassment. Perhaps teach her how to touch him, although he doubted that would help with his patience in the bedroom. 

      At any rate, those thoughts didn’t help make the ride any shorter or more comfortable either.

      When the lane to the Chase finally appeared, he breathed a sigh of relief and dropped back to ride alongside the first carriage. He’d done so several times during the ride, just wanting to catch a glimpse of Lydia, but he hadn’t allowed himself to linger. After all, what he wanted to talk about was not conducive to traveling conversation, especially with her maid present in the carriage. 

      Through the window, Lydia looked up at him, her grey eyes a little anxious.

      “We’re approaching the Chase,” he said, waving his arm as they began the turn down the lane. “I thought you would want to know.”

      Her big eyes widened further as she scooted towards the window. Unlike his sister, who could be quite a hoyden, Lydia didn’t hang out the window, but she certainly did lean as close as she could and still be circumspect. Isaac approved.

      “Oh...” She said, letting out a small sigh of appreciation as the lane rolled upwards on the slight hill and the entirety of Manchester Chase came into view. It was an idyllic country estate; with the sun slowly lowering in the sky, although not quite setting, it looked like a picture out of a painting. The Chase manor house was made of light Bath stone, which seemed to partially glow in the light, and boasted a huge, neatly trimmed lawn, the lane and house lined with various bushes, and quite a few trees sprinkling the landscape. Beyond the house were the gardens his mother had prized, and which he had the gardeners keeping in repair. If Lydia enjoyed gardening, they could probably use some updating and a woman’s touch, he mused. The gardens boasted a small pond as well as a stone folly with a mosaic patio, a nod to his father’s mother, who had come from Greece.

      Chase Manor had an overhang, held up with columns, and a balcony on top, with staircases on either side, over the main entrance, which was on the ground floor. When his mother had entertained, she’d enjoyed having al frescoes out on that very balcony overlooking the lawn where the younger generations might indulge in some croquet or other lawn games. Once she had settled in, it would be Lydia’s duty to begin hosting some of the local social events. He was sure the neighbors would be eager to greet her; although Arabella had acted as his hostess in the past year, it was not the same as having a duchess-in-residence.

      The overall effect of seeing the house and the lands, with the fields and forest beyond, was quite stunning. 

      “It’s beautiful,” Lydia said, a touch of awe in her voice, causing Isaac to puff up with pride. It truly was a beautiful estate. The tenants had been holding the lands for generations, and the land was still quite prosperous, and all of them entirely loyal to his family. His father, and his father before him, and so on, had always been generous and involved landowners. It was their responsibility to care for their tenants, and so their tenants would care for them. Isaac considered Manchester to be one of the premier estates in the entire country.

      “Whenever I’m away, I think I must have exaggerated its beauty in my mind,” he said, smiling slightly. “Whenever I come home, I wonder how I could have forgotten how beautiful it truly is.”

      As they rode in, he pointed out some areas of interest to her, sharing some of the memories that he had of his mother reigning over the household as duchess, his father by her side. Lydia listened intently, which garnered both his pleasure and approval. The serious expression on her face as she nodded and asked questions made him want to kiss her, just to see her smile again. But he also appreciated her attention and her obvious desire to succeed as his duchess.

      At least she was serious about her new position, and he entirely approved of both her demeanor and determination. No matter that his brother and sister liked her because they thought she’d shake him up a little, going by how she’d secured marriage with him; he was starting to believe that plot was entirely out of character for her. In every other way, she suited him admirably. 

      Which made it all the more important that he discover why.

      When they reached the entrance, the entire household came out to greet him, having received the message that he’d be arriving this afternoon with his bride. His housekeeper, Mrs. Huffington, was already beaming at both him and Lydia; Rigby, the butler, was far too correct to do anything as uncouth as beam, but even he had a small, welcoming smile on his face. Isaac tried to remember the last time he’d seen Rigby smile and came up blank. It really looked rather odd on him.

      Mrs. Huffington took charge almost immediately, with Rigby’s assistance. Rigby organized the footmen to take up the baggage and the grooms to handle the carriages and horses, while Mrs. Huffington took Lydia and her maid in hand. 

      “Would you like a tour of the house now, Your Grace?” she asked the new duchess, who already looked a bit overwhelmed as she stared up at the house. It occurred to Isaac that the house looked quite a bit smaller from far away, when seen against the spread of land. Up close, it was clear just how dauntingly large it was. Something he was thankful for, as Benedict and Arabella, as well as their Great-Aunt were often in residence. All the Windhams needed their space. “Or would you like to rest and take the tour tomorrow?”

      Although she was speaking to Lydia, Isaac answered. “I think tomorrow, Mrs. Huffington. If you don’t mind showing my new bride to her rooms for now, and then to my study once she’s had a chance to freshen up.”

      His new bride gave him a curious look, but didn’t protest. Mrs. Huffington beamed, apparently deciding his desire for Lydia to settle into the house first was the correct avenue. A corner of his mouth twitched at her blatant approval. He’d always wondered what he’d have to do to earn her disapproval. She’d been with the family since he and Benedict were in short coats and had raised them as much as either of their parents or their nanny. Rigby had been with the family even longer, but he didn’t have the soft spot for Arabella’s wildness or Benedict’s humor that Huffy did. Not that Isaac had actually called her Huffy out loud in years; such a familiarity was far beneath his ducal dignity.

      But that was still how he often thought of her, especially when she showed her patent approval of something he’d done. He hoped she would approve of Lydia as well; they did seem off to a good start as she led Lydia and Mary away and into the house.

      Isaac took his time, taking Sampson to the stables and unsaddling him and currying the big horse himself. He took pride in taking care of his horse; too many gentlemen didn’t. Besides, everyone knew not to bother him when he was doing so; it was one of the few pure minutes of peace he ever had. And much preferable to pacing around his rooms or study and waiting for his new wife to finish settling in. He knew it would take her longer than it would him, so he might as well make use of the time instead being at the mercy of his own impatience.
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      The house was stunning, both inside and out, and Lydia had to wonder anew what she’d gotten herself into by trapping a duke, of all people, into marriage. Somehow, the reality hadn’t quite hit her until she’d seen the size of the place and the number of staff... although she’d run the earl’s household at her mother’s side, learning the necessary skills for later in life, the size and scale of her training was much smaller than what she was currently faced with. To say she was intimidated was the understatement of a lifetime.

      Her rooms - Rooms! Plural! - were in the main hall of the house. She had an entire suite, although her bedroom adjoined Isaac’s, which Mrs. Huffington pointed out as she gave Lydia and Mary the short tour. There was a separate bathing chamber for just her, which included a water closet and a huge tub which looked incredibly inviting. Mrs. Huffington proudly pointed out the top-of-the-line heated pipes, which made it possible for hot water to be pumped directly into the tub. Although Lydia had gotten the sense Isaac could be quite conservative, apparently when it came to personal comforts, he could also be quite progressive. Something she both appreciated and was in awe of. Most of the old country houses hadn’t been updated like this, although such pipes were becoming all the rage in the fashionable London houses.

      There was also a small sitting room that was just hers; it was obviously a very feminine room, which had been used by the late duchess. Mrs. Huffington assured her it had been giving a thorough cleaning when they’d opened it up for her use. It was decorated in creams and pale yellows, with lacy curtains across a window seat, which had been drawn back for ease of use. The cushions were a colorful array of blues and greens, with yellow and cream accents. Lydia loved it at first sight. She could absolutely see herself comfortably ensconced there among the cushions, reading the day away.

      The rest of the room had a small table, if she chose to eat in private, a comfortable chair with supplies for embroidery sitting in a basket on the table beside it, and a small bookshelf which was currently empty. Pictures and embroidery samples decorated the walls, and Mrs. Huffington explained that they were all from either a previous duchess or from when the children were growing up. A small watercolor was boldly signed with Arabella’s name, making Lydia smile.

      “Anything you would like changed, Your Grace, just let me know,” Mrs. Huffington said earnestly. “We have all manner of paintings, cushions, and furniture up in the attics, or if you would like to purchase something new I’m sure the duke would be happy to arrange it.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Huffington,” Lydia said with a smile. “This is lovely. Right now I wouldn’t change a thing, except to fill that empty bookshelf, which I look forward to doing myself.”

      Beaming, the housekeeper clapped her hands together. “Wonderful. If you do want to explore the attics at some point, just let me know, and we’ll have a footman on hand to carry down anything you might like.”

      After thanking Mrs. Huffington profusely, Lydia was somewhat relieved that the housekeeper claimed other duties, including a welcome-home meal for the duke and duchess. It only took a moment for Lydia to approve the menu, as she was truly too overwhelmed and exhausted to care what they ate, and she trusted Mrs. Huffington’s good sense and prior knowledge of the duke.

      She was unsure how much time she had before she should meet Isaac in his study, as he hadn’t given her a time, but it seemed he wanted her to set her own pace. Glancing out the window, she saw his unmistakable form leaving the stables and walking back up towards the house. Deciding he would likely be feeling just as dusty and travel worn as herself, she had Mary run the bath. Just thinking about being able to bath in such a large tub, with heated water at her disposal - without having to send for another bucket! - felt like decadence.

      Being a duchess was overwhelming, intimidating, and not something she felt prepared for now that she was here, but there were certainly some upsides as well!

      Once she had washed, had her hair curled and pinned, and dressed in a pretty, violet gown trimmed with cream ribbons, Lydia felt more ready to step out of her rooms and face the rest of the household again. And her husband. She imagined he wanted to speak to her about her duties, now that they were at the house. There would be a period of adjustment, for both of them, it only made sense to speak of it. Still, she couldn’t help but feel a bit anxious, as there was also no one there to help her. At least it seemed she could look to Mrs. Huffington for assistance. Arabella would have been even more helpful, but she understood why Isaac had wanted to return home without his siblings.

      A footman escorted her to the study, which was on the lower level, pointing out some of the rooms along the way. Lydia looked forward to exploring the house, although considering the number of halls they’d passed, she was beginning to think she’d best have someone accompany her so she didn’t become lost! As large as the houses she’d been to, as large as the Chesterfields’ house had been, it was now obvious that being a duke meant having the largest of the large houses. Or maybe only very wealthy dukes had them, but at any rate, it rather felt like walking through a castle rather than a house. The sumptuous decorations and furnishings didn’t help; there were several vases they passed by that she was afraid to walk too close to, afeared that if she breathed wrong they might go toppling from their pedestals.

      When they reached the study, the footman knocked and then opened the door for her at Isaac’s acknowledgement. Her heart stuttered for a moment when she first walked in the door. Seated behind a huge, mahogany desk, obviously quite at home, her husband looked every inch the powerful duke that he was. That formidable demeanor, combined with the surrounds, was enough to take someone’s breath away.

      Looking up from his papers, he saw her and gestured at one of the two chairs in front of him. They were also large, and leather-bound, decidedly masculine and not entirely comfortable for her. She sat down, feeling almost like a child playing at being an adult and sitting on an overly large piece of furniture.

      “How do you find your rooms?” he asked, shuffling some papers and setting them aside, before focusing his attention fully on her.

      Lydia placed her hands in her lap, one atop the other, to keep them from trembling. “They’re lovely, thank you. Your staff did a wonderful job with the furnishings.”

      “Our staff,” he reminded her, arching an eyebrow.

      “Our staff,” she echoed, trying to sound less uncertain. She cleared her throat. “Mrs. Huffington said there will be roast pheasant for dinner as the main course, and some of your other favorites, including the currant sauce you like.”

      That got a true smile out of him, although it flashed only very briefly. “Perfect. Mrs. Huffington is well versed in my favorites, and I’m sure she’ll be quick to pick up on yours as well. Tomorrow you can meet with her, and she will help familiarize you with the household and its routines. It won’t be too long till the neighbors find out we’re in residence.” The expression on his face was almost one of exasperation, but not quite, as if he were resigned to the fact. “I expect we’ll have our first visitors by this weekend, but you needn’t feel that you must meet with all of them straightaway. We’ll have some leniency as we’ve just arrived, married. Once Arabella and Benedict join us, however, we’ll need to have some kind of soiree or gathering to formally introduce you.” He raised his eyebrows at her and Lydia nodded.

      “Do you have a list of the necessary invitations?” she asked, her voice only faltering a little.

      “Mrs. Huffington will have Arabella’s lists, including everything we have on hand for entertaining so you can get an idea of the events we’ve hosted before,” he said firmly. “Arabella and Benedict may have their own additions to add when they arrive. You and I can set aside some time to make our own list. If we make it for two weeks after Arabella and Benedict’s return, that should give you a month to acclimate yourself to the house and familiarize yourself well enough to host a party.” Something in his voice made it clear he didn’t mean “should,” but that a month would give her enough time in his estimation. Lydia nodded, determined not to fail at such an important first test. “It will also give you a month to meet some of the neighbors beforehand, and Arabella will be on hand for the final two weeks of preparations to assist you.”

      “I will appreciate that,” Lydia said, her fingers clutching very slightly and then releasing. She wasn’t going to show him her nerves or her fear... after all, he said everything with such authority, as if laying down the law. What he said was what would be. Completely understandable in a duke.

      “I will also invite some friends, whom I’d like you to meet,” he said, his finger tapping against the desk for just a moment, as if he was thinking while he spoke. “They will need accommodations here at the house, but we won’t make it a formal house party. Just a gathering of my closest friends, with a few, suitable entertainments.”

      Lydia gulped slightly. The Chesterfields’ had been her first, and only, house party, but surely she could duplicate enough of it to satisfy the duke and his friends. Although she did wish meeting his neighbors and meeting his friends could occur at different occasions, as both were quite nerve-wracking for differing reasons. At least she would have Arabella to help her with that as well, surely she was familiar with her brother’s closest companions?

      “Yes, Isaac,” she said, her mind already flying with all she would need to discover about the house before she could properly begin planning.

      “Good,” he said, giving her a pleased smile, and her heart lifted, just before it plummeted at his next words. “Now, I would like to discuss why you felt the need to trap me into marriage.”

      The very air suddenly seemed too thick to breathe, and her fingers trembled on her lap, no matter how firmly she pressed them against her legs. Lydia honestly hadn’t been expecting the question, although it was for a very good reason.

      “I thought you said we were to have a new beginning,” she replied faintly. “After... after you...”

      The uncompromising look he bestowed upon her was not reassuring. “And we shall, my dear, we are. I’m no longer angry that you did so, you have been forgiven, but I still want to understand what your motivations were. I feel that communication between us is a necessary component to a successful relationship and I cannot look to a future when I do not know what caused the past. This is a new beginning, but it should be an honest one.”

      Before he’d spanked her, Lydia had worried the question in the back of her mind, wondering what she would tell him if he asked. Obviously she couldn’t tell him the truth. Not the full truth. Not unless he promised to keep her confidence and not say a word to her stepfather, ever... but she already didn’t know what her stepfather wanted, and she couldn’t see Isaac tolerating her giving in to her stepfather’s demands. But her stepfather had control of Amy’s future.

      Duke or not, Isaac had no rights to stop her stepfather from doing what he willed with Amy. The law was entirely on her stepfather’s side. Young ladies were beholden to their fathers, married ladies beholden to their husbands, and that was that. Even if something were to happen to her stepfather, if he were to be jailed or worse, the provisions of his will would dictate what happened to Amy. Her new guardian might be his heir - currently a distant cousin - or it might be an old family friend, or it might be Lydia. She had no way of knowing because they’d never discussed it.

      She could give Isaac what he wanted - the truth - and save herself, but only at the possible cost of her sister. Right now, she didn’t know her new husband well enough to trust him. If he forbade her to accommodate her stepfather when he came to demand whatever it was he was planning on demanding of her, it wouldn’t be him or Lydia who paid the price, it would be Amy. Would Isaac care?

      Knowing he was an honorable man was one thing, but what her stepfather could do to Amy in no way infringed on Isaac’s honor. Besides which, along with his honor came a hefty amount of pride and rigidity; he was not the type to give in to blackmail, no matter what was at stake. Plenty of young ladies were married to men not entirely suited to them, every year. Why should he care about another one?

      She couldn’t risk her sister, which meant she couldn’t answer him with the truth.
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      Watching the expressions flit across his new bride’s face was not reassuring. Obviously, whatever it was, she didn’t want to tell him. Her expressive face showed fear, wariness, a faint glint of hope that was immediately buried under worry, and then a kind of stubbornness that made him want to groan. Somehow, before she even opened her lying lips, he knew that what came out wouldn’t be the answer he’d asked for.

      “You said you didn’t care,” she responded, almost accusingly, making his brows snap down into a scowl. 

      “I said what?” he asked, taken aback. Of course he cared why she’d trapped him. At no point had he made any indication that he didn’t.

      Her chin lifted, stubborn through and through. “At the Chesterfields’. During the ball, the night I - well, anyway.” Her eyes darted away for just a moment and then back to meet his, the guilt she still carried clear. At least that was one small sop to his pride. “You were speaking with your brother and you said you were ready to marry, any woman, it didn’t matter who. You were going to make your decision on the morrow.”

      “And you took my decision from me,” he pointed out.

      “Yes, but you said you forgave me that,” she retorted almost angrily, and then took a deep breath and bowed her head slightly, assuming a more submissive stance. Which was just a tad disappointing; surprisingly, he’d been enjoying the stubborn, slightly feisty side she’d just exhibited. “Anyway, that’s why I chose you. You didn’t seem to care who you married, and well, I’m a woman. That was your only requirement.”

      “I see,” he drawled, narrowing his eyes at her as he leaned back. “However, you still haven’t actually answered my question, although you’ve made a remarkable attempt at diverting me from it. You answered why you chose me, not why you felt the need to trap a husband.”

      Pearly white teeth sank into her soft lower lip, just before her tongue flicked out to soothe where she’d just bitten. It wasn’t an attempt at seduction, which was the only reason it enticed him. If she had been using as a seduction technique, it would have repelled him. He forced himself to focus his gaze on hers, rather than staring at her lips and thinking about more physically interesting endeavors. This was important.

      “I was unhappy at home,” she said finally, biting off the end of her sentence as if she were afraid more words might escape her mouth.

      Isaac waited. Her gaze dropped to her lap where her fingers were actually twiddling together with nervousness. After a few, long, tense moments, he concluded that was all she was currently willing to offer. 

      “That’s it?” he asked, just to be sure. She nodded. “Are you going to explain why you were unhappy at home?” She shook her head, obviously not trusting her voice. Isaac scowled. “Then how am I to ensure that you will be happy in our home?” He asked, his voice roughening. “Or should I expect an attempt to escape it if I should accidentally make you unhappy here as well?”

      Her mouth opened, as if to protest, and then closed. She swallowed hard, her eyes full of anxiety and a kind of desire... the desire to confess. He was sure of it. But she didn’t. 

      “I will not be unhappy here,” she said finally, and she sounded sincere but... it wasn’t enough. Not for him.

      Frowning, Isaac pushed himself away from the desk. “Come here, Lydia.”

      Gesturing, to make it clear he intended her to approach him, Isaac watched as she swallowed hard again and stood. There was a kind of stubborn determination in her, making it clear that she was hiding something from him and she didn’t intend to share. Which, of course, only made him want to know what it is. Isaac didn’t like things in the household not under his control. Even though his brother and sister weren’t exactly controlled, he could at least predict how they would behave in just about any situation, because he knew them. He didn’t know Lydia well enough, and it seemed she intended that he wouldn’t have the chance to.

      Isaac intended to change her mind about that. As she came around the desk, he patted his lap, giving her a little nod. Her face paled, and inwardly he rejoiced. As much as he might enjoy spanking a lady’s bottom for pleasure, as much as he might enjoy a good bout of erotic pain, spanking a lady to force a confession didn’t exactly appeal. If she spilled them without him having to raise his hand, he’d be more than pleased.

      Instead, she slowly lowered herself over his lap, making him sigh inwardly. Very well then, this was what she had chosen. He would not be a brute, but he was going to hold to his original plan. There could only be one head of the household and she was going to have to learn that. Secrets were not going to be condoned, especially ones which could come back to haunt them later and especially considering the circumstances under which they’d married.

      He pulled up her skirts, over her hips, and felt her gasp as he yanked down her drawers. The creamy swells of her buttocks showed no signs of the spanking she’d received the other night; they were blank canvases ready to be reddened, and Isaac could feel his cock rising at the sight. Tipping her forward slightly, to put her a bit more off balance, a flash of pink framed with blonde curls came into view, titillating him even more.

      Resting his hand on her upturned bottom, he squeezed and rubbed the cheek slightly, preparing it for the slap of his hand.

      “I’m not spanking you because you trapped me, my dear,” he said to her, wanting to be utterly clear about his motives - a good example for her as she was being so secretive about hers. “I am spanking you because I do not believe a husband and wife should hide things of importance from each other. Your thoughts and actions are your own, unless they affect me or reflect upon me as your husband as well. Because of the ignominious start to our marriage, I feel this is especially important. This is your last chance to explain yourself before I start to spank you.”

      She was breathing so quickly and so heavily that he could feel it on his knees and thighs, but she didn’t say anything. Just a quick shake of her head. Isaac did allow himself to sigh this time, and was somewhat mollified by the way she slumped, as if she disliked disappointing him. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad. A few swats, hopefully she would cave faster than she had during her last spanking, and then he could set her on his desk and reward her, and they could move on from this and start building a real marriage.

      SMACK!

      A quick indrawn breath.

      SMACK!

      Slight tension that relaxed after just a moment.

      SMACK!

      A tiny wriggle

      SMACK!

      He was counting them in his head, rather than out loud, deliberately allowing the silence to fill the room, silence that she could break if she chose to. He would stop spanking her as soon as she did, he resolved.

      SMACK!

      SMACK!

      SMACK!

      SMACK!

      Each swat of his hand came down a little harder than the one before it, alternating back and forth on her bottom, striking each cheek in turn. He could feel the hitches in her breath after each blow, her hands coming to seek out his ankle and hold onto it, steadying herself. With each swat, her fingers pressed against his ankle as she squirmed on his lap. Her cheeks were beginning to look distinctly rosy.

      SMACK!

      SMACK!

      SMACK!

      SMACK!

      A little cry fell from her mouth and Isaac paused for just a moment, but when she didn’t ask him to stop or offer up information, he quickly resumed.

      He was becoming frustrated with her intransigence, and it showed in the force of her spanking, as her cheeks turned redder and redder under his palm. Although he decorated the entirety of her backside, he deliberately made sure to overlap quite a few of the blows in the center of her cheeks. Already he was spanking her just as hard as he had in discipline for trapping him into marriage, but other than a few small whimpers and moans, so far she wasn’t voicing any objections.

      At twenty, frustrated, he paused, resting his hand on her bottom. Her skin was a dark pink and quite warm to the touch. When he rubbed his hand over her chastised nates, she made a soft hissing noise, her fingers spasming slightly on his ankle.

      “My dear,” he said, choosing his words carefully. “I really wish you would tell me. Whatever it is, you needn’t fear I will punish you further for your motivations. I only wish to understand them. I promise the spanking will end as soon as you reveal yourself. Now, do you have anything you wish to say to me?”

      To his consternation, she didn’t even hesitate for a moment before she shook her head. “No, sir.”

      That soft little “sir” had his cock jumping, but, unfortunately, his cock was going to have to wait. Gritting his teeth, Isaac raised his hand again.
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      The spanking would end, but her worries would not. Lydia would rather be spanked than do anything to cause her sister harm.

      SMACK!

      Although, she was starting to wonder if she’d be able to truly hold out. Her new husband was spanking her faster and harder than he had the last time; her bottom felt like it was on fire, and each swat added a new lick of flame to her already roasted rump. This was only temporary, she told herself. And then shrieked when Isaac’s hand smacked against a particularly sensitive spot.

      SMACK!

      Panting for breath, she clung to his ankle as if it were her only port in a storm. Not only was she dealing with the pain of the spanking, but she was far more aware of quite a few other physical reactions than she had been the first time he’d spanked her.

      Her first spanking had been shocking and painful, and yet she’d still been wet and aroused at the end of it. That had been shocking as well. This time, she was not only expecting it, but was more focused on Isaac as a man. This time, she wasn’t shocked, wasn’t overwhelmed by her emotions, and so the physicality of being spanked was taking up much more of her focus than it had the last time.

      SMACK!

      The feel of Isaac’s strong thighs beneath her stomach, the way his cock was pressing into her side, the way his hand felt as it impacted against her soft bottom was causing unexpected reactions. It hurt, of course it hurt, but she was also incredibly aware of the way her quim was throbbing, her body responding to the pain with a kind of pleasurable arousal that defied understanding.

      SMACK!

      Not only that, but Lydia already felt the same relief which had swamped her at the end of her previous spanking. She knew she was guilty, she felt horrible for keeping this secret from him, especially as she agreed with everything he was saying about a marriage, and receiving a well-deserved spanking was actually making her feel quite a bit better emotionally. Even though it did feel like her bottom was roasting in a fire.

      SMACK!

      Her pussy burned at the hard swat, making her moan and wriggle. A tear dripped from her cheek onto the carpet below her, more of them already pooling in her eyes, ready to follow. It felt like her bottom was swollen and raw, and like it would never feel the same again. 

      SMACK!

      “I’m sorry!” she squealed, trying not to kick, but she could no longer hold back her body’s reactions, and she was ready to start begging. She couldn’t tell him, she couldn’t, but perhaps he would have mercy... “Please, Your Grace, Isaac...”

      “You know how to make this stop, my dear.” His voice was rough. Uncompromising. A sob rose in her throat, her thoughts whirling. She felt confused, vulnerable, helpless, and yet at the top of her mind was the instinctive urge to protect her younger sister. Her mind was being overwhelmed by the spanking and she couldn’t think anything through, couldn’t focus on what alternatives there might be - if any, and yet she couldn’t give in either.

      SMACK!

      SMACK!

      SMACK!

      “I can’t!!!” she cried out, with a loud sob, inspiring a flurry of smacks that landed all over her already chastened nates, and ending with two particularly hard smacks to her sit-spots that had her shrieking. The stinging pain flared and throbbed, and yet, when Isaac’s fingers pressed against her pussy, her insides tightened and coiled and Lydia gasped as she rocked forward. She was on the verge of that blissful spending; the needy coiling in her belly felt as though it was about to snap, if he would just...

      Instead, his hand pulled away and she found herself being put on her knees in front of him, looking up at him tearfully.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The wetness coating his fingers did a good deal to placate Isaac’s conscience. He’d never given such a hard disciplinary spanking before. While some of his tastes had run to the more exotic - including crops and small whips - he’d never been so harsh with any portion of a woman’s anatomy as he had been with Lydia’s bottom right now. Isaac had always played with pain with his amours, but not discipline. While he’d spanked his sister on occasion, he only did so until she would have a hard time sitting for the rest of the day, never beyond that. He was sure that Lydia would find difficulty sitting far beyond just a day. Worse, she still hadn’t yielded. 

      Her bottom had turned a hot, dark red, almost mottled really, and yet he might have kept going if his hand hadn’t started to hurt. The glistening cream coating her pink flesh and darkening her curls had reassured him that she wasn’t being harmed, even if her bottom hurt horribly. A woman’s bottom truly was a magnificent thing, able to take quite a bit of punishment, and yet Isaac was reluctant to push her too far, as he felt he did not have enough experience to judge what might be truly harmful. Arabella had never withstood a spanking to this point.

      With his mistresses, they might occasionally play with whipping, spankings, or even a crop that would deliver small and fierce strikes to tiny portions of her body, but they were always aroused. It was never straight punishment like this. Isaac knew women were occasionally birched or even caned, which probably effected them worse than this, but he’d never done so himself and he had trouble imagining using such strong measures on the fairer sex. However, Lydia was certainly giving him the motivation to start imagining it. 

      She’d found a collection of erotic stories in her stepfather’s library; Isaac’s personal library had a few tomes that he’d used when he first began experimenting with his more adventurous lovers. There were chapters that he hadn’t been interested in before, but that he thought he might be grateful for now. For just a moment, he felt regret that he’d removed them from the Chesterfields. Although they’d never gone into detailed conversation, from a few choice hints here and there, he strongly suspected the Earl of Spencer kept his Countess in line with some fairly harsh measures. And she seemed no worse for the wear. Isaac could use a confidant and some advice.

      Unfortunately, the best he could do was write and hope for a quick reply... but to put such things down in writing? No, he dismissed the idea almost as soon as he had it. He would have to rely on his own books until he could seek out advice in person.

      The tears on Lydia’s face assuaged a tiny bit of his anger even as a tiny flicker of guilt rose, but then he saw her nipples pressing against the front of her soft gown and when his hand rose to rub on his forehead, he could smell her arousal. There had been no irreparable harm done, to his relief. That knowledge assuaged some of the guilt he’d felt creeping in when he’d looked at her bottom.

      “I’m going to let you think about what you would like to say to me,” he said, harshly. “This will not be the last time I will ask you, and if you continue to keep secrets from me, it will not be the last time you are spanked for it either.”

      Her lower lip trembled, but her jaw clenched, and Isaac knew no answer would be forthcoming tonight.

      Which did not please him, but as he’d spanked her and spanked her, and received no response, he’d also realized that he might not need an answer tonight. They were isolated at the Chase, it was highly unlikely her secrets would affect relations with their neighbors - most of whom stayed home during the Season unless they had children to present, and his instincts told him that her reasons weren’t urgent. Whatever it was that had kept her unhappy at her home, she was now away from them and seemed content with that.

      Isaac still wanted to know, needed to know, why she had trapped him, but there was no need to try and spank it out of her tonight, even if he could force himself to harsher measures.

      Instead, he’d decided to let her think about it. Let her get to know him a little better. And then he’d ask again. And spank her again, if necessary, although next time he didn’t think he would use his hand. A hairbrush perhaps. Or the paddle that he’d occasionally used on Arabella when she’d been particularly bad, which had always produced immediate and salutary results from his sister. All of his disciplinary spankings in his life, prior to Lydia, had been on his sister’s rump, although he was finding that with Lydia, discipline and erotic pursuits seemed to overlap. It was rather surprising, although not shocking, considering some of his penchants. It just wasn’t something he had expected.

      Sighing, he reached out and cupped Lydia’s cheek, wishing he could trust the sad look in her eyes that seemed to exclaim how sorry she was that she wouldn’t trust him with her secrets. If she were truly sorry, wouldn’t she tell him?

      His thumb brushed over her lower lip and pressed in, and his breathing hitched, as his thoughts immediately slid from discipline and secrets, to the arousal that had grown as he’d spanked her. Watched her burnished cheeks jiggle with every impact. Watched her hot cunt grow wetter and wetter. Her tongue flicked against the tip of his thumb, and his cock jerked in his pants. 

      “Since you aren’t going to confide in me, you can use your mouth for something else instead,” he said.

      It was what he’d been thinking anyway, in the back of his mind, and he’d known that as soon as he’d put her on her knees before him. The innocent confusion on her face only lasted for a second before her red-rimmed, grey eyes went very wide. A small smile curved his lips. Yes, there were some benefits to having a bride who went searching through the forbidden portions of a library. Perhaps he would leave some of his own collection out for her to find...

      But in the meantime. 

      Isaac released her chin to undo the front of his breeches, his cock springing out. During her spanking, his arousal had grown and waned, depending on his emotions as he’d laid into her tender nates. The moment she’d so lightly suckled on his thumb, tasting it with her tongue, it had swollen to its full length. No conflicting emotions arose from the thought of using her mouth for his pleasure.

      “Come,” he said, reaching out to touch her cheek again and then sliding his fingers along her temples and into her hair. He cupped the back of her head, drawing her forward. “Kiss my cock, Lydia.”

      A slight hitch in her breath, betrayed her nervousness, but there was curiosity on her face too. She winced slightly as she moved, testament to how very sore her backside was, but she didn’t let that distract her as she bent over him, hands on his thighs. Isaac bit back a groan as her lips touched the head of his cock, like a butterfly’s kiss... her hot breath bathed its length as her tongue came out for a little lick.

      She glanced up at him, as if to ask ‘like that?’ and Isaac smiled down at her. “More, my dear... lick me all over and then take me in your mouth. There must have been something in those books you read about a woman taking a man in her mouth.”

      “Yes, but,” she hesitated for just a moment, her voice breathy and unsure, but filled with a kind of erotic enthusiasm, “most of the books were not very keen on specifics.”

      “I see,” he said, his mouth twitching. He knew immediately what she meant. Most of them spoke of the various sex acts in general terms, focusing more on the impassioned cries of the lovers and what they said to each other as they indulged. He certainly couldn’t remember any books describing, in explicit terms, how to tongue and swallow a cock. Pity that. “Use your tongue to lave my shaft, especially about the tip, and then you’re going to put it in your mouth and suckle... the same way you might have sucked your thumb when you were younger.”

      A hot blush rose in her cheeks at his blunt words, but certainly no hotter than her bottom cheeks currently were. Her eyes were slightly hazy with arousal at being spoken to with such clear, erotic demands, and Isaac felt his own sense of satisfaction dominating her so thoroughly. Lydia bent forward and Isaac’s head fell back as she immediately set to pleasing him, by following his instructions explicitly.

      Her tongue tasted him, gently at first, and then more firmly as his fingers flexed in her hair and he groaned. The soft flickers of her tongue over the helmet of his cock, exploring the spongy surface, and teasing the source of fluid that made her gasp slightly when she tasted it. It was erotic torment, and yet one he wasn’t in a hurry to end. He was enjoying the innocence of her touch, of her tasting, pleased that - despite the spanking - she didn’t seem frightened of him.

      If anything, it almost seemed as though she was becoming aroused. Her breath was hot and fast on sensitive flesh as she licked her way down his shaft. The wetness of her saliva made his cock all the more sensitive to the heat of her breath and the sudden coolness each time she drew a breath in. Her hands were sliding along his thighs towards his cock, and he groaned again when she finally, daringly, wrapping her fingers around the base of his shaft.

      “That’s it, my dear,” he said, drawing her head upwards with his hand. “Now take me in your mouth and suck.”

      She did so with an innocent’s curiosity, with a submissive woman’s desire to please, and with a little shiver of her own excitement. Isaac gritted his teeth as the warm haven of her mouth slid over his rigid flesh, her tongue flicking against the underside of his cock. He let her set her own pace here as well, let her bob her head up and down, although when she went down he pressed gently, to let her know he wanted her to go further... to take him as deeply as she could.

      Each bob of her head, she took more of his length into her mouth, and Isaac looked down to watch her, memorizing the vision of her lips wrapped around his shaft, her forehead slightly wrinkled as she focused on her task. Like he’d told her to, she sucked and suckled as she moved, her mouth working independently of her bobbing head. Either she’d garnered more information than he’d realized from his directions, or she was a natural at this. Isaac groaned again, knowing he wasn’t going to last long, as she pressed down far enough that she choked slightly, and then pulled back, only to press forward again.
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      The taste was indescribable.

      Musky. Heady. Sweet. Tart. A touch bitter. With a distinctive flavoring that only came from flesh. Not that she’d sucked on her thumb in years, but it was the only thing she could compare it to. The fluid leaking from the tip of his cock had been strange, in both taste and texture, but not objectionable.

      The groans of his pleasure, the way his fingers tightened in her hair, were nothing but pleasure for her as well. A way of atoning for her lack of trust in him. A way to beg forgiveness.

      The swollen throbbing in her bottom had certainly given way to pleasure, which was now pulsing between her thighs, needy and aching. She focused that need on him instead, on taking him deeper into her mouth, until he nudged the back of her throat and her eyes watered. Focusing on him also made the burning into her bottom fade away to a dim ache, a distraction rather than an imposition.

      She bobbed her head up and down, having noticed how much he liked that, understanding it was the same motion as when he’d thrust between her legs last night. Subjugating her own pleasure to his was an act of penance in and of itself. She ached, she yearned, and she tended to him rather than herself; assuaging the guilt wracking her. The spanking had helped, but this was soothing her troubled emotions even more.

      There was something pure about giving pleasure for the sake of it, with no expectation in return. This was nothing like what she’d read about in the books. Those stories were meant to titillate, but they held little to no emotion, and she couldn’t have held back her emotions if she’d tried.

      She was grateful to Isaac for rescuing her, even though he hadn’t had a choice in the matter.

      Penitent in taking his choices away from him.

      Determined to make it up to him.

      Aroused, in both body and spirit, by the spanking and now by his softer touches and groans of pleasure.

      When his hips began to thrust, his hand pressing her further down, she didn’t fight it. Although her air was becoming short, the head of his cock lodging in her throat and making her gag, she didn’t pull away. And when he let out a shout of completion, his fingers tightening to the point of pain in her hair, his cock spurting hot fluid, she swallowed until he was spent and limp before her. Truly spent.

      Her own thighs pressed together, seeking pleasure, as the taste of him lingered in her mouth, and when he dismissed her from the study, his expression contemplative, she rushed back to her room. Not because it was the only place in the house she knew to go to, but because she desperately needed to lay down and thrust her fingers between her thighs, rubbing at those sensitive spots until she too cried out in culmination. All the while, her bottom throbbed, adding a spicy dash of pain to her ecstatic pleasure.
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      Isaac spent the rest of the afternoon away from his wife, gathering himself before facing her for dinner, trying to plan for how to comport himself. After all, he was still angry and a bit hurt that she was willfully keeping secrets from him, but at the same time he was concerned for the state of her bottom after the spanking he’d given her and simultaneously quite pleased with how she’d responded to the spanking and his demanding use of her mouth. 

      He only had a few hours to himself before dinner, so he collected the books he wanted to peruse and then spent the rest of the time staring at the ceiling of his study and thinking.

      Patience was not a virtue he had in any great measure, and yet it seemed to him that, at this juncture, patience was called for. He would have to give Lydia a few days to settle into her new position, to see what his household was like, and to determine whether or not the same things that had made her unhappy at home had followed her to the Chase. At which point, he hoped she would be more forthcoming.

      It grated though, thinking of waiting; made him grind his teeth and took his focus away from everything else.

      So Isaac planned out his days, to the nth degree, so he would not be tempted to indulge his impatience. 

      Tomorrow, she would receive a tour of the household.

      Saturday, they could tour the lands and he would introduce her to as many of the tenants they could get to.

      On Sunday, they would be expected to attend church and she would be able to meet the rest of the tenants and possibly some of their closest neighbors. There were a couple of country squires and a Viscount close enough to sometimes attend services in the small village just outside the Chase. While there was a chapel on the Chase itself, Isaac didn’t keep his own chaplain. Father Walsh would come to the chapel once a month while the family was in residence and preach from there, after his regular service; otherwise, the family attended the church.

      Then on Monday, after she’d had a good day to think about God and forgiveness, he’d ask her again.

      Waiting so long would be a trial to him, but as long as he received his answer then... well, it would be worth it. If he didn’t... Isaac’s lips turned down in a frown and his eyes drifted over to the small stack of books he’d compiled from the shelf in the corner of his study.
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      After her explosive orgasm, Lydia fell asleep and didn’t wake up until a knock on her door. Jerking awake, she had to bite back a cry of pain as she rolled onto her swollen bottom and immediately rolled back onto her stomach. It hurt so much more than the last time he’d spanked her! Gingerly, she reached down to touch her poor cheeks, and she could actually feel the heat emanating through the fabric of her gown.

      Another knock.

      “Your Grace?” Mary inquired, her voice soft, so as not to disturb Lydia should she be resting.

      “You may come in,” Lydia called out, as loudly as she could, although her voice felt rather husky. Possibly from all the crying. As Mary entered, Lydia gingerly got to her feet.

      “I came to dress you for dinner, Your Grace,” Mary said cheerfully, coming in and going straight to the wardrobe. When she opened it, Lydia could see that Mary had already had a busy afternoon, probably while Lydia was with Isaac, hanging all of Lydia’s dresses. “A few of these still need to be pressed, but I thought perhaps the emerald or the lilac?”

      “The lilac,” Lydia said immediately. As much as she liked the emerald crepe, she knew that lilac set off her hair and eyes to perfection. It was also a softer color, and Lydia wanted to be soft tonight. She didn’t want to feel armored or aggressive. Not that her sartorial choices made up for keeping secrets from her husband, but somehow it made her feel differently internally.

      Thankful for the lace-trimmed drawers which hid the flaming cheeks of her bottom, Lydia allowed Mary to dress her. She sat down gingerly at the vanity so Mary could fix her hair, biting her lip as her weight came down on her bottom, no matter how gently. The cushion on the chair helped, but it was still not comfortable in the least.

      The discomfort made her press her thighs together. She didn’t know why her body reacted in this manner, but she did find that her growing arousal helped mitigate some of the harsher after effects of the spanking. So as Mary curled and pinned her hair, Lydia allowed herself to quietly reflect on how it felt to kneel before her husband and take his cock in her mouth. Such memories served to rouse her further and made the soreness in her backside feel more arousing than distressing. 

      When Mary finished her hair, Lydia chose a length of smoky grey pearls to wear, just in time to go down to dinner.

      She felt unaccountably nervous descending the staircase, especially when she saw Isaac waiting for her at the bottom. Tucked away in her room it was easy to distract herself from reality; seeing him, dressed formally for dinner (although, like herself, not quite as formally as they would be in London), made her uneasiness rise. Would he still be angry? Would things be awkward between them now?

      To her relief, he stepped up to take her hand and help her down the last step, his dark eyes lingering on the creamy swells of her bosom as they rose above the gold-edged lace bordering her neckline. “You look lovely, my dear.”

      “Thank you,” she said, her cheeks flushing slightly with pleasure at the compliment.

      As he escorted her to the dining room, he pointed out some of the pieces of interest along the way - a Ming vase gifted to his grandfather for services to the crown; a painting of his great-grandmother, brought all the way from Greece by his grandmother; a series of watercolors by his mother and Arabella, depicting the landscape of the Chase. There was both pride and sadness in his voice as he spoke of his family, which Lydia - an orphan herself - understood intimately. It occurred to her they actually had quite a bit in common with their families; they both were without parents or grandparents in their lives (she no longer counted her stepfather as such) and they both adored their siblings.

      Not that Isaac said he did, but it came through in the fondness of his voice, even when he was pointing out a carpet which had been replaced five times during his childhood due to various antics by Benedict and Arabella - and once by an unfortunately sick puppy Benedict had snuck into the house. Even when Isaac was shaking his head and sighing over their escapades his affection was unmistakable.

      To Lydia’s consternation and relief, a very thick and fluffy cushion adorned the seat Isaac led her to. She blushed hotly, giving him a glance. He just smiled.

      “It’s Arabella’s when she needs it,” he said simply. Lydia wanted to groan. As much as she appreciated being able to sit down at least somewhat comfortably, it was embarrassing to realize the staff probably knew exactly what had happened this afternoon. On the other hand, it sounded as though they were used to the lady of the house occasionally requiring a soft seat. Unlike the thinner cushion in her room, this cushion actually did quite a bit to cradle her sore derriere.

      Isaac had seated them together, rather than far apart at opposite ends of the long table, for which she was also grateful. Although this was obviously the smaller, family dining room, she still didn’t want to be seated ten places away from him. It would make for a lonely meal, and Lydia was used to a more informal dining experience anyway.

      As he sat down, her husband gave her a considering look. 

      “So, my dear, tell me about your home,” he said as the first course was brought in.

      The footman ladled soup into her bowl, a nice, light consommé, as Lydia almost laughed at the question. She understood what he was truly asking, but she also knew it would be entirely too easy to answer his question without actually answering his question.

      “Well, the house could fit into one wing of this one,” she responded, teasingly, as she began to butter the soft roll the footman had delivered along with her soup. Isaac’s mouth twitched, and he shrugged a haughty, ducal shoulder, unapologetic for the size of his holding. “Somersham is rather lovely though. My mother had an absolute zeal for gardening, especially roses, and she grew all sorts of colors and sizes. I used to help her pollinate the ones she wanted to crossbreed, and some of them turned out quite stunning.”

      Over dinner Lydia happily described the house, her mother’s gardens, and the nearby township and some of the more colorful characters residing there. She even drew up some of the happy memories she had of her stepfather, before her mother passed, when he behaved like a true father to her. Which only made the sting of his betrayal, which had lessened over the months as she’d grown accustomed to the new state of affairs, renew as she remembered what had been.

      She moved off that topic as quickly as she could and turned it around on him, asking more about his life at the Chase. Now that she’d seen the house, and had a sense of its history from the furnishings and decorations, she could ask much more pointed questions.

      All in all, it was a very enjoyable dinner as long as she didn’t shift around too much on her poor bottom.
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      Talking with his wife was quite frustrating. 

      Although he’d known she wouldn’t rise to the bait, he wished she would be more forthcoming. A few times, a shadow had flickered over her face, indicating that what she was speaking of sparked some memory which made her unhappy, but was it general unhappiness? Was it remembering the loss of her mother? Or was it whatever had motivated her to go to such extremes to escape returning to her childhood home? No definitive answer was revealed.

      He supposed it was only in his nature to hope she’d changed her mind in the short period of time since her spanking. From the way she kept fidgeting and blushing, despite the soft cushion he’d provided for her, he knew she was quite uncomfortable. Which, in turn, made him uncomfortable as he remembered how hot and red her ass was when he’d finished with it, and how wet she’d been, and how eager her mouth had been... 

      Before dinner he’d finally focused enough to look through one of the books he’d set aside and he’d been somewhat reassured by what he’d found. Despite being the gentler sex, a woman’s bottom could take quite a bit of punishment. In fact, going by the descriptions written, he’d barely stepped a toe in the depths to which discipline could go. Which wasn’t surprising, as he’d skipped those chapters for a reason after realizing they were describing lengths he’d never been interested in for erotic purposes, neither had he needed to go to them for his sister’s discipline.

      For Arabella, a simple spanking was more than enough to get her attention. He’d never spanked her as long or as hard as he’d spanked Lydia today, not even the time he’d used the paddle after she’d helped Gabrielle Astley, now Mrs. Gabrielle Hood, attempt an elopement with a particularly unsuitable suitor. Arabella, unlike Lydia, shrieked and cried from the very first swat; he’d never given her more than twenty, at the end of which she was always sobbing quite unabashedly and would immediately shape up. At least, for a few days.

      He wondered if Lydia’s inadvertent arousal helped her to cope with the pain of being spanked. It made sense, in a way, as he was quite familiar with the ways pain and arousal could mingle. After his experiences with his sister, which were purely disciplinary, it had been unexpected.

      Once they’d finished their dinner Isaac showed Lydia the way to the patio in the back of the house overlooking the gardens. There was a small rose garden, although it sounded as though she’d grown up with a garden mostly made of roses, and the mixed scent of flowers wafted up in the summer’s air. The lights from the house only partially lit the gardens; off in the distance, the moon was rising and lighting some of the fields and landscape, and Isaac looked out proudly over it all.

      “It’s so beautiful here,” Lydia murmured, her voice soft and quietly happy.

      Isaac tilted his head towards her, watching her expression in the moonlight, the stars reflecting like diamonds in her grey eyes. She looked every inch the lady he’d always imagined would fill the position of his duchess. If she weren’t keeping secrets, she would be perfect.

      Raising his hand, he trailed his fingers through the curls at the nape of her neck, making her shiver. She turned towards him, lips slightly parted, eyes questioning.

      Lowering his head, he kissed her. Gently but firmly, tenderly taking command of her mouth. To his pleasure, she responded immediately, parting her lips further and meeting his tongue with her own. Their afternoon activities had not diminished the passion between them or her desire for him. Isaac was quite sure his secretive little bride was inclined towards submission in the bedroom, which suited him perfectly. Although the idea of keeping both a wife and a mistress had never appealed, Isaac had never completely dismissed the thought either. He’d always supposed it would depend on his wife and how well they suited each other.

      With Lydia, he was quite certain he would not need look outside his marriage for satisfaction, a thought which pleased him.

      She pressed up against him, her softness curving against his hardness, her hands pressing against his chest as he drew her into him. Folding her in his arms, he let his hands slide down her back, one of them pressing into the small of her back while the other wandered further down. Her soft gasp against his lips and the stiffening of her body when he gently cupped her bottom made him groan. He wasn’t sure whether or not he imagined the heat emanating through the folds of her gown.

      Kissing her hungrily, he carefully cupped and squeezed her bottom, holding her tight against him so he could savor every small wriggle, every little whimper, and every clutch of her fingers against his chest. Yet she didn’t protest, didn’t try to pull away. If anything, she pressed more fully into him, rubbing her front against his, squirming delightfully as his cock was cradled by her softness. 

      With a low moan, he reluctantly pulled away from the kiss, all too aware of the light filtering from the house onto the patio. Exhibitionism was not one of his interests.

      “Come, my dear,” he said, one arm tight about her waist, the other taking hold of her hand. “Let us retire.”

      Her lips were swollen from his kisses, her eyes alight with arousal, cheeks flushed becomingly. As she looked up at him, almost adoringly, Isaac found himself smiling back down at her in a similar manner. Keeping his walls firmly in place, until she’d offered up her secrets, was becoming more difficult than he’d anticipated. She was just otherwise so giving, so complacent, so delightfully submissive.

      If his cock had its way, Isaac wouldn’t ever need to divest her of her secrets at all. Unfortunately, his mind couldn’t give up so easily.
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      Her husband’s kisses were enough to make a woman’s knees weak.

      When they’d reached her bedroom, he’d pulled her back into his arms, sliding his fingers into her hair in such an aggressive manner that the pins holding it in place went scattering. Mary would have a job tomorrow, locating all of them, Lydia thought, before Isaac’s forceful kiss scattered her thoughts the same way he had her pins.

      Unlike on the balcony, he was now kissing with intent - and that intent was clear. Lydia moaned as his hands slid through her hair and then down over her body, pulling at the laces on her dress. She could feel the fabric loosening and then sliding as the laces pulled free, and the dress spilled down her body to puddle about their feet. Between kisses, which he was now trailing down her throat, Isaac shucked off his jacket and then turned his attention to her corset.

      Lydia moaned as he freed her breasts and immediately focused on them with his hands and lips. The heavy mounds felt swollen at his touch, little arcs of pleasure fizzing through her as he kissed the pale flesh before zeroing in on the little, pink peaks. When he latched on, suckling a tiny nub the way she had his cock, Lydia’s back arched as her breasts thrust forward, and now it was her turn to send her fingers sliding into his dark hair.

      She looked down, heavily aroused to see him moving his mouth over her breasts. His hands alternated between holding her waist and caressing her breasts in turn, attending whichever soft mound his lips were neglecting. The long, tanned fingers contrasted so starkly to her creamy skin, making her shudder as she watched him stroke and squeeze her aching flesh. Little whimpers escaped her throat - not of pain, but because of the needy ache growing more insistent between her legs.

      Their current position had him bent over her, which meant he was no longer pressed against her mons, and she was aching with the need for some kind of contact. Her thighs pressed together, the wet lips of her pussy sliding against each other, teasing her... but it wasn’t enough. 

      “Please... Isaac...” she whispered, her body undulating as he sucked particularly hard on her nipple, sending a flash of needy pleasure straight through her core.

      “Yes, my dear?” he asked, lifting his head up, his eyes flashing wickedly. Although she knew his reputation as an honorable man, and knew of his honor firsthand, in this moment, he looked very much like a wicked rake, and her body pulsed in response to that hungry, lascivious look.

      “More,” she pleaded, clinging to him, going up on her toes to press herself against him. His hard length rubbed against the front of her mound, and she moaned. “I want to fuck you.”

      The expression of shock on his face, followed by rumbling laughter, confused her. After all, that was the term used most often in her stepfather’s books. Of course, she knew it was also called the marital act and the sex act, but when one of the characters had expressed their desire, it was usually in the manner she’d just used. 

      “Oh, my dear,” he said, his voice threaded through with amusement as he pulled her shift free from her body, unlacing the front of her drawers and letting them drop to the ground. It suddenly occurred to her that he’d removed far more of her clothes than he had his own. “If that’s what you want, then what kind of gentleman would I be to deny you?”

      She squealed, shuddering as he picked her up and dropped her on the bed. But she wasn’t able to roll onto her side or stomach and off of her suddenly throbbing backside, because Isaac’s hands were already there, pulling her to the edge of the bed. He’d wedged himself between her thighs, draping them over his shoulders, and Lydia squeaked, reaching down to cover herself as she realized exactly how exposed she was. There was something inherently embarrassing about knowing his gaze was only inches away from her most private parts.

      But he wasn’t going to be denied.

      “Hands away,” he ordered her, his tone one of command, as he tapped the backs of her hands with his fingers. “Put them above your head, I want to look at you.”

      Blushing furiously and trying not to squirm too much as her bottom pressed uncomfortably against the mattress, Lydia raised her hands above her head. She glanced down to see him, gaze arrested, examining her wet slit quite closely, and she moaned with embarrassment and closed her eyes. 

      A small shriek escaped her lips when he suddenly leaned forward and kissed her there. She’d known what he was about, of course, but she hadn’t realized how vulnerable it would make her feel, or how good. His wicked tongue was parting her lips, tasting her innermost flesh, and teasing the most sensitive parts of her. Moaning, Lydia squirmed against his mouth as he sucked on her tender flesh.

      His hands slid up her belly to her breasts, cupping and squeezing them as he feasted on her quim, making her cry out at the incredible mix of sensations sizzling through her. The discomfort of her roasted cheeks, resting against the mattress, was like an erotic counterpoint to the cacophony of pleasure pooling in her core. She struggled to keep her hands in place above her head, not wanting to disobey him on so simple a command, and finding it more and more difficult as he wrung the most intense sensations from the most sensitive portions of her anatomy.

      A sharp pinch to her nipples made her arch, pressing her buttocks more firmly into the mattress, and the pain from both areas seemed to arch through her as well, merging in her heated core with the rising ecstasy. Lydia sobbed as his fingers plucked and twisted at her nipples, his firm licks becoming more insistent and focused on the little button of pleasure at the apex of her lips. When he suckled that small nub between his lips, the way he had her nipples, she screamed as rapture exploded inside of her.

      With every suck of his mouth, a new wave of ecstasy crashed through her, carrying her higher and higher into a vortex of exquisite pleasure. The hard pinching of her nipples and the discomfort of her squirming bottom lent that pleasure a hard edge that only made the euphoric explosions feel even more intense. Lydia sobbed and writhed, no longer able to hold her hands above her head, they came to rest on Isaac’s head, her fingers tangling in his hair as she rode out her climax, his tongue lapping at her creaming slit. 

      Her body felt utterly limp as Isaac pulled away from her. Limp and throbbing. Her nipples felt swollen from the harsh treatment; they were aching and throbbing from it. The sensitive skin of her bottom reminded her that she’d been thoroughly spanked that afternoon. Her quim was throbbing pleasantly from the pleasure he’d just inflicted on her. 

      When he gently turned her over, so that her upper body was supported by the bed and her legs were hanging down until her feet touched the floor, she didn’t have the energy or strength to protest. Her mind obligingly sought and found the matching picture from her stepfather’s books. From behind, she could feel Isaac’s cock sliding up and down the length of her wet slit, lubricating his broad head. Gentle hands rested on her bottom cheeks and then, less gently, squeezed, and Lydia moaned. A shudder wracked her. 

      Heat and pain and bliss, and she couldn’t tell which was which anymore.
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      The sight of Lydia’s pink bottom - still pink, despite the hours since her spanking - with her matching pink pussy glistening beneath, was eroticism incarnate. Isaac had enjoyed her pained mews as she squirmed for him, his fingers tormenting her nipples as her sore bottom pressed into the mattress; but now he wanted to see those agonized cheeks. The sight did not disappoint. Her ass was like a dark heart against her creamy skin and the cream and gold of her bed linens.

      The cream glistening along her slit made him lick his lips. The tart, sweet flavor of her pussy lingered on his tongue. 

      Sliding the head of his cock along her slit, he moaned a little at the slick heat coating his sensitive head. Her body bucked slightly as he rubbed the mushroom tip over her clit. Too impatient to wait any longer, Isaac positioned his cock at the entrance of her body and thrust forward, hard.

      Lydia let out a sharp cry as he impaled her from behind, the thick girth of his cock splitting open her tight pussy. Her swollen lips hugged his shaft, stretched obscenely around his length; above that erotic sight, her buttocks quivered and the little dark pink star between them winked at him as her muscles clenched and relaxed. Isaac splayed his hands out over her pinked cheeks, holding her in place against the bed as he pulled back slightly and thrust again, burying the rest of his cock inside of her. 

      Her pants and moans as she adjusted to his invasion of her barely used sheath filled his ears, matching his own groans as he began to take her hard and fast, fucking her just as she’d requested. Although, he was quite sure she hadn’t realized exactly what she was asking or the crudeness of her request. Her knowledgeable innocence was like an aphrodisiac, even as her wide eyes and dirty mouth amused him.

      With every slap of his groin against her body, her rosy buttocks quivered and jiggled. He slid his hands up her waist, holding her slim curves, so he had an unobstructed view of her wobbling, pink flesh. The length of his shaft was coated with her honey, easing his way in and out of her tight, spasming quim, making him groan as his hips pounded harder and faster into that narrow tunnel. 

      It was hot heaven, silky sweetness, ambrosia coating his cock. Not one word of protest from his wife at his roughness either; indeed, her moans were rising higher and higher with each of his thrusts. She was enjoying being taken like this as much as he was enjoying taking her. Leaning forward, Isaac thrust powerfully, eliciting throaty cries from his inexperienced wife. She writhed on the bed in front of him as her orgasm overcame her senses, pleasure to the point of pain with its intensity. Such were the kind of cries Isaac loved best. 

      He didn’t stop thrusting, didn’t stop pounding into her, until his balls tightened, the base of his spine tingling, and then he thrust hard and held. The tight muscles of her cunt were spasming, squeezing, and his orgasm was sucked out of him by those tight paroxysms. He panted hoarsely as he emptied himself into her quivering body, her sobbing cries of ecstasy still ringing in his ears.

      Slumping over her, he let his hands caress her as she took long, shuddering breaths beneath him, both of them slowly regaining control of themselves. Reluctantly, he pulled himself from her warmth, lifting her and placing her in bed before straightening his clothing, since he hadn’t fully removed anything but his jacket. Retrieving a washcloth, he went into the washroom and ran some hot water over it, returning to wipe off the pink, swollen folds of her pussy. His wife murmured, her lips curving into a smile as she looked up at him.

      Although he smiled back, Isaac could already feel himself drawing up emotional shields, barricading them in place. She was too tempting, and too dangerous, all soft and sensually female, looking like pure innocence. Without knowing why she’d trapped him into marriage, he couldn’t let his guard down. He resisted the urge to join her beneath her covers and to sleep at her side, the way he had at the inn.

      Leaning down, he pressed a kiss to her drowsy lips, blew out the candles by her bedside, and beat a hasty retreat to his own room before his resolve could weaken.
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      On her side, Lydia frowned into the darkness.

      She’d wanted her husband to join her in bed, and for a moment, she thought he would... then he’d drawn away. Not just drawn away, but also withdrawn into himself.

      Which had hurt even if, on some level, she understood why. After all, she had her own set of barriers which she’d set between them. It was only understandable, and she didn’t blame him... she just wished it could be different.

      Her body still thrummed with the pleasure he’d given her, her bottom still sore from the spanking, and she closed her eyes against the night and the loneliness. After all, she could not have truly expected him to fall asleep in her bed again. There was no reason for him to.

      Pressing her lips together against the ache rising her throat, she promised herself she would be the best duchess he could possibly ask for, in every other way. It was the one small thing she could do to make up for her lack of confession to him. Perhaps, in time, even as she made him wait for an answer until Amy married, if she was the perfect duchess, he would realize he could trust her and would open himself more fully to her. Perhaps even begin to hold her in the same regard which she already held him.

      Lydia was well aware of how lucky she was he’d been an honorable man when faced with her dishonorable actions; having come to know him better, and having received both punishment and pleasure from him, she considered herself even luckier in her choice of a husband. Somehow, she’d make it up to him. Somehow.
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      The tour of the house took up all of Lydia’s morning and afternoon. Although Isaac waited for her to break his fast, she took her afternoon tea alone. Which was fine, as it gave her time to compose her thoughts. Once the tour in the afternoon was completed, Mrs. Huffington went through the menus for the next week with her, most of which Lydia approved immediately, only making a few minor changes. She could tell Mrs. Huffington was already making note of her preferences.

      Dinner in the evening was much the same as the night before, although Isaac also asked her if she wanted to make any changes to the house. She confessed there were a few rooms she thought could use some small updates in décor - a few pieces of furniture which could be reupholstered and some decorations which didn’t appeal to her. When he gave her permission to do whatever she wished, she was pleased - more at his trust in her than at her ability to redecorate to her heart’s content. Knowing she could change the rooms at will did make her feel more like this was her home as well.

      There was some ghastly wallpaper in the drawing room she wanted replaced as soon as she could. It would have been all the fashion a decade ago, but the pink stripes made her feel as though she was trapped inside a lolly pop.

      After dinner, they spent some time playing chess, where Isaac discovered she actually did knew how to play. He’d been shocked the first round they’d played; Lydia had realized he wasn’t truly paying attention, expecting her to be a negligible player, and she’d taken the opportunity to wipe the board with him. Halfway through the game he’d figured out what was happening, but by then it had already been too late. After that he’d insisted on a second round and played with interested competitiveness, never underestimating her again, and – even more importantly to her – without any anger that she’d trounced him at first. He was ruthless and quite skilled, challenging her much more than any other opponent had in recent years, and she found it quite enjoyable. While she lost the second game, it was a close run thing. At the end of the evening they’d retired to her room, where he’d stripped them both down and then lay on his back on the bed, showing her how to mount and ride him.

      Lydia knew from looking in the mirror that any visible evidence of her spanking had disappeared, although her bottom was still sore when gripped by firm fingers, as she discovered when he did so, bucking underneath her on his way to completion. Riding him was a glory all of its own as she had been able to set the pace - at least until he’d lost his patience and taken her in hand, which was when his fingers had dug into the soft flesh of her bottom, as he’d assisted her rise and fall above him. Afterwards, he’d given her a kiss and retreated to his room again, leaving her to sigh into the darkness.

      On Saturday he took her out riding on a horse, which made her blush whenever she thought about the night before, although of course she wasn’t riding her mare astride. Lydia was a disciplined rider, although not an accomplished one, but the gentle mare he put her on helped settle her nerves. The big brute he rode, named Sampson, was much more of a handful, prancing about as if showing off for Dolly, Lydia’s mare. The mare remained unimpressed, although Lydia was quite impressed by Isaac’s firm handling of his steed.

      They rode a circuit through the fields surrounding the estate, taking them by each of the tenant houses. As Isaac introduced Lydia to them, and she was welcomed in turn, she received the impression that they were all very happy with their lord. They deferred, they were respectful, but they were also proud, both of themselves and of him. They certainly welcomed Lydia warmly.

      At one household, the young wife, Mrs. Clark, was overwhelmed by her children who were all under the age of four. The babe was fussing as the other two clung to their mother’s skirts, shyly staring at the new duchess. Juggling the baby, Mrs. Clark gave an exasperated sigh as her two other children burrowed against her. 

      “I’m sorry, Yer Grace, they’re used ta the duke, but they never seen a duchess afore.”

      Smiling, Lydia crouched down, holding her hand out to them. “Hello. I promise I’m not very scary once you get to know me.”

      The little girl, a flaxen-haired, chubby-cheeked two year old, giggled and strode forward on pudgy legs, reaching out for Lydia’s hand. Not to be outdone - as well as already showing signs of protectiveness towards his younger sibling - her older brother quickly followed. With them out of her skirts, Mrs. Clark was able to focus on the baby with both her hands and her full attention.

      Out of the corner of Lydia’s eye, she could see Isaac and Mr. Clark, deep in conversation, pointing at something out in the fields.

      “My name is Lydia, what’s yours?” she asked the two children in front of her. The little girl had her fingers wrapped around Lydia’s while her brother hovered protectively just behind her.

      “Penny,” said the little girl shyly.

      “Noah,” said her brother.

      Lydia smiled broadly at both of them. “It’s very nice to meet you, Penny and Noah.” Penny’s fingers squeezed hers as the little girl moved closer.
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      As much as Isaac was trying to attend to what Paul was saying about the fens and the mill, he found it much more difficult than usual to concentrate on the land. His grey-eyed temptress had coaxed the two Clark children to come and speak with her - something which had taken multiple, consecutive visits from him - and Penny was burbling something happily in her baby voice. Once she’d decided she liked someone, she was quite the little talker, even if her mouth couldn’t quite form all the words she attempted.

      Seeing Lydia talking with the two children was causing an unexpected and unsettling reaction in Isaac. He’d never cared whether or not a woman was interested in children, because, of course, he’d never thought about having children with a woman. As his wife, Lydia was already in an entirely new category of woman for him, and seeing her interacting with two young children, supplanting them in his mind with his and her children...

      The tight warmth that filled his chest, the sudden rush of blood to his loins... well, it wasn’t the reaction he would have predicted. Just watching her took his breath away.

      Noting his distraction, Paul grinned. “Yer Grace? This tisn’t urgent, if you want ta talk ‘bout it later. The missus ’n I don’t want ta get in the way of newlyweds.”

      Isaac cleared his throat. “Yes, well... ah, perhaps it would be best if we finished this discussion at a later date.”

      Nodding his head in a way that was almost like taking a small bow, Paul’s grin broadened. “As ye wish, Yer Grace.”

      Collecting his bride from the children, Isaac helped her to re-mount and they were on their way. He was gratified by the way his tenants welcomed her and immediately included her in conversation. As they rode, he asked for and received her observations, which was helpful as the womenfolk obviously felt more comfortable talking to another woman. He’d needed to know that Mrs. Shannon needed help with her large brood of children, as she’d recently been ill and was still recovering, and that Walter Coney’s eldest son was courting Michael Hood’s middle daughter. Isaac would send someone from the manor to assist Mrs. Shannon until she was back to full health, and he would keep an eye on the courting, and think about where to set aside some land as a gift to the newlywed couple. Somewhere far enough away from both families that they could feel some independence, although close enough on his lands that they could visit easily.

      He pointed out the mill, pumping water out of the fens, and the nearby creek which fed a much larger river, only a few miles away. They rode past the orchards and the barley fields, and eventually into the small town where they had a light repast at the White Bells Inn. Although it wasn’t up to usually tonnish standards, Isaac had always enjoyed the hominess of the place, and Lydia didn’t even lift an eyebrow when he escorted her through the door. She was nothing but smiles and curiosity and as charming as ever when they were greeted by the proprietors.

      All in all, Isaac felt he couldn’t have chosen a better bride. She fit him, she fit the lands, she hadn’t turned her nose up at meeting his tenants or treated them with any snobbishness, and she’d been truly interested the entire day. 

      If only he had actually chosen her.

      Whenever he found himself thinking how perfect she was, that one fact would come rising up again in the back of his mind, as though it was stuck in his craw. He couldn’t shake it, couldn’t push away the ramifications of it. Which was probably for the best, because he didn’t want to forget how their marriage had come about... not until he understood why. Until then, it was still a possible threat, and ignoring it wouldn’t make that threat disappear.

      Impatience pressed in on him, and he did his best to shrug it off as they rode back to the stables. Lydia’s eyes were bright from the exertions, a similar brightness that lit them at night, when he’d escort her to her bedroom. The feeling of being betrayed grew.

      “I’ll see to the horses,” he said, his voice sharper than he meant it to be, after he helped her down from Dolly’s back. Immediately, the brightness in her eyes dimmed a bit. A similar dimming which he ignored every night when he left her bed for his own. Part of him was glad to see she was put out by his behavior - as he was by hers - another part of him hated to see her brightness dim and hated his petty enjoyment of it even more. Trying to soften his initial statement, he cleared his throat. “I look forward to seeing you at dinner this evening.”

      Her lips curved into a smile, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “I as well. Thank you for today, it was lovely.”

      Then she turned and walked away, her heavy riding skirt shushing back and forth as her hips swung. Isaac watched her go only for a moment before taking the reins of both horses and leading them into the stables. Immediately, one of the grooms came forward to take Dolly, the others hung back, waiting to see if he would nod for one of them to come and take Sampson.

      Wanting some peace, and needing some space from his wife, Isaac had no intention of leaving the stables anytime soon. As if sensing his disquiet, Sampson knickered and nudged his nose against Isaac. Patting the horse’s neck, Isaac shushed him.

      “Sorry old man, nothing you can help with.” He sighed and went to work, removing Sampson’s saddle, saddle blanket, and reins so he could curry and brush him down. As he did so, his thoughts whirled, centered - as they always seemed to be lately - on his wife.
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      Dinner with Isaac was a little awkward. Lydia wanted to smooth over the strangeness which had sprung up between them, but she was still feeling a bit hurt by his rebuff in the yard. Not that she’d reached out to him, but he’d pushed her away anyway.

      She hated it.

      She wanted her husband to like her, as she liked him. He was impossible not to like. A bit stodgy at times, but Lydia liked that he was dependable, she liked that he was proper (at least, outside of the bedroom). She’d liked him even more for the respect he’d engendered in his tenants and the respect he had for them in turn. While there was no questioning his authority, he was also no mean tyrant.

      When he forgot how she’d trapped him - and he did, sometimes, she could tell - he was everything she could wish in a husband. Gentle, caring, kind, but with a hungry gleam in his eye that spoke of his desire for her. His passion inspired hers, even when his hands were no longer gentle, and she rather enjoyed when his needs would so overcome him that he would be rougher with her, holding and touching her with needy hands and fingers. Outside of the bedroom, their conversation flowed easily, enjoyably, and she could tell he appreciated her intelligence and her knowledge. He never called her a blue stocking, no matter what they were talking about; he didn’t even seem to care that sometimes she knew more about a topic than he did, but instead would listen with interest. She felt like she could be completely herself with him - right up until he remembered.

      Then his dark eyes would shutter, like windows closing, the corners of his mouth would turn down, and a little wrinkle would appear in the center of his forehead. And Lydia’s heart would ache, because she immediately knew why, and knew there was no one to blame but herself.

      The manner in which he would suddenly close himself off was much more effective at making her want to confide in him than the spanking had been... but she kept her mouth shut. Worried over it. Wondered if she should speak out.

      But she hadn’t had time to thoroughly go through his library. She hadn’t had time to seek out any books of law, especially when it came to a father’s rights to his daughter. She hadn’t had time to research whether or not there was truly any way Isaac could help her and Amy.

      It was too risky to confide in him without knowing if he could even help (and hoping he would be willing), or if she would be betraying her sister for no reason at all.

      So the tense undercurrents made dinner conversation stilted. Lydia requested that after dinner they adjourn to the library, asking if he had any particular books on law. With a small smile, Isaac told her that his grandfather and father had amassed books on nearly everything to do with England. They’d both been avid readers with a great love for their country.

      Having seen the size and breadth of the library, Lydia could believe that. She hadn’t had time to search through it yet, or get a sense of the collections, but she’d nearly had a fit of vapors when Mrs. Huffington had led her in. The room was floor to ceiling books, the largest collection she’d seen in person. Which only made sense as this was the largest house she’d ever seen, but still, a large house hadn’t necessarily meant a large library. She was thrilled that here, it did.

      Since she couldn’t tell him specifically what she was looking for, she just pretended a general interest in law... and then nearly wept when he showed her the two bookcases filled with books about laws in England. Some books were very general, some were very specific. One title indicated it was focused entirely on the laws governing the traffic of carriages through the streets.

      Isaac left her to it, wandering to an entirely different part of the library, as Lydia sighed and applied herself to finding what she was looking for... wondering, all the time, what it would even be called. 

      Laws regarding a father’s dominion over his daughter?

      Laws regarding the rights of women? (Or lack thereof, thought Lydia, a little bitterly.)

      When Isaac returned to fetch her back to her room, she still hadn’t found what she was looking for, although she’d picked out several general books about the laws of England, deciding she would give them a closer look. Perhaps the general books would help lead her to what she was looking for. And she would return to the library to look at more books, of course. 

      That night Isaac was rougher with her than usual. His fingers harder as they pinched and tugged at her nipples, his teeth scraping over her skin as he kissed and sucked on her sensitive parts. More demanding than usual, he had her put her hands above her head and hold onto the headboard, ordering her not to move. Then he’d tormented her, with lips and fingers, until she was begging him to let her climax. He’d told her to beg to be fucked, his fingers roughly thrusting in and out of her quim, but stopping just before she came, every time. Practically sobbing in need, Lydia obeyed, begging him to fuck her.

      He’d practically folded her in half, his hands pressing her wrists down into the mattress, as he’d forcefully thrust into her body. Lydia screamed with ecstasy, sobbing and writhing, unable to squirm away from his rampant cock as he pierced her with it again and again, until the ecstasy became painful in its intensity. Her clitoris felt swollen to three times its normal size as he forced her to completion again and again.

      When he finally filled her with his cream and removed his weight from her body, her ankles finally drifting down from around her ears, she felt nearly dizzy with the pleasure. Dizzy and strangely emotionally vulnerable. For the first time, when he left her bed and closed the door behind him, she cried.
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      When Monday finally came, Isaac felt it like a great relief. 

      Sunday had been difficult. Not only had the distance between himself and Lydia felt greater than ever, but his growing impatience had set his teeth on edge. As if Father Walsh somehow knew, the entire sermon yesterday had been on the Christian virtue of patience. Which, contrarily, had only made Isaac’s impatience feel worse.

      He’d felt it all through the service. He’d felt it as he’d introduced Lydia to their neighbors. He’d felt it and worse when Squire Brown’s eldest son, William, had the ill-advised temerity to go completely calf-eyed at Lydia. Not that he considered William anything of a threat. Just turned twenty-three, he might be closer to Lydia’s age than Isaac was, but she was a very mature twenty. Besides, next to Isaac, William was like an unfinished sapling. But Isaac still didn’t like the sapling ogling his wife.

      Isaac had loomed at Lydia’s side, acting just a tad dog in the manger. Fortunately, Squire Brown noticed and immediately pulled his less perceptive offspring away. The look Isaac received from the Squire was both apologetic and confused. Sighing inwardly, Isaac had wondered whether his behavior would contribute to the rumors of a love match or be to their detriment.

      The necessary socializing after services had taken up a great deal more time than usual. Everyone wanted to meet his duchess, and then, of course, her presence engendered new conversations. Invitations to various country gatherings and dinners, which she put off with an apology and a smile, explaining they were keeping to themselves until Arabella and Benedict returned home. Quite correctly, she also informed her neighbors to look for her invitation to a ball in just under a month, celebrating her and Isaac’s marriage. Which, of course, led to further conversation.

      It was late afternoon by the time they finally returned home, and then Lydia had wanted to spend more time in the library. Isaac hadn’t minded. He was hoping to learn something from her reading choices, as it was obvious to him that her interest in law had some significance. He didn’t for one second believe she had no ulterior motive to that specific subject, no matter what he chose to let her believe.

      Unfortunately, so far, she hadn’t removed any but the most general books from the library. Hardly helpful.

      She didn’t today either, as they’d only had about an hour at home before it was time for her to dress for dinner. After dinner, he’d been too impatient, too exercised by his own tensions, to apply himself meekly to some evening activity.

      Instead, he’d taken her straight up to her room where he’d introduced her to the fun to pleasuring each other with their mouths simultaneously. Although he’d not yet broached any of his more exotic desires, especially the ones which involved either tying her down or some kind of erotic pain, he was enjoying indulging in more innocent activities with her for now. Especially as she applied herself with such enthusiasm. It was becoming harder and harder to actually leave her bed at the end of those activities, but he persevered.

      Leaving her bed, he’d felt impatient all over again, because he’d known tomorrow his wait would finally be over. 

      Today, it was. 

      A sense of relief suffused him. She’d had time to think things over. Time to get to know him a bit better. Time to recover from her last spanking. Although, if she didn’t answer him today, Isaac already knew her spanking was going to be more severe than last time. While he wouldn’t harm her, he now felt sure she could take quite a bit more punishment than he’d delivered last time. 

      Sitting at his desk, he looked down at the paddle sitting in front of him. It had never been used harshly before, as far as Isaac knew. It was a broad paddle, about a foot long and half a foot wide, and had been applied to his, his brother’s, and his sister’s backsides at one point or another. But never too hard. Truthfully, it had rarely ever been needed at all. The last time Isaac had felt its sting, he’d taken fifteen blows to his fourteen-year old backside for losing Arabella in the woods. He and Benedict had been annoyed with their annoying, four-year-old sister always following them around, and Isaac had convinced Benedict that if Arabella couldn’t see them, she’d give up following them and go back to the manor.

      They’d figured wrong.

      The disappointment in his parents’ eyes, Arabella’s hysterical tears on her dirty face when they’d finally found her, and his overwhelming guilt had stung and lingered far longer than the soreness from the paddle. Even then, his father hadn’t been able to find it in him to swing the paddle very hard. But then, he hadn’t needed to either. Isaac and Benedict had both already been filled with remorse; they hadn’t even protested their punishment, which was ten more swats than they’d ever received before.

      Remembering the incident, Isaac had to wonder - was Lydia’s crime of secrecy truly worse?

      The problem, he realized, was that he didn’t know. She was keeping secrets for a reason, but without knowing the reason, he couldn’t protect either of them against whatever it was she feared, or any unintended consequences of her secret. Like when he was younger, he hadn’t meant for Arabella to become lost. He hadn’t meant for her to be scared, alone, and lost, but she had been anyway, for no other reason than they’d wanted to spend some time being more reckless in the woods than they could when she was around. She’d always been trying to keep up with them, and he’d been entirely too focused on his own wants and needs, too self-involved, and thought everything would be just fine. That was the last time he’d been so foolishly reckless.

      Stroking his fingers over the handle of the paddle, Isaac knew he would need to gird up and be quite severe with Lydia if it became necessary. He couldn’t control what he didn’t know. Therefore, she needed to tell him. The books he’d researched had assuaged some of his doubts about punishing her more harshly, as had her responses to the two prior spankings. It weighed on him, but he kept reassuring himself she had not been harmed.

      When the door to his study opened, he looked up. Lydia entered, a questioning look on her face. They’d spent the morning apart as he’d prepared, wanting to be sure he was ready to do what was necessary... wanting to gird himself for whatever revelations may or may not come about and the consequences if they did not.

      Dressed in a pearl-grey morning gown, which matched her eyes to perfection, her honey-blonde hair neatly pinned atop her head, she looked quite softly, appealingly, feminine. Not at all like the kind of woman who would possess dangerous secrets. But, whatever her secret was, it was strong enough for her to strenuously resist confiding it.

      “Good afternoon,” she said, her voice faltering just a bit as she closed the door behind her. The small smile on her face faded, her expression becoming tinged with anxiety. “You wished to see me?”

      Isaac beckoned her forward, not answering immediately. Her anxiety heightened, her steps hesitant as she moved towards him. Once she was closer, the desk between them, he put his hand on the paddle, and her eyes dropped to it and her gaze locked. The anxiety on her face was now looking more like trepidation. Good.

      “When we spoke last week of why you chose to marry me in such a manner, I informed you I would be asking again,” he said, his fingers tapping gently against the paddle handle for just a moment. “I am doing so now. Lydia, why did you drug me and trap me into marriage?”

      He deliberately phrased the question to have the most impact, to appeal directly to her guilt. The question caused her face to go so pale it was almost white, and she licked her lips nervously, gaze still trained on the paddle. Isaac watched her, let her use the quiet moment to think, and waited on her answer.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Bloody... stupid... damnation... she didn’t know enough foul words to describe how she felt. It was truly to a lady’s detriment that foul language wasn’t provided to express herself, because sometimes a lady felt truly foul. Not that she would say the words out loud, but it would be a relief to at least be able to think them. Maybe say them in private, later.

      Lydia let out a long breath, hating herself for what she knew her answer had to be.

      “I can’t tell you.” So far she’d found nothing to counter or even assist with a man’s dominion over his family. A husband could demand a wife be returned to him, even if she ran away and was residing in her former family’s house. Of course, some women did anyway and were successful, because her family was powerful enough that her husband didn’t want to use the law to force their hand - but the fact was, he could. So too could a father hold dominion over his daughters. The one point of hope she could find was that a daughter was just as able to escape her father’s house once she was of age... unfortunately, Amy was only seventeen. She would likely be married before she turned twenty-one anyway. Escaping her father’s house before then, without his permission, would only result in Amy being summarily returned and possible charges being brought up against Isaac and Lydia.

      If Amy would even believe escape was necessary. After all, the Earl had hid the worst of his excesses from her. Lydia had certainly not wanted to pull the drapes from her eyes and expose his lechery to Amy, or - worse - possibly put Amy in danger as well. 

      Even if Lydia somehow managed to convince her, and convince Isaac to help, what then? The law was actually on the Earl’s side. In fact, he could even marry Amy off to someone by proxy, without her presence or signature! It was no true protection at all. The Earl would have to find someone who didn’t mind currying a duke’s disfavor, but there were some who wouldn’t care... some who might even enjoy it. After all, it would be an incredible scandal - far more scandalous than trapping a duke into marriage - for a duke to harbor a fugitive and then have charges brought against him.

      The Earl had already shown his lack of caring; he might even use the threat of such scandal to try and blackmail Isaac directly, rather than just blackmailing Lydia!

      The little that Lydia had managed to research so far had only dashed her hopes. She would keep searching, but at the moment, she felt farther away from her goals than ever. To protect Amy, and now to protect Isaac as well, she would have to keep her secrets.

      Her husband’s face hardened, and her heart sank. She truly did not enjoy denying him. Blunt fingers tapped against the paddle again, and she swore she felt her bottom twitch in unhappy anticipation.

      “Is that the only answer you have for me today?”

      Swallowing down the lump in her throat, Lydia nodded. His dark eyes flashed his displeasure, the corners of his mouth turning down into a real frown. The wrinkle on his forehead deepened. Her chest ached in response.

      “Come, lay yourself over my lap.”

      She went willingly, without protest, already longing for the pain that she knew would bring a kind of clean relief with it. Her penance for her secrets. Honestly, if he didn’t spank her, she didn’t know how she would deal with the guilt and misery welling inside of her right now. Bottling it up would be damaging... when she spanked her, she already knew it would all come boiling out of her with tears, and yells, and a terribly sore bottom which would ache and, somehow, make her feel better at the same time. 

      Strong thighs under her stomach. There was no hardness pressing into her side. Lydia swallowed again, missing it. Wanting it. Because without that hardness, she felt even more guilty. Hands pulled up her skirts, pushed down her drawers, baring her bottom.

      The after effects of her last spanking had faded entirely. There were no lingering pangs, no residual soreness. His hands smoothed over all that bare flesh, and her breath caught as her body responded with immediate arousal. It didn’t matter her position or her knowledge what was about to happen; that was her reaction to his touch.

      “A count of twenty, and then I will ask you again. If you do not answer me then, it will be another twenty, with the paddle.”

      SMACK!

      Her breath caught in surprise, jerking against his lap. 

      SMACK!

      This time she knew it was coming, and she took the blow without as much of a reaction. It hurt, stung, but she wasn’t surprised by the swat.

      SMACK!

      The third swat landed just below the first.

      SMACK!

      The fourth, just below the second.

      SMACK!

      A decisive blow to her sit-spot had her sucking air in through her teeth. All five spots smarted, but weren’t terrible yet.

      SMACK!

      Her other sit spot.

      SMACK!

      Lydia gasped as his hand returned to the very first spot his hand had landed. 

      SMACK!

      It quickly became clear that he was spanking her, very precisely, in six distinct spots. Only those six spots. From right in the middle to her cheek, to just below that spot, to her sit spot, back and forth on each cheek.

      The repetition burned and she found herself stifling gasps and little cries of pain much sooner than she had the last spanking, when he’d landed the swats all over her upturned bottom. The focus of his attentions made each smack intensify the pain in an almost exponential manner. She was counting them in her head, and by eighteen tears were already dripping down her cheeks, her legs were occasionally giving an involuntary kick, and she was whimpering nearly non-stop.

      The last two, rather than returning to the middle of her cheeks, instead repeated on her sensitive sit spots, where her thighs met her bottom, and Lydia cried out. Her legs kicked, and Isaac’s leg immediately wrapped around them, holding her firmly in place. When he placed his hand on her bottom, she could feel the heat of his palm - uncomfortably hot against her sensitive flesh, warm against the cooler, creamier parts of her cheek where his hand hadn’t actually landed.

      “Last chance before the paddle, my dear,” he said, his voice coaxing. Seductive. Fingers trailed over her pussy, which was already wet. Lydia choked back a sob. Not just because she knew this was going to hurt, but because she didn’t want to deny him.

      But she had no choice. 

      “I can’t.”

      When she felt him lean forward, she had to choke back another cry, because she knew why he was leaning forward. Knew what he was reaching for.

      This was going to hurt.

      Her only consolation was the growing press of Isaac’s cock on her side, rubbing against her soft belly.
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      The large, red spots on Lydia’s bottom were like two short pathways. The two short pathways his hand had just taken. They were very, very red, and right in the center of where the paddle was going to land. In fact, they gave him a rather favorable target.

      He could tell this spanking was much harder on her than the one before, but she still would not yield. Feeling her fingers wrapping around his ankle again, much as they had the last time, he tipped her forward a little bit. It didn’t change his access much, but he had a better view of her pink pussy, wet and weeping despite the dark red marks marring her creamy skin.

      Isaac tried to ignore the way she was squirming against his cock. The damn thing had started to grow as soon as he’d realized her body was responding to her spanking with arousal again, despite the harshness of the spanking. It was about to become a great deal harsher, and he found himself hoping her reaction would be the same; partly to bolster her through the ordeal and partly because her arousal assuaged his guilt and fueled his own passion.

      Pressing the hard, flat surface of the wooden paddle against those soft, blotched cheeks, Isaac paused, waiting to see if she would ask for a last minute reprieve. If she did, he would grant it. Instead, her fingers tightened against his ankle, her bottom flexed and then relaxed, and she didn’t say a word. 

      With an inward sigh, Isaac lifted his hand.

      THWACK!

      The meaty sound of wood against flesh was quite different from flesh against flesh. He could feel Lydia choking back her cry of distress, her body shuddering on his lap, while her bottom rippled with the impact of the paddle. A large, rectangular, pink spot was outline on her cheeks, a rectangle with two dark-red blotches. Those two areas would be hurting the worst.

      THWACK!

      Another choked cry from his wife, her mewl of distress louder.

      THWACK!

      THWACK!

      The darkening hues of her bottom were like a sunset, and really rather beautiful. At least, they would be if this were for enjoyment and not for discipline. If he’d been able to work her up to this slowly, interspersed with his fingers stroking her cunt and playing with her breasts, instead of smacking a punishment into her battered skin.

      THWACK!

      “Oh please!”

      He paused, but that was all she said. Grimly, Isaac lifted his hand again.

      THWACK!

      “Ow... I’m sorry!”

      THWACK!

      “I’m sorry... I can’t...”

      THWACK!

      “I can’t...”

      What she couldn’t, she wouldn’t say. Whether she wanted to say that she couldn’t take anymore or she wanted to say that she couldn’t tell him, she never quite managed to get out, but she didn’t ask him to stop. She didn’t scream out her reason. But she was subsiding into the usual ‘bad girl’ chant that he was used to from Arabella, full of apologies and “please” but no real information. Just the hopeless pleading of a bad girl who knew she was going to have to pay the full and necessary punishment.

      Except that with Lydia, she could have made it stop with just a word, and that was what he didn’t understand.

      What he did understand, however, was despite her sobs, despite her crying, despite her pleas, despite the darkening red of her bottom, her pink pussy was still very, very wet. Perhaps wetter than it had been before.

      She didn’t seem to be aware of it. There were no movements that indicated her arousal. But the evidence was there all the same. Isaac could smell her feminine perfume as he spanked her, a heady and confusing aroma that had his cock jerking even as he despaired over her intransigence.

      THWACK!

      The final blow that he’d promised, and yet she was still keeping secrets. A fury rose up inside of him, wanting to continue to spanking until she did... but common sense prevailed. A punishment should never be delivered while angry. Ever. Especially with an implement that could harm her, especially while he wasn’t in complete control of himself.

      Setting the paddle down on the desk, he pulled her up and into his arms, cradling her. Letting her cry it out, even while his heart felt harder than ever. He comforted her, told her he wished she’d confide in him.

      “I’m not giving up,” he murmured. “You will tell me eventually.” His hand slid down her side, reaching to cup her bottom, and she shuddered against him as the heat seared his hand. Her face was pressed into his shoulder, but he felt the slight shake of her head, and his anger flared again.

      Tamping it down, he waited until her tears had ceased and she’d blown her nose, before he slid her off his lap and onto her knees before him. Before he could say a word, her hands were already at the laces of his breeches, undoing them.

      His anger was still there, seething in the background, but his arousal sprang up fast to push it aside and take focus. The thick length of his cock sprang out into her hand, his own desire feeding off of her strange need, and Isaac groaned as she practically attacked his length with her mouth. Attacked in a completely pleasurable manner, that is.

      It was as if some fierce need was driving her to pleasure him - perhaps guilt? Perhaps a desire to manipulate him? He tended to think the former rather than the latter, especially as big, grey eyes peered up at him, pink lips wrapped firmly around his angry, red shaft, pleading for forgiveness.

      Lydia bobbed her head up and down, sucking on him hard, choking herself on his length in her eagerness to please him. Isaac leaned back and let her have her way, his thighs spreading to give her greater access. Soft fingers played over his groin, massaging his sack. She’d learned quite a bit about pleasure since the last time he’d spanked her. Grown quite a bit more daring as well.

      He took it all as his due, watching her swallow his cock over and over until his balls tightened and his seed spewed furiously forth. Spurt after spurt shot into her mouth, as her tongue laved the underside of his cock, her throat working furiously to swallow. Isaac let her milk him dry and, despite his lingering anger at her, took her back in his arms for another cuddle before they had to tidy themselves and leave the study to prepare for dinner. They were both silent as he held her, but the connection bolstered them both.
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      The paper shook in Lydia’s hand as she read it, trying to remain calm and resolute, trying to keep her face straight. But so many emotions were assailing her, from every side.

      Dearest Lydia, 

      Papa and I are home from the Chesterfields’ party, and I miss you already! The house seems twice as big and twice as empty without you here. Papa spends most of his days in his rooms or out; I think he is making Mr. Whyte quite rich.

      Mr. Whyte owned the local pub, which meant the Earl was drinking a great deal if Amy noticed how often he was gone and why. Then again, she might be noticing more because Lydia wasn’t there to distract her.

      I hope you and Manchester are having a wonderful time together. I am so happy for you both, although I wish you were closer! Still, I suppose a sister would be an unwelcome visitor on a honeymoon anyway. Arabella told me she and Benedict will be visiting friends this week, as they make their way back to Manchester Chase. It seems the absence of siblings is de rigueur on honeymoons!

      In my loneliness, I’ve been taking longer walks and occasional rides - don’t worry, I always have someone with me - and yesterday I happened upon Mr. Joseph Tilding. Do you remember him? Mr. Tilding, the Duke of Kent’s cousin who owns the House on the Hill but is never in residence? Well, Joseph Tilding is his son and this Mr. Tilding has just moved into the House on the Hill until next Season.

      Mr. Joseph Tilding is twenty-five years of age and quite a dashing gentleman. He has promised to take me to the lake next week for my birthday in his carriage; he has a beautiful set of matched grays which all the other young men hereabouts are practically in alt over. I shall be quite the envy of all the other young ladies in the area! Do not worry, we shall be well chaperoned. Papa does not seem to like Mr. Tilding much, although I can’t imagine why not, but I know you would be relieved by his sharp eye on me since you cannot be here yourself. Still, at least Papa has not denied me my outing. 

      I shall miss you on my birthday most of all! Think of me fondly on the day, and be sure I will demand a most luxurious present from you now that you are a duchess.

      All my love,

      Amy

      Just seeing her sister’s familiar writing had a well of homesickness rising up in Lydia’s breast, not the least because she too was feeling quite lonely.

      Ever since her spanking on Monday, her husband had withdrawn from her during the day. He still visited her bed every night, and nothing had changed there - he was as passionate and demanding as ever, and still left for his own bed when their passion had run its course. During the day, however, she barely saw him, and when she did, their conversation was formal and stilted. It hurt, because she felt like they’d begun with such promise, and now that promise had been stunted. 

      Because of her.

      So she could quite empathize with Amy’s loneliness.

      She also worried about this new suitor, because reading between the lines she could tell Mr. Tilding was certainly a new suitor. One which Amy was obviously already enamored with. Heavens, despite the brevity of her letter, he took up nearly half of it! Lydia had always been around to guide Amy, and now she wasn’t. Only her stepfather was there - and Lydia could imagine better than Amy why he wouldn’t approve of a new suitor. One with connections and wealth of his own... although perhaps she could take her stepfather’s disapproval as a sign that the young man was quite suitable, and probably young and handsome enough, and interested enough to make Amy happy?

      After all, if Amy were to happily marry some young man, the threat the Earl held over Lydia’s head would be over. She chewed her lip. Put Amy’s letter down.

      Felt like a horrible sister, because she had forgotten Amy’s birthday. Eighteen! So truly only three years until Amy reached her majority and could take hold of her own destiny. Not that Lydia truly thought she could last through three years of spankings and her husband’s cold anger.

      It was Thursday morning; he’d already warned her another spanking was coming tomorrow, and she was still sitting on a cushion from Monday. The color on her bottom had disappeared, but when she sat on a particularly hard surface she could still feel the lingering ache. She only hoped the ache would also disappear entirely by tomorrow afternoon, or her spanking was going to be much worse.

      Both physically and emotionally.
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      Friday brought a double paddle spanking. There was no warm-up with his hand, no quarter given.

      Frustrated but in control of himself, Isaac showed no mercy to Lydia. She was crying almost from the very start, sobbing by the end of it, but she still held her silence, and he wanted to shake her until she confessed... and cuddle her. He ended up doing the latter, holding her as she cried it out. 

      She apologized again and again, ‘sorry’ was the word she used the most as she pleaded and cried out, and yet she still wouldn’t confide in him.

      During the day time, he avoided her. At night, he couldn’t stay away from her. She always welcomed him into her arms, she didn’t protest when he squeezed and massaged her hot, red bottom or wanted to mount her from behind. When he told her to hold a position, she did until he told her she could move again.

      The household was running more smoothly than ever and Mrs. Huffington was in alt over Lydia’s decisions. Workmen had been in already, to remove some wallpaper and redo one of the rooms Huffy had disliked the most, but neither Isaac nor either of his siblings had been particularly interested in redecorating. All of them preferred more active diversions, including Arabella.

      Mealtimes were awkward. Isaac had taken to rising early, eating before Lydia had awoken, and going out to ride. She took her afternoon tea alone. Dinner-time was the only meal he couldn’t entirely avoid her, and their conversations now centered around her plans for the house, her plans for the upcoming ball, and any discoveries she’d made during the day, or his description of the affairs of the estate. He’d also taken the opportunity to check the books she’d removed from the library; so far she hadn’t taken any which dealt specifically with any laws, nor had she marked any pages in the more general books. Frustration abounded.

      The only time he felt fully himself was when he was in her bed. Unfortunately, they couldn’t spend all of their time there.

      Tuesday night, he spanked her again, this time for thirty counts for both rounds with the paddle. Something had to give, and he felt almost sure that she was so close to telling him... but she didn’t. As tempted as he was to put her back over his lap, swatting her until she did, her bottom was already mottled and almost purple in spots, and he didn’t have the heart, no matter that her pussy was as wet as ever, it was demoralizing to him to have to punish her this way. If he’d done this to Arabella, she would have lost her voice from her screams by now. Obviously Lydia’s bottom was tougher than his sister’s, but it didn’t make him feel any better.

      This time, as soon as he was done spanking her, she slid to the floor on her knees even before he could guide her, undoing his breeches on her own and taking his cock in her mouth, bringing it to full hardness and suckling him with something approaching desperation until he came down her throat.

      That was the state of affairs when Benedict and Arabella came home on Wednesday.
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      “There you are!” Arabella’s delighted voice had Lydia jerking upright from where she’d been on her knees, searching the row of books for something that might be pertinent to her cause. On her knees, but not resting her bottom on her heels... her swollen, battered cheeks were far too sore for that. Too sore and yet not sore enough.

      Keeping this secret from Isaac was beginning to drive her demented.

      At least the arrival of his brother and sister might distract them both, so she hoped.

      Getting to her feet, she tried not to wince as the movement caused the muscles in her bottom to strain. She hadn’t even realized she had muscles in her bottom until she’d realized how sore they were when she moved.

      “Good afternoon,” Lydia said, pasting a smile on her face as she turned to face her sister-in-law. Arabella was looking completely refreshed, much better than she had a few hours ago when she and Benedict had arrived. She’d ridden into the yard on horseback, covered in dust and mud from the travels of the road, her dark hair windswept and tangled. Lydia had been aghast when she’d realized that Arabella and Benedict had ridden ahead of the luggage train. Ladies simply didn’t do that... but it seemed Arabella did.

      Now, Arabella was washed, primped, and looked every inch the young lady in a bright, blue day dress which set off her dark coloring. Her hair was pulled back in a braid, which had been coiled into a chignon, and not a wisp was loose. She also looked a bit perplexed.

      “What are you doing in this section?” she asked, her voice full of curiosity.

      Lydia hesitated for just a moment. “I have a passing interest in law,” she said. It was true enough. “Your brother has a remarkable collection.”

      Arabella waved a negligent hand. “My grandfather and father had a remarkable collection,” she said with a small grin. “My brother has barely added to it. We don’t spend much time in this room in general.”

      “It’s my favorite room in the house,” Lydia said promptly, without really thinking. Then worried Arabella might take her statement as judgment or some kind of aggression, but the other young woman just grinned more broadly. 

      “Well, I’m glad someone’s using it again. I hardly ever step foot in here unless it’s raining.” She looked around, as if trying to reacquaint herself with unfamiliar surrounds. “Isaac and Benedict do use it more often than I, I must confess.”

      Unable to think of a suitable response to that statement - as it didn’t really call for one - Lydia changed the subject. 

      “You were looking for me?” she asked. It was her turn to be curious, as she had thought the siblings would want time together to catch up. She hadn’t really expected to see Benedict or Arabella until dinner, and she certainly hadn’t expected either of them to come looking for her.

      “Oh yes! I wanted your advice,” Arabella said artlessly. She leaned against the bookshelf next to her, tilting her head.

      “Whatever I can help you with, I’ll do my best,” Lydia said, trying not to feel completely overwhelmed. She already knew Isaac had some trouble controlling his rather wild young sister; the unstated implication of some of his comments had made it clear to her that she was to set a good example for Arabella. Which meant whatever advice she gave Arabella could easily come back to haunt her.

      And she had enough of her own actions haunting her already.

      “I was wondering what you used to drug my brother.” Despite Arabella’s conversational tone and the true interest sparking in her dark eyes, Lydia felt her heart stutter and the book she was holding nearly slipped from nerveless fingers.

      “Excuse me?” she asked faintly.

      “Well, you obviously knew what you were about,” Arabella stated matter-of-factly. “Isaac is actually a rather light sleeper, so your success means whatever you used was quite effective.”

      Moving quickly, her gaze slightly averted, Lydia headed back out towards the more open part of the library, where the furniture was. “May I inquire why you’re asking?”

      She wasn’t going to admit to drugging Isaac, even though it seemed Arabella was the opposite of appalled.

      “Because I’ve decided who I want to marry, but I don’t think he’s going to want to marry me,” Arabella said artlessly.

      “Who?”

      “Well I’m not going to tell you if you’re not going to help me.”

      A headache was beginning to form in Lydia’s temples. She very carefully sat down in the fluffiest of the chairs, doing her best to save her bottom from pain... but as hard as Isaac had spanked her yesterday, it was difficult. Fortunately, Arabella didn’t seem to notice. She flopped down on one of the couches - although Lydia noticed she was careful to flop in such a manner that her skirts wouldn’t crumple beneath her. Lydia’s lips twitched at the deliberate dramatics. Although she didn’t know her at all, Lydia was beginning to think her sister-in-law had a high amount of appreciation for dramatics.

      No wonder she didn’t mind the way Lydia had become her sister-in-law. Not that Lydia could support Arabella doing the same.
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      Sinking deeper into the shadows, Isaac was eavesdropping shamelessly.

      He’d come to haunt the library, unable to completely stay away from his wife. After how hard he’d been on her the night before... well, he’d wanted to make sure she was well. Although he was starting to suspect that, in some ways, her spankings were almost harder on him than they were on her.

      The conversation was certainly making his desire to hover, out of sight, worth it. He wondered where his brother was, but quickly dismissed Benedict from his mind. Arabella and Lydia were of much more import at the moment.

      “Arabella, why do you think this gentleman won’t want to marry you?” Lydia asked, her voice gentle. A question Isaac thoroughly approved of, since he wanted to know as well. There weren’t too many men out there who wouldn’t want to marry a duke’s sister, even if she was a touch wild for a young, tonnish lady. Of course, the challenge of a man who wouldn’t want to marry her for her standing would draw Arabella.

      “Well, he’s rather stuffy and serious,” Arabella said, her tone wistful, and Isaac couldn’t help but frown. It wasn’t like his sister to sound unsure of herself. “He’s always frowning at me and I know he disapproves of my behavior.”

      “Then why do you want to marry him?” Lydia’s question was, again, gentle, her tone utterly without judgment. It was just a question, not a challenge. 

      “I’m not really sure,” Arabella said, now sounding more grumpy than wistful. “I didn’t mean to want to marry him. But the more time I spent in his company during the Season, the more I liked being in his company, even if he was frowning at me. He’s very... correct. But he’s also kind, and honorable, and he mutters the funniest witticisms under his breath. You must be standing next to him to hear them, but he’s really quite entertaining. And because he’s so stuffy, he can’t be moved. Most men can be so easily manipulated, but not him.” The admiration in her voice was real, and Isaac couldn’t help but smile. Truthfully, whoever he was, he sounded like he was more than a match for Arabella.

      “And yet you want to manipulate him into marriage?” Now there was something like condemnation in Lydia’s voice, which made Isaac’s eyebrows raise.

      “Well he’s very honorable, like my brother,” Arabella said, a touch defensively, obviously having picked up on the same attitude Isaac had. “Once we married, he would make the best of it, I know he would, and then... well, once he accepted that he was married to someone who wasn’t the perfect paragon he’s searching for, I’m sure he’d come to care for me. A perfect paragon wouldn’t do for him anyway; he needs someone who will challenge him. All the qualifications he thinks he wants in a lady... well, I can’t meet them, but I know I would make him happier than any lady who could!”

      Isaac tried to think of who she might be referring to, but truthfully all the men he’d introduced her to over the Season had been rather stuffy, correct, and honorable. He and Benedict had been very persistent in keeping her away from the bounders and ne’er-do-wells. Most of them had been eager to get to know her, but there had been a small group which had stepped back when they’d realized the sheer force of her personality and her rather hoydenish ways. Unfortunately the small group still numbered in the double digits, and her description gave him no further clues.

      His wife issued forth a deep sigh. “Arabella, I did what I did out of desperation. Not for your brother specifically, although I count myself quite lucky that I chose him -“ She did?! “You, however, have time to change this gentleman’s mind. You mention qualifications, I take it you know what he’s looking for in a wife?”

      “Yes,” Arabella said. Now she sounded both disgruntled and curious. Disgruntled because Lydia obviously wasn’t going to help her in the way she wanted her to, curious because it sounded like she was still going to receive some advice.

      “Well, we all have private faces and public faces, especially within the sphere of Society,” Lydia said, waving a hand. “How I behave alone with family - how we are talking now - is quite different than how I behave and speak with other members of Society. Is it possible this gentlemen’s affections might be engaged if he saw that you could meet all his qualifications when in Society, even if in a private sphere you didn’t?”

      The silence on the part of his sister was quite surprising to Isaac. Nearly as surprising as the small tidbits Lydia had let drop about her own situation, but he was too busy listening to contemplate on those for the moment. 

      “I don’t know...” Arabella said slowly, obviously thinking it over. “I am sure of his requirements; however... hmmm.” She sighed. “I don’t know if I can change his mind about who I am.”

      “You should never change who you are,” Lydia said. “However, if what he’s looking for is a woman who presents herself a certain way when within Society, that is something you can change if you decide to. Many people have public faces which are very different from their private, not necessarily in a negative manner, but just that we are freer from expectations and some manners when we are private or with those closest to us.”

      “That’s true,” Arabella mused. “My friend, Cynthia, has what she calls her ‘Countess’ face when she has to interact with the high-steppers. She just imitates her mother-in-law. She’s really very good at it, too. But when it’s just her and me, she’s herself.”

      “Exactly like that.”

      Another heartfelt sigh. “I suppose I could try that. It will take so much longer though.”

      “Many things that are worthwhile don’t come quickly, and if they did, they might not be so worthwhile.”

      “So why did you drug Isaac?”

      His breath caught, his chest tightened. It was apparent his wife and his sister had already established a rapport between them, but now he was torn. While he desperately wanted to know the answer, he also knew he would be incredibly hurt if Lydia chose to confide in Arabella now, when she’d been stubbornly enduring spankings from him to avoid doing so.

      The long pause dragged on, and his chest began to hurt from holding the air in, yet he couldn’t release.

      “I needed to marry so I need not return home,” Lydia said finally, and Isaac slowly let out his breath as his chest burned. The same as she’d told him, but no new information... he didn’t know whether he was relieved or disappointed. “However, drugging a man into marriage is not a course of action I would recommend.”

      “Do you regret it?”

      Isaac found himself holding his breath again.

      His wife’s answer was slow. Measured. Considered. 

      “I regret the manner... I wish we could have married more conventionally.” Now she sounded wistful. Regretful.

      “Well, I’m glad you did it. The ninnyhammers he was considering... I knew as soon as I heard you correct that twist Melbourn that you were much more my brother’s speed.” Arabella snorted derisively. “Sometimes men can be such dunces. Not one of those cabbageheads would have made him happy. He’s like - like my gentleman. They have ideas in their head of the ideal woman and don’t even think about whether or not living with such a woman would actually make them happy.”

      Shaking his head, Isaac had to hold back a snort of his own. His sister didn’t know him as well as she thought she did. The whole reason he’d remained unengaged at the end of the Season was because he hadn’t been able to stomach any of the ninnyhammers and flibbertigibbets. Of course, he’d finally given in, thinking there was nothing else on offer...

      Arabella was correct in one regard, however. If Lydia would just give up her secrets, she would certainly make him happier than any of the other young ladies he’d been introduced to.

      As the two ladies left the room, their conversation now focused on what Arabella could do to improve her ‘public face,’ Isaac realized his wife was also having the desired good influence on his sister. Something which he’d worried might not happen. He hadn’t been sure he could trust Lydia to be a good influence on Arabella.

      Coming out of the shadows, Isaac frowned at the closed door of the library, which Arabella and Lydia had disappeared through.

      His wife was full of contradictions which defied understanding. 

      Still, for the first time in days, he didn’t feel angry or resentful... if anything, he felt almost hopeful. 

      The face which Lydia showed him was the same as she showed his sister, despite Arabella’s rather blatant invitation to show a more manipulative, more scheming side. Instead, Lydia had resisted. She’d expressed what sounded like sincere regret, even if she still didn’t divulge her reasons. And then she’d counseled Arabella in exactly the direction Isaac would have wanted, and far more convincingly than Isaac probably could have done. Not only had she turned Arabella aside from the idea of trapping a man into marriage, she’d done so in a manner that encouraged his hoyden of a sister to behave more circumspectly in Society without actually trying to change the core of who Arabella was. 

      In this, as in so many things, Lydia was proving herself to be everything he’d wanted in a wife - no matter what his sister thought he’d wanted. But Lydia was also correct on another point: he would have much preferred their marriage had come about in the conventional manner.

      But if she hadn’t made the choices she did, Isaac might have chosen one of the young ladies at the party and by the time he might have met her next Season, he would have already been married. Even if he hadn’t forced himself to swallow his distaste and pick a likely chit, she would have had to live with whatever had driven her to escape her home until next Season. 

      Still frowning, Isaac left the library. He had a lot to think on.
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      Dinner with her new brother and sister-in-law had been surprisingly easy. Somehow, the awkward, stilted formality between herself and Isaac had given way to something more like what they’d enjoyed the first couple of nights at the Chase. Benedict took his cue from Isaac and was both watchful and friendly, and she and Arabella were already on their way to becoming friends even before dinner.

      She was relieved she’d been able to counsel Arabella to a more palatable approach to romance, and even more relieved she’d been able to dodge her sister-in-law’s questions about her own motivations without causing offense. Arabella was relentless, but also easily distracted by her own concerns. Especially as she truly did seem to have great regard for the man in question. She was still refusing to use his name, but as Lydia was keeping her own secrets, she couldn’t exactly protest Arabella’s.

      “Gabrielle is completely settled in as Mrs. Hood now,” Arabella said brightly. She and Benedict had been updating Isaac on the friends they’d visited coming home from the Chesterfields, deliberately extending their stay away from home. “Felix bought the most darling house, right on the edge of Chipping Norton. They’re close enough to Hood lands that his mother needn’t spend the night when she visits, but far enough that she doesn’t visit every day.” Her eyes glinted in appreciation as both Isaac and Lydia chuckled. 

      Even though Lydia didn’t know the people in question, she was still amused by the deviousness of the gentleman’s housing choices. Gabrielle was Arabella’s best friend, recently married to the youngest son of a Viscount, and the first bride in a family with three sons and no daughters. From the sounds of it, the Viscountess was beyond thrilled to finally have a daughter to dote on.

      “We’re having a ball in two weeks,” Lydia said, glancing at Isaac, who smiled and nodded at her opening gambit. His approval and smile made her heart feel lighter than it had in days, warmth happily filling her chest. “All the neighbors will be invited, but we thought to invite some friends to stay as well. Would you like me to include the Hoods on the guest list?”

      “Oh yes, please,” Arabella said, delightedly clapping her hands together. She shot her brother a dirty look. “I can’t believe they weren’t already.”

      Isaac shrugged. “We hadn’t finalized a list of who was to stay with us. For all I knew, you and Gabrielle might have a falling out. It wouldn’t be the first time you’d done that with one of your friends.”

      “Gabrielle is different! For one, she never wanted to land you,” Arabella said, sounding affronted. Lydia choked back a laugh at Arabella’s tone, which made it sound as though she couldn’t understand why anyone would want to land Isaac. Hearing the small sound, Arabella looked at Lydia and appeared slightly abashed. “Not that I’m faulting your taste, Lydia, but when choosing a best friend, I always very much wanted one whose main interest wasn’t my older brother.”

      “Perfectly understandable,” Lydia assured her, wiping off her lips with a napkin to try and hide her lingering smile. She found Arabella’s blunt ways refreshing, although she could understand why some in Society might frown on her for them. She hoped whoever this gentleman of Arabella’s was, he would appreciate her spirit and not try to crush it... not that she thought Arabella would stand for that. Any man trying to crush Arabella’s spirit would quickly find himself miserable in turn. 

      “So now that Gabrielle’s safely married, we can expect you to be bosom friends with her for the rest of your life?” Benedict teased.

      Arabella nodded decisively. “Exactly. Besides, she was always more interesting than anyone else in our set.”

      “A little too interesting at times,” Isaac observed dryly, his tone somewhat repressive.

      “Well, now she’s safely married, so that’s over with too,” Benedict said with a laugh. Having heard the story from Arabella, Lydia smiled. Gabrielle’s path to marriage had been quite dramatic, in an entirely different way from Lydia’s, but she’d found her true happiness. Lydia wished she could do the same. Still grinning, Benedict turned to Lydia. “We should really invite all of the Hoods. We became rather good friends with all of them while we were guarding the two troublemakers during the Season.” Arabella sniffed, but didn’t protest the moniker.

      Isaac nodded. “Thomas and Walter. We should also invite the Stanleys.” Lydia noticed Arabella making a small face, and her mind swiftly made the connection. The Stanleys were the Marquess and Marchesse of Dunbury, and the Marchesse was Gabrielle’s stepmother. Their relationship sounded rather fraught. 

      “Hyde and his wife should definitely be added to the list - although I believe Lady Hyde is increasing again, and they wanted to spend some time with their firstborn now the Season is over.”

      “Petersham’s and his wife as well,” Isaac mused. “They quit the Season early. We should still invite them however.”

      “Don’t forget Wesley and Cynthia,” Arabella said, sounding somewhat aggrieved. Isaac shot her an amused look.

      “They were already on the list,” he said. “Lydia insisted.”

      Lydia blushed as all three siblings turned to look at her. Although she’d only met the Countess of Spencer that one time, she’d made quite an impression. And Lydia needed friends. When Isaac had asked her whom she wanted to include, the list had been embarrassingly short. Lydia hadn’t made many friends during the Season. Debutantes her age had been in short supply. The younger set had been quite friendly with Amy, but Lydia had had little in common with them - especially with her status as a bluestocking. The Countess had been shocking but helpful, and quite friendly. She’d immediately sprung to Lydia’s mind. Especially as she’d already known the Countess was friends with Arabella, and the Earl had seemed friends with Isaac.

      “We met at the Chesterfields,” Lydia said, by way of explanation. “She was quite kind.”

      Benedict laughed. “That might be the first time I’ve heard the first word anyone used to describe Cynthia as kind. She is, but it’s not the first impression she usually makes.”

      Biting her lip, Lydia shrugged and giggled, unable to gainsay that observation.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Seeing how Lydia responded to Benedict’s jokes and teasing, Isaac felt a pang of envy. Whenever he teased or flirted, he always felt rather stupid doing so. But he wanted to make his wife giggle too. She looked more relaxed, happier. Not because of him.

      Perhaps it was the lot of the elder to be more serious minded. Having just mentioned the Hoods, he could see the similarities. He and Thomas were both the eldest, both the most responsible and most serious. They both tended towards sternness - or, as Arabella might call it, stuffiness. Walter and Benedict, as the second-born, were both jokers and pranksters but with a serious core to them. The youngest, Arabella and Felix, were the least serious - although marriage had sobered Felix quite a bit, as had the chase his wife had led him before the wedding. Thinking about the gentleman Arabella had described to Lydia, Isaac could only hope for a similar effect. He loved his sister, but she skated close to the line of respectability far too often, endangering her reputation and that of the entire family’s at times. In fact, if she wasn’t a Duke’s sister and therefore given some leeway for her behavior, Society would not have tolerated her fits and starts so well. 

      She could be shockingly rude when she chose to. Granted, those who received her disfavor had often earned it, but sometimes her behavior was entirely unhelpful. And she did herself no favors by lowering her own behavior to their level. In many ways, she would do much better to emulate the Countess of Spencer.

      Considered by the ton to be an Original, the Countess’ behavior could often skirt the line of propriety. However, when someone earned her approbation, she drew in her outrage rather than venting it, and would coldly but very properly tear the person in question to pieces without stepping a toe out of line. She was nearly as terrifying as the Dowager-Countess of Spencer when she did so, and the Dowager-Countess was one of the most intimidating old dragons in Society.

      Thinking of the Countess also brought Spencer to his thoughts, who seemed to prove Isaac’s theory wrong. Spencer was the eldest son, but he was a rake, a rogue, a tease, and flirt. Both he and the Countess were eccentrics, accepted by Society, but not always following the proper societal rules. Still, they both knew when to toe the line, something Arabella seemed to struggle with.

      When dinner was finished, Arabella and Lydia relocated to the drawing room, leaving him and Benedict to their port and conversation.

      “So.” Benedict said, raising his eyebrow as he leaned back in his chair. “Spanking your poor bride already?”

      Isaac nearly choked on his port. Leaning over, Benedict clapped him on the back, his eyes dancing with amusement. Glaring between sputtering coughs, Isaac wrestled back control over himself. 

      “That’s not really any of your business,” he retorted, once he was able to speak again.

      “I’m not blind,” Benedict responded mildly, glancing down at the seat between them where Lydia’s fluffy cushion was still resting. “You’re just lucky Arabella was on the other side of the table. And is both self-involved and innocent enough not to notice the way Lydia was moving.”

      “She trapped me into marriage. You didn’t really think we’d settle in without some issues, did you?” Isaac asked, raising his eyebrows.

      “I just didn’t quite see you joining the ranks of Spencer, Hood, and Hyde, etc.” Benedict said with a wave of his hand, indicating their peers whom they knew spanked their wives. “Thought you would think it improper. Arabella’s one thing, as she acts a child sometimes, but Lydia isn’t like that.”

      “You’d be surprised what I think sometimes,” Isaac murmured. Despite how close he and Benedict were, they’d never conversed about Isaac’s particular bedchamber proclivities. He’d always felt such things were to be kept private. Of course, the group of men they’d been introduced to when Arabella had befriend Gabrielle, all of whom spanked their wives, were quite open with each other and managed to do so without being disrespectful of the ladies in question. Which was probably why Isaac had felt so immediately comfortable with them, even if he chose to keep his own mouth shut. After all, they were all speaking of wives and, mostly, of discipline, whereas his experiences had been completely outside of matrimony and had had nothing to do with discipline.

      Now, however, he’d have quite a bit in common with them. He eyed his brother and wondered if Benedict had anything in common with them as well.

      “Do you find such discipline improper?” he asked, curious. This was a topic he and his brother had never touched on before.

      Benedict cocked his head to the side and grinned. “Not particularly, as long as the lady’s dignity outside of the discipline is maintained. Although, I will say, I’d much rather indulge in some amorous play than in discipline.”

      “I believe most would.”

      “Well, Lord and Lady Spencer...”

      “Are quite eccentric. In more ways than one.”

      Both of them laughed and the conversation wound around to their more usual topics. Benedict wanted to know how the estate was doing - he’d always been interested in the business aspects and usually oversaw that part of the family operation. He spent far more time in London than Isaac did because of those interests, a task Isaac had been and still was happy to hand over to him.

      They didn’t linger over their port for too long, however, as Isaac was eager to get back to his bride. After overhearing her conversation with Arabella this afternoon, he’d found himself feeling better about Lydia in general... which meant he no longer felt the need to fight his desire to be in her company. He didn’t feel quite as resentful over enjoying her company. Even if she was keeping secrets from him, he now felt as though he could trust her more. He might not know why she was keeping secrets from him, but he felt surer in her character and who she was as a person. A person he rather liked.
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      Something had changed. 

      She didn’t know why, she only knew it had. At first, she’d thought Isaac’s change in demeanor was due to the arrival of his siblings; dissembling, on his part, to cover up the tension. She’d been all too willing to go along with him, because the dissipation of tension had been such a relief.

      It wasn’t until after they’d said their good nights to his brother and sister, and returned to her rooms she realized the reality of the change. Not until he’d started kissing her and it had been... different. She wasn’t sure she could describe how, but the difference was discernible... notable even.

      His lips were somehow softer; no less demanding than previous kisses, he still conquered her mouth with his usual dominance... and yet there was a gentle tenderness to his kiss that she hadn’t felt before. Her heart rose to acknowledge that difference, to bask in it. His caresses were as assured as ever, yet somehow they felt less angry. Less as though he was taking out his resentment and disappointment on her body.

      Lydia hadn’t minded. She’d known it was her own fault and taken it as her due, hoping to give him some kind of surcease from the emotional turmoil she’d caused him. But she still appreciated the difference. Had yearned for it. Because he’d done this before... before he’d started questioning her and she’d refused to answer him.

      Tonight, his hands were gentle on her sore bottom, although he still caressed her battered cheeks. The skin was barely pink, but she still felt the aftereffects of the paddle. It was a deep ache, but when his hands kneaded her soft cheeks, after the initial discomfort it started to feel quite good, and she found herself moaning in his arms. 

      Every night, he had brought her to pleasure... but she hadn’t realized how rushed it had been until now. Now he took his time, exploring every inch of her with his hands, igniting her skin in a wholly different way than when he wielded the paddle. Her blood felt like molten lava, pumping through her veins, rising up to meet his fingertips wherever he touched her body and leaving her singed and aching.

      When he laid her down on the bed, naked, she expected him to thrust into her, but instead, he continued to explore her with his mouth. His lips followed his fingers down her body, leaving her whimpering as he suckled on her breasts, her swollen nipples aching until they felt like they were about to burst. Soft kisses left a trail of fire down her stomach, her legs spread wide to receive him as he made his way to the cleft between her legs.

      Even with her sensitive bottom rubbing against the sheets, she barely noticed the lingering ache. The slight sting enhanced the pleasure she was feeling, the way it always did, but it didn’t take any of her focus. Her focus was entirely on the firm grip of his fingers as he spread her thighs even wider apart, then followed that by spreading her labia, and sliding his tongue through the hot, wet flesh between. She cried out, writhing and clutching at the sheets beneath her hands. Although he’d licked her before, he hadn’t taken this kind of care, this kind of slow torment, before. With just the first touch of his tongue, she was practically sobbing as the sensation ignited a conflagration in her core.

      Two fingers slid into her, probing her wet sheath, and Lydia nearly levitated off the bed. Compared to this, the pleasure Isaac had visited on her before was fulfilling and rapturous, but also perfunctory. This was decadence. Glorious passion. Sensual splendor personified.

      When his lips closed over her clitoris and suckled, she screamed as the intense sensations surged through her. Rolling orgasms, each wave a response to Isaac’s suckling, leaving her legs kicking, and her body spasming as she tried to hold onto herself through the onslaught of rapturous ecstasy. It wasn’t until she was practically whimpering, her muscles quivering, that he finally released her from his mouth, his fingers sliding from her body.

      With half-lidded eyes, she looked up at him, completely under his erotic thrall as he loomed over her. The dark shadow of his broad shoulders, his dark hair and eyes, made him look like some kind of fallen angel, come to earth to ravish and corrupt her totally. It was an utterly delicious fantasy.

      The heavy, broad tip of his cock pushed into her, and Lydia moaned. She would normally have pushed her hips up to meet him, eager for the connection, but as sated and limp as she was, as sensitive as her tingling body felt, she could barely manage more than a quiver as he slowly pierced her. The thick length of his cock stretched her open so slowly, so leisurely, it was an entirely new experience for her. She was used to being impaled on him with passionate urgency; feeling him gradually sinking into her with measured deliberation was a feast for her senses... and her senses already felt as though they’d eaten their fill.

      Once he did begin to thrust, he did so with a slow and steady pace, taking his time so her body could adjust to the overload of sensation she was already experiencing and the tension in her center began to build again. Lydia found the strength to reach up enough to rest her hands on his shoulders, her fingers digging into his muscles as he took her, with hard, steady thrusts that left her gasping and arching beneath him.

      “Ohh... oh my... Isaac....” She shuddered and writhed, already feeling overwhelmed from the sensations he’d elicited, and yet unable to deny the building of a second, higher climax. It was almost frightening, how he could wring even more of a response from her.

      She saw his eyes flash when she said his name, and then his head was bending to her breast again. The taut bud of her nipple swelled as he bit down gently, the aching sting making her body throb. Her fingers slid into his dark hair, gripping his head, and she nearly screamed from the surge of pleasure that flared through her. When his head moved, switching to her other nipple, leaving the tormented one reddened and slightly crushed, she arched her back, thrusting her breast up in offering.

      The pain and pleasure had become an exquisite meld of sensations and she’d given herself over to it completely. Her thoughts, her regrets, her desire to make up for her secret-keeping, it was all put aside and lost in the flames of passion, in the vortex of ecstasy as he filled her, again and again and again. The connection between them, the giving and taking of pain and pleasure, had reached a new level, one which left her completely at his sexual mercy.
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      Watching his wife come apart beneath him, Isaac found himself wallowing in her, enjoying her in a way that he hadn’t allowed himself to before. Her reactions and responses were completely genuine; he knew when a woman was overcome, and Lydia was nearly senseless with pleasure. Masculine triumph rose up in him, urging him onward.

      He hadn’t realized how much he’d allowed her secrets to affect him in the bedroom until now.

      After all, he’d been passionate. He’d ensured she reached her own climax. He’d discovered how she liked to be touched, found that she enjoyed a bite of pain with the pleasure, taken the time to learn how to best please her. But he’d used that knowledge to assuage his conscience when it came to how he treated her, not to truly focus on her pleasure the way he was tonight.

      Tonight was more... more everything.

      More of his focus truly on her. More of his passion rather than pent-up resentment taken physical form. More of her responses. More connecting the two of them, in a manner which they hadn’t yet.

      Each thrust of his hips sent him sliding into her, her body quivering beneath his in sensual appreciation. His mouth, suckling at her breast, biting at her nipples, had her pussy spasming around him in response. Hearing her little whimpers as he tormented her sensitive buds made his cock ache, his own arousal soaring in response.

      His hands moved down to her hips and slid beneath her bottom, lifting her by her cheeks. The angle allowed him deeper access to her body, and she shuddered in his hands as his fingers dug into the soft flesh of her bottom. Those chastised cheeks were still sore, and his manhandling had her tightening around him. Her throaty cry of pained pleasure slid down his spine and straight to his balls as they tightened and throbbed.

      The wet slap of his body pounding into hers came faster and louder as his pace increased, his thrusts becoming rougher. Lydia’s hands slid around his neck, hanging onto him as he pounded into her body.

      “Isaac!” She cried out his name, her quim squeezing so tightly it was twice the effort to move his cock, and then she screamed in ecstasy as she came for the second time. The pleasure was enough to make him falter, her pussy spasming around him, nails digging into the back of his neck.

      He thrust erratically, his own breath panting, riding her through her orgasm until he couldn’t hold his own back anymore. Hot pleasure swamped him and he groaned, holding himself tightly against her body, spilling his seed into her womb. Beneath him she trembled and sobbed for breath as his hips rolled against her sensitive parts, rubbing her clit even as he pulsed inside of her.

      Bracing his arms, he let some of his weight fall on her as her legs slid down from where her heels had been digging into the backs of his thighs, falling onto the bed on either side of him. One silken limb rubbed against the side of his leg, rather like a cat affectionately rubbing its master.

      Lowering his head, Isaac kissed her lips.

      Tenderly. 

      Felt himself shrinking inside of her.

      Allowed the moment between them to linger.

      Allowed the intimacy to stretch.

      Lydia nuzzled against him, obviously happy to have him stay. Happy to have him linger. The soft, little strokes of her fingers and her lips over the bristle on his cheek was enough to make him wish he’d done more of this before. But it had felt too vulnerable - he’d felt too vulnerable to her - to allow such intimacy to grow between them.

      Now...

      It might be unwise, but he wasn’t ready to let go yet.

      So he just enjoyed. Cradled her. Sank into the pleasure of holding her until she fell asleep, basking in the warmth they’d created.

      Only then did he slip from her bed to his own.

      Was it his imagination, or did his own bed feel colder than ever? 
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      Although Lydia awoke alone, she couldn’t remember a morning when she’d ever awoken feeling so replete. Satisfied. Well-rested.

      As Mary bustled about the room, opening up the curtains, Lydia understood why she might feel quite so well-rested - it was much later in the morning that she usually awoke! The sun was quite high in the sky.

      Between her legs, she ached pleasantly. Her bottom was still sore, but not horribly so. At the very least, the rather nice ache between her legs assisted with dispersing some of the lingering effects of her spanking. When Mary helped her to dress, she found there was a similar ache in her nipples, which were quite sensitive to even the lightest touch of fabric against them. All in all, she felt quite wonderful.

      Last night... well it had been beyond anything she’d ever dreamed.

      It also made her a touch sad, as she realized how much Isaac had been holding back. What she couldn’t understand was what had changed. Was it just the advent of his brother and sister’s return? Had one of them said something to him? Or was it something she had done or said during dinner? 

      No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t think of a single reason for such a distinct difference. Not that she was complaining.

      “Which dress would you like to wear today, Your Grace?” Mary asked, holding up two offerings.

      Lydia’s lips curved. “The lavender please, Mary.”

      It was more form-sitting than her usual morning dresses, with a slightly lower neckline, although not at all improper. The color made the most of her pale eyes, without matching them exactly, and the soft blonde of her hair. It was a gown made to make the wearer feel good, which made it perfect for her this morning because she already felt as if she could take on the world.

      Unfortunately, her expectations were somewhat disappointed. Although Isaac was around the house more, by necessity they were mostly kept apart during the day. He and Benedict had business to attend to in the study, while she found herself caught up with Arabella and Mrs. Huffington, planning the upcoming ball and house party and penning the necessary invitations. Sending one to her sister and stepfather gave her a small pang of anxiety, as she truly didn’t want to see her stepfather at all, but there was no other choice. Not inviting them would be seen as decidedly odd, and she did want to see her sister.

      She supposed she could always hope Amy might come without the Earl... although it was quite doubtful. Although as a married duchess, Lydia could certainly act as a chaperone for her sister now, the Earl was far too controlling. Besides which, he’d wanted something from Lydia’s new position. She had no doubt he’d come to see her new home. 

      At least, as the mistress of the house, she could put his bedchamber far away from hers. Far away from any ladies, actually. 

      When Isaac came to her bed that night, he was just as tender, just as focused in his attentions, although with a small difference. He was also a touch rougher. Lydia was entirely enthusiastic as he took her from behind, pinching and tugging on her nipples so hard she thought he might crush the little buds... the pain made her quite wild as she pushed back against his thrusts, the slight soreness in her bottom reawakening as it slapped against his body. When he gave her upturned bottom a few firm slaps, she found herself crying out with pleasure as she climaxed almost immediately.

      He held her in his arms again, until she felt asleep, her nose nestled into his chest hair. Sleepily, as she drowsed off, Lydia could only wonder at her inexplicable reactions to a few swats amidst coitus, but there was no denying it had happened. Pressing herself even more against Isaac, she let herself slip into sleep, deciding the why didn’t matter, she would just enjoy that she did.
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      Resting his hands against his wife’s creamy, upturned buttocks, Isaac stared moodily at the pristine cheek. She’d had more than enough time to recover from her last spanking. More than once, he’d opened an avenue of conversation which would have allowed her to confide in him. Still she resisted. 

      So far, he hadn’t pulled back from their lovemaking, but sometimes it was an effort. Because he felt he’d opened himself to her there, but she still remained closed off to him here.

      Her bottom wriggled and rippled under his hand as he sat there, staring at it.

      “Isaac?” His wife’s voice drifted up to his ears, filled with concern and not a little bit of anxiety. After all, he’d had her over his lap for at least two full minutes and so far had not proceeded to the spanking.

      Because he didn’t want to. He wanted to indulge in the joys of erotic pain, not visit disciplinary pain upon her every few days. While some of the aftereffects were quite nice, and he enjoyed her reddened cheeks and her passionate reaction when he squeezed them, such an effect could be achieved without the harshness he was forced to use when taking disciplinary measures.

      “Lydia... why won’t you tell me? Do you not trust me?” He could hear the revealing pain in his voice, but now that he’d started, it was like a dam had been let loose. He couldn’t stop the words falling from his mouth, an entreaty straight from his heart. “Is spanking you having an adverse effect? Are you afraid I’ll discipline you more harshly if you tell me?”

      “What? No! I’m not afraid of you, Isaac, I promise!” She actually sounded a bit distressed by the very idea, and was squirming around on his lap so much now, trying to look at him, that he deemed it prudent to pick her up and sit her on his lap rather than holding her over it.

      Her cheeks were flushed pink, her hair already starting to become loose from its pins and small curls framed her face, her grey eyes finding his, filled with emotion. The concern and anxiety reflecting back at him confounded him. Lydia knew what was coming, knew he was going to discipline her, yet all of her concern was focused on him.

      Dainty hands pressed against his cheeks, holding his face almost tenderly. “I’m not afraid of you. You’re a good and honorable man.”

      Yet he didn’t feel good and honorable. He felt torn. Battered. Worn down. And he wondered, in that moment, if the spankings were having a more detrimental effect on him than they were on her. It certainly seemed that way sometimes.

      “Then why won’t you tell me?”

      Her mouth opened and closed. Pursed. Guilt welled in her eyes, followed quickly by tears that glimmered but didn’t fall, and her hands dropped away from him.

      “I can’t.”

      As he opened his mouth to reply, her stress on the second word, suddenly hit him. Every time he’d asked her to tell him why, she didn’t say she wouldn’t, she didn’t say she shouldn’t... she said she couldn’t. Some people might think there was very little difference between those words, but Lydia was very well read, very educated, and very precise in her speech. If she said “can’t,” she meant it.

      “Can’t,” he repeated softly, turning the word over in his mouth as if tasting it. 

      The tears still glimmered in her eyes, her pink lips pinched, as she nodded her head.

      He’d become so wrapped up in what she wasn’t saying, he hadn’t been paying attention to what she was. There was a clue in that. In her repeated use of “can’t,” in the guilt he saw weighing her down, in her easy acceptance of punishment.

      “You’re.... protecting someone,” he murmured, and something flared in her eyes, flickered across her expression. “Are you protecting yourself?”

      There was only the slightest hesitation before she blurted out, “Yes.”

      Truth, but not the whole truth, he guessed.

      Taking her chin between his fingers, Isaac tilted her head back so her gaze was lifted back up to his from where it had dropped. “Who else are you protecting, my dear?”

      Her delicate jaw clenched stubbornly. Lashes fluttered against her cheek. It didn’t take much for Isaac to realize that she wasn’t going to tell him. It didn’t matter. The upcoming house party guest list had been rather revealing. While there had been a few young ladies she’d added as friends to the list, she’d had to think to come up with their names.

      The only person she’d shown any true, deep emotion for was her younger sister, Amy. Isaac understood the impulse of an elder sibling to protect the younger, especially as their mother had passed away. Elder siblings could, and would, do anything necessary.

      The only question was, how did Lydia’s presence in his household protect her sister? How it protected her was a bit more obvious; whatever fears she had for herself, they were ameliorated by her position as a duchess and her presence in a household where whatever she feared was absent. But as to protecting her sister... it didn’t make sense.

      “Isaac?” Lydia’s voice was almost shy, hesitant. He blinked and focused on her again, realizing that he’d become so lost in his own thoughts he’d almost forgotten she was there. Waiting.

      Whatever determination he’d gathered dissipated. He couldn’t do this anymore. It went against every grain in his body, in his heart. He didn’t know how else to press a confession from her, but he couldn’t continue to punish her now that he’d realized her motivations, which had nothing to do with him. It also went against his grain to admit there were situations over which he had no control, but in this case, it was certainly true. Whatever she was afraid of, whatever she needed protection from, she obviously thought she had found it here with him, and she also thought that she couldn’t protect her sister if she confided in him.

      Perhaps in a day or two he could build up the proper amount of sternness or betrayed feeling to spank her again, but today... he couldn’t.

      “Go,” he said with a sigh.

      “What?”

      “Go.” He stood, lifting her from his lap and standing her on her feet as he did so. “I have work to do.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Taking her by the arm, he guided her towards the door of his study. His chest felt too tight for his heart, for the breath he was drawing in. He needed time alone to think and to decide what he was going to do next.

      “I’m not going to punish you today, and since I’m not going to punish you, I have work to do.” Practically pushing her outside of the door, Isaac dropped a kiss to her forehead. He could see she was slightly distressed, but she couldn’t be any more distressed than he was. “I’ll see you at dinner, my dear.”

      Closing the door, he slumped back against it. 

      What now?

      An elder sister protecting both herself and her younger sister wasn’t going to reveal her secrets for a spanking, no matter how harsh. Which made him feel all the more an ogre for having put her through it in the first place. Why hadn’t he noticed earlier that she always responded with “can’t”? Or, rather, he had, but it had taken uncommonly long for him to realize the implications. Then again, when he’d first married her, he hadn’t known her well enough to realize exactly how deliberate she was whenever she spoke, he hadn’t known her well enough to know she always spoke exactly.

      Feeling defeated - not an emotion he was accustomed to nor did he enjoy the experience - Isaac wandered over to the window and stared blankly out on the sunny afternoon sky above his estate. He almost wished he’d married one of the ninnyhammers. He might have been bored out of his skull, but he wouldn’t have felt like this.
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      For one wild moment, Lydia considered pounding on the door and demanding her spanking from her husband. 

      But what kind of person would do that?

      She stared at the thick, wooden door, completely at a loss, feeling strangely bereft. What did that make her, that she was actually disappointed her husband hadn’t spanked her? The unsettled feeling in her stomach didn’t dissipate. The anxiety which had followed her into the room had also followed her out of it. There had been no relief, no reconnection, no apology on her knees...

      Slowly, she turned away from the door and walked away, excepting that at any moment it would open again and Isaac would call her back.

      He didn’t.

      She turned the corner.

      Walking down the hall, she could actually feel her bottom tingling. Her body knew she should have been punished. But he didn’t. Why not?

      And the look on his face when he’d led her out the door... she’d thought he’d become cold between the day of their wedding and the arrival of his siblings, but this was something different. She’d never seen him look quite so blank in expression. Never seen his shoulders slump like that.

      Resignation. That’s what it was. He’d finally resigned himself to the fact she wasn’t going to answer him.

      Which was a good thing... wasn’t it?

      Then why didn’t she feel better?

      If anything, she felt worse than when Rigby had found her and told her Isaac would like her to come meet him in his study. Since she was only ever called to his study for one reason, she’d known immediately that the presence of his siblings wasn’t going to stop his questions or the spankings. She’d gone to the study reluctantly, but resigned, knowing what was coming. When he’d asked, she’d given him her answer, and then obediently gone over his lap.

      She hadn’t realized his own turmoil until he’d sat her back up. Seeing the agony in his expression, the reluctance to punish her, had hurt her far more than his hand could. Being sent away, without the relief of performing her penance, had left her feeling far worse than any of the spankings had. Her bottom might feel relief, but she did not.

      There was a knot in her stomach, making her feel rather sick, and tension in her shoulders that was tightening her back and stirring a headache.

      “Your Grace?” Mrs. Huffington came bustling down the hall, a smile on her broad face. Seeing her was a slight relief, as Lydia knew the housekeeper would provide distraction. “Arabella was hoping to finalize the guest list so the invitations could go out today.”

      “Yes, of course,” Lydia said. The knot in her stomach seemed to tighten further. The house party, with her sister and stepfather in tow, and her husband trying to discover her secrets, not to mention the ball introducing her to the neighborhood. What could possibly go wrong?

      Only two bright notes stood out in the day. When Lydia mentioned Mr. Joseph Tilding and her sister’s note to Arabella, Arabella had brightened and revealed her family was quite familiar with the Duke of Kent, including his various cousins. As they were near in age, Benedict and Joseph were friends; not good enough friends that he would normally merit an invitation to a more private party like this, but as the connection to Amy was there as well... apparently excited by the idea of matchmaking, Arabella had insisted on adding him to the list. The second bright spot was her insistence on taking a trip to the nearby town of Westbury, only two hours away, and spending the day shopping for necessities and Amy’s birthday presents. Lydia was relieved at any excuse to leave the house tomorrow and immerse herself in some distraction.

      She braved Isaac’s study again, to ask for pin money, which he agreed he would have ready for her on the morrow, before gruffly dismissing her again. If it hadn’t been for Arabella, she might have spent the rest of the day quite despondent, but her sister-in-law was determined to throw the best house party and ball possible, which meant they spent the afternoon combing through the attics looking for any kind of decorations which might be useful or especially apt.
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      “I was also thinking we should go hunting at some point... perhaps for fairies or leprechauns?”

      Jerked out of his reverie by his brother’s nonsensical question, Isaac swiveled his head around to stare at Benedict. His brother stared back at him, the corner of his mouth twitching with amusement.

      “Woolgathering, was I?” Isaac asked, his voice deceptively mild.

      “For at least the third time this afternoon. I feel as though we’re looking out the same window but seeing remarkably different views,” Benedict said, tilting his head as he leaned towards the window, looking out over the estate and - as it happened - the road leading into the house. “Or perhaps you’re seeing what’s not there... such as the two ladies of the house?”

      Lydia and Arabella had left after breakfast that morning, much to Isaac’s consternation. Part of him had wanted to go with them... but he’d claimed the need to work and stayed behind. It was the first time he and Lydia had been separated since the wedding, and he thought it should feel a relief, but instead he felt almost itchy knowing she was absent from the house. Knowing he couldn’t just walk out and find her, watch her, check on her... He didn’t like it.

      Especially when he was uncertain as to her state of mind. Last night he’d walked her to her bedroom, and had been seriously considering going straight to his own rather than opening himself to intimacy with her again, but she’d practically dragged him in with her. For the first time, she’d been the aggressor in their sexual relationship; in fact, she’d been almost desperate for his touch. If he hadn’t physically pulled her mouth from his cock, she would have sucked him dry before he’d managed to bury himself inside of her.

      The deeper intimacy from the past few nights had been missing, but it wasn’t as far a step back as it could have been. Some of the intimacy lingered. The tenderness he felt towards her certainly did.

      “You know, I was a bit worried when she trapped you,” Benedict said, still looking out the window. “But I did think you needed shaking up, and I decided any young lady with the gumption to drug you would probably be a better match for you than the fainting milk-and-water misses you were perusing. And, once I actually spoke with her, I felt her actions were quite a bit out of character. Besides which, it was already too late to change anything, so we all felt we might as well support you and help make the best of the situation. But it does seem to have turned out rather better than any of us expected.”

      Raising his eyebrow, Isaac turned his head and caught his brother’s eye, silently asking him to elucidate. He found himself curious what his and Lydia’s relationship looked like from the outside. It was also nice to know his friends and family hadn’t completely turned against him and had accepted Lydia as a way to make his own life easier. Well, except Arabella. Isaac was quite sure her reasons had more to do with what she wanted than anything else, although he was honestly relieved she’d accepted Lydia – his little sister could easily make life unbearable for all of them if she wanted to.

      Benedict grinned. “Well, she’s rather perfect for you, isn’t she? She’s got a bit to learn about the household and throwing soirees, but Huffy and Arabella have that well in hand and she’s certainly a quick learner. Her manners are faultless, and she’s even had a calming effect on Arabella. Sure, Arabella still goes riding astride every morning, and can be rudely blunt with us, but she’s much more ladylike when she’s interacting with Lydia, and I rather think that’s due to Lydia’s encouragement. And even though she obviously adores you, she’s not a pushover about anything. Just look at the way she set you down at breakfast.”

      At breakfast, Isaac had begun lecturing Arabella on appropriate purchases - his usual spiel when his sister went shopping - but Lydia had interrupted and calmly, politely, and firmly backed his sister up. Apparently, as her first Season was now behind her, Arabella would be allowed - even expected - by Society to wear slightly darker colors (still light, but not necessary pastel) and, as a more mature debutante, her necklines could be lowered. Isaac had glowered and protested, and Lydia had pointed out that - unless he wanted the matrons and gentlemen to think Arabella was immature and out of touch with fashion (neither of which would stand her in good stead with Society) - she should at least have some dresses which marked her as a more established deb. Especially as the pastel colors weren’t as flattering on her coloring as more vibrant tones would be.

      While he didn’t like the idea of lowered necklines or brighter colors on his sister - although both ladies assured him that she would still have to wear light colors - he had to give way to Lydia’s coolly logical arguments. After all, if he did hear anyone denigrating Arabella - or Lydia for not steering her sister-in-law correctly in the matter of dress - he’d be quite a bit more vexed at that person than he was at the idea of Arabella showing more décolletage. It had better be only a bit more, though.

      Something Benedict said suddenly pushed its way to the fore of his conscience.

      “Lydia adores me?”

      The look his brother shot him was almost disbelieving. “Well... yes. She reminds me of a puppy dog, actually.” Benedict’s gaze unfocused for a moment, looking inward. “Perhaps I’ll get her a puppy for Christmas. I bet she’d like one.”

      “You’d have to get Arabella one as well,” Isaac muttered, although his mind was more focused on what Benedict’s comments.

      Lydia adored him? The imagery of a puppy dog made him think of being followed around by big, adoring brown eyes. He couldn’t quite see it. Lydia reminded him more of a kitten. Sometimes affectionate, sometimes secretive, and he did know how to make her purr...

      “And that smile right there is why I also think she’s good for you,” Benedict said smugly. “I’ve never seen you smile like that before.”

      Wiping the expression from his face, Isaac coughed. “Let’s get back to work,” he said gruffly. Benedict laughed, but complied as they refocused their attention away from the window and each other and back on the papers in front of them.

      Well, at least as much attention as Isaac could muster.

      He knew his emotions for Lydia had certainly been engaged, but considering the state of affairs between them, he didn’t particularly relish anyone else knowing. Not even his brother. On the other hand, his brother was likely the only one who knew him well enough to notice.

      Hearing from an outside observer that Lydia adored him... well, he supposed Benedict was a somewhat biased outside observer. Of course he would want to think Isaac’s wife would be adoring of her husband. On the other hand, might Benedict be seeing something Isaac wasn’t? He wasn’t exactly unbiased either, as he had trouble reconciling the idea of an adoring wife with a wife who kept secrets from her husband. When it came to Lydia’s adoration, he wasn’t exactly unbiased either, as he certainly wished Benedict’s supposition was correct.
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      Westbury was, fortunately, large enough to have several very skilled seamstresses. Being the native, Arabella had chosen the one she wanted to take Lydia to. While Isaac had been generous with the pin money, he’d also instructed Lydia to send any larger bills - such as those from the dressmaker’s - to his desk. News of the duke’s new bride had already reached Westbury and, once the carriage was noticed and Arabella’s presence noted, everyone made the correct assumption that Lydia was the bride and their new duchess.

      Thoroughly enjoying being at the center of attention, Arabella reveled in every minute of showing off her new sister-in-law. Unused to being the source of such fervor, Lydia bore up as well as she could, extremely grateful she had Arabella there to lean on. It was obvious the townspeople were both familiar with and fond of the duke’s sister, and not just for the money she spent there. 

      The seamstress she chose, a no-nonsense sort of woman in her forties by the name of Mrs. Briggs, was assisted by her two daughters, both in their early twenties. Mrs. Briggs obviously ran the shop, and was the last word in colors and fabrics, but it was her two daughters who did most of the designs and kept up with - and occasionally tried to invent their own - fashions.

      The severe cut of their gowns, balanced with frothy lace trim and soft shades of bright colors, rather suited Lydia admirably. They didn’t suit Arabella quite as well, but as they were inside the line of acceptable for a debutante past her first Season, Lydia approved. There were more vibrant shades of fabrics available as well, which the younger sister designed dresses for, but as Lydia was washed out in vibrant colors and Arabella would have to wait until she was married (or a few more years unwed), they ignored those bolts.

      After being fitted for several dresses, Mrs. Briggs pulled Lydia aside to show her some nightgowns. Lydia blushed as she realized why Mrs. Briggs had pulled her aside to do so. 

      These weren’t like any nightgowns she’d seen before. These were nightgowns for a married lady. 

      The gowns were of all sorts of materials - silk, lace, misty chiffon - but what they all had in common were their thinness and their scandalous cuts. Low necklines, high slits up the skirts, cuts meant to cling to curves, some were even practically see through!

      “Oh... yes.” Lydia nodded decisively, her heart beating faster even though she knew Mrs. Briggs’ daughters were keeping Arabella busy in the fitting room. “Yes, I would like at least a few of these added to our bill, Mrs. Briggs.”

      The usually severe looking lady beamed indulgently. The expression looked rather odd on her face. “I thought you might, Your Grace. May I suggest this one to start?”

      Holding up a pearl-grey silk with a long slit up the skirts that would just match Lydia’s eyes, and a matching robe with silver trim, Mrs. Briggs got down to the serious business of choosing Lydia’s nighttime garments. She ended up purchasing three. The pearl-grey, one of muted blue layers of chiffon which looked as though it was floating and only managed to be opaque by dint of the layers, and the most shocking one, made of lavender silk except over the breasts which were entirely of white lace cut-outs. Lydia didn’t know if she would ever have the courage to wear something so scandalous, but some part of her loved it - the part of her which couldn’t stop picturing Isaac’s face if she ever did dare to wear it. She also purchased a white silk peignoir which she could wear over either of the latter two nightgowns, since they did not have matching ones.

      Mrs. Briggs packed those up while Lydia returned to see how Arabella’s dresses were coming.

      “Absolutely not,” were the first words out of her mouth when she saw how the mint green dress was pinned on Arabella. “Your brother would never allow you to leave the house! That neckline must be at least an inch higher, two inches would be better.’

      “But Lydia,” Arabella protested.

      Lydia gave her the same look she’d often given Amy when her younger sister protested. “You might be the talk of the town with that neckline, but it wouldn’t be in a manner which you enjoyed.”

      The two Briggs sisters looked relieved that Lydia had stepped in. Obviously they hadn’t felt up to gainsaying a duke’s sister. The elder immediately started to repin the neckline, about an inch and a half higher than it was before. If Arabella wasn’t quite so curvy it wouldn’t have been such a problem, but, as it was, far too much of her breasts had been exposed. Especially for a debutante. 

      Lydia’s mouth twitched in amusement. She might miss Amy, but at least chaperoning Arabella - even out here in the countryside away from London (where her low neckline would have cause even more consternation) - she wouldn’t be bored.

      After completing their purchases at the Briggs’, Arabella took Lydia around to several of the shops in search of birthday presents for Amy. Lydia ended up selecting a cunning little riding cap with a jaunty green feather, a beautiful cameo on a blue ribbon, and a set of pens and scented papers, which she hoped Amy would write her with. After consulting with Lydia, Arabella insisted on picking out a present as well, and purchased a lovely, flowery scent in a pretty glass bottle which Lydia was quite sure her sister would love.

      All in all, it was an extremely successful day.

      On the carriage ride home, Arabella ended up slumping in her seat and napping, worn out from the activity. Beside her, Mary was yawning as well, even though she’d mostly sat and waited for the ladies while they’d shopped, only occasionally running to fetch a footman or drop something in the carriage. Drowsing across from them, Lydia hovered between sleep and waking. Despite her enjoyment of the day, she couldn’t stop thinking about Isaac and yesterday’s suspended punishment. At least, in her mind she thought of it as suspended. Or was it discontinued? She didn’t know, but somehow the idea of the latter made her even more uneasy.

      It was impossible to completely enjoy herself when her guilt was still simmering in her stomach. Guilt, anxiety... the house party was drawing closer with every passing day, and she was desperately afraid Isaac was going to begin drawing away again. Lydia didn’t want him to draw away. If anything, she was going to need his support more than ever once the guests began arriving.

      Last night she’d sensed his distance, and she’d done what she could to ameliorate it. It hadn’t been enough, but it had been something. He’d stayed, after all, after their passion had subsided and held her until she fell asleep. Lydia saw small bits of hope in that. 

      But it wasn’t the same and she knew it. Even when he’d been his most distant, the spankings had somehow drawn them together, even if only for short periods of time. Suddenly feeling wide awake, Lydia found herself staring out the window, watching the passing countryside.

      There really was only one way to get rid of this gnawing guilt in her gut, and if, in doing so, it brought her and Isaac closer together...

      Well, he’d seemed to appreciate her taking the lead last night. Perhaps if she took the lead in this as well, he would see she was in earnest and the walls he put up against her would lower. At any rate, she knew she couldn’t live with the guilt weighing on her... just thinking about it made the miserable emotion seem to press in on her from all sides.

      The carriage finally pulled up to the manor, causing a great clatter as footmen came out to assist with packages. Arabella left her to it, suddenly bright-eyed and eager to escape the carriage and stretch her legs. Smiling benignly, Lydia directed the footmen and the maids, before sending the carriage and horses off to the stable. 

      Once that was done, she went in search of her husband.

      To her surprise, he wasn’t in his study. Nor the library. She went to his bedroom, but only his valet, Glassen was there, tending to his duties and pressing Isaac’s cravat so it was ready when Isaac dressed for dinner. However, Glassen did mention that he’d seen his grace and his brother in the billiards room. Hearing that, Lydia gave up on approaching her husband now. She would have to wait until after dinner.

      Feeling run down and vaguely disappointed, she retreated to her own room for a nap.
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      When Isaac and Benedict came to the drawing room after finishing their port, intending to rejoin the ladies, there was only one lady to be found. His sister gave him a sunny smile from where she was pretending to dance in the middle of the room, arms lifted around an imaginary suitor. “Oh good, I was getting bored.”

      “I can only imagine,” Benedict said laughing and stepping forward to take the place of her imaginary partner. “No music, no partner... and yet she dances on!”

      “Where’s Lydia?” Isaac asked, trying to smooth out the scowl that wanted to form on his face.

      “She wanted to go lie down,” Arabella said gaily as Benedict swung her around. Her skirts flared and settled as they moved their way through the steps. Apparently, neither of them needed music. The dunderheads. “She did say she would welcome your company if you were so inclined.”

      Benedict smirked. Arabella smirked.

      Isaac scowled at both of them. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll wish you both good night.”

      Their laughter followed him out the door, but, other than a touch of exasperation, he didn’t truly mind. 

      With long strides, he made his way to his wife’s room. She had seemed a bit distracted at dinner, but there had been nothing to indicate she was unwell. Which made her retreat from, and the message she’d left with, Arabella all the more confusing. It wasn’t like her to ignore the social niceties; even when her bottom had been so battered she’d barely been able to sit on a cushion she’d observed them.

      So it was, when he reached her door, he nearly burst through it in his consternation. Lydia stumbled over her steps from where she’d obviously been pacing, her head flying up in alarm to stare at him. Isaac stopped and stared back at her.

      The pins had been taken down from her hair, leaving it a long, honeyed waterfall of waves and curls over her shoulders and down her back. She was wearing a shimmering grey nightgown that caressed her curves, sliding over them as she moved like a second skin. The color of the gown matched her eyes exactly, making them look like two huge pools of moonlight as she stared back at him. A long slit up the side of the skirt revealed a pale limb in flickering glimpses, meant to tantalize the senses. As she stared at him, her nipples puckered and hardened, all too clearly outlined by the thinness of the fabric as it clung to the tiny buds. Nearby, a matching robe of some sort was flung over her chair, and Isaac didn’t know if he wanted to grab it and cover her so he could actually think or if he wanted to rip the gown from her so he didn’t have to think at all.

      “Lydia...” he said, and that was all he got out, in a rasping, choked voice. His cock was pressing against the front of his breeches, feeling strangled by his constrictive clothing, and desperate to get at her.

      Her chin lifted. “Isaac. I have a... a request to make of you.”

      A request? Dressed like that? How on earth was he supposed to think, much less grant her a request? He stared at her mutely, trying to think of how to answer. It turned out he didn’t need to. Gathering her dignity and her courage about her, she made her wishes known.

      “I would... I would request that you spank me.”
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      Her husband stared at her as though she’d lost her mind.

      “What?”

      Almost exasperated - why did he have to make her repeat herself? - Lydia clenched her hands into fists and made her request again. 

      “I would request that you spank me.”

      For a man as large and intimidating as he was, at this moment he didn’t look particularly threatening. In fact, he looked rather more flummoxed than anything else. He obviously didn’t understand what was happening. Although she couldn’t blame him, she supposed, it was probably a rather odd request to make, but it was the only way she could think of to make things right between them, and it was certainly the only way the guilt dragging at her conscience would be assuaged.

      “Why?” he finally managed to ask, the bewildered expression on his face causing him to look even more like a gentle giant. 

      “Because I can’t live like this,” she said, pressing her hand over her chest where it ached the most. “I know I deserve to be punished for keeping secrets from you, but you didn’t punish me yesterday, and I feel awful. I can’t tell you, but that doesn’t mean I should escape the consequences of it.”

      Staring at her for another moment longer, Isaac then whirled around and closed the door. Lydia’s heart leapt up in hope. With the door closed and bolted, he walked over to her, his neck bending as he looked down at her in consternation. He looked especially fine tonight in a hunter green waistcoat under his jacket, his cravat perfectly starched and tied in a Windsor knot. Just being in his presence, in her room like this, was enough to arouse her, as if her body knew their location and immediately responded.

      “Lydia, I don’t feel right punishing you if you truly can’t tell me,” he said quietly, earnestly. She felt her heart drop.

      “And I don’t feel right not being punished,” she said, reaching out to touch him. She let her sincerity flow in her voice, let it show in her eyes, as she pressed her hands against his chest and stepped into him. “I think I need it. Please Isaac...”

      Begging for a spanking. She couldn’t believe it, but it was true. Every part of her was aimed in that direction, her bottom already tingling with readiness.

      As if asking for patience, Isaac closed his eyes and tilted his head back, but his hands came up to cover hers on his chest. She felt his deep sigh through her palms, and inwardly she rejoiced, because she knew he was going to concede.
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      Isaac’s mind was racing.

      Somehow, there had to be a way to fulfill both Lydia’s need to be punished and his desire not to be so brutal on her body. After all, he did enjoy doling out erotic pain... was there a way to reconcile that with discipline? There might be... if she agreed to it. His breeches tightened as his cock responded to the idea slowly forming in his head. While he’d wanted to wait to introduce Lydia to his more exotic desires, seeing as she obviously trusted him and wanted to be punished in some manner...

      “I have no wish to be harsher on your backside than I was last time,” he said slowly, moving his head back into position to look down at her. Her grey eyes were peering back up at him through thick lashes, completely open and filled with eagerness and trust. “It’s not in me to cause a woman harm, no matter how richly she deserves a spanking. However, if you agree, your punishment can be spread out over other parts of your body as well.”

      Surprise shone in her eyes as her tongue flicked out to lick at her lips, her nerves making them dry. “What parts?”

      Moving his hand from over top hers, he reached out to caress her breast. “Here.” Dropped his hand down to her thigh. “Here.” Moved it to between her legs as she sucked in a startled breath, the silky fabric of her gown rubbing over sensitive skin. “Here.”

      Fear, anxiety, curiosity, desire, they all flicked across her face, a heady mix of anticipatory emotions that had the darker desires in him stirring in a way her punishments had never inspired. Her breath caught as his fingers pressed, still in the cleft between her legs. Whenever he’d wished to embark on a journey into deeper perversions with a lady, he’d always required one thing - her agreement. 

      As what he was suggesting was outside the bounds of regular punishment for a wife, he knew he would only feel comfortable in taking this step if Lydia agreed. He hadn’t been able to bring himself to punish her when he’d realized she was defying him because she was protecting her sister, but now she was requesting a punishment. Now he could see a way forward that would reconcile his needs with her requests and without causing him to feel guilt now that he had a better understanding of her motivations.

      Lips parted, eyes shining with anxious trepidation, Lydia finally nodded her head. “Yes, please, Isaac. I need it.”

      The way she said the words, he believed her, and suddenly everything fell into place. His little Lydia was a masochist - as proven by her sensual reaction no matter how she cried during a spanking itself - and he’d given her a steady diet of pain and then taken it away. No wonder she was practically begging for a spanking.

      Yes, their needs would align very nicely, and without impinging on his conscience or his honor. His lips curved, and he wondered if Lydia realized that, even without her guilt, she would crave the pain. 

      His fingers curved into her cleft, rubbing the sensuous silk, and she whimpered, her eyes glazing slightly at the sensation.

      Yes... this he could do.

      They could start with the spanking and move on from there. But first... he lowered his mouth to hers, taking her lips with a possessive kiss as his fingers pressed deeper between her legs. The gown would be wet with her juices, but she wouldn’t be wearing it for very long anyway. Lydia went up on her toes to kiss him back, her very fervency acting as a catalyst to his desire.

      When she was practically panting from his kiss, he released her lips and turned her towards the bed. “Go, bend over the bed.”

      Her hips swayed as she obeyed, and Isaac watched with interest as he stripped off his cravat, jacket, and waistcoat, leaving him in his shirtsleeves, which he began rolling up each forearm. Upon reaching the bed, she bent over at the waist, resting her upper body on the mattress. With her legs slightly spread, her feet were flat on the floor. The grey silk slid over her upturned bottom, the split in the skirt of the nightgown falling revealingly away from her leg.

      This was much more in line with Isaac’s desires. His enjoyment. He could spank her bottom red, her thighs red, her breasts red... as long as he never had to see her skin nearing purple again, he would be happy. The overall placement of her punishment would give her the pain she craved, without forcing him to feel as though he was punishing her unduly harshly - especially since he no longer felt as though she deserved such harsh punishments. If he felt keeping a secret from Lydia would protect Arabella or Benedict, he would probably choose to do so, depending on how dire the secret was.

      A true punishment... no, he couldn’t do it anymore. But Lydia’s masochistic tendencies, her consent to being ‘punished,’ would allow him to introduce her to the kind of pain he actually enjoyed.

      Stepping forward, he slid his fingers beneath the slit in her skirt and pulled it up and to the side, draping it artfully over her hip so her bottom was entirely exposed to him. She was already wet, her pussy beginning to gleam in the candlelight, just from anticipation. Isaac dragged his fingers over her bottom, smiling as she shuddered, his cock pressing against his breeches as he began to play with her.

      “Why are you being punished, my dear?” he asked, his voice a low purr.

      “Because... because I’m keeping secrets from you,” she replied, her voice faltering only a little. He could hear the confusion in her tone, was sure she was wondering why he was behaving so differently... perhaps by the end of the night she’d understand.

      “I’ll give you one last chance to tell me before your punishment begins.”

      Her blonde curls shook, and she looked at him over her shoulder. “I can’t... I’m sorry Isaac, but I can’t.”

      Which was why he couldn’t continue punishing her the way he had been. Because he now understood at least part of her motivations. It was time to introduce his beautiful wife to a different kind of punishment, one which would salve both of their consciences. 

      His hand lifted and came down on her bottom, hard enough to sting but not enough to make her cry out - not now that she was used to much more force. Isaac took his time, spanking her bottom all over to give it a nice, dark pink glow. As he did so, he watched as her pussy became wetter and wetter, the shiny gloss of her cream wetting her lips and damping the blonde curls framing the shell of her pussy.

      The difference between an erotic spanking and a punishment spanking wasn’t necessarily the harshness of it, but the buildup. He warmed her bottom with his hand, tenderizing her skin, before he began the harsher swats. By then, her body responded more with pleasure than pain, especially when he began to include a caress of her pussy between swats.

      Once her arse was a nice, dark pink verging on red, he moved his hand down to the sensitive backs of her thighs.
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      Oh!

      Lydia gasped as Isaac’s hand smacked against the back of her thigh, stinging so much more than it had against her bottom. Not that his swats to her bottom hadn’t hurt too, but this was sharper... and in a location she was unused to receiving swats. He moved his hand all the way down her thighs to just above the back of her knees before making his way back up again. 

      Although her bottom didn’t hurt nearly as much as it had at the end of her last punishment, tears were already stinging her eyes as his hand stung her legs. Just because it wasn’t as painful didn’t mean it didn’t hurt. The heat in her bottom was slowly being matched by her thighs, and she couldn’t decide whether or not it was worse having more than one area spanked or having just her bottom spanked but more harshly.

      “Oh!” This time she gasped the word aloud as his hand came down on her sensitive sit spot, just underneath the curve of her bottom. The backs of her thighs already felt like they were burning just as much as her bottom and he hadn’t spanked them for nearly as long or as hard!

      “Do you have something to say, my dear?”

      His voice was almost silky; a much different tone than he normally used when he was spanking her. As he asked the question, his fingers drifted over her pussy, just enough to tease, not enough to pleasure, and Lydia shivered in response.

      She shook her head. “No, Isaac.”

      “I’d like you to call me Sir from now on, when you’re being punished.”

      Lydia gulped. “N-no, Sir.” She’d done it before my accident, but for some reason, having him state his request - which she immediately knew was really an order - made it seem that much more monumental. It made him feel more like a disciplinarian than her husband, even though his fingers were currently touching her in a more husbandly than disciplinary manner.

      “Good girl,” he murmured.

      A warm flush went through her body, surprising her, at those simple words.

      Then his hand came down again on the back of her other thigh, right atop her sit spot, and Lydia found herself gasping again, clutching at the covers in front of her. Her arms were beginning to tire of holding herself in this position, but she didn’t want to disappoint him by falling out of it. Fortunately, once his hand had made its way back down her left thigh and then back up, he stopped. 

      “Stand up straight, my dear,” he said, after giving her bottom a quick rub, reigniting the flames on her skin. “Now turn around and sit down.”

      Lydia yelped slightly as obeyed; the backs of her thighs and her bottom flared and throbbed when pressed against the mattress. While the actual mattress was soft, the pressure against her skin so soon after a spanking meant it didn’t matter how soft her seat was, it still hurt. The heat of her skin was now trapped against the mattress, making it feel as though it was burning even hotter. One of the tears that had welled in her eyes trickled down her face when she blinked, and then she quickly wiped it away with the back of her hand.

      “Does it hurt?” her husband asked, in that same, silkily sinful voice. Lydia looked up at him. He seemed so much larger than usual with her in a seated position, and he was always big. Now her head was at level with his stomach, and she only had to lower her gaze a little to see his cock straining against his breeches, creating a very large bulge in the front.

      With his jacket and waistcoat removed there was nothing to hide his erection, as his shirt was still tucked in. His sleeves had been rolled up to above his elbows, somehow making him look both casual and intimidating, as it drew attention to his strong forearms and hands. Wetting her lips, Lydia peered up at him.

      “Yes, Sir,” she answered. “It hurts.”

      And yet she could feel other responses in her body as well. Her nipples were rubbing against the silky fabric of her nightgown, her thighs might burn, but they also wanted to press together and relieve some of the ache of her pussy. The need to be filled was rising inside of her, in a manner she couldn’t ignore, something which had never happened during a punishment before. Her arousal had always been made clear to her after a punishment, but never during.

      The slight curve of Isaac’s lips at her answer was more rakish than a full on grin. Lydia could feel her heart beating faster as she stared up at her husband’s visage. When his gaze dropped to her breasts, she swore she could feel the mounds swell under his scrutiny.

      He reached out and flicked each strap of her gown off of her shoulders. The fabric slithered down her front, hanging for a moment off of her nipples, before dropped down from those buds as well. Lydia’s mouth went dry as heat and need surged through her. This was incredibly intimate and a little terrifying, but also incredibly arousing.

      “Put your hands behind your neck and lace your fingers together.”

      As she did so, it shifted her weight and she could feel her bottom and thighs throbbing in response. The position lifted up her breasts as if offering to them, and heat flushed through her body and up into her cheeks at the scandalous pose, and its reminder of where he said he would punish her. Isaac cupped a breast in each hand as though weighing them, the warmth of his palms heating her skin, and he rubbed his thumbs over her nipples. Lydia leaned forward into the caress, practically whimpering from the desire coursing through her.

      Then he let each mound drop, and his hand pulled back and slapped her breast. 

      The contact sent a burst of stinging pain through her, shocking her and making her gasp as more tears sprang into her eyes. Then his other hand lifted and fell, swatting against the side of her other breast. He was spanking her breasts hard enough to sting but not hard enough that she couldn’t bear it. The abuse was new and painful, and she could feel her bottom and thighs throbbing in sympathy with each blow. 

      The heavy mounds of her breasts swayed with each swat, and her nipples seemed to grow tighter and tighter. When his fingers actually landed against the turgid buds, snapping against those sensitive, swollen nips, Lydia cried out as more tears spilled down her cheeks. It stung, it burned, and the need inside of her pulsed harder than ever. She felt like she was burning up all over, both inside and outside. Her back arched as he slapped her breasts, his hands moving harder and faster, and she thrust them forward for more punishment.

      When he suddenly stopped and took her nipples between his fingers, pinching the tender swellings and rolling them harshly, Lydia thought she might climax just from the sensations sweeping through her. They were so much more intense than ever before. Her breasts and nipples were tingling, throbbing as much as her thighs and bottom, and his rough fingers twisting and pulling made her insides writhe with pained pleasure.

      “Oh! Sir!” Her eyelashes fluttered, more tears sliding down the tracks on her cheeks as he pinched especially hard, crushing her nipples with his fingers.
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      Lydia’s response was everything Isaac could have wanted and more. 

      While her previous punishments had fed the sadist in him, the necessary harshness and frustration from her constant resistance to trusting him had been killing his dominant side. This however... this was the stuff of which his dreams were made. 

      Her breasts were now two dark-pink mounds on her chest, the soft flesh battered and sensitive. The dark red of her nipples stood out against the pink and cream of the rest of her flesh, the tender buds swollen to nearly twice their usual size under his harsh treatment. Every time she called him ‘Sir,’ his cock jerked in his pants, and it was a struggle not to push her back and take her before he’d finished her punishment.

      It was a struggle he’d never had with another woman. Isaac was used to being in control of himself, no matter how passion rose. However, when it came to his wife, from the very beginning Lydia had challenged his control, now she was shredding it. The degree of her response to him was like none he’d encountered before. 

      Was it because she’d come to him a virgin? After all, he was used to playing with the more experienced madams of the ton. Was it because she was his wife, and not another man’s? Isaac didn’t know. He only knew Lydia was different.

      Those wide, grey eyes were filled with tears as he pinched and pulled at her nipples, tears and desire. Her lips were parted as she panted for breath, making small mewling sounds in the back of her throat. Pain and lust slid across her expression, her pulse beating rapidly in her throat. As he slowly released his grip on her nipples, he enjoyed watching her eyes widen even further as she realized it hurt more to have her nipples released than crushed. A choked sob rose in her throat, and she blinked heavy lashes, more tears sliding down her face.

      Swooping down, unable to resist, Isaac cupped her tear-stained face and kissed those full, pouting lips. She parted for his tongue immediately, submissively responding to his kiss, her hands still linked behind her neck as she held the position he’d commanded. Isaac nearly lost his vaunted control in that moment, in the wet heat of her mouth and the knowledge of her submission, her obedience.

      But he had one more area to punish, and he didn’t want to let her down. He also didn’t want her feeling as though she hadn’t been roundly punished enough.

      Tightly regathering the reins of his control, using all of his willpower, he drew back from her. 

      “Lay back on the bed,” he said, his voice a harsh rasp of desire, “and spread your legs.”

      Slowly, maintaining eye contact with him, Lydia lowered herself down onto her back. The soft mounds of her breasts flattened slightly, pink hills on her chest with red peaks. Isaac already knew that when he finally mounted her, he would enjoy biting at those peaks, making her tighten around his cock as she responded to the pain. The confinement of his cock inside his breeches was becoming excruciating, but he pushed such small concerns aside. Soon enough he’d have his cock inside her body... but first he was going to further heat the entrance.

      When she spread her legs, Isaac decided it wasn’t enough, even after he’d fully opened her skirt using the slit and pushed it up to her hips again, leaving the fabric of her gown bunched around her stomach. The small shell of her pussy lips barely parted. Taking her ankles, he lifted her legs up and put the bottoms of her feet together on the bed. Lydia blinked up at him in astonishment, a pink blush rising in her cheeks that nearly rivaled the pink of her breasts, as she realized how exposed she was.

      With her knees bent and feet together, her thighs were spread wide enough that her pussy blossomed like a flower, revealing the inner pink petals. Isaac felt his lips curve. This was going to hurt her deliciously.

      He started with her inner thighs. Small, smarting smacks, as inner thighs were wonderfully sensitive and required a careful hand to keep the pain feeding pleasure rather than becoming something more disciplinary. Because it was what Lydia had requested, Isaac kept the intensity right on the line, giving her the punishment she needed but without causing the intense, harsh pain he was loathe to inflict.

      The pale skin of her inner thighs pinked even faster than the backs of them – splotches from the back of her thighs were peeking out, due to her current position, allowing him to compare. The high gloss of her pussy, the darkly swollen lips, made clear just how aroused she was by this punishment. Even as he spanked her inner thighs, turning the skin hot, her upper body arched and squirmed.

      It wasn’t until his hand slapped against the swollen, wet lips of her pussy that she broke position for the first time that evening, a shocked shriek accompanying the sudden movement. Taking her by the knees, Isaac pressed her legs back open, looming over her.

      “Legs apart, my dear,” he said softly, as she looked up at him, grey eyes awash with tears. “I told you I was going to spank your pretty, little cunt.” He used the harsher word deliberately, smiled as she shivered, affected by the bold language, the imagery, and the lingering sensation from the first smack.

      She lay back, opening herself to him again, biting her lip in anxiety as her pussy flowered for him, slightly darker and more swollen than it had been a moment ago. Isaac studied those delicate petals for a moment, and then swung his hand back and forward, slapping her open pussy.

      Wet heat against his fingers, Lydia’s soft cry, and her body arched as she absorbed the stinging pain.

      Another wet slap.

      And another.

      Her breasts heaved as she shuddered, lips open, gasping for breath. Isaac studied her for a moment.

      This time the slap came from above, aimed directly at her clit, and instead of pulling his hand immediately away... his fingers slapped against the swollen bud and rubbed.

      His wife screamed, a sound guaranteed to make his balls tighten, as his body responded to her climax.

      With his left hand, he was already undoing the front of his breeches even as he his right continued to caress her abused flesh, pressing against her to incite pain and pleasure in equal measure. When he took his hand away, it was to pull off his shirt and push down his breeches, before grasping her by the hips and pulling her to the edge of the bed. She made a small noise of discomfort as her sore bottom was dragged across the bed, and then cried out again as his cock pressed against her soaked pussy and slammed in, his body slapping against her already tender flesh. 

      Isaac groaned in relief as her body welcomed him in, the heat of her wet sheath matched only by her hot, swollen lips. He leaned over to take a cherry red nipple in his mouth, just the way he’d wanted to earlier, biting down on the tender bud as his hips rolled, rubbing against her tender, chastised pussy. Lydia shrieked and squirmed beneath him, her hands coming up to clasp his head to her breast, her body shuddering against his as she was overcome with sensation.

      Releasing the reins on his control, Isaac sank into her, thrusting and losing himself in her body.
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      The hard thrusts of Isaac’s body against hers, his cock sliding in and out of her over and over again, his groin rubbing against her excruciatingly sensitive pussy, was more than Lydia could handle. More than she’d ever expected when she’d made her request.

      It felt like every sensitive part of her had been punished, and yet the pain had constantly sparked and enhanced her pleasure. Her pussy had still been fluttering from orgasm when Isaac’s cock had thrust into her; an inexplicable climax while he’d spanked her pussy. The tingling pain had swirled in her core, more deviously erotic than she could have ever anticipated.

      Isaac moved against her, over her, inside of her, completely dominating her senses. She felt as though not one part of her had been left untouched. Her backside was exquisitely sensitive as she slid along the mattress beneath her. The insides of her thighs ached where she had them wrapped around Isaac’s hard body. When he sucked on her swollen, painful nipples, biting down on them sharp enough to pinch, the sensation was deliciously agonizing. And his hard cock, splitting open her beaten pussy, his groin rubbing against that tenderized flesh... Lydia didn’t know if she was orgasming again or if her first orgasm had just never ended. 

      She clawed at his chest, completely out of control, unable to process what she was doing or what the proper reaction would be. The ability to think clearly had deserted her, and her entire world had narrowed to one of sensation... of pleasure... of exquisite pain... of cries and pants and moans... of sweeping sensations and lights exploding behind her closed eyelids like fireworks.

      Lost in the whirl of passion, when she felt him shudder and thrust, when she felt him pulsing inside of her, she experienced a rapture so intense that she fainted.

      Later, and she couldn’t have said how much later, Lydia awoke.

      Her bedroom was dark. Her body tingled and throbbed, although in a more muted fashion than before. But that wasn’t what had awoken her.

      The hot, hard presence at her back, the arm like a band of iron around her waist... that’s what was different. Silently, still as could be, Lydia blinked and took deep breath, luxuriating in the sense of feeling completely secure. More than secure, really, although she didn’t want to put a word to it, didn’t want to hope for something more than she deserved.

      But hope was beginning to kernel in her heart again. Because Isaac always left her bed after she fell asleep. But tonight, he hadn’t.

      The heat of his body made her bottom and the backs of her thighs feel hotter than ever, but she didn’t care. Lydia snuggled back against him, her heart rejoicing at his nearness. At his big body wrapped around hers. She didn’t care if her bottom felt like a furnace. Curling her own arms around his, she smiled happily as she slid back into sleep, too tired to be kept awake by the various aches and sore throbbing of her punished parts.
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      The morning heralding the beginning of the house party dawned clear and bright. Lydia ached all over, and yet she couldn’t remember being happier.

      After she’d asked Isaac to punish her, their relationship had changed yet again. The closeness hadn’t been lost this time. In fact, he’d even come to spend time with her - just her - during the day several times. Taking a break from planning the party, Lydia had walked with him in the gardens, gone for a ride around to the tenants again, and spent a pleasant afternoon playing chess with him in the library. While Benedict and Arabella were often around, during those times they’d made themselves scarce.

      Isaac barely questioned her now when he punished her, but he’d used those times alone to try and draw information about her home from her. Recognizing what he was searching for, Lydia had felt guiltier than ever, but she’d answered all of his questions. She had quite a few happy memories of her old home, her childhood, and even of her stepfather. There would be no reason for her stepfather to think she’d maligned him to Isaac when he arrived for the house party. Amy would continue to be safe.

      Since she’d asked him to spank her, her husband had punished her twice more. Just thinking about it sent heat flushing through her, of both embarrassment and arousal. The second punishment had been very like the first, except he’d used a whip made of multiple leather strands. The small strands had stung and thudded against her skin, warming it, before he’d spanked the warmed skin. He’d hit all the pertinent parts of her - her bottom, her thighs, her breasts, and finished with her pussy. The whip hadn’t been enough to make her climax, but she’d been nearly mindless with need when he’d finally set the whip down and mounted her.

      The last time, just last night, he’d used a horse’s riding crop on her. Not only that, but he’d taken a box of dilators and used them in a decidedly non-medical manner. The inside of her bottom still felt sore from being opened by the thick, black rubber bullets. She’d nearly cried from the shame of it when she’d realized how aroused such a perversion made her. The larger the bullet he’d pushed into her bottomhole, the more her pussy had wept. And when he’d announced that next time, if she didn’t tell him why she’d decided to trap him into marriage, he’d follow the dilators with his cock, Lydia’s pussy and anus had spasmed so hard she’d nearly pushed the dilator out. Last night, her dreams had been darkly decadent and filled with stretching, fullness, and the depravity of Isaac’s cock in her most private orifice.

      Today, her breasts and backside were still decorated with little, red welts, which were covered by the dress she was wearing. Isaac had done a thorough job of punishing her, leaving her body singing and throbbing for hours afterwards.

      He’d also spent every night in her bed, sleeping after bringing them both to incredible ecstasy. On the nights when he didn’t punish her, he still stroked the fires of the lingering aftereffects. Small slaps to already punished areas, squeezing and kneading her soft flesh roughly, pinching her poor nipples till she could barely remember what it felt like to not have two throbbing points on her chest. Twice, he’d tied her wrists together and secured them to the bed, and then taken his time until she was sobbing and begging for climax, as he tormented her with his hands, lips, and tongue. Once or twice he’d even asked to know her secrets at those moments, but Lydia had always managed to hold firm.

      It was strange to feel so happy when she was being regularly punished, but that punishment contributed to her overall sense of peace. Isaac always gave her at least three days to recover, and by the third day she was always chafing internally, restless until she’d paid her penance again. The guilt could become overwhelming, especially when he tried to charm answers out of her and she couldn’t give in.

      The punishments had also relieved some of her stress and anxieties about the house party. Her fears would build up, and then somehow be lessened by the time she was done crying and climaxing under Isaac’s firm hand. Last night, if he’d tried to put off punishing her, she would have begged for it.

      Now, today, she was able to stand at his side in their front hall, smiling as Rigby opened the door to the first of their guests, Arabella and Benedict standing behind them. To her relief, it wasn’t her stepfather and Amy, but a family of rakishly attractive men and one incredibly beautiful young woman. 

      “Gabrielle!” Arabella squealed, throwing herself forward between Isaac and Lydia to greet the young woman. Both of them were so obviously thrilled to see each other that Lydia couldn’t find it in her to reel Arabella back. Catching Isaac’s dark scowl, she nudged her husband’s side and gave him a firm look back. To which he rolled his eyes, but the wrinkle in his forehead lessened. 

      He could do with giving his sister some slack every now and again. The two ladies had obviously missed each other.

      Catching their look, the devilishly attractive man holding Gabrielle’s arm gave both Isaac and Lydia a shrug, with a somewhat resigned air. After the two ladies finished untangling themselves, Lydia was introduced to the three Mr. Hoods, who insisted on being called by their first names to avoid confusion. Thomas, Walter, and Felix, who was married to the aforementioned Gabrielle. Lydia had heard quite a bit about them from her new family; they’d all become rather good friends when Gabrielle and Arabella had been taking the ton by storm during the Season. Felix had the air of a rake, but his attention was fixed solely on his wife, whereas his older brother Walter was definitely a flirt (even if his attentions towards Lydia and Arabella were completely circumspect) and Thomas rather reminded Lydia of her own husband. While he had a bit of a dangerous air about him, he was visibly more proper than either of his brothers. She wondered if knowing he would, one day, inherit his father’s viscountcy contributed to his manner.

      As they were finishing up the greetings and introductions, the Earl and Countess of Spencer arrived. Lydia smiled warmly at the Countess, Cynthia, and embraced her as a friend. Arabella and Gabrielle were happy to add the irrepressible Countess to their little group. Arabella took them upstairs to show them their rooms, accompanied by the footmen carrying baggage and Mrs. Huffington. The Hoods followed, en masse, while Spencer stepped aside to have a word with Benedict, just as Rigby opened the door for new arrivals.

      When Lydia’s stepfather and Amy arrived, it was in the middle of a huge bustle of action. The Marquess of Dunbury and his wife had arrived, just as Arabella had been returning downstairs in the company of Gabrielle and Cynthia. More greetings were necessary, as the Marchesse was also Gabrielle’s stepmother. The foray was filled with cheerful cacophony when Rigby announced the Earl and Miss Amy Stafford.

      Hugging her sister tightly, Lydia did her best to ignore the sight of her stepfather shaking hands with her husband. Going by his florid countenance and the lines about his eyes, her stepfather was hungover but not yet into his cups, and she thanked the stars for small favors.

      “Oh, how I’ve missed you!” Amy said, squeezing Lydia far more tightly than was polite. Not that Lydia stopped her. She just squeezed back.

      “I’ve missed you as well!” She pulled back just enough to look at her sister. Amy smiled back at her, as cheerful as ever, and just the sight of her was enough to make some small part of Lydia, which had been tense ever since her wedding, relax. She hadn’t even realized that tiny spot of tension she’d been carrying between her shoulders until just now, when her sister was back under her wing, and it disappeared. “We’re to have a birthday dinner for you tonight, seeing as I missed yours.”

      Amy squealed, her face bright with excitement. “Really?! At a duke’s house?! You’re too wonderful for words!”

      “Well, I am a duchess now, so really it’s just at my house, not nearly as exciting,” Lydia teased.

      “I’m thrilled to pieces anyway.” 

      It didn’t take long for Amy’s youthful exuberance to catch the notice of the other young ladies, who quickly came over and took Amy into their fold. Although she was the youngest of the group, Amy was confident enough in her social manners to fall in with them immediately. Which gave Lydia the space to greet her stepfather. She doubted anyone but Amy would notice how stilted their greeting was, so it was all for the best that her sister was distracted.

      Fortunately, she barely had time to greet him and tell Mrs. Huffington which rooms to place the Earl and Amy in, before Rigby was opening the front door again to admit more people. Turning away from her stepfather with relief, Lydia moved back to Isaac’s side to greet their next guests; Miss Sarah Feathering and her parents, Lord and Lady Wuthering. Miss Feathering was one of the few young ladies whom Lydia had formed a shallow sort of friendship with in London and whom had sprung to mind when Isaac asked for contributions to the guest list.

      Apparently thrilled to be acquainted with the new Duchess of Manchester, Miss Feathering practically clung to Lydia’s hands as she tendered effusive thanks. Her mother was only a touch less grateful in show, although her eyes were brimming with gratitude.

      It took much of the afternoon, but eventually all of their guests had arrived and were settled into their rooms. Lydia had only had a moment to greet Mr. Tilding, the gentleman who seemed to have caught her sister’s fancy, but he’d left her with a good first impression of a personable gentleman who was just as comfortable greeting Isaac as he was greeting Mr. Walter Hood, who happened to be passing by when he arrived. Once the last of them had stepped through the front door and been sent on their way, Lydia immediately went off with Mrs. Huffington to make sure everything was arranged for Amy’s birthday dinner. They were serving all her favorites and Cook had put together a magnificent birthday cake, topped with strawberries.

      Whenever she started to feel overwhelmed, Lydia found herself pressing the backs of her thighs or her bottom against a chair or the wall, as she caught her breath, and that small bite of renewed pain somehow made it possible for her to focus again. Strange, but it worked, and she was thankful for it. After all, she needed to show Isaac just what a good duchess she could be. 
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      Isaac had asked Spencer to join him in the library once he was settled into his room. From the short exchange, he made it clear that he had some questions about wives and keeping them in hand. The slow grin he’d received in return had made him feel assured his question was understood.

      Which was why he was a bit surprised when Spencer appeared with Philip, the Marquess of Dunbury, Felix Hood, and Lord Greville in tow as well. Seeing the look of surprise on his face, Spencer grinned. “Welcome to the club.”

      “Club?” Isaac asked, going to the decanter and pouring several glasses of the scotch kept in it.

      “Don’t listen to him,” Greville said gruffly, sitting down in one of the large chairs. He was nearly as big a man as Isaac, with a rigid countenance which had earned him the nickname ‘Stone-Face’ among the ton. Now, everyone noted his face would occasionally crack into a smile, but only with his beautiful but scandalous wife, whom he’d reconciled with only last year. “Wesley is just dying to belong to a club, but none will have him, so he’s been trying to create his own.”

      Chuckling, Wesley, Earl of Spencer, sat down next to Greville. The two were unlikely friends, but friends they were. Where Greville was upright, Spencer was languid. Where Greville was proper, Spencer was a rogue. The former looked every inch the nobleman, the latter looked more like a pirate stuffed into a nobleman’s clothes. Yet, Greville unbent enough to tease him. The auburn-haired duke still looked stiff as a poker next to Spencer’s sun-tinged, chestnut locks and tanned skin.

      “It is turning into a bit of a club,” Philip said, a note of apology in his voice as he sat down, glancing at Isaac. Not nearly as stiffly proper as Greville, he wasn’t as loose-limbed as Spencer or Felix either. His blonde good looks, title, and wealth had made him a catch among the ton, and he’d famously made a love match just before the recent Season, with a young and stunningly beautiful widow, setting quite a few match-making mamas to grumbling. Isaac was envious of the man’s foresight in acquiring a bride before the Season had commenced... but then again, if he’d done so, he’d never have met Lydia. “You’ll have to forgive Spencer, but anyone familiar with a certain form of discipline would notice the signs on your wife. When he mentioned you were looking for some guidance, well, we’ve all been there.”

      “If you’re all familiar with my situation, I have no quarrel with your presence,” Isaac said, handing out the glasses of scotch to the gentlemen, who had all found seats for themselves. They rather did look something like a club, or at least a small meeting group. “I was only sure of Spencer.”

      “Call me Wesley,” said the Earl, lifting his glass in acknowledgment. “If we’re going to talk delicate subjects, we might as well use our Christian names.”

      Greville, the only other gentlemen whom Isaac wasn’t well enough acquainted with to have moved past titles, shrugged. “Alex.”

      “Isaac,” Isaac said, sitting on the couch beside Felix.

      Looking around the group, he could see that for all their dissimilarity in looks and rank, they all had a similar air of authority, they all possessed the same innate confidence and dominant personality. Rather intriguing. While the fringes of his consciousness may have noted the similarities before, this was the first time he’d seen the unmistakable evidence of their commonality. Perhaps because this was the first time he’d been alone in a group with them.

      “So then,” Felix asked, tilting his head to the side, one dark eyebrow raised. “What can we help you with? I know from Gabrielle that you’re not entirely without practice when it comes to spanking; apparently she and Arabella have had quite a few illuminating discussions.”

      Isaac stared. “Good grief!”

      “Not quite like that,” Felix said, waving his hand with a grin. “They’ve just compared some notes, and Gabrielle has told me Arabella’s experiences sound like her own as Philip’s ward.”

      “There is a vast difference between spanking a family member or a ward and spanking a wife,” Philip said dryly. “I’m quite sure Felix spanks her in an entirely different manner than I did.”

      “Quite,” Felix said with a wink. “Well, as long as she hasn’t been truly naughty. Sometimes she requires a firmer hand than others.” He turned his attention back to Isaac. “Well?”

      “It’s not that I’m unfamiliar with indulging in spankings,” Isaac said slowly, his mind working at requesting the information he desired without being indiscreet. “However, I’m significantly much less familiar with spankings for the sake of punishment. I’ve done my best, but there are some instruments I’m less familiar with, like the birch or the cane, which I hesitate to try without some sort of guidance.”

      Not that he would use such means to try and encourage her secrets now, but he still thought it best he at least talk with someone while he could. After all, Lydia’s high tolerance, and even liking for, pain meant actually punishing her if she ever truly stepped a foot out of line meant he would likely need an alternative to simple spankings. Especially as a punishment with a birch or a cane would take much less time to achieve the same effect as a punishingly hard spanking. 

      This sally opened up the conversation to a debate of various implements with which the gentlemen favored. Philip tended towards his hand, and it quickly became clear his Cordelia wasn’t one in much need of punishment, nor did she have a high tolerance for it. He did, however, keep a paddle on hand just in case, and had used it on Gabrielle to good effect. Hearing that, Felix just shook his head, his lips quirking, and admitted to having a partiality for his tawse, a long leather strap which gave him more control than a simple belt would. It could leave quite vicious welts if applied with force, but there was no chance of breaking the skin. 

      Alex admitted to also preferring his hand, although he used a birch when his wife particularly needed a disciplinary session. He recommended keeping one always on hand, soaking in either water or vinegar to keep it limber. The vinegar gave it an especially nasty bite, without having to swing it too hard. Of course, the birch could break skin if swung hard enough, but Alex was confident of his own control.

      The most controlled, strangely, was the Earl. Partly because he had to be. His Cynthia, who was much less well-behaved than Lydia but whose responses to discipline sounded very familiar, enjoyed getting into trouble because she enjoyed the punishments. Which made her quite a handful. On the other hand, as long as she was being supplied with a constant stream of pain and pleasure, which her husband was happy to supply, she was well-behaved enough. Wesley, not surprisingly, was the most openly outspoken of the gentleman, the most blunt with his words, and the most descriptive with his advice.

      “You can practice the cane on yourself,” he said, patting his thigh. “Against the big muscle, right here. As long as you have control of your temper and, therefore, your swing, it’s perfectly safe. Although, if you’re truly concerned, warm her up with your hand first.”

      Philip shook his head. They were now into their second round of scotch and tongues and cravats had both loosened. “My Cordelia could never sustain even one strike from a cane.”

      “Oh, you’d be surprised,” Wesley said cheerfully. “Women’s bottoms are magnificently resilient.”

      “I doubt Cordelia would ever do anything to actually earn such a punishment,” Felix pointed out. He shook his head. “Gabrielle and Arabella, however...” Isaac winced.

      “I’ve never been able to curb Arabella’s wilder starts,” he admitted. “She screams and hollers enough when she’s spanked, so I’ve never done anything harsher than a paddle.”

      “It might not be as painful as she makes you think it is,” Wesley said, tapping his lips with a thoughtful finger. “Some ladies can kick up quite the racket, but the proof is in the color of the bottoms as well as the quality of their tears.”

      “Tis true,” Philip agreed. “Gabrielle was quite good at the crocodile tears, but it’s quite obvious when the real tears start.” Felix shot Philip a slightly disgruntled look, not entirely happy with Philip’s inclusion of his former ward into the current discussion.

      Thinking back on his occasional disciplinary sessions with Arabella, Isaac suddenly frowned. His sister was screaming and hollering from the first, boiling over with apologies by the time her bottom had turned pink... Lydia had taken much harsher spankings, with much quieter reactions. Of course, he’d always attributed his sister’s reactions to the lack of sexual play that obviously accompanied a familial spanking, but perhaps there really was more to it than that. After all, Lydia’s spankings hadn’t begun with any amount of sexual intent.

      He scowled. “That little brat!”

      Felix guffawed as Philip and Wesley chuckled, and even Alex snorted.

      “I can’t believe she’s been playing me.” He crossed his arms over his chest, feeling distinctly disgruntled.

      “I can,” Philip said, laughter dancing in his hazel eyes, along with a measure of sympathy. “As I said, Gabrielle attempted the same thing at first. Lots of screaming and hollering, and then the moment she finally gives in, you can hear the change in her voice, see it in her demeanor.”

      A moment which Isaac never reached with Arabella. His scowl deepened. No wonder he’d been so hesitant over spanking Lydia harshly! Even though it was obvious his wife could handle the punishment spankings, even though her body reacted with arousal and it was clear no real harm had been done, his sister had set him up to believe his disciplinary spankings were far worse than they really were. Well she was going to be in for a surprise the next time she did something bad enough to merit a spanking.

      “What about Lydia?” Wesley asked.

      “Lydia’s contrite from the very beginning,” Isaac said with a sigh. “She sounds a bit like Cynthia in that she responds favorably to pain, but her motivations towards being punished tend towards real guilt, not just a desire for the pain. I’ve never encountered anything like it. Even among my mistresses, not one of them reacted the way Lydia does, emotionally or physically.”

      “Lydia’s a real submissive, like Gabrielle,” Felix said. His dark eyes were fixed in the air, thinking it through. “But, unlike Gabrielle, she sounds as though she’s a masochist as well.”

      “What do you mean a real submissive?” Isaac asked. He frowned. “I’ve had submissive mistresses before.”

      “No, you’ve had mistresses who played at submission,” Philip interjected. “Or mistresses who were submissive, but only in the bedroom. I think Felix is correct. Cordelia and Gabrielle are both submissive in the truest sense, both in and out of the bed chamber. They aim to please, and when they cannot, they need some kind of punishment to ameliorate their guilt. It’s not something that can be experienced with a mistress.”

      “I’ll be honest, I’ve had quite a few experiences with Lydia that I never thought to experience with a wife,” Isaac admitted rather sheepishly. “She’s willing to do things which I always thought would be kept in the realm of a mistresses, which was quite a relief as I didn’t truly want one.”

      “I did,” Wesley said, with an air of resignation. They all looked at him and he shrugged. “I knew I had to marry eventually to ensure the family line, but I didn’t think any marriageable woman would tolerate my bedroom preferences. I figured I’d have a wife for the children and a mistress for my needs. It’s not uncommon.”

      “Not uncommon, but not as fulfilling as a wife who satisfies all your needs,” murmured Alex, and he would know. His own wife had been estranged from him for years, during which he’d had quite a few mistresses and she’d had her lovers, until they’d reconciled. Now, he danced attendance on her as much as the rest of his reformed rake friends did on their wives.

      “I never wanted a mistress,” Philip chimed in. “But I will admit, I wasn’t expecting Cordelia to be so open to some of my desires as she is. I was glad not to have to go without.”

      Which was exactly how Isaac felt. Lydia, by some wonderful stroke of luck, seemed to match his needs perfectly. In some ways, she even challenged him. Isaac had never worried he might not be able to provide something for any of the women he’d dallied with, but with his own wife he worried she might crave deeper pain than he could provide. With that in mind, he steered the conversation to that avenue and away from actual discipline, and almost immediately bore fruit.

      Both Wesley and Felix encouraged the use of ginger, rather than dilators, during a punishment, something which Isaac hadn’t been familiar with. Apparently, a ginger finger fashioned into a plug would keep the woman in question from clenching her buttocks, as it would burn her sensitive skin and the burn would worsen whenever she tightened around it. Isaac’s imagination had immediately gone into a fervor. Wesley also recommended clothespins used in strategic areas and various oils to torment sensitive spots. Although Alex mostly listened attentively, he also offered up some advice from his friend Lord Hyde, who had once used a wooden spoon to great effect, especially when applied directly to a woman’s bottomhole. Philip capped off the advice with some oblique references to the fun in playing with the dangers of being caught. Only Wesley seemed truly intrigued by that aspect, however. Since Isaac lived with his younger brother and sister, the danger of being caught sounded much more harrowing than exciting. 

      When the gong sounded for dinner, they quit the room, and Isaac was glad he’d seized the opportunity. The rest of the guests would still be settling in or wandering the house, the ladies would probably have been napping, but after today there would be a myriad of activities. The amount of downtime in which he could disappear into the library with just a few of his male guests, rather than issuing the invitation to all of them, would become nonexistent. 

      “So you’re pleased with your new bride?” Wesley asked, coming along beside him. His usual demeanor had given way to a more serious one.

      “More than pleased, most of the time,” Isaac responded with a wry smile. Having been at the Chesterfields’ house party - was it really only a month ago? - and seen the advent of the wedding, Wesley would appreciate Isaac’s situation more than most. “Despite her precipitous actions at the house party, she’s shown herself to be a good and honorable woman.”

      “Which really makes her behavior at the Chesterfields’ all the more curious,” Wesley mused thoughtfully. Their conversation was quiet enough not to draw attention from the other gentlemen who were following behind them to the dining room and chatting among themselves.

      “I’ve come to suspect there was something at her home which prompted her actions,” Isaac said. The deeper level of camaraderie he now felt with the Earl prompted him to a more full confession. “I’m not sure what, but she seems to think her problems are over now that she’s living here, although she won’t admit to what they are.”

      “How strange,” Wesley responded, his brow furrowing. “Perhaps pressure to marry some unsavory neighbor? Do you think her father would know?”

      Isaac snorted. “Doubtful. The man’s the usual sort of social-climbing toady. He’s far more interested in advancing himself, or at least ingratiating himself to those above him, than he is in his daughters.”

      Wesley made a face of both disgust and understanding. His own father had practically disowned him, after all, when Wesley had gone exploring and then - horror of horrors to a nobleman - gone into business. Dirtying his hands with trade. Now, more and more noblemen were turning to such endeavors to keep their coffers full, but the older generations were still struggling with the concept, and when Wesley had done so, it had been a social scandal. Once he’d inherited the title, the ton had collectively decided it didn’t care where his fabulous wealth came from, and of course his mother had always been a force to be reckoned with, socially. He’d had plenty of his own encounters with sycophants and brownnosers. 

      “I can look into it, if you wish, after we leave,” Wesley offered. “Cynthia and I both enjoy traveling, even if we aren’t going very far. She loves to explore any new area and she’s quite taken with your wife’s younger sister. I’m sure she’d love an excuse to visit.”

      “I would appreciate that, thank you,” Isaac said with a grateful nod. Sending a trusted friend to uncover what he could was much preferable to hiring someone. Hired help sometimes talked, no matter how well they were paid, and without knowing what they might uncover, Isaac hadn’t considered it a true option. Wesley’s offer was a bit hard to swallow when it came to his pride, but since Isaac couldn’t go on his own, it was the next best thing.
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      Running a house party was more work than Lydia had ever realized, and she had new appreciation for Lady Chesterfield. She would really have to invite that worthy lady to a house party eventually, to reciprocate and also as a thank you for all her efforts. Fortunately, Lydia had help in the form of Cordelia and Arabella, although her sister-in-law was more distracted by her friends than she was helpful.

      Cordelia, the Marchesse of Dunbury, was on her way to becoming a good friend of Lydia’s. They were both a little older, a little more mature, and a little more reserved than the other young ladies. Although Cordelia’s stepdaughter Gabrielle was a married lady, she was naturally more drawn to her best friend Arabella, and where Arabella and Gabrielle both were, Cynthia could usually be found.

      For all their wild starts, however, both Gabrielle and Cynthia seemed to be steadying influences on Arabella. Although Lydia knew her sister-in-law rode every morning in breeches, since the house party had begun, Arabella had been sneaking in the back way and none of the guests had actually seen her so scandalously clad. When Cynthia got into trouble, it was mostly for flirting - and she focused most of her attentions on harmlessly flirting with the middle Hood brother - and didn’t involve either of her friends. In fact, the only reason Lydia knew Cynthia had been in trouble was because Cynthia herself revealed it.

      She’d noticed Lydia’s reactions to sitting down on the first day and wanted to compare notes. The utterly revealing and scandalous conversation had relieved some of Lydia’s fears that she was an oddity among women, especially when Cynthia had also revealed that Cordelia and Gabrielle were spanked wives too. 

      “Not that either of them are much anymore,” Cynthia confided artlessly. “But there’s a whole group of us. I rather think we should start having gatherings to chat and support each other. So much more interesting than getting together for tea or embroidery.”

      As sensational as the idea was, Lydia had to admit it had a certain appeal as well. Knowing the other women who had similar marriages to herself, she’d found herself bonding quite easily with Cordelia, even though they didn’t discuss that commonality. Like herself, Cordelia was a quieter, more peaceful sort; the only person she occasionally clashed with was her stepdaughter, but it was clear both ladies were doing their best to maintain a cordial relationship. Especially as their husbands were best friends. 

      Cordelia confided to Lydia that she sometimes had trouble seeing Gabrielle as a fully formed wife, and had a tendency to step on her toes without meaning to. They had a rather tumultuous history which they were working hard to overcome. Lydia could sympathize, although she hoped the tumultuous events leading to her marriage wouldn’t overshadow her and Isaac’s relationship for years afterwards... she supposed it would, at least in part, rely somewhat on Amy’s wedding.

      The romance between Mr. Tilding and Amy was progressing nicely, as far as Lydia could see. He certainly hadn’t been able to take his eyes off of her during her birthday dinner, and had claimed the very first waltz when the company had decided on dancing after dinner. Amy, in turn, practically glowed whenever she looked at him, and his own gaze back at her was increasingly besotted. Hope had risen in Lydia as she’d watched them. Perhaps Amy would be married far sooner than she had anticipated...

      Although, not if her stepfather had his way. He spent most of his time with Lord Wuthering, often a drink in hand, although only Lydia or Amy would know exactly how inebriated he was. With his high tolerance for brandy, he was often steady on his feet and with his words, no matter how much he drank. Lydia was grateful for that small favor, as his presence could have been quite embarrassing, and even possibly ruining, for Amy otherwise. He spent quite a bit of time glaring at Mr. Tilding anyway, but so far the young man seemed too intent on Amy to be put off by her parent’s disfavor.

      Lydia spent most of her time catering to her guests and arranging activities during the day and submitting to her husband’s passion at night, while avoiding her stepfather all the time. By the third day of the party, and also the third day after her most recent spanking, she was beginning to be quite jittery from the stress. The fourth day would bring the ball, which would also formally introduce her to the neighborhood’s residents. 

      It was her ill luck that it was this day, when she was already quite anxious, that her stepfather finally found her alone.
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      “There you are!” The stentorian tones were immediately recognizable to Lydia, and she felt her body seize up in response as she whirled around. There had been a small accident in Miss Warner’s room, another one of her distant ‘friendships’ from the Season, resulting in a broken vase and Lydia had gone up to the attic to pick a new one out. She’d done so on her own during the afternoon when the other ladies were napping, the gentlemen were in the billiard’s room, and the staff was readying the dining room and the food for dinner.

      “What are you doing up here?” The words popped out of her mouth without thinking, and her stepfather’s eyes immediately narrowed in anger.

      “Looking for you, obviously, missy.”

      A tiny shudder went through her, which she tried to suppress. Her stepfather had been drinking, but wasn’t drunk yet, which meant he was more dangerous than ever. “What do you want? I’ve done what you told me to, I haven’t said a word to the Duke.”

      “Good. But that’s not all I said I wanted.”

      Money. Lydia blew out a long breath. Isaac had given her pin money, but she didn’t know if she had enough to appease her stepfather.

      “How much?” she asked.

      Her stepfather shook his head, coming closer. He was much shorter than Isaac and his looming not nearly as intimidating in a physical sense, but Lydia found herself shrinking back anyway. She was all too aware his lack of size didn’t mean a lack of strength, and she was nowhere near his match physically even if he was nowhere near her husband’s match.

      “Information, missy. Your husband is involved in a deal with Northumberton Railway. I want to know who his partners are and how much each of them have invested.”

      Lydia blinked, wondering how her stepfather had come upon that information. Although Isaac had discussed it with her just a few days before the house party, along with a number of his other business ventures, she’d been given to understand the deal was entirely confidential. No one, other than those involved, should have known there were noble investors in the project. She’d been thrilled her husband trusted her to such a degree, and her stepfather’s demand both supported Isaac’s statement of secrecy and horrified her. Obviously, the Earl didn’t know about anyone other than Isaac if he was asking for the partners’ names, which meant any information she gave him would be even more confidential than what he’d already obtained.

      Most of the ton preferred not to have their investments widely known, especially when their investments came too close to being labeled as trade. They all liked to operate under the illusion they were still lords of the estates, with plenty of income from the land, rather than acknowledge the reality that they were having to do occasional actual work for their incomes. Isaac wasn’t like that, but he’d explained that enough of Society was, it could have a detrimental effect on certain businesses if it was known who they were aligned with.

      Could her stepfather do something to harm Isaac’s finances with this information? Or was he looking to horn his way into the deal once he knew Isaac’s partners? Or was he looking for another situation in which he could blackmail someone?

      Her blood pounded through her veins as she tried to think, tried to picture the possible consequences. Lydia didn’t want to do anything which would make trouble for her husband.

      Stepping forward, his hand reaching for her, her stepfather glared at her. The red in his cheeks was rising, a sure indication of his temper. Lydia cringed back further, backing into a nearby desk, and freezing as she realized her avenue of retreat had just disappeared.

      “Why?” she asked, her voice a hoarse whisper. “Why are you making me do this? I haven’t told Isaac, I won’t tell Isaac anything about you, I swear!”

      The disbelieving sneer on her stepfather’s face had her heart dropping into her shoes. “You’ll understand why I need some kind of guarantee,” he said. “And you’ll want to get me that information soon if you want Amy to wed Mr. Tilding. Squire Hurst mentioned to me just before we left home that he’s looking for a new mother for his children, and he thought a nice, young wife like Amy would do just wonderfully.”

      Lydia stared at him in horror. While Squire Hurst was a perfectly nice gentleman in his early forties, he already had five children, all under the age of ten. They weren’t bad children, but they were rather unruly since the death of their mother in childbirth. Amy deserved more than to be an unloved, free nanny with a husband twice as old as her even if the Squire would treat her kindly. 

      But if she gave her stepfather the information he wanted, she’d be betraying Isaac even more than she was by keeping secrets from him. She’d actively be stealing from him. But it sounded as if she did, her stepfather would allow Amy to marry Mr. Tilding.

      Would Isaac be able to trust her again if she stole from him? Lydia shuddered to think of the punishment such an act would earn, although that didn’t frighten her nearly so badly as the idea that the trust and intimacy they’d been building together would suffer. Isaac had wanted to tell her about his business ventures, had appreciated her interest in them, and even her suggestions. He valued her intellect and blue-stocking ways. And he’d given her the tools to betray him.

      She already knew she was going to. 

      Her own selfish act had been escaping her stepfather’s house, using Isaac’s honor to do so. That had been the catalyst of all of this, and whatever price she paid, it was hers to pay, not her sister’s. Amy deserved happiness. Lydia had sacrificed her own right to a happy life when she’d done the dishonorable deed. She’d hoped to find happiness anyway, but perhaps that had been a selfish thought as well.

      “Fine, I’ll get you the information.”

      “Tonight.”

      “By tomorrow,” Lydia said coldly, feeling as though her entire body had frozen over. She glared at her stepfather, who just smiled sinisterly back at her. “I’ll need time to retrieve the information.”

      “Tomorrow afternoon,” he acquiesced. “When the ladies go lie down for their naps.”

      “Fine.” She bit off the word.

      With a triumphant smirk, her stepfather turned and walked away, leaving Lydia with her legs and arms shaking as she leaned against the desk. She swallowed against the sick feeling in her stomach, her anxiety tripled now - and it had already been far too high to begin with.

      Grabbing the first vase she saw, she took it downstairs to hand it off to Mrs. Huffington. If she was going to sneak in to Isaac’s study, it had to be done now. The ladies were napping, the gentlemen were in the billiards room or out riding, and Isaac was currently with the riding group. Once he returned, she may or may not be able to sneak away from him.

      Besides, she wanted to get this over with immediately.
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      Although Isaac actually preferred riding in the morning over the afternoons, when Mr. Jonathan Tilding had chosen horses over the billiard room, Isaac had seized the opportunity to get to know the man who might be his future brother-in-law better. Lydia had expressed considerable excitement over Tilding’s interest in her sister, Amy, and had been watching them closely over the past few days. Although he’d met Tilding before, Isaac hadn’t really gotten to know him. He was closer in age to Benedict, who considered him a gentleman and a likable chap, but under the circumstances, Isaac wanted to make his own judgments.

      And a man could tell quite a bit about another man from how he treated his horse. 

      Tilding had a good seat, a steady but gentle hand on the reins, and didn’t carry a quirt. The horse he rode, Socrates, one of Isaac’s thoroughbreds, was a fairly easy ride, although he could be occasionally temperamental as he had a somewhat sensitive mouth. From Socrates’ calm demeanor, it was obvious Tilding met with his approval. Isaac trusted Socrates’ opinion, even if he was a horse.

      The gentlemen riding followed a track around the estate and through the woods. Several of them had questions about a formal hunt, the closest of which was held about ten miles away, although there were grouse and some other prey living in the woods to provide both sport and a meal. Conversations filtered through as some gentlemen held short races and then waited for the others to catch up or rode beside each other. About an hour into the ride, Isaac managed to maneuver himself next to Tilding.

      After the requisite opening gambits inquiring after family, Tilding congratulated Isaac on his recent wedding, and he immediately took advantage of the opening.

      “Thank you, I believe Lydia’s settling in quite well as my duchess,” he said, letting his very real fondness for his wife seep into his voice. “She’s thrilled to have her sister attending the house party, and delighted to have met one of Amy’s new neighbors.” He raised his eyebrows at Tilding, sure his direction would be understood.

      Not at all intimidated, Tilding smiled. “I’ve been enjoying getting to know Miss Stafford. I must admit, I wasn’t looking for a wife when I took charge of the estate in Wymouth, but having met Miss Stafford...”

      His voice trailed off slightly as his dark eyes seemed to glow from within. A look Isaac recognized all too well, having seen it in both his friends and in his mirror. Tilding was truly smitten with Amy. Realizing his preoccupation, Tilding coughed and refocused himself on the conversation.

      “I plan to offer for her after we return to Wymouth,” he said, not quite in a tone of secrecy, but his voice was low enough to ensure Isaac realized his intentions weren’t common knowledge, at least to his point of view. Amused, Isaac wondered if Tilding realized everyone was betting on him offering for Miss Stafford within the month. “I’ve been taking this opportunity to know her better and to gain her father’s approval.” He made a face. “Admittedly, I’ve made a better hash of the former than the latter.”

      “If I might make a suggestion...?” Isaac let his voice trail.

      “Please do.”

      “Talk up your connection with Kent. You’re close after all, and Grayford is rather more social conscious than anything else.” He leaned in slightly, as much as he could in the saddle. “I’ll give him to understand that I support your cause as well. He’s quite ingratiating to me.”

      Tilding brightened. “Thank you, Your Grace!”

      “Isaac, please, seeing as I’m quite sure we’re going to be related soon,” he said with a grin, feeling as though he’d done his good deed for the day. He was looking forward to telling Lydia and claiming a suitable reward for his efforts.

      It also occurred to him that by the end of this house party, he would be on first name basis with a quite a few gentlemen. Although he doubted Jonathan, his soon to be brother-in-law, would be joining The Club (as Wesley had now started calling it). While Jonathan had a strong personality and high confidence, he didn’t have that indefinable air of authority which hovered around all the members of The Club. Not that Isaac took that as incontrovertible proof of such activities, but it did seem rather telling.

      As he chatted amiably with Jonathan, discussing the various issues facing country estates (apparently Jonathan had been assigned to the House on the Hill in Wymouth with the challenge of making it more profitable, at which point it would be gifted to him by the Duke of Kent) and how to meet them, Isaac was more and more impressed with the young man. He had a firm grasp on what he faced, a few innovative ideas that Isaac quickly decided he would try out on his own lands, and some keen insights into investments and business. Very much of the younger generation, he’d quickly realized the future lay in industry and business, not necessarily the land.

      Which gave them quite a bit to talk about, as Isaac was very much of the same mindset.
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      There was something wrong with his wife.

      Isaac had noticed it as soon as he’d joined the other guests gathering in the parlor before dinner. While Lydia had been smiling, engaging the others with perfect politeness, there had been something indefinably wrong. She was too upright, too rigid, practically quivering with tension, and her smile was too tight.

      Unfortunately, as the hosts, they’d been seated at opposite ends of the table. He found himself constantly glancing down the length of wood, covered with food and decorations, to observe his wife’s behavior. The act she was putting on was quite good, but he wasn’t the only one who had noticed. Both her sister and her stepfather were watching her closely, and Lady Dunbury was glancing at her with increasing concern. The others were all too focused on their own conversations, or perhaps just didn’t know her well enough, to pick up on her distraction.

      Once dinner had been completed, Isaac led the gentlemen through their customary port and discussion as swiftly as he politely could, anxious to reach the drawing room and the end to the evening, when he would be able to spend time alone with his wife. After all, there was very little he could learn while they were being watched by their guests; he doubted Lydia would be willing to unburden herself while she was doing her duty as a hostess. If he’d learned anything about his wife, it was that she was very keen on duty, and especially on being an exemplary duchess. Although he’d had his doubts about her abilities when they’d first wed, he certainly didn’t doubt her abilities or her dedication now. She’d nearly made herself sick with stress before the wedding.

      Isaac frowned as he led the other gentlemen down the hall to the drawing room, where the ladies would be waiting. The last “punishment” he’d given Lydia had been the day before the house party, and he’d had her on a bit of a schedule before that. Could the intervening days and the lack of a physical outlet for her stress be the cause? She’d been quite wound up before the party and he’d observed how the punishment had helped put her on a more even keel. During the party he’d not planned to punish her - with a house full of guests, he didn’t think either of them would want to risk such activities being overheard - but he might have to revisit that decision. After all, he didn’t want her to become overwhelmed when he had an easy solution.

      At the very least, they could certainly engage in some play, if not punishment, which might help her take the edge off.
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      To Lydia’s consternation, after the gentleman joined the ladies in the drawing room, it cleared out rather quickly. Apparently, her husband had planted several seeds in the gentlemen’s heads about an early night tonight, to rest up for the ball tomorrow. She didn’t know whether to be relieved or even more anxious than she was already feeling.

      On one hand, trying to behave as if nothing was wrong was quite exhausting... on the other, she truly did not want to face her husband. Not after what she’d done.

      She’d easily gotten into his study and had even known where to look for the papers about the Northumberton Railway. They’d been right there, where he’d put them back after telling her about the deal, along with his other business correspondence. Lydia had ignored everything but the exact information her stepfather had requested - Isaac’s partners in the deal. Some of whom were high-sticklers in the ton and would be both horrified and furious to have their involvement become tawdry gossip. It wouldn’t just be damaging to their social standings, it would also damage their relationship with Isaac.

      Having taken the information and turning it over to her stepfather would certainly damage her relationship with Isaac. She could only hope, once Amy was married and she confessed all to her husband, he would be able to find a way to mitigate the consequences with his partners. Lydia’s plan to tell Isaac as soon as Amy was safe hadn’t changed. She didn’t care what the consequences were to herself - or, rather, she did, but she’d rather bear the consequences on her own instead of inflicting them on others.

      While her stepfather might think she would be willing to continue keeping secrets from Isaac in order to hide her own betrayal of him, he was wrong. Lydia would do whatever she needed to protect her husband from her own actions... once she had protected her sister. And she did have hopes her sister would marry soon. Mr. Tilding had been entirely devoted in his attentions - and Lydia had made sure to seat him beside Amy at every dinner.

      Tomorrow, she would give her stepfather the list of Isaac’s partners in the Northumberton Railway, and then she’d hope and pray to receive Amy’s wedding invitation as soon as possible. The day Amy married, Lydia would come clean to Isaac. About everything. Perhaps he would understand, perhaps he wouldn’t, but all she could do was try.

      “Is everything alright, my dear?” her too perceptive husband asked as he closed the door to her room. “You’ve been restless all evening.”

      “I -“ Lydia started to say and then bit her lip, trying to settle on something believable. Isaac put his arms around her, his large frame enveloping hers, as his hands slid down her back and cupped her bottom. “Spank me please, Sir?”

      One dark eyebrow rose. “You think we should continue your punishments during the house party?” His tone was not entirely surprised, and she thought she might even detect a note of pleasure.

      “Yes... I think I need it,” she said, entirely truthfully. Of course, he wouldn’t realize she also felt the need to be punished over the list she’d made today.

      “Do you remember what I said I would do to you the next time I punished you?” he asked, his voice a growling purr, as his hands slid further over her bottom, his fingers sliding into the crease between her cheeks. Lydia’s face flushed as she remembered, and her nipples puckered in response, rubbing against the front of her dress as her back arched and pushed her upper body against him.

      “Yes,” she whispered, and shivered in reaction to the image which slid into her mind. Isaac, so much larger and stronger than she, pressing his thick cock into her most private hole, a rather terrifying perversion which sent her arousal soaring. It would hurt and it would not be comfortable, just like the dilators he’d used on her last time, but today, today she craved it. The degradation, the perversion, and even the pain. Her lips tipped up, without thinking, and her husband’s came down.

      His kiss was raw, passionate, and his hands roughly kneaded her bottom through the flowing skirts of her dress. Lydia whimpered against him, clutching at his shoulders to hold herself upright as he bent her back, leaning over her to firmly grasp her buttocks in his hands. Even through her skirts, she could feel his fingers searching out her bottomhole, and she shuddered in response. He completely dominated her, from his kiss, to his hands, to the way she relied on him for support, and Lydia melted into his possession of her with relief. 

      There was no more thinking, no more anxiety, just the desire to please him, the knowledge he would show her how to do so, and the peace that being punished always brought her. 

      As he released her from his kiss, Lydia was surprised when his hands pushed her down to her knees. She looked up at him in confusion, her lips parted as if to ask a question. The almost cruel smile she saw on his face set her heart racing.

      “I want you to suck me off first,” he said, answering her unasked question. His thumb traced her lower lip as he cupped her cheek with his fingers, before he popped the tip of his digit into her mouth. “That way, I won’t be feeling any rush to finish things.”

      Heat and excited apprehension filled her. By now, she knew her husband was much less rushed and had far greater stamina the second time he mounted her than the first. Knowing he was already planning to spend a great deal of time punishing her bottom hole was both menacing and exhilarating.

      She was fully clothed in her beautiful lavender evening gown with its puffed sleeves and silver trim, every inch a lady... except that she was on her knees taking her husband’s cock from his breeches. Isaac remained fully clothed as well, not even removing his constricting jacket as he loomed over her, watching with an avid expression on his face as she took his shaft in hand and pointed the tip of his cock towards her lips. The contrast between how they were clothed and the scandalous act she was about to perform only excited her further.

      Flicking out her tongue, she took the pearly drop of liquid on the tip of his cock into her mouth. The slightly sweet, slightly bitter, salt taste was one she’d become very familiar with, and her body was practically conditioned to become aroused as soon as she tasted the flavor. Opening her lips, she batted her lashes as she looked up at her husband, slowly taking him into her mouth. Isaac’s dark eyes glittered in the candlelight as he watched his, his hands coming to rest gently on her elaborate coiffure, sinking in between the strands of her hair and sending pins scattering.

      The only contact between them was her hand and mouth on his cock and his hands guiding her head. Lydia could feel the urgency in his thrusts as he almost immediately took control of her movements, something which he rarely did, preferring to enjoy her efforts to pleasure him on her own. Not tonight, however.

      Removing her hand from his cock, Lydia rested both palms on his thighs, and let him do as he wished. She’d had plenty of practice during the past month, taking him in her mouth and down her throat without gagging. Although she still wasn’t completely perfect at doing so, when he took control she’d found it was somehow easier for her to. Possibly because she didn’t need to think about it, he just thrust down her throat and she reacted by swallowing him.

      Isaac moaned as he pumped his hips, his full length sliding in and out of her mouth, his fingers pressing hard into her scalp, and Lydia felt her own body responding with increasing arousal as she sucked and swallowed his cock. The thick length pressed against her tongue and lips, making them feel swollen, and her throat sore as he battered it unmercifully. A strange calm always filled her during this act, as though it brought its own sense of peace with it... seeing to his pleasure did that for her, fulfilling her in a way that receiving pleasure without giving any in return didn’t.

      Her thighs pressed together as his cock moved slickly, her own body aching for what she knew would come next. As his fingers dug into her head, his hips began to thrust faster, and Lydia suckled him harder, eager for the liquid offering she knew was imminent. When he finally pressed her fully against him, the whole of his length lodged down her throat, she could feel the pulsing of his cock against her tongue as his cum slid straight from his cock and down into her belly. She felt almost dizzy with the lack of air as her throat worked, and the whirling in her head made the need in her body feel even more urgent.

      As much as she loved pleasuring her husband like this, Lydia was even more eager to receive her punishment and easement she knew it would bring her conscience.
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      Pulling his half-hard rod from Lydia’s swollen lips, Isaac smiled at the slightly dazed, eager look in his wife’s eyes. Her nipples were pressing against the front of her dress, and he knew when he lifted her skirts that he would find her netherlips wet and ready for his cock as well.

      “Good girl,” he said, as he helped her to her feet, enjoying the flash of submissive joy in her eyes at the accolade. This was what his friends had meant by Lydia’s submissiveness; her greatest desire was to please him. Not just pleasure him, but actually please him. Isaac was happy to bestow proper appreciation on her for those efforts, as her desire fulfilled his own needs. 

      In contrast to when he’d put her on her knees for the first time, Isaac soon had them both stripped down completely naked before he put Lydia on her knees again. This time, he had her bent over the foot of her bed with her knees on a hassock. The hassock lifted her body to the perfect height so she could bend over the bed and completely rest her upper body on it, as long as she spread her legs wide enough to rest on each end of the furniture. Doing so relieved her of the need to brace herself with her arms and put her in the perfect position for punishment, the more so because her spread legs made the lips of her pussy just as vulnerably exposed as her bottom.

      Standing behind her, crop tapping against his calf, Isaac felt his limp cock twitch as he admired the pretty picture his wife had made. Adding the hassock to her bedroom decor had been a brilliant stroke on his part - especially for times such as now, since she could muffle any shrieks or screams into the mattress before her.

      “Have you been naughty, my dear?” he asked, moving the crop to press against the back of her thigh and sliding the square of leather up towards her bottom.

      “Yes, Sir, please punish me,” she said immediately. Unlike some of the mistresses he’d played his games with, her reply wasn’t coy or amused; she was completely sincere in her plea, her back arching as her bottom lifted in supplication.

      “I suppose you still aren’t going to tell me why you trapped me into marriage?” he asked, although his question had no heat. The crop drew a line across her buttock, over to her bottomhole, and Lydia shivered as the leather brushed across her crinkled hole before moving on to her other cheek.

      “No, Sir, I’m sorry,” she said, sounding more contrite than ever. “I can’t.”

      “Very well, my dear,” he said, drawing the crop down her other thigh and pulling it away. “Then we shall begin.”

      He’d chosen the crop for several reasons. Firstly, it was a quieter instrument than a paddle. While the whip would have been even quieter, it also didn’t have the same kind of sharp bite the crop did, and he felt that tonight, Lydia’s obvious need required a more acute sting. The crop also left nice little square welts, reddening her backside, which he rather liked to look at, and gave him quite a bit of control over exactly where the small leather square landed.

      Sometimes he used that control, other times, like now, he didn’t. He swung at random, keeping Lydia guessing as to where on her buttocks, thighs, and pussy the crop might fall. The intensity of each of his blows was similarly random. Her body jerked and rippled in response, little shrieks quickly muffled as she turned her face into the mattress. The loudest responses came when the leather square snapped against the pink, wet flesh of her pussy, making her body shudder against the bed.

      Remembering what Alex had said about Hyde’s use of a spoon, Isaac curved his wrist and purposefully snapped the end of the crop against Lydia’s crinkled hole.

      Her response was immediate and agonized, her muffled shriek louder than ever as her hips jerked forward. Positioned flush against the bed as she was, there was nowhere for her to go, and her hands immediately came back to try and cover the area. Isaac snapped the crop harshly against the back of her thigh.

      “Hands back on the mattress, Lydia,” he said sternly, watching as her shoulders heaved a sob. Once he gave the order, however, she obeyed, and her hands immediately fisted into the sheets to help hold them in place.

      Just to test her, Isaac aimed for her bottom hole again. And again. 

      Each time she shrieked and shuddered, jerking away as much as she could, her buttocks bouncing slightly as she clenched, but she didn’t put her hands back again. Isaac rewarded her by landing the crop directly on her swollen clit, which had her jerking and shuddering for an entirely different reason.

      He kept up the stinging assault until her bottom and the backs of her thighs were speckled with little red welts, her pussy was dark pink and her clit impossibly swollen, and her bottom hole was a dark, angry red. Not that it had taken more than a few swats to turn the delicate skin of her rosebud a dark hue, but Isaac had taken great enjoyment in doing so. Her pussy was weeping honey, practically coating the tops of her thighs with her arousal, and Isaac’s cock was fully erect again in response to the erotic punishment.

      “Stay where you are, my dear,” he said as he put the crop down. He went over to the nightstand where he’d left a few more of his implements of pain and pleasure, including the dilators and oils he’d used on her last time. “It’s time to stretch that naughty bottom of yours.” He thought he heard a faint moan from her direction, but with her face pressed against the mattress, he wasn’t entirely sure.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

        

      

    

    
      Digging her fingers into the mattress, Lydia gritted her jaw. She was on fire... molten need filling her insides, her skin flaming from the crop on her outside. As much as she might try, she couldn’t quite rub herself satisfactorily against the mattress pressing into her mound. The hassock Isaac had her kneeling on was deviously awful in the most erotic manner. Every last bit of her privates was exposed and vulnerable to his eyes and discipline, and yet she was situated so she couldn’t seek out any pleasurable relief no matter how her body ached. 

      The closest she could come was by rubbing her nipples against the textured fabric of her comforter, which only teased her more.

      This cropping had been much harsher than the previous one, he’d shown absolutely no care of where the crop had fallen - and when he had directed it, he’d done so with devious and painful intent. Lydia had never felt anything so painful as the leather’s strokes against her anus. The pain had exploded through her, followed almost immediately by a tightening in her core, which she couldn’t understand. The sensitive nerve endings there were still burning with the lingering flickers of agony.

      And he was going to put one of those awful rubber bullets in that already painful hole?

      Yet she didn’t even think about protesting. Not even as he moved behind her and she felt the slick, hard head of the smallest bullet pressing against that distressed orifice. Isaac worked the dilator back and forth, keeping up a running commentary the entire time, which had her blushing at his lewdness.

      “That’s it... I can see your pretty hole opening up... it’s quite redder than usual from the crop... like pursed lips being stretched open for a tiny cock...”

      Lydia whimpered, although she wasn’t sure if it was his words or the uncomfortable sensation of being stretched open that made her do so. The feeling of fullness was both strange and perversely erotic, even as her inner muscles burned at the forced opening.

      “Just a little deeper... good girl... you’ve taken the whole thing.”

      She would have moaned with relief, but rather than removing it entirely or just leaving it in place, Isaac began thrusting the dilator back and forth, imitating the act she knew was to come. The strange sensation of the rubber moving inside of her virgin channel, slickly stimulating her sensitive flesh, left her gasping and her inner muscles spasming. Her pussy contracted, emptily, as if not understanding why it was left unfilled.

      “Good girl, your ass is taking this one quite easily now, I think you’re ready for the next size up.”

      Repeating his ministrations, Isaac stretched Lydia’s hole further, continuing to praise her and provide commentary on her progress as he used the smaller of the medium sizes to open her rear entrance. Lydia found herself panting for breath, just as she had the last time, as she tried to accustom herself to the slightly cramping feeling of fullness. When Isaac began to press in the third one, which was the second largest of the four, she couldn’t help but cry out as her insides burned and ached at the invasion. 

      He moved it back and forth, always pressing it further, reminding her she was receiving this punishment because she’d been naughty. Remembering what she’d done that day, Lydia couldn’t argue with his assessment even though he didn’t know how naughty she’d been... truly, she deserved far worse, but when he announced he wasn’t going to use the largest dilator on her, she breathed a sigh of relief.

      Trepidation moved back in when he ordered her to turn around and sit down on the hassock... without allowing the dilator to slip from her backside. 

      Her muscles tightened around the invader as she moved carefully, turning to face her husband. The look on his face was one of pure lust as he watched her every move; his cock was straining in front of him, as if it was reaching towards her, and Lydia felt like whimpering again at the sight of its long, thick length, which she knew would soon be buried where the dilator was. Sitting on the hassock caused her to cry out as the fabric - which had felt perfectly fine to her knees - abraded the welted and sensitive flesh of her bottom, and the weight of her body pressed the dilator firmly into her clenching hole.

      Immediately, her thighs pressed together as her body neared climax. Strong fingers slid between her knees, wrenching them apart, and Lydia keened at the loss of pressure on her pulsing pussy. Her eyes opened to find her husband’s face only inches from her own, his expression somehow both amused and stern.

      “Now, now, my dear, this is punishment, not pleasure. You will not climax until I tell you that you may.” His command made her shudder and a small voice inside of her felt as though it was shouting yes. This was what she wanted. What she craved. “Keep your legs open. Put your hands together and lift them above your head, I want you to lean back against the bed as much as you can.”

      The new position also had her leaning back against the dilator, which felt like it was so deep inside of her, she didn’t think Isaac’s cock could possibly fill her as much. And yet, having seen the dilators and knowing their comparable size, she knew that wasn’t true - he would go deeper still. The thought made her core pulse. Her breasts thrust up as she leaned back against the bed, her arms above her head, and she nearly whimpered again as she realized how blatantly her position offered them up to Isaac.

      His eyes, as the pink-tipped, creamy mounds pressed up towards him, were filled with lust and appreciation.

      In some ways, this was even more harrowing than offering up her bottom and pussy to him, because now she could see his expressions, she could watch as he lifted the crop and swung it towards her breasts. She no longer had the mattress to muffle her cries as the leather bit into her soft breast, leaving an angry red mark in its wake. Her head fell back, thrusting her breasts up further, as she rested it against the mattress, panting with the effort not to cry out.

      The crop swung again and again, sharp bites of pain that pulsed from her soft breasts down to her core, making her anus tighten around the thick dilator, and enhancing the feeling of alien fullness. The mix of pain and pleasure, fullness in her bottom and emptiness in her pussy, of abject submissiveness as she offered up her breasts for more punishment, was making her feel nearly dizzy with arousal. Each snap of the crop against her breasts sent her soaring a little higher, and when the leather splatted flatly against her nipples, one after the other, she had to bite her lip to keep from screaming at the intense sensations rushing through her. Her body was quivering, on the brink of climax, and she inwardly prayed he would move the crop to her pussy next, to the hot, swollen button that was just begging for contact.

      Instead, he dropped the crop to the ground and stepped forward to cup her battered breasts, squeezing them with rough fingers and seeking out her throbbing nipples to pinch. Lydia nearly sobbed with the pulsing need that ached in her empty pussy.

      “Please... Sir... please, I need to... I need to climax.... Oh please...” The words bubbled to her lips; she didn’t even care that she was begging as long as he let her cum... gave her the stimulation she needed to orgasm...

      “No, my dear,” he said in a soft voice, accompanying his denial with an extra hard pinch to her nipples. “You may cum when I’m buried deep in your ass, or not at all.”

      As if in response to his words, her anus spasmed as he rolled her nipples between his fingers, her inner muscles clutching at the hard rubber as the imagery of his crude language created a depraved, erotic tableau in her imagination.

      “Stand up now, my dear,” he said, his voice low and cruel and completely sensual. His fingers used her nipples to draw her upwards and Lydia felt her knees trembling so badly she wasn’t sure she’d be able to stand. Not that he wanted her to for long. 

      Almost immediately, she found herself turned around and back on her knees, bent over the mattress. Her abused breasts were flattened beneath her body, throbbing from being cropped and almost itching from having her sensitive skin pressed against the comforter’s fabric. As Isaac drew the thick plug from her bottom hole, Lydia moaned into the mattress, her fingers spasming as her lower body clenched and shuddered at the sensation. The emptiness felt strange, but she knew it would only last for a moment before he was filling her there again, this time with his cock.

      Her pussy throbbed.
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      The thick length of the dilator slid easily from Lydia’s stretched opening, leaving her virgin opening gaping slightly as it was emptied. The reddened rim quivered above her pouting pussy with its swollen, slick lips, both entrances tempting him for different reasons. But Lydia had asked to be punished.

      He pressed his hands against her red-speckled cheeks, spreading them open and simultaneously pushing her against the bed to trap her, holding her in position, as the oiled head of his cock pressed against her anus. Isaac watched as that small hole stretched even wider than it had for the plugs, the little wrinkles smoothing out and the red rim turning white as it opened for his cock. Her bottom wriggled against his hands, and he could feel her groan in his fingertips as she opened for him.

      The gleaming length of his cock, liberally smeared with the same oil he’d used on the dilators, looked impossibly large next to her tiny entrance. A woman’s body was an amazing thing, truly, to take such punishment and then find such pleasure. Isaac flexed his hips and the head of his cock fully entered her body, accompanied by a small, muffled cry from his wife.

      The hot, tight vise of her sphincter gripped him just below his sensitive head; the heat from her hole was incredible, and Isaac closed his eyes as he held himself still, giving her a moment to adjust to the thick girth of his cock. The fourth dilator, the one he hadn’t used on her, was actually thicker than his cock, but the last one she’d held in her bottom was thinner, meaning his rod would be the largest thing she’d ever had in her backside. Perhaps one day he’d use the largest one, if she’d been particularly naughty. Make her hold it in her backside while he tortured her breasts and pussy, and then keep it in while he fucked her.

      His cock jerked at the thought, sliding slightly deeper into Lydia’s gripping anus, and both of them moaned at the sensation.

      With his hands holding her bottom open, Isaac could feel every quiver, every catch of her breath against his palms. Very gently, he drew back just a bit and then thrust forward, sliding in an inch or so and enjoying her strangled cry. He’d primed her as completely as he could before moving her into position to take her ass, knowing her heightened state of arousal would help her cope with the deflowering of her last virginity.

      “Good girl,” he crooned, soothing her by rubbing his hands over her chastened cheeks, feeling the heat from the many square-shaped welts as he reignited her nerves. “You’re so hot and tight, my dear, it feels like you’re squeezing the blood right out of my cock.”

      A shudder went through her body, and he grinned wickedly. His Lydia liked dirty words accompanying dirty deeds; the more crude he was, the more she seemed to enjoy it. Isaac had found himself talking much more than he had with any other lover, just to enjoy her reactions. His hips flexed again, and he pressed deeper, wallowing in the hot sensation of her ass griping him, her agonized gasps for breath in time with each pulse of her inner muscles.

      “Just a bit more,” he murmured, sliding his hands up to her hips, still holding her in place, pinning her to the bed, but not quite as lewdly as when he’d spread her cheeks. The last few inches of his cock gleamed outside of her body, her anus stretched tightly around his shaft, her reddened cheeks quivering as he rocked back and forth, impaling her further on the hard length of his rod. He was so hard his cock felt like steel, and yet he didn’t feel the same urgency to take her hard and fast as he would have if he hadn’t already spent himself in her mouth so recently. That really had been an inspired idea; now he had more control over himself to keep from hurting her, as well as giving him the willpower to take his time with punishing her bottom, inside and out.

      Lydia bucked slightly, and he lifted one hand from her hip to slap her ass. She cried out into the mattress, her muscles immediately clenching around him as the rest of her body shuddered.

      “Be careful, my dear, I’m trying to take my time, you would do well not to impale yourself faster than you’re ready for,” he said sternly, returning his hand to her hip and pinning her more firmly.

      “Yes, Sir,” she responded, her voice sounded choked, confused, aroused. Her upper body writhed against the mattress and she whimpered.

      Holding himself in position for just a moment longer, Isaac then withdrew and thrust forward hard, burying his length entirely in her ass. Lydia cried out, pressing her face down to muffle the noise, and her muscles spasmed, convulsed, rippled around his cock. Groaning, Isaac tightened his fingers on her hips, allowing himself to enjoy the sensations for a long few seconds before he began to drag his cock out.

      The sensation of feeling him go had her crying out and writhing again, and then she fairly screamed into the mattress when he reversed directions and sank back into her to the hilt. Taking his time, Isaac sent up a rhythm of long, slow drags of his cock in and out of her body, withdrawing till just his head was left inside of her before beginning the slow, inexorable thrust back into the hot haven of her bowels. He luxuriated in the sensation, wallowed in it, and took his time, knowing she’d be burning and aching with the stretch of her tight hole the entire time.
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      Being so fully invaded in her bottom was something even the dilators couldn’t have prepared her for. Although Isaac had toyed with them, pushing them in and out of her, fucking her with them, it wasn’t the same as his cock. His rod was both harder and softer than the rubber plugs; it was certainly thicker and longer, and Lydia felt as though her bottom might never regain its original proportions now that it had been stretched so obscenely. The feel of him moving in and out of her, the bumps and ridges on his cock scraping over her tender insides, forcing open her squeezing hole, left her gasping.

      It burned, but in a completely different manner than the burning on her breasts and surface of her ass, or even the inside of her bottom when he’d stretched her with the dilators. The sensation was akin to muscles being stretched in ways they were unused to, but it was also the slick movement of him gliding back and forth in her sensitive channel, which flared and flamed. She felt so full and so empty at the same time, as her pussy spasmed and tried to press against the mattress.

      With every thrust, she could feel the wet slap of his sack against her open pussy lips, her clit throbbing in response to the stimulation, her body craving more. The movement of his cock in her bowels was also stimulating some other pleasurable ache, deep inside of her, as if there was a separate and distinct point of pleasure inside of her.

      The agony of being sodomized was exquisite; somehow this position, bent over with her husband holding her down, forcibly taking her bottom for her punishment and his pleasure, made her feel incredibly fulfilled. She could feel him looming over her, powerfully thrusting behind her, his strong hands holding her in place while her punished parts burned and her insides cramped in delicious paroxysms.

      This was... sinful. That was the only word which truly encompassed everything she was feeling. 

      It was depraved decadence, wanton torment, and overwhelmed every one of her senses. Lydia sobbed as the very intensity of the sensations swamped her, overcoming her and turning her into a writhing mass of pleasure and pain. The orgasm Isaac had been driving her to, denying her from, wound about her bones and quivered... trembled... tightened inside of her until she thought she might go mad from being so close to the brink without tipping over.

      Then, suddenly, as if sensing her desperation, Isaac began thrusting harder and faster into her battered bottom. The sudden increase in friction and pace, the slap of his groin against her welted cheeks and sack against her needy pussy, had her clawing at the sheets as the intense orgasm inside of her welled. The brink neared, her body tightened, and Lydia screamed as she teetered and then fell.

      It was as though her entire body was curling in on itself at the force of her climax, the spasms and pulses coming in unrelenting waves. When Isaac leaned over her, his cock pressing deeper, his groin rubbing over her seared cheeks, his hand slid over her hip to the front of her body, seeking out her swollen clit, and Lydia completely lost herself to the vortex of rapturous ecstasy and fiery agony that was swirling inside of her body.

      Tears poured from her eyes, absorbed by the sheets beneath her as wetness trickled down her thighs, coating her inner legs and Isaac’s sack. She was barely aware of the throbbing rod inside of her, its pulsing completely indistinguishable from her own, the molten heat of liquid filling her bowels a tiny part of the maelstrom of hot sensations devastating her. A sharp pinch of her clit sent her soaring, staggering, and white hot light enveloped her, followed almost immediately by blackness.
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      The feeling of smug triumph after his wife’s debilitating ecstasy followed Isaac through the night and into the morning. At first, when he’d realized she’d gone limp as he’d emptied himself into her bowels, he’d been concerned, but it had taken him less than a minute to realize she’d simply fainted, overcome by the myriad of sensations assaulting her. He’d gathered her up, cleaned up the liquid evidence of their exertions, and cradled her in his arms as they’d fallen asleep.

      She was so exhausted that she’d continued sleeping when he’d awoken. Rather than disturb her and deciding she must need her rest after such a tumultuous evening, he’d quietly slipped from her bed, gotten ready for the day, and descended to the main floor to play host. Since his sister was already up and about, he’d assigned her to play hostess, explaining that Lydia was getting some much needed rest and Arabella would need to take her place until she was up and ready.

      Arabella had been happy enough with the request; it took Isaac a moment to realize the peculiar gleam in her eye meant she thought Lydia was increasing.

      Since he hadn’t said she was, and didn’t know that she wasn’t, he didn’t feel like it was a lie. Regardless, he wanted Lydia to get what rest she needed. After being so stressed about the party and the ball tonight, and needing a punishment so badly, it made sense to him that she would also need more sleep than usual.

      It wasn’t until she came down, still restless, practically wringing her hands and ignoring his reassurances that Arabella had everything well in hand, that Isaac realized there was still something wrong.

      Last night should have calmed her. Stabilized her. Set her back on an even keel. In some ways it had. She was more focused and didn’t seem so worried about the ball... on the contrary, she seemed incredibly distracted when Arabella brought it up. Frowning, Isaac watched her from across the patio as she organized their guests, many of whom declared themselves uninterested in or not yet ready to nap before the ball, for a walk about the garden following luncheon. Her underlying restlessness, a kind of jittery tension, was vibrating about her person.

      “What’s wrong?” Benedict had come alongside him without Isaac noticing, so great was his own distraction in regards to his wife. His brother frowned as he looked in the same direction as Isaac, his expression confused. Obviously he hadn’t picked up on Lydia’s inner distress.

      “I’m not sure,” Isaac murmured, aware that Benedict was far from the only person joining him in his current position by the doors. He turned his head slightly to see Wesley, Philip, and Felix looking at him as well, slight concern in their expressions. “Something’s going on with Lydia. I don’t suppose any of your wives have mentioned anything?”

      A murmured round of negative answers did nothing to assuage Isaac’s concern. He tilted his head back towards his wife. She was laughing gaily at something Walter Hood had just said to her, patting his arm as she paired him with Miss Feathering for the promenade through the gardens. Walter looked almost horrified at being paired with a proper young miss, even if she was several years out of the schoolroom. For her part, Miss Feathering simpered up at him.

      As soon as she had them moving on their way, Lydia’s head swung around, looking for... something. The fine tension gripping her made her movements jerky.

      “Whatever’s wrong, I think it may be coming to a head,” he said in a low tone, turning back towards them so as not to alert her. Something more than the party had been stressing her yesterday, he now realized, something which was going to happen today. Perhaps at the ball, perhaps sooner. He looked around at the gentlemen he’d become friends with over the past Season. Part of what had drawn them together had been the necessity of keeping an eye on Arabella and Gabrielle throughout the ballrooms of the ton. They’d formed a coterie of gentlemen, trading off positions and covering all the exits, and - for the most part - their caution had paid off. “I could use your assistance this afternoon and evening, I believe.”

      They all nodded immediately, completely amenable. 

      “I’ll tell Alex,” Wesley said, immediately slipping away, heading across the patio to where Alex and his wife were deep in conversation, slowly making their way to the garden entrance.

      “I’ll bet Cynthia and Gabrielle will be just as effective as we will,” Felix said with a grin, moving off to where they were giggling with Arabella, whom Lydia was beckoning. Arabella looked reluctant to pair off with Lydia’s intended gentleman, Felix’s eldest brother Thomas. For his part, Isaac was relieved. Thomas would keep an eye on Arabella without being asked, leaving Isaac free to focus on whatever was going on with his wife. Offering Cynthia and Gabrielle his arms, Felix gave Arabella no choice but to step forward and take his brothers. The five of them moved off into the gardens with Wesley and the Brookes not far behind.

      Frowning, realizing his wife meant to set him to leading others through the garden, Isaac quickly slipped away. He’d go in the side entrance and keep an eye on her. Whatever was going on, whatever was causing her such disturbance, he refused to be distracted by their guests.
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      On edge and exasperated, Lydia realized her husband had disappeared, leaving her no choice but to lead Lord and Lady Wuthering into the gardens along with her stepfather. At some point she would endeavor to lose them or leave them behind long enough to hand off the dratted list tucked into the bodice of her day gown. She supposed an amble through the gardens really wasn’t her husband’s speed, but his presence would certainly have made things easier on her. Discovering many of her guests were less interested in resting than in being entertained during the afternoon had surprised her. Apparently everyone had taken Isaac’s suggestion, retired early last night, and felt quite well rested.

      So she’d organized a jaunt through the gardens. For one, it would provide plenty of cover for her to hand off the list to her stepfather, for another, having everyone within shouting distance should keep him from attempting anything untoward.

      Having her hand on his arm as they walked was a strain on her nerves as her dislike of him surged. One positive, which was keeping her from completely coming apart, had been the joy in Mr. Tilding and Amy’s eyes as they’d quickly taken advantage of the bit of privacy a walk through the gardens would afford them. Surely, with their romance progressing at the rate it was, Lydia wouldn’t have to keep her secrets for too much longer... 

      She was quite sure that if she hadn’t asked Isaac to punish her last night, she would becoming completely undone right now. The various aches and throbbing pains of her body helped to distract her from her emotional turmoil, helped to focus her when she pressed on them. Isaac had let her sleep in quite late, and she’d missed awakening in his arms, but she’d also woken up feeling better than she would have thought possible under the circumstances.

      Movement flitted out of the corner of her eye, and she saw Spencer and Cynthia walk by on a nearby path. Cynthia peered curiously at her and then gave a little wave. Lydia smiled weakly back before returning her focus to her guests.

      “Perhaps you’d like to tour the rose garden?” she asked Lady Wuthering. “Sarah told me you have quite an impressive one yourself.”

      That was all it took to have the lady burbling happily on about the care and maintenance of roses and the various varieties she had in her own garden, as they made their way down the paths. Considering the size of the garden, Lydia was seeing quite a bit more of their guests than she would have anticipated - all three of the Hood brothers came in and out of her sight as they walked, escorting the ladies they were with, she saw the Spencers again, the Brookes, her brother-in-law walking with Dunbury and Cordelia...

      And then her attention was recalled as her stepfather pinched her fingers with his as they walked into the rose garden. Lady Wuthering immediately went into happy accolades and, as Lydia had hoped she would, began to pull her husband along to see everything she wished to see. As they moved further ahead of Lydia and her stepfather, her stepfather began dragging his heels. 

      “It’s time, missy, who are the duke’s partners?” he asked, his voice low and menacing. 

      “Shhh,” Lydia said, her head moving wildly to make sure no one was close enough by to overhear. The Wutherings had moved even farther away, and turned the corner on the path, taking them out of sight and certainly out of hearing. She relaxed slightly. “I wrote them down.”

      Her stepfather clung to her arm as she tried to pull away from him. “Give it to me.”

      “Let me go and I will!” Her slight panic made her voice rise and she immediately froze and hunched, her stepfather doing the same, both of them listening to see if her high tone had drawn any attention. There was nothing but the sound of wind rustling through the leaves and branches and a few notes of birdsong. Both of them relaxed, and Lydia took the opportunity to jerk her arm away, retreating several steps from him. She absolutely did not want to reach into her bodice while he was actually touching her. With her now intimate understanding of what happened between a man and a woman, she did not want to do a single thing which might incite him, even if he was currently somewhat sober.

      “Now, woman,” he growled, his fists clenching menacingly at his sides.

      Heart fluttering, Lydia turned away, bowing her head to dip her hand into her bodice where paper was tucked. She was moving slower than she should because she really, truly didn’t want to do this. It had been one thing to betray a man of honor whom she hadn’t known, one thing to trick a man into marriage when she’d had no real connection to him, but in doing this, she was choosing to truly betray Isaac... to knowingly betray not just him, but the emotions and connection growing between them.

      Knowing that made her feel cold, despite the heat still lingering in her skin from his punishment. But it was the only way to ensure Amy’s future, and her sister didn’t deserve to suffer because of her father, she didn’t deserve to suffer because of Lydia’s actions or inaction, and so Lydia did the only thing she could do. She closed her eyes and reached into her bodice, gulping back the sudden rise of tears in the back of her throat as she did.
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      The expression on Lydia’s too-pale face was one Isaac didn’t think he would ever forget. It was only happenchance she’d turned in his direction rather than another, and he almost wished she hadn’t. Her expression was one of extreme resignation, of heartbreak, of hopelessness. Whatever it was her stepfather was demanding, it wasn’t good.

      Turning his own head, Isaac signaled to his friends. They moved silently along the pathways, moving to block the only two exits from the little enclosure in the gardens where Lydia and her stepfather were currently standing, as well as to block off the pathways leading to those enclosures from the other guests. Whatever was happening, Isaac doubted he wanted it to become common knowledge. The actual exits would be too far away to overhear anything if Lydia and her stepfather spoke too low, which meant Isaac stayed at his own post, really only a few feet away from the pair but completely hidden by the lush growth of the flowering bush.

      As Lydia turned away from him to face her stepfather, a noise behind Isaac made him start. He whirled around to find his young sister-in-law standing there on the arm of Tilding, both of them looking at him as though he’d lost his mind - as it very well may appear since he was standing out of the pathway and practically against a rosebush. Putting a finger to his lips to indicate the need for silence, he waved at them to come closer. Perhaps Amy could provide some insight.

      Obviously curious, Amy and Tilding moved in, quietly, just as Lydia started to speak again.

      “This list... if I give it to you, you swear you’ll let Amy marry Mr. Tilding, or whatever man she chooses?”

      Beside him, Amy jerked in surprise, and Isaac reached out to hold her fast. The shocked expression on both her and Tilding’s faces indicated they didn’t know what this was about either, despite their names being used.

      “Well I won’t need to hold her over your head any more, will I, if I have that?” The smug, malicious tone of voice Grayford used was nothing like Isaac had heard the Earl use before. Neither did his daughter seem to recognize it; Amy gasped inaudibly and leaned against Tilding as if seeking out support. To his credit, the young man immediately wrapped his arm about her shoulders, providing it. “That and whatever else you provide me in the future, because you will give me whatever I need or His Grace will know exactly how I came about my information.” The heavy threat in his voice was enough to make Isaac want to go crashing through the thorny roses and face the older man himself. But he held back, wanting to know more... needing to know more.

      Apparently, this was what Lydia had been hiding from him from the very beginning. He hadn’t suspected her stepfather of being a villain; from everything Lydia had described about her childhood, her stepfather had acted exactly as a father to her. Obviously that had now changed, perhaps because he’d seen something to gain from her? Perhaps he had forced her into trapping Isaac so he could get whatever information the Earl wanted? But then why had Grayford assured Isaac that he needn’t marry Lydia if he didn’t wish to, that alternate arrangements could be made? No, too many things still didn’t make sense, Isaac was still missing too many pieces of the puzzle.

      “But this, here... You’ll let Amy marry Mr. Tilding?” Lydia insisted, her voice shaking. Whatever it was, she didn’t want to give it to her stepfather without that assurance. Whatever it was, it was bad. “I want you to promise.”

      “Yes, Amy can marry that twit if that’s what she wants,” her stepfather said, exasperation coloring his voice. Both Amy and Tilding reacted, by Isaac wasn’t paying attention to them anymore. He was already starting to move. “Now give it to me, and we can both go quietly on our way.”
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      “I don’t think so.”

      The deep voice of Isaac’s brother cut across the small enclosure like a knife, and Lydia nearly dropped the small paper from nerveless fingers as a shriek strangled her throat. Immediately, she jumped back, further away from her stepfather, as he practically growled and swung around to face Benedict, his face like a thundercloud. If Benedict’s face was nearly expressionless, his brother’s was even more so when he suddenly appeared at Benedict’s side. Lydia wanted to whimper at the sight of her husband, larger than life, dark eyes coldly assessing the situation.

      A noise behind her had her whirling to see the Earl of Spencer, the Marquess of Dunbury and Mr. Felix Hood standing across the other entryway into the enclosure, cutting off any hope of escape for either herself or her stepfather. Her knees trembled, wavered, and only sheer willpower kept her standing as everything came crashing down about her.

      It had all been for nothing... they were caught out, her husband knew something was in the wind, and Mr. Tilding hadn’t even proposed to Amy. Her sister was still under the rule of her father, who might be malicious enough to marry Amy off to the Squire - or worse - even though this wasn’t her fault.

      “Well,” her stepfather said, huffing, obviously searching for the right words as he faced off against the intimidating duo the two brothers made. Benedict was only smaller in comparison to Isaac, and both of their dark countenances held threat of retribution in them. Lydia wanted to shrink into a ball when her husband’s cold gaze flicked to her and away. His emotions were entirely shuttered away from her, closed off, and the connection between them broken. She swayed on her feet. “I don’t know what you two think you’ve heard, but I can assure you you’re entirely wrong.”

      “No, I don’t think we are,” Isaac said, his voice haughtily distant, as he strode forward on the pathway to meet her stepfather.

      “Oh no...” Lydia couldn’t stop the whisper as Amy and Mr. Tilding slid into the place he’d just vacated, beside Benedict. Her sister’s green eyes were wide, filled with horror and tears, and she was clinging to Mr. Tilding’s arm, whose expression looked as though it had been carved from granite. Immediately, Lydia knew her sister had overheard too... heard enough to have the wool cruelly pulled from her eyes, and she now saw what Lydia had, more than anything, been trying to protect her sister from all along - knowing what her father had turned into.

      “Exactly what is it you’re looking to hold over my wife?” Isaac asked, facing off against her stepfather. 

      The comparison between the two of them was ludicrous. Isaac was almost an entire head taller than her stepfather, towering over the older man, with his broad, unpadded shoulders, fit torso, and muscled limbs, he dripped with both strength and authority. Her stepfather, beside him, looked like a pale shadow of a nobleman, a mouse in the presence of a hawk - a very stupid mouse who still thought he could talk himself out of being dinner.

      Her stepfather gathered himself up. “Nothing, Manchester, nothing... Lydia wanted to give me some information she’d found out, thought it would help me with my own investments and whatnot.”

      Her lungs froze, but she didn’t protest. Didn’t know what to do, really. There were traps no matter which way she stepped and too many consequences for her frantic mind to sort.

      Keeping his gaze on her stepfather, Isaac held out his hand towards her. Lydia didn’t make the mistake of thinking he wanted her to take with. Trembling from head to toe, she stepped forward and placed the piece of paper she was holding in his hand. As soon as it left her fingers, she stepped back, tucking her hands behind her and waited, feeling the heat of her stepfather’s glare and the coldness of her husband’s indifference.

      Unfolding the small note, Isaac looked down at it. Scanned its contents. From the curl of his lip, he immediately understood exactly what information Lydia had been about to hand over to her stepfather. His dark eyes rose to pin her stepfather in his place and then over to her, transfixing her with his cool, glittering gaze.

      “Why, my dear, were you giving your stepfather this list?” The complete lack of affection when he called her ‘my dear’ broke Lydia’s heart, and she wanted to scream from the pain of it, but she couldn’t... and she couldn’t answer him. Her eyes moved back and forth between her husband and her stepfather, and then over to Amy’s tearful countenance.

      Her little sister, still staring at her father, lower lip trembling the way it always did when she cried. Just eighteen, filled with hopes and dreams Lydia could never realize, but which Amy could if she was just given the chance. Clinging to the arm of the man she loved, who was supporting her, holding her, despite the revelations being played out before them. Lydia had spent the past two years protecting Amy from everything she could, keeping her little sister safe, keeping her happy and innocent. Some of the veil had been pulled from her eyes, but not all of it, and Lydia couldn’t bring herself to be the one to yank the rest of it away.

      A shadow fell over her. Isaac’s formidable presence loomed. But his voice was softer than before, almost understanding. A gentle hand cupped her cheek, and she closed her eyes, leaning into it... pretending, for just a moment, that she too could have the love and support she craved. 

      “What did he threaten Amy with?” The question coaxed. It hurt too, because he was using her desire for the connection with him to get her answer. “That he would deny Tilding’s suit?”

      “Not a word, Lydia! NOT ONE- Mmph!!!” His words were cut off, muffled by someone’s hand, although he continued to yell into that fleshy gag. Whatever he was saying was completely intelligible now, but if anything, he sounded more outraged than before.

      Lydia’s eyes flew open, but Isaac’s hand held her face firmly, his broad shoulders blocking out the sight of whomever had just silenced her stepfather, keeping her gaze on him. The choice hovered before her... she hadn’t been able to find anything which would allow Isaac to help her sister, but if she told him now... perhaps he would know. The deal she’d struck with her stepfather, it was over. If she didn’t confess to Isaac now, he would never trust her again.

      If she didn’t confess to Isaac now, who knew what would happen to Amy. At least here she was on Isaac’s land. Mr. Tilding was still at her side. If there was ever a chance to save her sister, without giving in to every one of her stepfather’s edicts, this had to be the best of it.

      “He’s going to force her to marry Squire Hurst if I tell you... why I needed to marry you,” she whispered. The words were so quiet, so forced, that she knew no one but Isaac had heard them, especially not over the muffled sounds of protest her stepfather was making.

      Lifting his head, Isaac turned to look at Mr. Tilding and Amy. “Tilding. The matter we discussed on our ride... you may want to move that along much faster. In fact, if I may make a suggestion, if you leave within the hour you could make it to Gretna Green before nightfall.”

      Lydia’s mouth opened in soundless wonder, Mr. Tilding looked struck, and Amy gasped in shock and even more confusion.

      “Gretna Green?!” Amy almost sounded a bit outraged. She was the type of girl who had planned out her wedding in her head, and eloping to marry over an anvil was not how she’d pictured it.

      Isaac looked directly at Amy, his hold on Lydia never loosening. “I believe your choices may be Gretna Green with Mr. Tilding today or a more conventional marriage to - Squire Hurst was it?”

      “Squire Hurst!”
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      Although he knew there was probably a gentler manner in which to give these revelations, Isaac found he didn’t have the wherewithal. For one, his own emotions were a seething mass of chaos he was having to rigidly control, which didn’t leave a lot of room for sympathy or patience. And he’d never been a particularly patient man. Moreover, if Amy was going to elope with Tilding, there wasn’t much time.

      Isaac couldn’t hold Grayford indefinitely, after all, as much as he might want to lock the man down in the deepest, dankest part of the Manor’s basement. If Huffy even allowed any part of the basement to become dank or unpleasant. Therefore, if Amy was going to escape the marriage her father was determined to arrange for her and be out from under his thumb, which would remove Lydia from his sphere of influence as well, she and Tilding needed to get moving.

      Unfortunately, his sister-in-law looked as though she was having trouble believing in the necessity. 

      “Papa?” Her features, so much like Lydia’s even if their hair and eyes differed, were uncertain in a manner which made her seem even younger.

      Tilding kept a hold of her, giving her support and keeping her from stepping towards her father. Glancing over his shoulder, Isaac nodded to Philip and Wesley, who were holding the man in place with Wesley’s hand clapped over the Earl’s mouth. Wesley removed the one hand.

      “Squire Hurst is the least of it! I’ll ruin you! I’ll ruin all of you! You’ll all pay for this! I am in charge! Me!” Thankfully, Grayford’s voice was hoarse, rather than strident, even as he tried to yell. Isaac only hoped the Grevilles, Arabella, and the elder Hood brothers had managed to move the rest of their guests far enough away from the confrontation that nothing would be overheard.

      As Amy gasped and stepped back into Tilding’s strong arm, Isaac felt Lydia shake free of his hand and move to the side so she could see her stepfather. He dropped his hand, angling behind her to stand at her back. As soon as her stepfather saw her, he went into an almost manic fit, spittle flying from his mouth as he started hoarsely shrieking.

      “Madeline!!!! No, no, NO - I’m sorry, Maddy, I didn’t do it, I promise! I never did it! Don’t look at me that way!” Everyone was frozen with shock and confusion, except for Amy and Lydia who were staring at him with dawning horror. He shook his head and his gaze fell on Lydia again, his eyes narrowing with hate. “You little bitch, you’ve turned them all against me! It’s lies, all of it, LIES!” As his voice became louder, Wesley covered the man’s mouth again, and Grayford’s eyes rolled wildly, struggling against the men holding him. Stepping forward from behind his writhing form, Felix added his own strength to the two men already holding him in place. Lydia stumbled back against Isaac, quivering, as Amy buried her face in Tilding’s shoulder. The man wrapped his arms around Amy, whispering something in her ear - something meant to comfort going by his demeanor.

      “Madeline?” Isaac asked, turning Lydia around so she didn’t have to look at her stepfather anymore. Her grey eyes turned up to meet his, but they were haunted and unfocused, as if she wasn’t truly seeing him.

      “My mother,” she whispered.

      Isaac decided he’d heard enough, that his wife had been subjected to enough, as well as her sister. With all the confidence of his ducal authority, he got Tilding and Amy moving, with himself and Lydia following. As soon as they moved out of the enclosure, Cordelia and Cynthia hurried over to Lydia, while Gabrielle immediately moved in on Amy, bracketing her along with Tilding. Isaac gave Lydia over to Cordelia and Cynthia, directing them to take the ladies back to the house for their afternoon naps. As he did so, Tilding looked over his shoulder and Isaac met his gaze. With a firming of his jaw, Tilding nodded.

      From the determination and protective stance Tilding had around Amy, Isaac thought it very unlikely they would be attending the ball this evening. They would be much too busy.

      Turning on his heel, Isaac strode back into the enclosure of roses. They made a beautiful surround for such a nasty business. Although Wesley still had his hand over Grayford’s mouth, the irate Earl was muttering and ranting, no matter that his words were muffled. His eyes were wild and unfocused, his cheeks red. He looked utterly mad.

      Another nod to Wesley, who removed his hand again. “Madeline will understand, it’s Lydia’s fault, it’s all-“ was Grayford managed to get out before Isaac’s fist plowed into his jaw, knocking his head back and sending him straight into unconsciousness.

      “Let’s get him up to the manor,” Isaac said grimly. It would take all of them to move Grayford quickly and quietly, with the best chance of being unseen by any indiscreet eyes. Isaac already knew where he was going to put his father-in-law, just in case the man woke up - even if the basement wasn’t dank, there were several empty storerooms down there. Easy to guard, no windows to escape from, and well out of hearing of any guests of either the house party or the ball.

      The men moved quickly and determinedly, and - as soon as they were in the house - quick explanations were tendered to Rigby who immediately took over. The other men dispersed to the billiard room, their own rooms to check on their wives, and the library - in case any of the other house party guests returned from the gardens - while Isaac and Rigby oversaw the installment of Grayford into an empty storage room. Although it was more than he deserved, Isaac also ordered a sleeping pallet be brought down for the Earl. Two burly footmen would stand outside his door and two more at the end of the hall, all night. Rigby promised he would have someone deliver food during the evening, after Grayford revived. A bruise was already forming on his jaw where Isaac’s fist had landed, and it was a good thing for the Earl that he’d gone down with one hit, because Isaac would not have been above adding to them. 

      Which would probably have made him feel quite guilty later as the Earl wouldn’t have been up to Isaac’s weight even if he wasn’t a couple decades older. Still, Isaac didn’t think one flush hit would tax his conscience too much.

      “He can have food and water, that’s it,” Isaac told the footmen. They both nodded, curiosity lit on their faces as to why they were holding their duchess’ father prisoner, but they didn’t ask any questions. “If he asks, I’ll be down to speak with him tomorrow morning.”

      That finished, Isaac stalked off to his wife’s chambers. He sincerely hoped she wasn’t taking a nap, because he would really hate to have to wake her up.
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      Wearing nothing but her chemise, Lydia sat on the edge of her bed. Mr. Tilding and Amy had already left for Gretna Green; she hoped Amy would be happy, since her younger sister had seemed to be in a state of shock. Her soon-to-be husband had completely taken over, ushering her straight towards the stables rather than the house and into a carriage. Amy had been in a daze when she’d hugged Lydia goodbye, still confused, her eyes begging Lydia to explain... but Lydia couldn’t because she still didn’t quite understand. She’d been glad to see her sister go, safe at last in Mr. Tilding’s capable hands. When Amy had protested, not very convincingly, he’d told her very shortly, “I love you, I was going to offer for you after the house party anyway, and I will do whatever I need to in order to protect you. Now get in the carriage.”

      Amy had shut her mouth and gotten into the carriage. And Lydia had smiled. While it wasn’t the wedding she’d dreamed of, Lydia was fairly certain her sister was going to have the marriage she’d always wanted. That Mr. Tilding’s first instinct was to protect Amy from her father, rather than drop her because of his behavior, spoke very well of him as well as his feelings for Amy. Which was good, as Amy would need his support in the days to come.

      Looking down at the miniature portrait in her hand, Lydia stroked her fingers gently over the canvas. The familiar, pretty, porcelain features of a grey-eyed woman with honey-blonde hair smiled up at her. She didn’t know how long she stared at the portrait before the door to her room opened.

      Lowering the miniature to her lap, Lydia looked up at her husband. Her heart was pounding in her chest. The expression on his face was blank, giving her no clue as to whether or not he might allow her to make amends. She’d stripped down to her chemise, hoping he would punish her, but not knowing if he would.

      After all, her breasts and bottom still had slightly pink marks lingering from yesterday. The inside of her bottom was raw, and she didn’t know if she could take him there again... and yet she also knew she’d bear whatever she had to in order to make things right, if he would just give her the chance to.

      The door shut behind him as Isaac strode forward, his very presence seeming to suck all of the air from the room. His eyes slid over her, lingering for a moment on her breasts beneath the translucent chemise, before falling to the miniature on her lap. Tilting his head as he came closer, he seemed more interested in it than in her. Although, she supposed she could understand that. It was the only thing out of place. Lydia usually kept it in one of the drawers of her writing desk, as looking at it made her sad.

      Long fingers reached down and plucked it from her lap. Lydia lowered her head to her hands, balled up on her thighs, as she waited.

      “Your mother?” he asked, his voice softer than she’d thought it would be, almost gentle.

      “Yes,” she responded quietly, feeling the tiny ache in her heart which always arose when she thought of or spoke of her mother.

      “You look...” His voice trailed away, but she knew how his sentence would end. The mania in her stepfather’s eyes, the break in sanity when he’d called her by her mother’s name... Lydia couldn’t help but wonder now, was it her resemblance to her mother which had initially incited his lust for her when he was drunk? She had always blamed his grief and his drinking, or occasionally wondered if it was just a part of his personality which he’d kept hidden, or thought perhaps his personality had just harshly changed. He’d always known who she was when he’d rattled at her door at home, calling her by name, but it had seemed in the garden as though he’d actually thought she was her mother for a moment or two.

      After a long pause, he turned and put the miniature down on her nightstand. Lydia bit her lip, unsure of what to say now, hoping he would take the lead as he always did. With him standing over her, as large as he was, she should have felt frightened, but she didn’t. She felt desperate... desperate to make things right, desperate to be given another chance - and terrified he would have no chances left to give her.

      “So. I will ask you again, Lydia. Why did you need to escape your home?”

      The whole sordid story poured out. She couldn’t look at him as she talked, so she stared at her hands as she told him about her mother’s death. Her stepfather’s drinking. Waking up to him in her bed. His excuses. Realizing no one was going to protect her. Amy’s naive innocence. The books she found in her stepfather’s library, informing the last of her ignorance. The move to London for the Season and realizing she had no still room to prepare concoctions to drug her stepfather’s liquor. Her rattling door at nights when he was deeply in his cups. His threats, once he realized she was going to escape his dominion.

      As she talked, Isaac stood over her at first. Then he started to pace. His steps became faster and faster, as did her explanation, the words coming so quickly she was practically tripping over them. When she finally reached the end, she was panting for breath and her mouth was dry.

      Isaac poured a glass of water, kept in the pitcher by her washstand, and brought it over. She took it gratefully, still too afraid to actually look up at him.

      “Your stepfather is secured in the basement,” Isaac said, his deep voice distant. His body was turned slightly away from hers, and Lydia dared to peek up at him, only to see his face in profile, his eyes gazing towards her windows. The tightness in his jaw spoke of his anger and her eyes dropped again. “Rigby informed me that Tilding and Amy left for Gretna Green immediately, so she will now be safe. We’ll make their excuses this evening. You will rest before dressing for dinner. Tonight, we’ll make your introduction to local society, tomorrow we’ll deal with everything else.”

      “Yes, Sir,” Lydia said, raising her eyes up to him again, hoping by calling him Sir, he’d understand... she wanted to be punished.

      Isaac’s head turned. His gaze dropped to hers. Something in his eyes softened. “It will be alright, Lydia.”

      Then he turned and left.

      Feeling both slightly better than she had before and yet still bereft, Lydia took a deep breath and followed his orders. Stretching out on the bed, she stared up at the ceiling, resting the way he’d told her to, and also thinking. Silently, she made her vow... from now on her loyalty was entirely to her husband. Her stepfather had no further hold over her. It didn’t matter if it took her years to gain her husband’s trust and affection back, years of penances and punishments, she would do whatever was necessary. She would be his perfect duchess, his perfect wife, and she would spend her entire life devoted to him.

      Because, despite how their marriage had come about, she’d gone and fallen in love with the man.
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      Isaac knew his wife had wanted a punishment that afternoon, but he hadn’t been able to oblige her. He hadn’t had the necessary control over his rage to even make an attempt, especially as his fury had barely been directed at her. There was some anger towards her, of course. He was angry she hadn’t trusted him with the truth. Angry she hadn’t sought his assistance, his help. But, despite his emotions, intellectually he understood why. She’d been backed into a proverbial corner and had no assurance that a man she’d trapped into marriage would be willing to help her. What had been growing between them since their wedding... well that trust had been fragile. Immature. Too new for her to put her faith in. 

      His own was feeling rather battered at the moment as he realized she’d used that intimacy to gain knowledge her stepfather wanted to use. Granted, it wasn’t her fault she’d known; he’d told her willingly enough. And he’d heard her hesitation in the rose garden about giving it to her stepfather. He believed her when she said she was going to tell him all, as soon as Amy was safe. But emotions didn’t always listen to intellect.

      So he had to wait to give her what she needed. What they both needed.

      Instead, he’d gone to Wesley’s room. Listened for a moment. When he didn’t hear anything, he knocked on the door. His supposition had been correct, Wesley had been... entertaining... his wife, going by the man’s disheveled appearance, but they’d finished. At least, Isaac assumed they had, since Wesley had only asked for a few minutes before meeting Isaac in his study, with the item Isaac had requested he bring, and arrived there only five minutes after Isaac, looking considerably neater and with an expression like a cat who’d gotten the cream. Lucky bastard. 

      While Isaac didn’t explain everything to him, he did assuage Wesley’s curiosity and then asked for his assistance. Which Wesley was quite happy to give. He suggested using a cushion first, if Isaac wanted to try some truly brutal blows. Which, given his current state of mind, Isaac absolutely did. 

      Strangely, venting his fury on several cushions and utterly destroying them made him feel quite a bit calmer. And quite a bit more worried about using the savage instrument on his wife. When he expressed that concern, Wesley just laughed.

      “Well, for starters, never raise it over your head like that when you use it on Lydia. Now that you’ve got your emotion out, you can learn how to really use it.”

      The long, rigid length of the cane was highly polished. It wasn’t very thick, but neither was it very thin, which Wesley said made it ideal for punishment as it would welt but not deeply bruise and should not cut.

      “You want it fairly rigid,” he explained, showing Isaac how to flick his wrist against another - so far intact - cushion. “Too whippy means the end might curl around and strike her hip, which isn’t dangerous, but it’s painful in a manner which you can’t control and is far more likely to break skin.”

      “Which I absolutely do not want,” Isaac muttered, focusing as he flicked his wrist in the manner Wesley had just shown him. The cane smacked against the cushion with a satisfying THUMP, leaving a line in its soft surface. He frowned. “I don’t want to go too easy on her, either.”

      “You won’t,” Wesley said, amusement coloring his voice. “The cane is not an instrument meant for that. Here, try it on yourself, just the same amount of force you did on the cushion.” Wesley helped him roll up the leg of his breeches, baring his calf. Stretching it out in front of him, turning it the way Wesley recommended to avoid catching bone, Isaac flicked his wrist.

      WHAP!

      “DAMN!”

      Wesley burst out laughing as Isaac cursed and hissed. The fairly innocuous red line on his leg didn’t even come close to being a physical representation of how much that hurt. “And her bottom has quite a bit more cushion than your leg. It will hurt, badly, but it won’t damage her. And the cane’s effects will linger. I would also suggest you practice on your thigh. There’s more meat there.”

      “Do you do this often?” Isaac asked, deciding he would practice on his thigh with his breeches on for now. They were thin enough not to provide much protection, and he didn’t really feel up to disrobing in front of Wesley to practice.

      “Every time I buy a new implement,” Wesley said, leaning against Isaac’s desk and sipping the snifter of brandy Isaac had provided. “If you want to ensure you know how to use an instrument, it’s best to know firsthand exactly what the effects consist of.”

      Well Isaac couldn’t argue with that. Especially seeing as how his sister had so thoroughly fooled him over the years into thinking she was at the utter limits of her suffering during her spankings, where he now knew she could actually have taken much harsher punishments if he hadn’t been so careful with her. While he’d always thought an erotic element made pain easier to take, and he was quite sure he was correct in that, it didn’t mean the lack of eroticism made the pain unbearable. It occurred to Isaac that he’d tested both the whip and the crop he used on himself. Not on his legs, but on his palm. It had been more out of curiosity than anything else, but it probably had helped him be a better-informed wielder of both implements.

      “Thank you, Wesley,” he said, turning the cane over in his hands, wincing. There were now three burning lines on his thigh, beneath his breeches, and one on his calf. Burning... painful... but not harmful. “I’ll return this to you tomorrow evening.”

      Wesley waved his hand. “Keep it. I have more at home. I like to try different materials. Consider this... a wedding gift.” He grinned. “I do enjoy giving my friends useful wedding gifts.”

      “Thank you again, then,” Isaac said, somewhat bemused. Part of him wanted to buy Lydia her own... but then again, this was a very nice cane. He was sure there were plenty of other things he could buy her, before getting her a new cane.

      Feeling much more like himself, Isaac put the cane down on his desk and joined Wesley in his drink, chatting amiably with him until it was time to go change for dinner.
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      The dinner and ball went by in a blur of activity.

      Lydia could hardly believe how easily the contretemps of the afternoon had been swept under the rug. The elder Mr. Hoods, Arabella, and the Brookes had kept the rest of the guests suitably distracted until Benedict had joined them. Apparently, he’d satisfied them with the story that Amy was feeling ill, and the rest of the party had returned to the Manor, ready to rest before dinner.

      Her stepfather’s absence from dinner was barely noted; she supposed everyone assumed he was looking after Amy. What they all thought of Mr. Tilding’s absence she had no idea, although as he wasn’t a relation of hers and there were so many extra guests at the table - literally the entire neighborhood had been packed into the formal dining room, with the long table which had been extended out to fit eighty seats, along with the rest of the house party guests - perhaps they hadn’t even noticed his absence.

      After all, it was a large, vibrant throng of guests. Everyone from the neighborhood was wearing their best to greet the new duchess and the focus was much more on Lydia and Isaac than anyone else. A focus which strained Lydia nearly as much as the very correct, very proper, very civil way her husband was treating her. 

      She was sure that not one person there guessed there was something wrong between Duke and Duchess. As guests arrived for dinner, she and Isaac had greeted them side by side, Isaac introducing her to all the neighboring nobles and gentry. During dinner they both exerted themselves to be charming hosts on opposite ends of the table. Afterwards, he led her into the ballroom, and they opened up the dancing for everyone to a fast paced waltz, which had him whirling her around the dance floor and left her breathless. The few words they did exchange were the very correct, very proper compliments he gave her appearance, her thanks for the family jewelry which he’d had delivered to her room while she was getting ready - and the grey pearls set with diamonds were now decorating her throat, ears, wrist, and hair - and his compliments on the decorations, the meal, and the overall success of her first ball. 

      Neither of them mentioned the house party or whether or not it could be considered successful.

      As soon as the dance ended, they were fairly mobbed by their neighbors and well-wishers. Lydia found she couldn’t sit out a single dance, and neither could Isaac; there were so many guests she found herself with a new partner for every single dance. It didn’t take long for her to realize the gentlemen assumed she would be a sympathetic ear - a direct line from their lips to Isaac’s ear. She quickly received the impression there were any multitudes of small items they were too intimidated to approach Isaac with but thought his wife might be more sympathetic... Lydia didn’t have the heart to tell them she was likely the last person able to influence her husband. Instead she just smiled and pretended the night away.

      During a short break for the musicians, Lydia managed to slip away to the retiring room. Not because she needed its facilities as much as she needed a break from the social whirl. To her relief, Cordelia was the only one there, besides the maids who looked up at her and then immediately returned to their soft chatting when she didn’t gesture to them. Cordelia looked elegantly stunning in a garnet dress trimmed with bronze. Garnets and gold lace decorated her hair, a simple bright pendant hung on her chest, and she wore several gold bangles over her cream gloves, which covered her arms nearly to her puffed sleeves. A congratulatory smile spread over Cordelia’s lips when she saw Lydia enter. 

      “Everything is going wonderfully,” she said. “Your neighbors are quite impressed with you; they’re all lauding Isaac’s choice of duchess.”

      “That’s a relief,” Lydia said, and it truly was. She sat down on one of the chaises arranged around the room. “And there’s been no word of... of...” Words failed her as she tried to think of how to describe this afternoon in a discreet manner. The maids showed no sign of interrupting their own quiet conversation to listen, but it was still better to be discreet.

      Cordelia shook her head, the garnets in her dark hair glittering. “Not a one. The gentlemen will ensure it remains that way.” She tilted her head at Lydia. “You know... my marriage was not a love match, although everyone thought it was at the time.”

      “Oh?” The word, heavy with curiosity and a kind of need, was blurted out before Lydia could think. Cordelia smiled and moved across the room, her skirts shushing as they swayed, and sat down next to Lydia. Unless they moved closer, the maids wouldn’t be able to hear them now as long as they spoke softly.

      “I married Philip for stability and protection, because I needed a husband and a household, but it didn’t take me long to fall in love with him.” Cordelia smiled, her eyes turning almost misty as her gaze unfocused, obviously caught up in the memory. “Unfortunately, because of my previous experience with marriage and because Gabrielle and I didn’t get along, I found it quite hard to trust him, and I found it even harder to actually lean on him. But marriage is a partnership, and when I finally chose to let Philip in, to put my trust in him and his feelings for me, that was when everything really changed. There are always bumps in the road, hurdles that must be overcome, but the important thing is to keep your goal in sight and to work for it together.”

      Lydia’s mouth felt dry. That was what she wanted, so, so badly. But... “What if I’ve already broken his trust? Irreparably?”

      “Perhaps you should let him decide whether or not it’s irreparable,” Cordelia murmured, reaching out and patting Lydia’s hand comfortingly. “Men like ours, like Philip and Isaac, Felix and Wesley, they are protectors first and foremost. They become quite put out when we don’t allow them to protect us, but they come around just as quickly when we reach for them. I’m not sure they can help themselves.”

      “I don’t really need protection anymore,” Lydia said, wilting. “I didn’t give him the chance when I did need it.”

      “And yet, if you reach out, I would wager on him answering the call.” With an enigmatic smile, Cordelia rose and Lydia, although she almost didn’t want to because it would hurt so much if it were crushed, began to feel the faint stirrings of hope. She thought about her and Isaac’s relationship; then she thought about how their relationship had changed, the day she’d asked him to punish her.

      Perhaps Cordelia was correct.
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      Standing in his room, running the length of his cravat through his hands, Isaac found himself curiously at a loss. Part of him wanted to go into his wife’s room, the way he did every night. Part of him wanted to stay away, shut her out the way she’d shut him out. Instead of doing either, he’d been standing in one spot for the past quarter of an hour, playing with his damned cravat and not making a decision at all. Every so often his eye would fall on the polished cane, resting on his bed next to a small bowl with a carved finger of ginger. The lines on his thigh and calf still ached and burned. Isaac found himself longing to apply it to his wife’s bottom... but could he really trust himself to hold back his own emotions while he punished her?

      She’d been rather magnificent tonight. Especially considering the events of the day. The surrounding citizens were duly impressed. Isaac had been impressed as well. He ran the length of the cravat through his hands again. Thankfully, no one had gotten a whiff of gossip. He’d put his trust in his friends and they’d repaid him. Lydia hadn’t put her trust in him until she’d had no other real choice. Well, he supposed she could have continued to deny him, but it would have been far more difficult than before, with everything already falling down around her. Then again, she’d still looked to him at the final moment, her last hope to help her sister... and he’d succeeded. There was that, at least.

      A knock on the door had his head jerking around, because the sound was coming from the wrong door. The soft rap came again. Not from the hall, but from the door adjoining his room with his duchess’.

      “Come in,” he said, his voice harsher than he’d intended. The door creaked and slowly crept open. That side of the room was cast in shadows, thanks to the candelabra beside his bed. The light caught the pale oval of Lydia’s face, her lower lip pouting as she worried it with her teeth.

      “Sir?” Her high-pitched, nervous tone tugged at him. “I was... I was wondering if you were going to come over... come to me tonight...?”

      Isaac stared as the door fully opened, revealing that she was wearing a robe, gaping open as it had been left untied, showing nothing but skin beneath. It was incredibly alluring, all the more because he knew with Lydia, she hadn’t meant it to be tempting. If she had, she’d be wearing one of those scanty nightgowns that always made her blush. No, she was naked beneath her robe because that was how Isaac punished her... completely nude.

      Instead of answering her question, he reached out his hand. “Come here, Lydia.”

      Her steps were quick but small, almost shy, as if she was moving with speed to his command, but still trying to take as much time as possible to reach him. Downcast eyes and hunched shoulders screamed her discomfort with the situation. They were no longer in her space, they were in his. Everything about his room was larger than hers, made for his comfort and his alone. The way she drew herself in made her appear even smaller next to his heavy furniture, even more vulnerable. 

      Delicate fingers reached for his, but she still held back. Isaac firmly gripped her trembling hand and yanked. With a gasp, she fell into him, her head tipping back to stare up at him. Wearing only his shirt and breeches, Isaac could feel the heat of her softness against him, cradling his harder planes. Her back arched against his palm as he secured it against her lower back, keeping her trapped against him. Looking down at her, this close to her, he couldn’t miss a single nuance of her expression.

      The worry in her brow, the guilt in her eyes, the sadness in the downward tilt of her lips.

      “Did you want me to come to your room tonight?” he asked, one hand still pressed against the small of her back, the other sweeping blonde locks away from her face. The soft silk of her hair ran over his fingers smoothly.

      “Yes, Sir,” she said, her cheeks flushing hot with embarrassment at her confession. Despite himself, despite his conflicting emotions, Isaac couldn’t help but feel the corners of his mouth tug upwards, trying to smile.

      “Why, my dear?”

      Something flared in her eyes. An emotion too quickly covered for him to identify. Her voice was a breathy whisper as she leaned into him. “Because I would be very sad and lonely if you did not, I like having you beside me at night... and because... because I earned a punishment.” Her chin tilted up at the end, almost defiantly, like a soldier facing a battlefield, indicating she already knew this punishment would be the worst yet, and still she wasn’t afraid to face it. 

      The combination of her confession tugged at him. More than just wanting him for the pain he could give her, the washing away of her guilt, she wanted his presence. His company in her bed. The way she was looking at him reached right into his heart and into the emotions he’d been trying to wall away ever since he’d realized she wasn’t a manipulative social climber or dishonorable fortune hunter.

      But before they could speak of softer things, Isaac could see she needed to expunge her guilt.

      Fisting his hand in the fabric of her robe, he pulled it from her as he spun her around to face his bed. “Go. Bend over my bed.”

      She shot him a quick glance over her shoulder, her legs trembling slightly as she moved, but she didn’t pause. Isaac’s bed was higher than hers, putting her at the right height to bend over without having to brace herself the way she would have on her bed. There was no need for a hassock here to put her in the proper position. With her legs slightly spread, her bottom in the air, her bent over position put her directly next to the cane and bowl, which she eyed curiously.

      She’d find out what those were for soon enough.
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      The thin cane beside Lydia made her want to shudder. Obviously, Isaac had already been preparing for her punishment even before she’d knocked on his door, but with the hour growing later, she hadn’t wanted to wait any longer for him. Cordelia had advised her to reach out, and she’d done so, and she was already glad she had.

      Although Isaac had been hard and distant when she’d first come into the room, he’d softened quickly. Responded to her overtures. Hadn’t sent her running or rejected her, the way she’d feared he would. That he’d been preparing to discipline her heartened her... that he hadn’t come into her room on his own made her nervous. What if she hadn’t knocked on the door? Would he have come at all? At least now she was here, and she was willing to do whatever she needed to make things right between them again.

      The hair on her arms and the back of her neck pricked and stood at attention as Isaac moved up behind her. Reaching into the bowl, he picked up the strangely shaped object within it, and Lydia’s curiosity reached new heights. She knew what the cane was for; she didn’t understand what the other thing was or why it was there.

      “Hold still, my dear,” Isaac said, his voice not quite the warm, stern tone that she was so used to, but close. “This is going in your bottom. It will help you keep from clenching your cheeks.”

      Lydia’s confusion remained, as the thing was about the size of the smallest dilator Isaac used on her bottom. It had a groove in it, just past the thickest part of it, but even that part wasn’t much thicker than the dilator. The cool, rounded tip pressed against her anus and pushed in. No oil was on it, yet it didn’t scrape at her flesh as it slid past her grasping muscle. She shivered a little at the sensation of being filled - why was it, no matter how small an object entering that space actually was, it felt large? - as Isaac smoothly planted it in her backside.

      It nestled into place, her muscle snapping shut around the groove and holding it securely. She still didn’t understand exactly how it was supposed to keep her from clenching but... well, that was strange. There was a tingling sensation, more like a burning... and it was getting hotter!

      “Oh!” She squirmed, pushing her fingers into Isaac’s sheets to keep from reaching back and pulling at the thing. There was no doubt her in mind she wouldn’t be allowed to do that, which meant attempting could bring more punishment. “It’s burning!”

      “Yes, my dear, and the more you clench, the more the ginger will burn. So try not to clench.”

      Ginger?

      SMACK!

      His hand slapped against her bottom, and Lydia immediately did what he’d advised not to, and clenched. The burn inside her bottom increased, just as he’d said it would, the hot tingling turning sharply blistering, and she cried out.

      SMACK!

      SMACK!

      SMACK!

      Isaac started spanking her, with firm, sharp slaps against her bottom. Trying to keep her cheeks relaxed was a struggle, but every time she didn’t the burn increased, and so she quickly found if she just slumped forward on the bed, letting it take all of her weight, it was easier to lay there without dancing about or clenching.

      SMACK!

      SMACK!

      Ooooh, how it burned though! Her bottom was smarting, faster and hotter than ever as she hadn’t had as much time as usual to recover from her last punishment. The insides of her body writhed, the ginger sending hot, tiny needles into her sensitive channel, and Lydia truly hoped she never earned a punishment involving ginger ever again.

      What she didn’t realize was the effects of the ginger were spreading from her pink, little rosebud, all the way down to her pussy, which was becoming inflamed and engorged as little trickles of the ginger juice were squeezed by her muscles and dripped down to the sensitive folds of her pussy. She was creaming as hotly as ever, but the sensations in her bottom were so strong she didn’t even notice the tingling in her pussy.

      SMACK!

      SMACK!

      SMACK!

      It didn’t take long before Lydia was sobbing into Isaac’s mattress. After all, she was already very sorry for her actions, and now she was even sorrier still. She deserved every second of her punishment, but oooooh how it huuuurt! The surface of her bottom was being seared, the insides were on fire, and she was throbbing both inside and out, and it was even worse when she involuntarily moved!

      And when Isaac stopped spanking her, she knew it wasn’t over yet.

      “You’re being so good, Lydia,” he said, his voice a soothing croon that warmed her, more because he sounded so much like himself than anything else. “Five strokes of the cane and this will all be over.”

      Gulping back a little sob, Lydia clenched her hands into tiny balls. Her bottom clenched in anticipation, but only for a moment before she immediately unclenched as the fire of the ginger flared.

      THWAP!

      She screamed, high and shrill, as the line of fire scorched her flesh. Immediately, she pressed her face into the bed, shrieking again as her body automatically clenched around the ginger before she could force herself to relax again. A sob shuddered through her body as she realized the agony hadn’t dissipated at all; she could still feel exactly where the cane had struck, just as stinging and searing as when it had landed. 

      “Good girl. Now you know what to expect. Don’t clench or you’ll just make it harder on yourself.”

      THWAP!

      The blow landed almost as his words ended, overlapping them, which was good because, otherwise, she probably would have clenched. This time, knowing what was coming, she was just barely able to keep her bottom from squeezing the ginger finger, so the only pain came from the second weal tracking excruciating fire across her cheeks.

      THWAP!

      She sobbed again... two more... just two more... he was moving them down her bottom in straight lines... just relax... don’t clench...

      THWAP!

      This swing caught the underside of her bottom, and Lydia screamed again. This time, she couldn’t help the instinctive clench as the lick of fire seared her skin. The sensitive underside of her bottom pulsed as the pain settled in, throbbing with heat.

      Only one more... tears soaked the mattress as she sobbed, her body squirming in agony. It wasn’t until her body relaxed, her buttocks unclenching, that the cane fell again.

      THWAP!

      Her shrill scream felt raw in her throat, but not nearly as raw as the flesh of her bottom, which felt like it had been torn to slices with that last stroke. It had landed diagonally across each of the welts already adorning her backside, relighting the fire in each of them even as it created a new pathway of flames. Lydia choked on her sobs as her bottom spasmed around the ginger. The painful surface of her buttocks was so great that even the inner heat from the ginger didn’t affect her as much.

      Or perhaps the ginger was just losing its efficacy. When Isaac pulled it from her bottom, she barely noticed. She was too lost in the shuddering torment of the cane’s bite... but she did notice when he began to slide a dilator into that anguished hole. The cool, slick surface of the dilator felt twice as cold against her burned flesh, making her shiver, and yet soothing her overheated channel as well. She moaned as she was stretched wide; he hadn’t started off with the smallest dilator this time; in fact, she was quite sure he was using the third in the series.

      Whimpering as she was stretched, Lydia felt her toes curling as her body was distracted from the hot lines of pain to the uncomfortable ache in her bottom as it was opened. The fullness, along with the burn, had her gasping as she realized how aroused she was after her caning. Part of her wanted to howl with dismay at her indecent reaction, another part of her didn’t care because at least this brutal scourge was followed by shocking delight.

      The plug settled into her bottom; heavy and rigid, cooling her flesh and alleviating the worst of the irritation inside of her. Now it was only the outside which was heatedly consuming her.

      Then she felt Isaac’s cock pressing against her pussy, seeking entrance to her already overfull body, and she realized what he meant to do.
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      The well-striped curves of his wife’s buttocks, the white hole stretched around the thick, black plug, and the nearly red, swollen lips of her wet pussy were more than Isaac could have ever asked for. His cock was so excited there was fluid leaking from its tip in rivulets, sliding down his cock. When he’d inserted the plug, covered with cream that would help soothe the ravages of the ginger, he’d intended to remove it before fucking Lydia... but she looked so tempting just as she was that he’d realized he didn’t want to pull it out.

      He wanted to see that stark, black base, winking between her red, welted cheeks as he fucked her, to know she was as full as she could be. Positioning his cock at the entrance to her pussy, he found himself grinning almost maliciously at her shocked gasp, as she realized what he meant to do. Looking down at his hard cock against her tiny pussy, her bottom already full with the second largest plug, he could only wonder if it would all fit.

      There was only one way to find out.

      Lydia groaned and shuddered as he pushed forward, and Isaac found himself panting as his cock nudged into her, fighting for entrance in the tight space. The dilator stretching open her bottom hole made her tighter than ever, in the most enjoyable way imaginable. The hot slickness of her arousal was the only thing which made it possible for him to slide into her; she was so tight it was like her body was fighting him every inch of the way. 

      “Oh... oh please... It’s too much... I’m so full... Isaac... Oh god...”

      Rather than making him hesitate, her pleas only spurred him on as he heard the quiver in her voice indicating she was already near orgasm. Isaac grunted as he pulled his hips back and thrust forward. As he worked himself back and forth in her pussy, he could see the dilator beginning to slide from her ass, and he leaned forward, using his body to press it firmly back into her, sliding along the length of his cock, as he thrust back in. Lydia screamed, throwing her head back, her body arching to lift her ass as the dilator pushed in along with his cock.

      Isaac reached beneath her, cupping her breasts and pinching her nipples hard as he slid home. He could feel the heat emanating off of her bottom, feel her shudder as his groin rubbed against the hot welts from the cane and jostled the base of the dilator. Her muscles rippled around his cock, squeezing and massaging its length.

      Rolling her nipples between his fingers, Isaac practically crushed the soft flesh of her breasts in his hands as he began to thrust. He used her breasts to pull her body back against him, ignoring her cries and pleas, which alternatively begged him not to stop only to turn and beg him to stop because she couldn’t take any more.

      “It’s too much... too much...” She let out a cry as he slammed home again, his body pressing the dilator back into her body. It began to slide out nearly every time he did, until he forced it back in with his return thrust, allowing him to fill her pussy and her ass simultaneously.

      “And you’re going to take it for me, aren’t you, my dear?”

      Lydia shuddered.

      He squeezed her breasts, pulling her back against him for a particularly vicious thrust, and he leaned forward to bite the back of her shoulder. His wife wailed, shuddering, her body coming alive beneath him as she thrashed in abandoned rapture. Her screams of ecstasy were almost tortured as he debauched her completely. 

      Releasing her shoulder, Isaac bellowed and began to thrust, hard and fast, taking her as mercilessly as he wanted to. Lydia’s cries became higher and higher as he pounded into her from behind, her body clenching around his cock as he savagely fucked her, venting his anger in a physical manner which guaranteed nothing but enjoyment for them both.

      Her last scream came at the same moment of his own orgasm, as his balls tightened and his thrusts peaked. Hot, liquid bliss poured out of him, emptying into her at a force which made his own legs feel weak. The grasping muscles of her cunt milked every last drop of ecstasy from him, leaving him gasping as he braced himself on his elbows above her, to keep from crushing her quivering form.

      When he was able to gather himself again, he found Lydia to be drowsily insensible. When he asked her if she could move, her lips curved and she murmured back to him, but her words were incomprehensible if they were even words at all. Smugly pleased, Isaac roused himself enough to the duty of caring for her.

      The dilator was removed and set aside, he gently cleaned her body, and applied an herbal cream Wesley had recommended to him to her bottom. Then he tucked her into his bed, feeling a strange wave of rightness, of possessiveness, seeing her in his bed. The ducal bed. Her blonde hair was spread out over her pillow, her eyes half-lidded in sleepy muzziness, and he realized he’d been keeping her out of his room because it was too intimate. Made him feel too vulnerable.

      But now, he didn’t want her anywhere else. If he had to tie her to him to keep her safe, to ensure she knew who she belonged to, he would. Sliding into the bed beside her, he pulled her against him. With a soft sigh, she snuggled into him, her leg sliding between his, her arm over his side, her nose buried in his chest hair. Looking at her almost wonderingly, he stroked her hair.

      There was no way he could have known when he married her that he would come to care for her as he did. That he would even want her in his bed, rather than remaining in separate chambers, away from the manipulator who trapped him. There had been no way either of them could have known her hidden, sensual depths or how well she would match him in the bedchamber.

      Far from having to choose between a life with both a mistress and a wife, or a life without fulfilling his needs as he cleaved to his wife only, he had somehow lucked into having everything he’d ever wanted. At least, he could say that now he knew her secrets.

      Isaac ran his fingers through her hair and pressed a kiss to the top of her sleeping head. “One day,” he murmured, “you will love me as I love you.”

      A moment, and then Lydia stirred in his arms, surprising him, because he had been sure she’d fallen asleep. Her head tilted back, grey eyes big and shocked and filled with... his heart pounded so hard in his chest it was painful. Her hand pressed against his chest, right where it hurt.

      “I love you,” she said, her voice breathy, full of wonderment. She blinked. “I do love you, I just didn’t think... I didn’t imagine...”

      Isaac pulled her into him, his hand running down to cup her abused bottom. “Didn’t imagine what, my dear?”

      She shivered. Lashes fluttered as his hand gently caressed her hot cheeks.

      “Didn’t imagine you could care for me,” she whispered, her eyes looking searchingly into his. “Not after... well, not considering everything.”

      Leaning over, he pressed a soft kiss to her lips. Felt her soften even further against his body, leaning into him. He pulled away to look at her again.

      “Honestly, at first I didn’t think I could either. But I started to anyway, because of your sweetness, your goodness, and I couldn’t reconcile that with your actions. Which was why I wanted to know so badly what you were hiding from me, because I couldn’t protect us, couldn’t protect you, if I didn’t know.” He kissed her forehead again. “Now I know. And I will protect you.”

      “I should have trusted you sooner,” she whispered, looking a bit stricken.

      “I understand why you didn’t,” he reassured her. Then he grinned, wickedly, and squeezed her bottom - not too hard, but hard enough to make her gasp and press against him, her body shivering with reaction. “Besides, I learned quite a bit about you which I might not have otherwise, my dear. Don’t think this is going to be the end to your punishments... I’m looking forward to punishing you for the rest of our lives together.”
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      Warmth, love, comfort... Lydia couldn’t believe how safe, how content she was, considering the man she was married to had just told her he was going to abuse her bottom for the rest of her life. Satisfaction washed over her at his words, leaving her floating on a warm, hazy cloud of fulfillment as if he’d spoken to her very soul and promised what she wanted most.

      Carefully, hesitantly, she reached up to cup his jaw and lifted her lips for a kiss, knowing she was finally where she was meant to be.
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      Benedict -

      Tell me you’ll be home for Christmas. The ladies are driving me to insanity and I need a male ally in this household. Arabella’s usual holiday lunacy has been elevated to manic levels once she found out Lydia hasn’t celebrated a proper Christmas since her mother passed. The entire manor smells of pine and fir, and even the staff has been infected with this seasonal hysteria. If I’m asked one more question about which identical holly branch goes better with the linens, you may have to send me to reside in the asylum with Grayford.

      There can’t possibly be any work left for you to do in London with the little season ending. COME HOME. I’ll make that a ducal order if I need to. Whatever is keeping you in the capital this long, I’ll find a way to provide it here, if you’ll just get your bloody arse home.

      I have to go now. Arabella is insisting I come taste three different fruitcakes Huffy has made to decide which one we’ll actually serve at Christmas dinner. Benedict... have mercy... 

      Your brother in need,

      Isaac

      Practically choking on laughter, Benedict couldn’t help but grin. Yes, he would be home for Christmas, if for no other reason than to cheerfully join in with driving his elder brother mad. Normally, they stayed out of Arabella’s way during the holidays and let her do as she pleased, but it sounded like this year she was involving Isaac as much as possible, probably in a bid to please Lydia. Also, when Benedict was home, he and Isaac could trade off dealing with Arabella, whereas he’d left his family to their own devices ever since he’d come to town for the little season.

      Ostensibly, his reasons had been to see to some of the investments and lines of business. He’d also taken over the duty of having Lydia’s stepfather, the Earl of Grayford, committed to the asylum after it became clear he’d suffered some kind of mental break with reality. While Benedict didn’t know the full details of what had led to the events at his brother’s house party, he had seen Grayford the morning after it had been revealed the Earl had been blackmailing Lydia using her sister’s unmarried state. With Amy safely off to Gretna Green with her new husband, the Earl had been confined in the basement for the night of the ball introducing Lydia to their neighbors. The next morning, the Earl had been a gibbering mess. A violent one too. He’d demanded everything from alcohol to his deceased wife, and when he’d seen Lydia, he’d practically gone into a paroxysm, and then screamed that Isaac was taking his wife away from him when Isaac removed Lydia from the scene. It hadn’t taken much to have him committed, but the following paperwork of transferring everything to his heir - a distant cousin and a decent sort - had fallen to Benedict as the cousin had planned to spend the little season in London.

      However, once he’d gotten that all sorted, Benedict had stayed to continue his pursuit of the delectable Lady Christina Rowan. At the Chesterfields’ house party at the beginning of summer, he’d realized she’d broken with her most recent lover, and he’d immediately made his bid to replace Lord Haversham in her bed. The lady had played coy, and he’d left the Chesterfields without attaining his goal, but with the promise she’d see him in London during the little season. Lady Christina preferred town life to country and so spent most of her time in the capital.

      And the capital was where she’d finally succumbed.

      Leaning back in his chair, Benedict traced the smile on his lips with his fingers as he remembered. His Christina had been a much more elusive conquest than he’d anticipated. Elusive and enjoyable.

      Widowed at the age of twenty-two when her husband died in a carriage accident, she’d discreetly taken two lovers since then - a gazetted rake, Rupert Conyngham with a reputation for consoling broken-hearted ladies, and Lord Simon Haversham, a young buck who was well on his way to becoming a rake. Benedict didn’t entirely fit their type. While he certainly enjoyed the ladies, his reputation wasn’t nearly as debauched, he tended towards long-term, mutually enjoyable relations, and he did his best to keep them as discreet and quiet as possible.

      Strangely, that seemed to work against him in the case of Lady Christina Rowan. She’d happily gone to the theater with him, accompanied him to the museum and various lectures, nights at Vauxhall gardens, strolls through Kew Gardens, without even giving him a hint of sexual interest. It wasn’t until he stole a kiss from her, on the dark path at Vauxhall which unmarried ladies never ventured down, that she’d started showing any real interest.

      From that point onward, he’d changed his tack from romantic seduction, to a more straightforward sexual pursuit. And the lady had been in his bed less than a week later. And his carriage. And the study... the library... the conservatory... they’d gotten remarkably creative. She’d loved every minute of it.

      She was assuredly the most giving and exciting lover he’d ever had. The more time he spent with her, the more time he’d wanted to spend with her. Especially because, unlike some of his past lovers, she didn’t seem to want anything but his company. She was very clearly his lover, not his mistress.

      Benedict wondered what she was doing for Christmas. She’d told him she did not spend much time with her late husband’s family and her own family was currently living in Brussels, as her father was a diplomat, which meant she might be on her own. Eyeing Isaac’s letter laying open on his desk, Benedict wondered if she might enjoy the country if it included a helping of holiday mania.

      It was something to consider. He’d never invited a lady to the estate though, not outside of a house party, and then the invitation had actually been issued by Arabella. Would it be seen as making a declaration he wasn’t ready to make yet?

      A few hours later, Sulman, the butler for the Mayfair house, knocked on the door to his study and came in with a letter, just delivered. Benedict smiled, immediately recognizing the lavender paper it was written on. Christina loved silly, expensive, pretty things like colored and perfumed paper, and violet was her favorite color. It looked quite well on her.

      Opening it, expecting a summons to her house for the evening, Benedict’s anticipatory smile quickly turned down into a frown.

      Dearest Benedict,

      Our time together has been a wonderful interlude for the little season, but, alas, all good things must come to an end. I will be spending my holiday away from the capital. I hope you won’t hold it against me that I left without saying a proper goodbye; I’ve never been very good at farewells, and I find it easier to take my leave with a note.

      I have so enjoyed your company and I hope if our paths should cross next Season that we shall meet as friends.

      All my best,

      Christina

      The scowl on Benedict’s face had turned dark by the time he reached her name. The letter was formal, civil, and cold - everything Christina was not. Immediately, he got up and called for Sulman, demanding his greatcoat and a horse.

      In less than half an hour, he was at the townhouse Christina stayed at and, as he walked up the steps, it occurred to him that he’d never actually been inside. They’d always met at his home, gone back to his home, and his bed. The realization made him falter for just a moment... and then he gathered himself and continued up the stairs. So she’d kept some things away from him, that was no reason to end things now. He was damn well aware her affairs with Conyngham and Haversham had gone on for much longer.

      Pounding his fist on the door, he was taken aback when it opened almost immediately. A tall, stern-faced woman was there, reminding him immediately of Huffy when she was in one of her no-nonsense moods. Grey-haired, sharp-eyed, and with an air of protection hanging about her.

      Benedict drew himself up and held out his card. “Could you please inform Lady Christina that Lord Benedict Manchester is here to speak with her?”

      The woman didn’t even blink at his name, looking neither surprised nor impressed.

      “Her ladyship left this morning. Good day, my lord.”

      “Wait!” Benedict thrust his boot into the space between door and frame. Christina’s note and abrupt departure suddenly took on more menacing overtones, especially considering the troubles Isaac had gone through with his wife. “Where did she go? Was she alright? Is she being threatened?”

      A dark brow rose.

      “My lady is in perfect health and temperament. Perhaps she left early to avoid a scene such as this. Please remove yourself from the doorstep.” 

      Taken aback, Benedict moved his foot away and the door slammed in his face. It seemed Christina was just fine. The woman had almost seemed to be expecting him. Seemed though... He had to be sure. He scowled. Turned. Stalked back down the stairs and back to his own domain. 

      Two notes left his house. Two notes returned.

      Fortunately, Conyngham and Haversham were both also lingering in the capital. Both of them, emphasizing they were only moved to respond by his obvious concern for the lady in question, confirmed their affairs with her had ended via a note. Apparently, she really was quite bad at farewells.

      They’d apparently accepted their fates when they’d found themselves dismissed.

      Perhaps he should too.

      Scowling at the offensive lavender paper, he nearly swept it into the trash. Then... hesitated... sighed. He folded it up and put it in his pocket. Later, when his temper wasn’t so exerted, he’d re-read it. Think on it. Not make any hasty decisions.

      His family needed him home for Christmas, so he would go. Give his lover some space, which she apparently needed. But their paths would most certainly cross during the next Season.

      Friends.

      Ha!

      He didn’t bloody well think so. 
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