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      Godmother! 

      She was going to be a godmother!

      Unfortunately the excitement and joy coursing through Arabella were somewhat muted by the current health concerns over the grandfather of the baby. 

      Her best friend Gabrielle had called upon Arabella when her father-in-law had collapsed before breakfast. Viscount Hood’s heart was the cause, although he was still alive and currently expected to recover. As an orphan, Gabrielle had been overcome with emotion at the prospect of losing a man who had become like a father to her.

      Once Gabrielle had been comforted, she and Felix had revealed Gabrielle's delicate condition, a source of joy among the anxiety. Which was also when they'd asked her to be godmother to their child. 

      The very thought made Arabella smile as she walked down the hall towards the library, where she presumed her older brother was. Isaac had escorted her to Hood House, but upon their arrival he'd gone to talk with Thomas, Felix's eldest brother. Thomas also happened to be the man she'd fallen in love with and spent the entire Season attempting to show that she could be the perfect wife.

      It hadn't been easy, as his requirements were not at all in line with her personality, but her sister-in-law Lydia had talked to her about having a private and public face. Arabella had done her best to push her wilder antics out of the public eye rather than flaunting them, and she'd earned the approval of quite a few of the stodgier grande dames this Season. Perhaps that was why Felix had agreed to her as godmother, she mused, knowing quite well that he had originally felt she and Gabrielle were not the best influences on each other. 

      They had gotten into rather a lot of trouble together their first Season. 

      The low roll of deep voices coming from the closed door of the study confirmed Arabella's guess of where her brother and Thomas had retreated to. They were good friends after all, so she was sure Isaac was doing his best to be supportive of the other man. Especially since Isaac knew exactly what it felt like to lose a father and be thrust into a title too young, thankfully it hadn't come to that yet for Thomas.

      She was about to knock when she heard Walter, the middle brother of the three Hood brothers, calling out what sounded like a toast.

      "The quest for the perfect wife! Thomas' personal Holy Grail."

      Immediately she snatched her hand back before she could touch the doorknob and alert any of the gentlemen to her presence. 

      Whoever responded spoke low enough she couldn't quite hear them and she crouched down so her ear could hover outside of the keyhole. Arabella was quite good at listening at keyholes. She'd had a fair bit of practice.

      "I already have several possibilities in mind," Thomas said, obviously responding to his brother. Excitement raced through Arabella, although she felt a bit peeved about hearing he had several candidates. That was a bit lowering. She bit her lip as he continued. "With father's health in mind, I've decided I will spend the next few weeks ascertaining which lady is most suited to me, and make an offer by the end of this Season."

      Arabella's competitive nature immediately surfaced, as did a rush of sudden anxiety. She had pined after Thomas for over a year now, to know he was going to decide on a bride by the end of the month... well... that was both exciting and nerve-wracking. 

      "Don't suppose my sister might be one of them?" Her brother asked, and Arabella thought she'd never loved her brother more than she did at this moment. Then he went and ruined it. "I'd really prefer not to suffer through a third Season with her as a debutante."

      Suffer through?! Arrogant nodcock. She'd show him suffering. 

      But her riled temper at his words was nothing compared to what came next.

      "Absolutely not," Thomas replied immediately, so severely it felt like an actual blow to Arabella's chest. "We would not suit at all."

      "Why not?" Walter asked, echoing the question crying out in her head. Why not? How could he think that? "She's beautiful, accomplished, knows how to run a household, is actually an experienced hostess unlike the other debs, and can carry on an intelligent conversation—something else which is in short supply."

      If there had been an ounce of romantic spark between herself and Walter, she might have switched her affections between brothers right then and there. Unfortunately there had never been anything between them but friendliness. 

      Her temper had already been piqued by her brother's comment about suffering through a season with her and Thomas' immediate rejection. The next few minutes sent her into such a fury it was amazing she didn't spontaneously combust like a firework at Thomas' response. 

      "She's also brazenly outspoken, prone to melodrama, often insultingly direct, far too used to being the center of attention, demanding, hoydenish, and spoiled."

      "Here now, she's gotten quite a bit better this year, especially with Lydia steering her Season," Isaac protested. Which was the only thing which would later save him from Arabella's full ire. Although his defense wasn't everything she might expect from her older brother, at least he wasn't remaining entirely silent. "She's barely made any real waves at all."

      "Marginal improvements are better than none, I suppose," Thomas said, his voice dismissive. Arabella's blood fairly boiled at how casually he disregarded the extra effort she'd put into behaving so well this Season. "But I barely saw a difference in her behavior. She still goes galloping through Hyde Park in the morning, doesn't she?"

      Yes, but only very early morning when no one was around to see her. She was surprised Thomas even knew about it. Arabella loved to ride and confining her gallops only to certain times of the day when she wouldn't be watched, rather than whenever she wanted had been a major sacrifice on her part.

      "And she asked Lady March if she'd stuffed her bosom with cotton?"

      The harpy had deserved it. She'd been gossiping about Gabrielle and Felix, hinting that he was being unfaithful to Gabrielle with her stepmother—and his best friend's wife—of all people. After Arabella's impertinent question, asked with a cold stare that warned the lady Arabella was willing to go much farther if she continued upon her current track, she'd stopped her gossipy ways.  

      "And called Lord Charters a dunce in his hearing?"

      The man had patronizingly told her that women had no reason for an opinion on anything outside of their own household. Dunce was the least of the insults she'd wanted to hurl at his head and yet she'd managed to bite her tongue. 

      "Barged into the Marley box without an invitation?"

      Only to ensure her brother Benedict was able to spend some time with the woman he was now married to. No one had minded, least of all the Marleys. 

      "I caught her speaking to the Marquess of Hartford myself," Thomas said, his voice filled with condemnation. 

      Another favor she'd done for her brother Benedict while he was courting Christina, since she hadn't wanted Hartford to make off with her potential sister-in-law! As the Marquess had behaved absolutely correctly in every way she certainly didn't see what Thomas had to complain about. 

      "And those are just a few of her antics this Season," Thomas continued. "I won't count her appearance this morning, since it's to her credit that she rushed to Gabrielle's side, but really she should have taken the time to put herself to rights on the carriage ride over here."

      Practically shaking with fury, Arabella heard a roaring noise in her ears as she gritted her teeth, tears sparking in her eyes. Of all the judgments he made on her person, that one hurt the most. Her appearance? When she'd been rushing to her best friend's side, because of his father's illness and he still cataloged all her faults and then had the gall to disapprove of her?!

      It wasn't until she heard Walter speak up again, asking the question which she knew would break her heart for good but which she desperately needed to know the answer to anyway.

      "So what paragon of pedestrian plainness are you planning to marry?"

      "Miss Priscilla Bliss is currently the forerunner—"

      Sinking to her knees, Arabella clutched at her chest which felt strangely... tight. Not just tight, but as if something inside of her was actually cracking open. It was all she could do to grind her teeth together and stop the sobs bubbling up inside of her from escaping. 

      Grief gripped her. 

      Grief, hurt, rejection... 

      She didn't know how long she stayed in that position, trying to gather her overwrought emotions back into some semblance of order. 

      Nothing she'd done had made a difference. She'd been on her best behavior, trying to squish herself into the little box of qualifications on Thomas' infamous list, and he hadn't even noticed. 

      Taking deep breaths, she rose back up again, unable to resist putting her ear to the keyhole one last time.

      "I have met Miss Bliss," her brother was saying, and she could hear the distaste in his voice. Isaac had been bored silly by the placid and simpering Miss Bliss. "I remember her being quite sweet."

      Walter snorted. Why couldn't she have fallen in love with him instead of Thomas, she asked herself. "You're going to end up miserable and you’re going to thoroughly deserve it.”

      "She's nearly perfect," Thomas replied stubbornly, and Arabella wrenched her ear away from the keyhole. 

      Miss Bliss? Nearly perfect?

      Rage engulfed Arabella, her temper rising up to save her from the heartbreak which had pained her only moments before. 

      Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned.
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      Lord Thomas Hood, the future—and he hoped it would be very far in the future—Viscount Hood, was not having a very good Season.

      Which was doubly frustrating because it had started out rather well. He'd been on the hunt for a bride, but without the usual mania which gripped the debutantes and their mamas when they realized an heir was looking over the marriage mart. That had been thanks to his cousin Mary, whom his mother was sponsoring for her very first Season in London. 

      No one was surprised to see Thomas Hood escorting his mother and cousin to the various events of the ton. They all knew he was a dutiful son and responsible heir, therefore it made sense he'd be dancing attendance on his cousin as she was introduced to Society. Especially as the second eldest Hood brother was known to be a rapscallion and the youngest Hood brother was a reformed rake who rarely left his wife's side. Although, that did mean Felix was attending many of the events as well, since Gabrielle had also been doing her best to help launch Mary appropriately. 

      Incredibly shy, Mary did best when surrounded by people she knew well and was comfortable with. It had been the perfect cover to look over this Season's young misses and choose a bride—or so Thomas had thought.

      Then, two weeks ago, his father had collapsed before breakfast. 

      A problem with his heart which, while not fatal, had laid him low and he refused to return to the countryside to recuperate. Refusing to be the reason for Mary's first season being cut short, the Viscount insisted on remaining in London until it was over. Of course, he was not her chaperone, but they all knew the Viscountess would not stay in London if her husband was in the countryside after the scare they’d all just had. She was barely able to bring herself to leave his side long enough to take Mary to a ball each night.

      Thomas had assumed Gabrielle would take over chaperoning Mary during the day, but that wasn’t turning out quite as planned either. The day his father had collapsed, once they knew he would recover, Felix and Gabrielle had announced the happy news that she was increasing. The family was overjoyed—particularly the Viscount, whose health rallied faster than expected. Thomas credited it to his father's desire to see his first grandchild. 

      However, Gabrielle was apparently spared the less pleasant possible symptoms of her condition, she was quickly fatigued. She required at least two naps during the day just to get through one tea. 

      Which left Thomas as Mary’s chaperone as well as her escort. His extremely shy cousin hadn’t made very many friends outside of her own family and their friends, so Thomas was obliged to stay by her side during the daytime excursions when neither Gabrielle nor his mother were available. 

      His focus split between his cousin and his goal, he found himself frustrated with both. 

      Mary clung to his side, which made it rather difficult to actually converse with any of his prospective brides. He had three young ladies whom he favored, although out of the three, the one he was most interested in was Miss Bliss. She checked off every mark on his list. That she was also a bit dull to converse with was his main qualm, and the only reason he hadn't made a final decision yet. He had to admit, the more time he spent attempting to converse with her, the more he was unsure whether or not she was truly as dull as she seemed. While she was perfectly happy to listen to him answer any number of questions about himself, she barely had a word to say about her own interests. 

      The second debutante he was considering, Miss Charity Sawyer, was a much wittier conversationalist but she wasn't as physically attractive as Miss Bliss and she also had a bit of a reputation for being something of a blue-stocking. While Thomas approved of intelligence in a woman, he didn't want his future wife to spend too much time on intellectual pursuits. His mother was very intelligent, after all, but she'd always put her home and family first. He'd very much like a wife who would emulate those traits.

      The only thing he'd managed to do these past two weeks was decide he was likely going to scratch Lady Winifred Bellmont, the third debutante he'd been considering, from his list. Although she was beautiful and quite good at presenting a charming personality, presenting was precisely what she was doing. When she thought she was among friends or that the person she was speaking to would agree with her assessments, she could be quite malicious in her gossip. Thomas couldn’t abide gossip in general, much less when it was petty or spiteful.

      While the young lady could no doubt use a good spanking, Thomas didn't think he had the time or energy to reform his wife. That was precisely the reason he was looking for a debutante who fit his exhaustive list after all. 

      A wife who needed no training, who was already well-mannered, able to run a household, an accomplished hostess, intelligent enough to carry on a conversation, and wise enough to leave him at peace. A woman close to his social standing, who would understand the responsibilities of her position but not be a social-climber or a snob. A woman who would be a help-meet to his well-ordered life. Of course, he also wanted her to be a decent rider, attractive, and a good potential mother as well.

      Especially with his father laid low, his sister-in-law in a delicate condition, and his cousin in need of a husband of her own, he needed a suitable wife immediately. Not a wife who would require a firm hand until he could mold her. Lady Winifred would require more molding than he'd initially realized when he'd added her name to his list of prospective brides.

      Which was why he purposefully kept his gaze towards Mary as he walked past Lady Winifred's party where they were gathered in the Somerset ballroom. Although his mother was in attendance this evening, it was Thomas’ duty as escort to show Mary off. Conversation with his cousin was not easy. She’d relaxed quite a bit around him compared to when she'd first arrived, but it was highly preferable to interacting with Lady Winifred and her friends. Thomas didn't particularly like any of them. 

      "Is there anyone in particular you'd like to dance with tonight?" Thomas asked Mary, and her cheeks immediately flamed nearly the hue as her red hair. Immediately she shook her head. 

      Internally, Thomas sighed. Of course not. 

      Left to her own devices, Mary would be perfectly happy clinging to the outskirts of the ballroom like a wallflower. She would certainly be more comfortable. However, doing so would not help her land a husband and that was the purpose of a Season after all. 

      Unfortunately, it was impossible to tell if she had a preference for any one gentleman. No matter what name his mother put forth to Mary, the young woman blushed furiously. 

      Suddenly she brightened and Thomas looked up, thinking that perhaps he was wrong about her not having an interest in anyone. 

      "Look, there's Lady Arabella," Mary said, her voice low but audible and full of relief. 

      Thomas held back his groan as his eyes moved towards where Mary was looking. Of all the friends his cousin could have made...

      Sister of his friend Isaac, the Duke of Manchester, the Lady Arabella was everything he didn't want in a wife. While she was beautiful, quick-witted, a dashing rider, and a witty conversationalist, she was also impetuous, stubborn, and would certainly need just as much reformation as Lady Winifred. Although she was also kind, generous, and friendly, all things which Lady Winifred was not. 

      This was her second Season and while she had polished herself up a bit, she still remained a hoyden at heart. Hardly an appropriate friend for Mary, and yet Mary was far more comfortable speaking with gentlemen when she had someone more gregarious by her side. Thomas had noted how Arabella in particular was very good at coaxing Mary to converse, as much as it galled him to admit the fact. 

      His spine stiffened when he caught sight of the duke's sister. 

      Like her brothers, Arabella had the usual Windham looks—she was rather tall for a lady, with warm hazel eyes, and masses of brown curls which were currently gathered in a complicated hairstyle complete with bobbing bronze feathers. The bronze and copper gown she was wearing was low cut for a debutante, just toeing the line of what was allowed, and showed off a wide expanse of creamy skin above the gold trimmed bodice. The fabric shimmered as she moved, her breasts swelling as she laughed up at the man whose arm she was on. 

      Hartford.

      Again!

      This was the second time Thomas had seen her in the scandalous Marquess' company, although the first time she'd dared to do so in public. Immediately his eyes scanned the crowd for the imposing figures of her brothers, shocked that they hadn't already intervened. 

      Hartford was a legend among the ton, but none of it was flattering. Whispers said he had fought more duels than any other man in Society and had never been injured, that he led a secret society more exclusive and debauched than any other, and that he had a score of mistresses tucked away around London. 

      The shocking pairing was turning heads, as was to be expected. 

      The last time he'd seen them together had been on a balcony and she'd been in the company of Lady Christina, now her sister-in-law. Thomas had later learned she'd been trying to intercede on her brother's behalf, ensuring the Marquess didn't have the opportunity to spirit Lady Christina away before Benedict could catch up to them. It had been a foolish move on Arabella's part, but thankfully one which had not resulted in any damage to her reputation—in large part thanks to Thomas arriving and chasing the Marquess away.

      It was far too late for him to make any such move now. 

      She was strolling through the ballroom with him, on his arm, openly laughing and flirting, for everyone to see. Across the room, Ladies Jersey and Cowper had their heads together, whispering behind their fans, but their gazes left no doubt as to the topic of their conversation. Thomas could feel his back teeth grinding together when he couldn't immediately locate either of her brothers or their wives. The ball was already a crush, making it impossible to pick a single person out of the crowd who was more than ten feet away. 

      "Hello Lady Arabella," Mary said, almost eagerly, causing Thomas to stiffen.

      He'd become so distracted he'd stopped paying attention to where Arabella and Hartford were and hadn't realized they'd come so close. Not that he would have expected his normally shy cousin to actually greet someone on her own, even someone she knew. 

      If she had been greeting anyone else—or if Arabella had been in anyone else's company—he would have been pleased with this sign of new confidence on Mary's part. As it was, he wished she had remained shyly retiring for a while longer. Even if it did make finding her a husband more difficult. 

      To her credit, Arabella did look a bit hesitant when she saw Mary, but it would have been socially devastating to Mary if she’d ignored the greeting. Even more devastating than being introduced to Hartford, and Thomas knew it although he didn't like it one bit. 

      "Good evening, Mary," Arabella said, smiling at his cousin with genuine fondness. "Have you just arrived?"

      Thomas scowled when he realized she wasn't going to acknowledge him. On the other hand, she wasn't introducing her escort to Mary either. Rude, but only one instance of her ill manners bothered him, and it certainly wasn't the latter.

      Even more infuriating, Hartford looked amused rather than disapproving of Arabella blatantly ignoring the social niceties. Damnation where were her brothers?

      Casting a quick glance around the ballroom didn't reveal either of their presences, but it did take his attention away from the conversation long enough for Hartford to begin eyeing Mary in a manner which Thomas strenuously disapproved of. Glaring at the Marquess, Thomas pulled Mary slightly closer to him, although she didn't seem to notice. She was obviously too happy to be talking with someone she knew and felt safe with to even notice that Arabella had neglected to introduce her to the man. 

      The Marquess lifted his unusual yellowish eyes, they were so light amber they often appeared to glow gold, and grinned rakishly at Thomas, not at all bothered by Thomas' blatant disapproval. Then again, despite his normal avoidance of the ton's ballrooms, Hartford's social standing was quite a bit higher than Thomas'. Even with his reputation. 

      Thomas had the sudden, boorish urge to growl as Hartford adjusted his own arm, pulling Arabella in closer to him the same as Thomas had done with Mary. What in the blazes was Arabella thinking, parading around the ballroom with the gazetted rake, allowing him such familiarity? 

      Turning his gaze away from Hartford, he glowered at Arabella. 

      "Where are your brothers?" he asked, interrupting her conversation with Mary. They hadn't gotten beyond the usual banal social niceties anyway. 

      Finally, Arabella turned her hazel eyes to him but... there was something different about the way she was looking at him. Her gaze seemed somehow chilly. Not that he'd ever thought she looked upon him warmly—normally her expression held both exasperation and amusement in varying measures when they interacted—but now he realized there had been some kind of affection there as well. Affection which was now missing. 

      "I believe they're by the refreshments," she said, her tone quite different from how she'd just been speaking with Mary. Different from how she usually spoke with him. There was no teasing lilt to the cadence of her words, no sparkle in her eyes, and she looked away from him immediately as the first strains of a waltz sounded in the air. The smile she bestowed on Hartford made Thomas feel like growling all over again for some reason. 

      "My dance, I believe," Hartford said, smiling down at her like a lazy cat who had been presented with a bowl of cream. 

      "You believe correctly," Arabella said, flirtatiously, her tone teasing in a manner which grated over Thomas like an out-of-tune violin. He could only imagine he'd become used to acting as one of her protectors when he'd assisted watching over her and Gabrielle last Season. If he could think of a way to separate her from Hartford's arm, he would, but he was at a loss until he could speak with her brothers. Attempting to do so now, with Mary on his arm, would likely cause a scene and do neither himself nor his cousin any favors. Arabella smiled at Mary. "It was lovely to see you again, Mary, I hope we can speak more later this evening."

      Then she turned away on the Marquess’ arm, moving with him towards the dance floor and Thomas felt his chest tighten with a kind of anger. He didn't even know why he was so upset. Arabella wasn't his responsibility, not even nominally as her brother's had not requested his assistance tonight. They hadn't needed much help this Season, really, although obviously Arabella's improved behavior had come to an end. 

      "Thomas? What's wrong?" Mary asked, looking up at him anxiously, her green eyes filled with worry. 

      "Nothing," he said tersely. "Come, I want to speak with Isaac and then we can find you someone to dance with."

      He was so focused on making his way to Arabella's eldest brother, he didn't notice the face his cousin made. 
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      That had been excessively awkward. 

      Engaging with Mary while ensuring the innocent debutante did not receive a formal introduction to Hartford and simultaneously trying to both ignore and gauge Thomas' reaction to seeing her on Hartford's arm... Arabella didn't think her social skills had ever been so taxed. Fortunately, Hartford was a remarkably observant man and had obviously seen her strain and created an excuse for them to leave. 

      He had also thoughtfully not sought an introduction to Mary. 

      When the Marquess had appeared on the doorstep of Manchester House last week, their upright butler, Rigby, had nearly fainted. After all, admitting a man such as Hartford was tantamount to inviting scandal into the house, and yet one did not turn away a Marquess. Even one as notorious as Hartford. He'd practically been stammering when he'd sought out Isaac to announce the Marquess, and Isaac had immediately ensconced the other man in his study.

      Overcome with curiosity, Arabella had positioned herself at the door of the study as soon as her brother had closed it behind him. She couldn’t imagine what would bring Hartford out for an afternoon call to Isaac, unless her brother had been behaving very out-of-character recently. Since her brothers were often determined to protect her from, well, everything, it was up to her to ensure she wasn't a mushroom (kept in the dark and not fed a word she wasn't supposed to know). 

      To her shock, the Marquess was calling to speak with her brother about her.

      A formal declaration of interest and request to court her.

      Arabella had nearly toppled over from shock. 

      The Marquess of Hartford, the most scandalous man in Society, wanted to marry her?! Her first reaction was a slight feeling of triumph, because she knew the Marquess had no need for her dowry or her social position. If he wanted to court her, it was because she had caught his interest. 

      Then she'd felt a dip in her stomach as she'd realized she'd probably done so because of the brash behavior Thomas had accused her of. If she hadn't interrupted Hartford's conversation with Christina, who was now Arabella's sister-in-law, a few weeks ago, she likely would never have come to the Marquess' attention. She'd pushed away the pang of her broken heart, something she'd become quite adept at doing, and realized the Marquess' offer appealed to her immensely. 

      Firstly, it was a sop to her wounded pride and confidence to realize such a man—who could probably have any woman he desired—wanted her for herself. Not despite of the flaws Thomas had so succinctly used to declare her unsuitable, but because of them. 

      Secondly, she could only imagine how Thomas would grate his teeth, seeing her on the Marquess’ arm. Especially once she introduced Gabrielle to the man. The connection between their families was such that Thomas wouldn't be able to avoid Hartford's company entirely if she was being formally courted by him. 

      And thirdly, she did find the Marquess rather exciting. He was an attractive man with the kind of presence which drew attention. Arabella was also intrigued by his reputation. Yet she didn't think she was in any danger of falling in love with him. 

      Still, if she did decide to marry him, she was certain they would be great friends, which was more than the majority of loveless matches among the ton could boast. After having her character and behavior so thoroughly torn about by the man she'd lost her heart to, she wasn't particularly interested in a love match anymore, anyway. While she was inherently possessive enough to admit she didn't particularly like the idea of sharing her husband with a mistress or other women, she also thought her natural acquisitiveness could be balanced out by having her own lovers. 

      As a married woman, she'd be able to cross many of the lines she had to toe as a debutante and she had a feeling a man like Hartford wouldn't be at all interested in pulling her back. 

      The idea appealed on many levels. 

      So when a grim-faced Isaac came to speak with her about Hartford's proposal, she'd already thought through the many implications and decided she wanted to allow him to court her. Her brother had tried to talk her out of it, but his attempt had been rather pathetic, and he had eventually admitted that he liked how Hartford had approached him formally and avowed his sincere admiration for Arabella. 

      "I don't believe he's looking for a love match," Isaac had cautioned her, eyeing her with something like resignation. "But he thinks the two of you will suit, and he seems to appreciate your more... outrageous antics." 

      Isaac's words had proved very true. 

      She and Hartford had had several very frank discussions in the past week, and, as Arabella had thought, they were becoming fast friends. The Marquess' Christian name was Michael but he preferred to be called Hartford or 'Rex'—a nickname which he promised to eventually explain. Arabella obliged, not in the least because it created that touch of necessary distance between them. At this juncture, she preferred not to become too intimate emotionally. 

      Looking down at her as he gathered her into his arms for a waltz, his unusual eyes seemed to pierce her, seeing more of her emotions than she wished. He was obnoxiously observant, although unlike many men of her acquaintance he rarely commented on his observations. But he watched everyone and everything with eyes like a hawk, and when he focused on her it sent shivers up and down her spine. 

      "I don't believe Hood approves of my presence here," Hartford said, his voice tinged with amusement. 

      "He can't expect to control someone else's guest list," she responded back, a bit tartly. It was a struggle not to turn her head to see where Thomas had hied off to, but she managed it. 

      A smirk tilted Hartford's mobile lips, drawing Arabella's attention. She'd discovered she quite liked being kissed by a man who knew what he was about—and Hartford was certainly a very good kisser. Sadly, his kisses hadn't made her forget Thomas, but they had certainly helped her to feel better about her broken heart. 

      "I meant my presence on your arm," he said, studying her.

      Arabella gave him an icy stare back, completely unintimidated by his domineering personality—which he claimed was one of the things he liked about her. "I seriously doubt Lord Hood cares one whit whose gentleman's arm I claim." 

      The little smile which curved Hartford's lips made her want to smack him. 

      "I see I have a rival," he murmured. 

      She narrowed her eyes at him, pressing her lips together in a firm line. "Only if you're intending to abandon me to chase after Miss Bliss."

      Startled, Hartford coughed out a horrified laugh, which made her grin as her mood lightened. He'd obviously either met or heard of the debutante in question. Truthfully, Miss Bliss was quite beautiful and sweet, with an easy personality. Arabella's only problem with the young woman, was her name at the top of Thomas' list for potential brides. 

      "I was actually introduced to the young lady," Hartford admitted, giving Arabella a rakish grin and wink. "She nearly fainted when I made my bow."

      Giggling, Arabella grinned impishly back up at him. "Is that the usual reaction you incite in debutantes? It is a bit belated, but I could faint now if you wish. I would hate to ruin your reputation by appearing indifferent to your awesome presence."

      "Bollocks," he said, delighting her as he always did when he cursed in her hearing. While he never did so when they or her sisters-in-law were about, he obviously realized Arabella's pleasure in his coarse language and often indulged when they couldn't be overheard. "I'd much rather we scandalize the ton together." 

      "That does sound more fun," she agreed.
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      Glaring across the ballroom, Thomas shook his head. 

      "I don't believe it," he said stoutly. "It must be some trick he has up his sleeve."

      Beside him, Isaac stirred. If Thomas had paid the slightest whit of attention to his friend, he would realize how annoyed Isaac was becoming. On his arm, Mary was certainly aware and eyed the increasingly irate Duke of Manchester with trepidation. 

      "Your poor opinion of my sister notwithstanding, she's a matrimonial catch even without her social position and dowry." 

      The aggressive edge of Isaac's tone finally speared through Thomas' distraction, and he realized what his statement must have sounded like to Arabella's brother. Blinking, he turned his attention away from the ballroom floor, and realized both his cousin and Lydia were looking at him with reproach as well. 

      "I don't have a poor opinion of your sister," Thomas said frowning. "I meant that Hartford isn't the marrying type."

      Isaac raised a sardonic eyebrow. "All evidence to the contrary. And, I assume that like of the rest of us, Hartford desires an heir. Arabella caught his attention."

      The thought that Hartford saw Arabella as nothing but a broodmare made Thomas bristle... but sense reasserted itself as he glanced at the dance floor again and saw the man smiling down at Arabella. Perhaps his aim was a wife and heir, in that order, but he'd decided to court Arabella because she actually appealed to him. 

      "He's all wrong for her," Thomas muttered. Arabella didn't need a walking scandal like Hartford. The man was certainly no pushover, but he would be amused by her wilder starts and it was highly unlikely he would provide her with the kind of guiding hand she needed. He might even encourage her to scandalous behavior. 

      "I believe that's for Arabella to decide," Isaac said censoriously. 

      Thomas hesitated to respond, realizing he'd spoken poorly of Arabella in front of Isaac often enough that her brother had obviously taken offense, but he wasn't quite sure how to make things right. It wasn't that he disliked her or was blind to the multitude of attractive qualities she possessed—not at all—but despite her many charms she was not at all what he wanted for a wife. And Isaac had mentioned her name whenever Thomas talked of his search for a bride far too many times.

      He had no wish to marry Arabella. Thomas wanted a restful, easy wife who would provide him with a restful, easy life. He had no desire to be set aflame; rather he wanted a hearth fire to relax with, and Arabella was all sparkles and explosions, like fireworks above the Thames. Yet, in dissuading Isaac from matching them together, it appeared he'd been rather too vehement in describing the parts of Arabella's personality which did not suit his vision of the future. 

      Seeing the apology and indecision on Thomas' face, Isaac relaxed a touch. "Don't worry, I realize you didn't mean it the way it sounded."

      "I never meant to run her down," Thomas said ruefully. "I just wanted to ensure you knew she wasn't for me."

      Isaac clapped his hand on Thomas' shoulder. "Well, you should have no more qualms about that. Hartford seems to be in earnest. I expect he'll propose before the end of the Season and from what I've seen I can't imagine Arabella will refuse him."

      Strangely, the notion didn't sit well with Thomas at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Hyde Park just after dawn was a nearly deserted scene of greenery and damp fog, perfect for a lady who desired to gallop her horse when she was in London. Because, of course, galloping her horse was considered scandalous for a lady, as were most physical activities. Society frowned upon women who rode at a gallop, although many women did so on their own estates in the countryside. 

      Galloping was not actually the problem; being caught doing so was. 

      Acutely aware of how unfair it was when gentlemen could gallop whenever they pleased, and were lauded for doing so, Arabella consoled herself with the knowledge that she had a better seat than most men she knew. She could ride like a demon, even in side saddle although astride was easier. Men thought they were naturally better riders than women, but she'd wager they'd fall off at the first fence if they were forced to ride in voluminous skirts with their balance tilted to one side. 

      She'd made the bold proposition of a side saddle race to several men her first Season, even saying she'd grant them the dignity of riding in their usual breeches rather than skirts. So far there had been no takers, although she'd chased off two prudishly huffy suitors with the outrageous idea that women were better riders than men. 

      Arabella had not been sad to see them go. 

      Mist, the feisty mare she preferred to ride, danced impatiently beneath her, as eager to stretch her legs as her mistress. The dappled grey could be stubborn, sneaky, and occasionally ill-tempered, but was also spirited and fiercely loyal with moments of incredible sweetness. In other words, she was the perfect match for Arabella.

      Leaning forward over Mist's neck, Arabella streaked across the open greenery. Hyde Park was not a very exciting gallop, lacking the fences and hills of the Manchester estates, but at least she could feel the wind in her hair, turning her cheeks red. The damp didn't bother either of them in the least. 

      It was almost like flying if she pretended the fog was actually clouds, and she felt freer on Mist's back than anywhere else in the world. She could even forget the groom riding along behind her, there for propriety's sake. Poor David was forced to awaken at dawn every morning to ensure she had a chaperone for her early morning jaunts, but—like Arabella—he returned to bed after the ride. Isaac was not unsympathetic to the young man's plight; as he was the only servant in their employ able to mostly keep up with Arabella on horseback, he was her usual companion for her ride both at home and in London. 

      Out of the fog, another rider emerged on the other side of the park, running a course parallel to hers. With the grey gloom hanging about them, Arabella couldn't see much other than the shape of a man on a black horse, their features obscured. But she could tell he was a bruising rider, certainly as good as herself, and also running flat out. 

      Excitement leapt inside of her as they traveled neck and neck, yards apart and yet somehow running together, racing. 

      The idea that Hartford had come out early to meet her and race her flitted through her mind, he was well aware of her early morning rides, but she quickly dismissed the notion. Like the lazy lion he was often compared to, Hartford was not an early morning riser. Late hours and late mornings was his motto; he'd been almost amused when she'd told him why she enjoyed mornings. 

      Granted, she liked them quite a bit better in the countryside where the pace of life was a little slower and she went to bed quite a bit earlier. Hartford preferred town life and town hours, so she had a feeling that a marriage between them would involve living separate lives on many an occasion. She certainly wasn't going to give up her time in the countryside, no matter how much she enjoyed the more active lifestyle of London. Arabella intended to have both. 

      She was rarely able to ride like this in the city other than early in the morning when no one was about. Certainly she’d never had an opportunity to race with a worthy adversary like the gentleman across the lawn. At any other time of day—or if more people were about at this time—it would be utterly scandalous. In the country, ladies had much more leniency.

      As they reached the end of the open field, Arabella finally pulled up, grinning with delight despite her inability to pull ahead of her mystery competitor. She certainly wasn't going to send Mist into the trees where the terrain was unfamiliar, especially when visibility was so low due to the fog. The gentleman was also slowing to a trot, turning his horse in her direction. 

      Mist walked forward briskly, shaking herself slightly at the new pace. Both of them could have run for far longer, but at least they'd gotten out the worst of their excessive energy. 

      As the black stallion came closer, Arabella realized with a sudden shock that she recognized the horse. Her gaze jerked upwards as the last person she expected to see—even less likely than Hartford—met her eyes and raised his eyebrow at her in a superior manner. 

      "What are you doing here?" she blurted out, too taken aback to even attempt to be circumspect.

      Then she reminded herself that she wasn't trying to impress him anymore anyway so it didn't matter that she was being rude. 

      "Riding." The one word answer was said so blandly, so indifferently, Arabella narrowed her eyes at him. 

      Thomas was the last person she would expect to tease her, but if he'd been anyone else she would have sworn that's exactly what he was doing. 

      Tilting her chin up, she turned Mist so the mare could keep walking. Thomas' hulking stallion, aptly named Brutus, whinnied and immediately followed, taking Thomas' attention as he reasserted his control over the animal. Arabella couldn't help but hide a smirk. 

      Gentlemen insisted on riding stallions, which were wont to become troublesome when they caught the scent of a likely mare. Not so unlike the gentlemen themselves, actually. 

      Mist ignored the stallion's interest as the pair came up beside her and Arabella, Thomas having regained Brutus' attention. She'd taken the few moments to compose herself, but her curiosity remained. Especially since she'd assumed he'd ride on now that he'd seen who she was. Then again, she'd been rather surprised to know he'd willingly race any lady, particularly in Hyde Park where they might have been seen despite the fog and early hour. 

      True, it was unlikely there would be any observers out and about, but she wouldn't have expected 'unlikely' to reassure Thomas when it came to matters of propriety. 

      "Now what do you think you're doing?" she asked, deciding to keep to her rude tack rather than attempting to change course now. 

      "Riding with you," he said, almost amiably. 

      A kind of dark frustration rose up within her. Not two weeks ago she would have been overjoyed to race a gentleman in the park, discover it was Thomas, and then have him ride along amiably with her. She might have even tried to turn such a situation to her advantage and flirt with him. 

      Now, his presence prickled, ruffling her calm and making her skin itch. 

      Despite herself, she couldn't help but notice how attractive he was. His dark hair was windswept, making him look slightly more rumpled than he normally did and she had the oddest urge to reach over and run her fingers through the locks. Well, perhaps the urge wasn't so very odd, considering. The gleaming Hessian boots secured in his stirrups almost glowed with the dew clinging to them, giving way to muscular thighs in brown breeches, and a navy riding coat that hugged his broad shoulders to perfection. 

      He looked as though he'd trotted out of a painting, one devoted to celebrating the masculine form and lifestyle of the ton. 

      Resentment stirred, because Arabella certainly didn't want to still be attracted to him or feel anything for him at all. If only it were so easy. 

      "I have no need of an additional escort," she said sharply, waving an indolent hand behind her where she could hear David following them. "David manages just fine."

      "Yet here I am." The placid way he said it was even more provoking. 

      Arabella pressed her lips together. Often when they met, she prodded and Thomas growled and grumped at her assertions. Having the situation turned about was much less enjoyable. Her best option forward was to turn it again.

      "I'm surprised you unbent enough not only to race, but to do so without scolding me afterward," she said, which was true enough. Turning her head, she gave him a disbelieving look. "Am I to suppose you have no averse opinions on ladies who gallop through Hyde Park in the early morning?"

      Since she'd heard him complain to her brother about that very thing, she knew that he did. 

      The hesitation before he answered was clear, but he still surprised her. 

      “If you must gallop, now is certainly the preferred time.”
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      The expression of shock and disbelief on Arabella’s face was enough to make Thomas bristle. He knew she thought he was a hidebound prig, far too concerned with propriety and Society’s rules, but he did understand the need to occasionally break them. He didn’t necessarily approve, but if she was going to gallop then it was certainly better she did so now than at any other time of the day.

      And she really was a bruising rider. He hadn’t actually expected her to be able to keep pace with him, and he’d felt strangely delighted when she had. The emotion didn’t sit well in his chest, since he knew he really should be disapproving, but he couldn’t quite manage it. When he’d seen her across the park, herself and her horse in high spirits, he’d found himself moving to challenge her without even thinking about it.

      He hadn’t considered who might see them, what an observer might think, he’d just reacted. Hopefully he wouldn’t make a habit of it. At any rate, he certainly wasn’t going to castigate her when he’d been the one to initiate the race; that would be the height of hypocrisy.

      Swinging her head around to face front, for once it appeared that Arabella couldn’t think of a single thing to say.

      Which gave him an opening to say what he truly wanted to say, what he’d wanted to say since he’d seen her last night with Hartford. It wasn't his business, she wasn't his concern, and yet he couldn't hold back. 

      "You know Hartford will not make for a very faithful husband," he said, his sincere concern coloring his voice. Aware he was overstepping his bounds already, he kept private his opinion that Hartford would also let her run wild, in addition to running wild himself. While Thomas was looking for a comfortable match, rather than a love match (although he assumed love would come if he was comfortable and happy), he had trouble imagining Arabella happy in such an arrangement. Especially as all her friends were currently happily in love with their husbands. 

      "I don't believe that's any of your business," Arabella said tartly.

      "It's not," he acknowledged, earning a startled look from her. Then she rolled her eyes as he continued. "However, I can't help but be concerned. I know Gabrielle would be distressed if you were to live unhappily-ever-after."

      Couching in terms of his sister-in-law's well-being, especially because of her condition, was a bit of a low blow. Not in the least because it certainly wasn't the entire truth.

      To his consternation, Arabella just sniffed and continued riding. He would have preferred she snap back at him, argue with him. Somehow her silence unnerved him more than anything she could have said. 

      "Why would you want to marry someone like him?" he asked, feeling more disgruntled. "I'll grant you, as the sister of a Duke, I could understand not wanting to marry lower than a Marquess, but surely there are other—"

      "Excuse me?" Her eyes flamed as her head snapped around, fury practically pouring from every inch of her and making her mare prance a little nervously in reaction to her rider's emotions. "Is that what you think of me? That I would choose my husband based on his title?"

      "Well, certainly not that alone," he said, his words stumbling a little. Did she mean to imply she wouldn't consider social standing at all? 

      "Is that why you are always so insulting whenever my brother has attempted to advance the idea of a courtship between us? Because you feel the need to find every flaw you can think of, in order to cover for what you deem your failing—your lower social status? So you find me lacking against that misbegotten list you cling to, rather than admit it's your own lack that you feel?"

      The hurt and anger in her words struck at his chest, along with a certain tightening that was entirely his own emotion. His own revelation, which sent him reeling as the truth he'd never realized became impossible to ignore.

      "I..." He groped for something to say and came up empty. What could he say when he couldn't even order his own thoughts into line, when he hadn't had time to really acknowledge his own insecurity and whether or not it played into his continued rejection of Isaac's teasing comments. 

      After all, a viscountcy was a title but certainly not a high one. There were more viscounts in the ton than a man could shake his fist at. A small part of him had always marveled at Felix's easy friendship with the Marquess of Dunbury, even after he'd become friends with the man as well. That friendship, which eventually included a Duke, was both unlooked for and unexpected. 

      Still, it was one thing to be friends with a Duke, another thing entirely to marry his sister and forever know she could have made a much more advantageous marriage. 

      Not that he'd ever wanted to marry her anyway. Even if she wasn't a duke's sister, she still was far too wild for him, in need of far more discipline and effort that he wanted to put forth in his marriage. 

      Wasn't she?

      "Oh, go to hell, you stupid blunderbuss!" she snapped out, and kicked her mare's side. The pretty gray surged forward into a gallop.

      Instinctively, Brutus tried to jump forward with her, but Thomas pulled him up, even as Arabella's groom went galloping past him as well, keeping up with his mistress. 

      He felt dazed and completely off center. 

      He was so flummoxed it wouldn't even occur to him till much later that she'd cursed and outright insulted him... and it would take another hour beyond that for him to wonder exactly how she knew his responses to her brother on the subject of a courtship between them. 
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      Despite leaving Thomas in her dust, Arabella's fury didn't abate and her morning gallop didn't leave her with the usual calm it provided. Instead, she stormed back into Manchester house still fuming. 

      Fortunately there was no one else up and about this early. Isaac and Lydia would be in bed for hours yet, especially after the late hour of last night's ball. Her brother used to get up earlier, but since his marriage he and Lydia stayed in their room for at least an hour longer than he used to. 

      He thought she had no idea why.

      Twit. 

      Men were twits. Stupid, presumptuous, think-they-know-everything twits. 

      It was a wonder women married at all. 

      Although Hartford hadn't shown a twit-ish side yet. He'd probably hide it until after he married, she thought darkly. Then his wife would find out what a twit he was too.

      That she was very likely going to be the wife in question only made her thoughts even darker. 

      She'd been avoiding thinking about what her friends and family would think if she and Hartford had the usual ton marriage. How they would compare her marital state with their own. If Thomas thought his title was lacking in comparison to others, that was nothing compared to how her marriage would be seen against her friends’ and families’.

      Not that she thought his title meant all that much. She would have loved him if he'd been a mere mister! If he'd been a second or third son instead of a future viscount! That he thought it mattered...

      He was the King of Twits. 

      Stomping up to her room to throw herself on her bed and hopefully manage some sleep before truly beginning her day, Arabella tried to push the conversation out of her mind. Not just Thomas' title and his feelings of inferiority about it, but also any comparison about her possible marriage to Hartford against the rest of her loved ones'.
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      When Arabella had agreed to Hartford's courtship and his honest admission that he was not looking for love, nor would he want anything but the usual ton marriage, she had thought of her own reaction and tried not to think too much about her family and friends' reactions. What she hadn't considered at all was the general reaction of the ton—specifically the women. 

      Now, at her first event since Hartford's public courtship began without him escorting her, she was learning first hand exactly what marriage to him would be like. 

      There were the expected pitying looks from her sisters-in-law or her best friend Gabrielle and the stiff but contained anger on her behalf from Isaac and Benedict, no matter how she gaily reassured them that she was perfectly content that Hartford was attending his own event. What she hadn't expected was the slightly sick feeling in the pit of her stomach as she heard the whispers of the men and women around her, the slight titters and salacious gossip about exactly where Hartford might be and what he might be doing and with whom. 

      She hadn't expected the parade of matrons of all ages coming to speak with her, making veiled references to affirm that she was, indeed, planning on being an accommodating wife. She hadn't expected their barely concealed excitement as they realized her marriage wasn't going to be like her brothers' or her friends', and that Hartford would not be a reformed rake at all. 

      The worst was knowing they were all correct in their assumptions. Hartford had been honest, he'd told her he was attending a gathering of his secret society—which, as his wife, she'd be welcome to join. He might already be keeping company with another lady at this very moment. Doing things to her. Things Arabella was able to picture all too clearly. 

      When she'd harried her friends for descriptions of exactly what the marital act was, she hadn't foreseen that she'd one day be imagining her potential husband engaged in that act with other women.

      "Ignore them," Gabrielle whispered, keeping close to her side and doing her best to deflect the worst of the importuning ladies who approached Arabella. "You know if you decide to marry Hartford we'll all support you. And there are plenty of gentlemen who will be eager to distract you."

      But the cheerfulness in Gabrielle's voice was as forced as the brittle smile on Arabella's face. 

      It was true she'd been quite popular with the gentlemen this evening, most of them sounding her out about the nature of her relationship with Hartford just as the ladies were—but with her in their sights rather than him. They seemed to expect that once she was married and born Hartford an heir, she'd be looking to dally. Some of them appeared to be trying to impress her so she would remember them when the time came, the more repugnant assumed she'd be receptive to their attentions as if she'd be so desperate for a lover that any man would do. 

      She wanted to scream out her frustration in the middle of the ballroom. Instead...

      "I need another glass of champagne," she said tightly, steering Gabrielle towards one of the footmen bearing a tray as he circulated among the guests. 

      The more she had, the fuzzier she felt and the less everything seemed to matter. 

      "Are you sure that's a good idea?" Gabrielle asked. 

      Even through the muzziness she was feeling, Arabella could hear her friend's genuine concern, but she didn't care. 

      "It's a bloody brilliant idea," she said, not bothering to lower her voice and making the stiff-necked Lady Darby jerk in surprise at the curse word as they passed her. 

      She thought she heard Gabrielle murmur "oh dear" but she ignored it. Gabrielle didn't know what it was like. Gabrielle had married a man who did love her, even if she hadn't known it at the time of their wedding. Gabrielle would never be looked at with pity because of her husband's unfaithfulness, she'd never have to wonder which ladies her husband had already dallied with—and which he would in the future. 

      Even though she didn't love Hartford, her heart was aching so hard in her chest it felt like it was breaking and she was either going to scream, cry, or drink champagne. While all of them would carry varying degrees of condemnation from Society, drinking champagne was actually the least objectionable. 

      Just as she'd gotten the glass in her hand, she saw the last man she wanted to see bearing down on them. 

      The Honorable Lord Thomas Hood, looking far too handsome in his perfectly pressed waistcoat, high collar, and impeccably tied cravat, the expression on his face woefully determined. Woeful for her, that was. 

      Groaning internally, she grabbed Gabrielle by her upper arm before her friend could see Thomas. As his sister-in-law, Gabrielle would feel obliged to wait and speak with him. 

      "Let's step outside," Arabella said, practically dragging Gabrielle along. "I need some air."

      "You need something," Gabrielle muttered. 
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      Hell and damnation.

      Thomas held back the stream of curses he was dying to let loose as Arabella made her way through the crowd, dragging poor Gabrielle along behind her. Not only was he concerned because he could tell Arabella was drunk—all too understandable considering the gossip swirling around her appearance without Hartford this evening—but because Gabrielle already hadn't been feeling particularly well when they came out.

      Fortunately, his mother was also present and doing her duties as Mary's chaperone, leaving the rest of them to their own devices. Gabrielle had wanted some time with Arabella, so Felix and Thomas had been amusing themselves in the card room but knowing Arabella was there and hearing the talk... it had created an itch Thomas couldn't help but scratch. Especially because her brothers were also present and had been in identically bad moods. 

      He needed to speak with her again.

      Not just to show his social support, but to discuss her behavior that morning. So far he hadn't told Isaac his revelation that Arabella had been eavesdropping on their private discussions, but he wasn't ruling it out. Something needed to be done about her. 

      Grimly setting his jaw, he followed her and Gabrielle out to the terrace. 

      Despite the wild air about her and her obvious inebriation, Arabella still looked utterly stunning in a gown of deep rose that set off her creamy skin and pink cheeks and lips. The more she drank, she more her flush matched her gown. Gold jewelry glinted at her ears, neck, and in her hair, bringing out the golden highlights of her curls and emphasizing her wealth and position. 

      The terrace was well lit with lanterns along the balustrades, but they still gave the whole scene an ethereal glow. The pathway into the gardens was on the far side of the terrace and unlit, so fortunately the ladies hadn't disappeared into the flower walks and were easily located. They'd retreated to the far side of the pale flagstones, on the other side of the decorative fountain, although they were still easily visible. They appeared to be arguing, Gabrielle gesturing at the nearly full glass of champagne still in Arabella's hand.

      Rolling her eyes, Arabella turned her head... and immediately caught sight of Thomas heading for them. 

      Staring directly at him, as if she could sense his disapproval and wanted to show it mattered not one whit to her, she lifted the glass and downed the contents in one gulp. The action left Gabrielle gaping, just as Thomas finally reached them, and she looked up at him with something akin to relief. 

      Frowning in concern, he took in his sister-in-law's expression, the way her lips pressed together and the small pinch around her eyes. 

      "Gabrielle, why don't you go inside?" he suggested, keeping his voice low. "I need a moment to speak with Arabella."

      From the flash of relief in her eyes, he knew she wanted to but... she hesitated, glancing at her friend. 

      "You don't have to do what he says," Arabella said, sniffing derisively. 

      A muscle twitched in Thomas' jaw. He kept his voice gentle and his gaze focused on Gabrielle.

      "I'll take care of Arabella, you look like you need to sit down."

      Finally taking note of his words, Arabella swung her own gaze to Gabrielle and peered at her, squinting. If he hadn't felt so serious, her exaggerated expression—due to her inebriated state—would have been comical. 

      "You do look peaked," Arabella exclaimed in alarm. Immediately, she patted Gabrielle's arm. "Go inside, dear, I can handle Lord Stuffy."

      The muscle in Thomas' jaw twitched again but he managed to hold back a retort with a supreme act of effort. He doubted Gabrielle would desert her friend, even now, if she thought Arabella needed protecting from him. With a sigh, his sister-in-law gave in, looking both relieved and a little anxious. She took Arabella's empty champagne glass with her, shaking her head as she did so.

      Thomas managed the semblance of a reassuring smile as he sent her on her way, leaving him and Arabella alone on the terrace.

      Well, somewhat alone. There were other couples out taking some air, of course, and a small cluster of gentlemen hugging the shadows and having some kind of low, intense conversation. None of them were paying the least bit of attention to him and Arabella however, making this as private a situation as they were likely to find at a crowded ball like this.

      "What do you want?" Arabella asked, tossing her chin in the air and crossing her arms under her breasts. The creamy mounds plumped upwards, distracting Thomas for just a moment—and as often as he clenched his jaw in her presence he'd likely be developing a headache very soon. 

      "How much have you had to drink tonight?" 
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      The question made Arabella bristle. It wasn't any of his business, after all. Although, apparently whether or not anything was his business made no matter to him. 

      "Not nearly enough," she retorted, her temper rising even more. 

      However, while she wasn't going to throw a fit at the ball, she certainly had no qualms about sharpening her claws on him. He could take it. 

      Besides, she needed to vent. Talking to Gabrielle hadn't been nearly enough, as she hadn't wanted to see the pity in her eyes either or turn her against Hartford. Their marriage—if it happened, which she was becoming less and less sure of by the moment—would have challenges enough. She didn't need her best friend taking against her husband as well.

      Thomas had already made his opinion of Hartford clear, and it didn't matter if he thought even worse of the man. 

      If he didn't like Hartford, hopefully he would steer clear of them if they married. As much as she liked to tell herself that Thomas no longer had a place in her heart, Arabella positively hated the idea of spending any quantity of time with him and his future wife. It didn't even matter which lady he chose, Arabella didn't want to see them together. 

      Especially not if they were happy together while she continued to feel... well, the way she felt right now. Which was an all-too-likely scenario if she married Hartford. 

      The frustration welling inside of her had as much to do with Thomas as it did with Hartford... and with herself. If she hadn't fallen in love with him, she would have never fallen out of love with him. She wouldn't have started to think that a marriage without love was preferable, and therefore she wouldn't have accepted Hartford's addresses, and she wouldn't be feeling the way she was right now.

      When it came right down to it, it was all Thomas' fault she was so overwrought at the moment. 

      At least, it made sense in her head and it felt good to blame him, even though it made her feel as though she wanted to burst like a firework and spray her negativity all over him. 

      He scowled at her and she scowled right back. 

      "I think you've had more than enough," he said, his deep voice full of condemnation. Unlike her, however, he kept his voice low to ensure it didn't carry. Arabella was aware of that fact, her awareness felt distant and fuzzy, because it didn't really matter to her at the moment. She was riding high on the champagne, it made it bolder, sassier, and more defiant. "In fact, I think it could be said you've had far too much."

      Judgmental prig. He thought he knew everything. 

      Their faces were mere inches apart as they glowered at each other. While she didn't attain the same height as her brothers, she was still tall for a woman. It meant Thomas couldn't quite manage to loom over her the way he obviously wanted to, and she didn't feel the least bit intimidated—especially with both champagne and fury bubbling inside of her. 

      "Of course you would say so," Arabella snapped back at him. "You're quite fond of finding every flaw you can about me, aren't you? Does the list of all the reasons I'd make a poor wife sit right next to the list of attributes your wife will possess? I can help you track my faults, so you don't have to feel so awkward about your refusal to try and reach as high as a duke's sister."

      Even in the soft glow provided by the lanterns, she could see Thomas' face pale, and he immediately looked about as if to make sure no one had overheard her. Arabella felt a sneer curling her lips again. 

      So obsessed with what everyone else thought. 

      So insecure in his eventual title.

      So wedded to receiving nothing but Society's approbation. 

      Thinking he was guaranteed happiness as long as he found the perfect little wife who fit perfectly into his life and never caused him any trouble. He was probably even right. But in his quest for perfection he’d sent Arabella straight into likely marital misery. No matter what man she married, he wouldn’t be the man she wanted.

      The only way a man not in love would stay faithful would be if he was as stodgy and obsessed with being absolutely correct in all the ways of Society as Thomas was. But men like him didn’t want Arabella—and other than Thomas most of those men bored her anyway. She couldn’t explain why Thomas was different. Why he had been different to her, that was.

      But the idea of his future happiness compared to her future with Hartford…

      Well, there was one way to ensure Thomas was just as miserable with the rest of his life and his marriage as she was. It was dishonorable while simultaneously relying on his honor, but fueled on liquid courage she was having trouble caring. Besides, it had worked out well enough for Lydia.

      Fully aware of all the others on the terrace, even if they weren’t currently paying attention to the little drama playing out between her and Thomas, Arabella swiftly reached up and grabbed his starched collar. She had just a moment to savor the expression of shock on his face before she pressed her lips to his.

      Hands grasped her waist, obviously intending to push her away and she stepped into him… but her balance was off due to her inebriated state and ruthless determination, and her step was more of a shove.

      Suddenly they were both moving, stumbling, and falling.

      She shrieked against his lips as they fell through the air and hit what felt like ice cold water.

      They’d fallen right into the fountain.

      Even as her head went under, laughter bubbled up inside of her.

      He was never going to be able to live this down.
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      The sensation of soft lips on his, a soft body pressing against his, completely threw Thomas off for just a moment. Of all the things for Arabella to do!

      But he wasn’t fast enough to push her away. Panic surged when his calves hit the low stone basin of the fountain. Somehow he managed to hold her tightly enough to help break her fall as they toppled over.

      Even in his shock, even as his protectiveness welled, he couldn’t help but be aware of how damned good she felt against him. How shockingly responsive he’d been to her kiss. It was as though she’d set him alight, and if they hadn’t fallen into the fountain he wasn’t entirely sure what he would have done.

      But the sharp cold of the water brought back his senses, and even as he rose up, sputtering, he already knew what was going to happen.

      Multiple people had already rushed over to help them, surprise and speculation clear in their gazes. Others were already coming out of the doors to the ballroom, drawn by the commotion.

      One of them was easily recognizable by both his height and breadth as he pushed his way through the others.

      “Arabella!”

      Fantastic.

      Isaac. Duke of Manchester. Arabella’s oldest brother.

      Just what Thomas needed.

      He already knew the inevitable outcome of this situation, but he would have truly appreciated a moment or two to reconcile himself to it before having to face Isaac.

      Willing hands, eager faces alight with witnessing the incident themselves. Gossip would spread quickly and thoroughly. 

      Reaching them, Isaac was already shrugging off his coat to cover his sister and obscuring the view the clinging fabric of her dress afforded. Thomas had only the briefest impression of the firm curves beneath the fabric before she was clutching her brother's jacket around her. The expression on her face was blank, impossible to read before she turned her head away from him, biting her lip.

      "What happened?" Isaac demanded to know, pulling Arabella into his arms, covering her shivering body with his own and wrapping his coat more tightly around her. 

      Even though his eyes pierced Thomas, a dozen other voices answered him.

      "They fell into the fountain—"

      "It was an accident—"

      "It looked like they tripped—"

      "They were kissing!"

      The expression on Isaac's face was like a thundercloud, his gaze hardening. Thomas just stared back at him, frozen in place and unable to find his tongue. Not that he had any idea what he would say if he did manage to speak. 

      Beneath the curve of Isaac's arm, Arabella had begun to shiver, and Isaac held up his hand to stop the tumult of words cascading around them. 

      "I need to get my sister home," he said, his eyes searching through the crowd. "Sally, would you mind giving our apologies and goodbyes to our hostess?" Lady Jersey—Thomas groaned internally upon recognizing her, since he hadn't even noticed her in the crowd—nodded, looking delighted. She was the Queen of Gossip and was practically quivering with her obvious need to begin spreading the word. Being given a task might slow her for about two minutes, at the most. "Lord Hood, I assume you'll be joining us."

      Trying to not to let his heart sink into his feet at Isaac's formal address of him, Thomas nodded his head.

      Yes, he'd be joining them. 

      There was no other option. 

      Thomas had no idea what Arabella had intended when she'd kissed him like that—possibly it had just been a drunken whim—but the ensuing scandal ensured there would be lifelong consequences for them both. 

      His hunt for a bride was over.
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      During the cold, shivering ride home with Isaac sitting grim-faced across from her in the carriage while Lydia fussed over her, Arabella didn't know whether to cry or give in to the hysterical laughter still bubbling inside her stomach. 

      Everything felt surreal, even distant. Triumph was swirling inside of her, mixed with anxiety, and a strange, simmering excitement. She'd taken control of her future in the only way she could. Rather than accepting the options presented to her, she'd forged her own path, the way she'd so often done.

      While the thought of being miserable wasn't exactly a happy one, knowing that she'd tied Thomas to her future wasn't unhappy either. Even if he were upset, even if he never loved her, she would never endure another night like tonight either. The man would be faithful to his wife, his own rigid morals wouldn't accept anything less.

      Plus, a small voice inside of her snickered, he'd be far too wary about angering her brother, the duke, to acquire a mistress. 

      Isaac's ominous silence didn't bode well for either her or Thomas, but she couldn't quite bring herself to care. Maybe tomorrow when the euphoria of the champagne and her brazen tactics began to fade. Not that he would really have a leg to stand on, considering he'd been trapped into marriage by Lydia. Arabella didn't fool herself into thinking she and Thomas would be able to turn their marriage into a happily-ever-after the way Lydia and Isaac had, but at least she wouldn't have to watch Thomas live happily-ever-after with someone else. 

      And she didn't care one whit how selfish that was. At least, that’s what she kept telling herself. The little cold ball of anxiety inside of her stomach indicated differently, but she pushed it away defiantly. It was far too late for regrets now.

      "Let's get you inside," Lydia said, still fussing as soon as they arrived at Manchester House. "We'll have a bath run, you need to warm up."

      "Is Thomas coming directly here?" Arabella asked, feeling a small fluttering in her stomach. Nerves? Excitement? Worry? "Should we draw a bath for him too?"

      "I'll worry about Thomas," Isaac said, a trifle grimly. He looked a bit odd in his ballroom finery without his coat, which was still wrapped around Arabella. Hopefully it wasn't completely ruined by the thorough soaking she'd given its insides. Almost absent-mindedly, obviously distracted, he pressed a kiss to Arabella's forehead. "You go get dry and warm."

      With Lydia tugging at her arm, Arabella walked a few steps and then paused, turning back to look at her brother. "Don't... don't be too hard on him?"

      The request came out more of a question than anything else, and Isaac gave her a look. 

      "One question... did he kiss you or did you kiss him?"

      She couldn't help the little smile that quirked her lips. "Knowing both of us as you do, what do you think?"

      With a groan, Isaac closed his eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose. "Get her upstairs, Lydia."

      All three of them were well aware of the unspoken "before I throttle her" which followed his directive. Used to such imprecations, knowing it would never be carried out, Arabella shrugged and allowed herself to be led away. 

      A warm bath sounded wonderful. Then, hopefully, she'd be able to shake off Lydia and go eavesdrop on her brother and Thomas, who surely would have arrived by then. 
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      After stopping by Hood House for a quick change of clothing, although he denied himself the warm bath he knew Arabella would be having (and tried not to think too hard about her soaking in warmer waters than the fountain), Thomas made straight for Manchester House. Although Hood House was well located, it wasn't in the center of Mayfair like Manchester House and it was nearly half the size. 

      Something that hadn't daunted him before, at least not consciously, but now he felt as though the mansion was looming oppressively over him as he walked up the steps. 

      The door opened almost immediately as he approached, before he could even knock, the properly correct butler running judgmental eyes over his hastily donned attire and wet hair. 

      "My lord, please follow me," Rigby intoned, sounding rather ominous as he turned and led the way towards Isaac's study. Feeling like he was walking towards his doom, Thomas braced himself to face the man whose sister he'd just horribly, scandalously, compromised. 

      The Duke.

      His friend.

      He'd wronged Isaac on so many levels he wouldn't blame the man for challenging him to a duel. 

      Somehow the scene on the terrace had just gotten completely out of hand.

      If only he had been able to push her away without them falling. If only he hadn't stood so close that she'd been able to drunkenly kiss him—it didn't matter that he had no idea why she'd done so, he'd made it possible by attempting to intimidate her. 

      If only he hadn't sent Gabrielle away.

      If only he hadn't followed Arabella onto the terrace in the first place.

      It was all too easy to trace back every single misstep he'd taken. Now he had to face Isaac and explain. 

      The butler opened the door to the study and Thomas walked past him, a ball of guilt and misery in the pit of his stomach. To his shock, the look Isaac gave him as he entered wasn't at all condemning or angry, not even resigned... he looked... apologetic? 

      "Thank you for coming," Isaac said, standing up from the chair where he'd been sipping a glass of brandy. 

      "Of course," Thomas said, feeling off-kilter already. 

      "Drink?"

      "Yes, please." He took advantage of the few moments to gather himself and martial his reactions. Obviously this interview wasn't going to be nearly as hostile as he'd anticipated. This family never quite behaved the way he expected, so maybe he shouldn't be too surprised by that. Although neither Isaac nor Benedict were known as Originals, as a Duke and his brother they were often quite free to do as they pleased as long as they toed the line. 

      Handing Thomas a full glass, Isaac sighed as he sank down into one of the leather chairs in front of his desk. More slowly, Thomas settled himself into the one opposite Isaac's. His friend still didn't look angry, but he was obviously upset, and yet he hadn't started yelling or threatening Thomas yet... The tension stretched.

      Deciding to take the horse by the reins, because he was too anxious to sit in silence, Thomas took a fortifying sip of the brandy and immediately launched into the speech he'd hastily thrown together and practiced on the ride over. 

      "I must offer my most abject apologies for the scene on the balcony this evening. I obviously did not intend for events to play out in the manner they did, but as I have grievously compromised Arabella I am here to offer for her and make the situation right." Having said his piece, Thomas deflated slightly, feeling rather wrung out as he waited for Isaac's reaction. 

      The other man blinked. "You think you compromised Arabella?"

      "Well... yes," Thomas said, mentally reviewing the events on the evening. He certainly hadn't dreamed the whole thing. His hair was still wet, so he knew he hadn't hallucinated it. "Half the guests at the ball, including Lady Jersey, saw that she'd been compromised."

      "Oh, I'm not arguing that she's thoroughly compromised," Isaac said, sighing as he took a mouthful of his brandy. He shook his head. "However, I got the impression from her that she'd been the one to instigate the kiss."

      "Well, yes... but..." Thomas struggled to martial his thoughts. Yes, Arabella had kissed him, but he bore responsibility as well. Especially as he was the man. Wasn't the gentleman always at fault in situations such as this? After all, he should have been able to stop her—shouldn't have been alone with her in the first place, even if there had been others on the balcony. As a friend of the family, he'd known there would be no raised eyebrows, but really, he should have asked Gabrielle to remain present, not sent her away. "I'm still the gentleman she was compromised with. I'm here to offer for her hand if you'll accept me."

      The look Isaac shot him now was nearly bewildered. "Of course I'll accept you! Don't be a dolt. I'm the one who suggested her to you in the first place."

      "Well... yes... but..." Good grief he was becoming repetitive. It wasn't his fault though; the things Isaac kept saying took him aback. 

      He now realized he'd never really taken Isaac's prodding seriously. Had always had the underlying suspicion that the man was teasing him. Had always assumed if he'd said yes, he wanted Arabella as his wife, that Isaac would laugh and tell him it was all in play or, worse, that Isaac would laugh at his temerity... to think that a mere viscount would think a duke's offer of his sister serious... 

      No, Isaac wasn't the type to be cruel, but Thomas had never quite been able to convince himself it wasn't some kind of joke or trick. Not consciously. He'd never really thought about it deeply—in fact, it was entirely possibly he'd not really thought about it at all. It was possible he hadn't dared to.

      He pulled himself up, wanting to lay all of the cards out on the table. 

      "Under the circumstances, if you preferred to see if Hartford steps up, I would understand. After all, he is a marquess and has been openly courting her—"

      Isaac snorted, cutting Thomas off. "Yet tonight he was nowhere in sight, and we both know the generalities of what he was doing instead. While he might be courting her, a marriage between them would be one of convenience. Arabella enjoys his company in many ways, but she's always had a preference for you."

      "I... she... what?!" If it wouldn't be completely déclassé, Thomas would have dug his finger in his ear, sure that his hearing must be blocked because he couldn't possibly have heard what he just thought he did. 

      Perhaps he was dreaming. Perhaps this was all some insane imagining of his brain and he'd wake up in his own bed any minute now. 

      "Why else would I keep throwing her at you?" Isaac asked, chuckling. He gave Thomas a look of amusement, obviously enjoying Thomas' confusion. "While Arabella is talented at many things, she's terrible at hiding her emotions. Also at watercolours and embroidery. Don't expect any works of art from her, although she is tolerably good at sketching."

      "I... see..."

      At a loss for words, Thomas downed the rest of his brandy. He didn't really know what else to do. A man could only take so many revelations, after all.
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      Unfortunately, Lydia stuck to Arabella's side like a burr, and she had no chance to plant herself at her brother's keyhole. 

      Which meant she had no idea what to expect when Isaac finally called her to his study. Lydia escorted her, still fussing over her slightly, obviously worried about the social repercussions. Arabella wasn't. She had no doubt Thomas would arrive and offer for her, just as he was supposed to.

      Because Thomas always did what he was supposed to do.

      Even if the circumstances were in no way his fault. 

      Arabella rather liked the dependability of his character, and not just because it made him easy to manipulate. 

      Entering her brother's study, her eyes were drawn immediately to Thomas, who was standing by Isaac's desk. For once he looked less than correct. Although his hair was drying, it was obviously still damp and much fluffier than its usual pristine styling. The points of his collar and his cravat weren't nearly as stiff as they normally were. And the expression on his face was closer to befuddled than anything else. 

      Since she hadn't had time for more than a simple coiffure to fix her own hair and Lydia had insisted on her donning her warmest gown—a green wool that wasn't unattractive but certainly wasn't anything special either. Still, she was practically brimming with anxiety and excitement, despite having mostly sobered. 

      While she might not have had the bravery to act so precipitously if she hadn't drunk all that champagne, she certainly wasn't unhappy with the results either. At least, she didn't think she would be. Mostly she just wanted to complete this next step. See Thomas' face. Gauge his reaction. 

      Decide what she was going to do now.

      After all, being so impetuous always had unexpected consequences and she couldn't be sure of her next move until she had fully contemplated everyone else's reactions. Especially Thomas'.

      Given his worry about his position in Society against hers... well, she knew he would make the prescribed offer of marriage. Beyond that, she was unsure how he would handle the situation. 

      What he would think about it.

      She'd been too wound up after their fall in the fountain to truly pay attention to him, on top of her impulse to burst out laughing—which she hadn't wanted him to see, and so she hadn't been able to look at him. Now, with sober control over herself, she could better study him.

      Although she hadn't expected him to look quite so flummoxed. It made her wonder exactly what Isaac had said to him, and inwardly she cursed her inability to listen in on their prior conversation. She couldn't quite bring herself to curse Lydia though. The sincerity of her sister-in-law's concern was quite evident—and as she was certain Lydia was in a delicate condition it was hard to resent her mother-henning. 

      Looking at her brother, Arabella raised her eyebrow in question. He sent back a look containing the clear command—behave yourself.

      "Sister, Thomas would like to speak with you. Lydia and I will give you a few minutes to yourselves," Isaac said. 

      "But..." Lydia started to protest, bristling slightly at Arabella's side as Isaac came forward to take her arm. 

      "She'll be fine," Isaac murmured, low enough only she and Lydia could hear. His tone was much gentler than it had been for Arabella, filled with such tenderness and love, it made her heart ache. 

      It was unlikely she would ever hear Thomas speak in such tones to her.

      For a moment, unbearable sadness weighed her down, although she was slightly heartened when she remembered he wouldn't be speaking to any other woman in such a manner either. That had been her goal after all. Mutually assured misery, for the rest of their lives. So much better than being miserable and having to watch him be happy.

      As the door closed behind Isaac and Lydia, Thomas suddenly shook himself, almost like a hound shaking off water. The look of befuddlement slid away and his expression settled into the more accustomed stern lines it usually held. Her lips quirked with amusement. No matter what Isaac had said to him, Thomas remained himself. 

      “Arabella,” he said, and hesitated, obviously thinking.

      “Thomas,” she responded, rather impishly.

      Immediately, he frowned almost repressively, peering at her. “Are you still drunk?”

      “No-o?” She started to retort back with a definitive ‘no’ before realizing it might behoove her not to reveal just how intentional her actions on the terrace had been. It was doubtful he’d find it amusing. The statement quickly turned into a question, and he groaned as he pressed his fingers to his forehead. Quickly, she cut off any line of thinking that she was too drunk to understand what was happening. “I am sober enough, Thomas.”

      “Thank goodness for small mercies,” he muttered, and she glared at him. Coughing, to cover his verbal indiscretion, he pulled himself up to his full height. “Arabella, I have come to offer for your hand. Although the circumstances of my proposal are perhaps not the most desirable, I want you to be assured that as my wife you will have every comfort I am able to provide, as well as an honorable and faithful husband, and—”

      “I accept,” she said calmly, cutting off what was no doubt a very thoughtful speech about everything he was willing to provide her but would make no mention of love.

      Thomas frowned at her interruption. He would become accustomed to it, especially if he wanted to constantly make long-winded speeches and lectures. Arabella might have once loved him, might even still retain some of her feelings for him, but she had never been blind to his faults. She much preferred Thomas when he wasn’t standing upon ceremony or pontificating, when he was relaxed and had forgotten to worry about who was watching him.

      Pressing her lips together to hide her smile, she looked calmly back at him.

      The expression on his face became harder, sterner. It might have been quite intimidating if she weren’t already used to such trenchant disapproval from him. As it was, she found herself more and more amused at the predicament he now found himself in.

      Forced to propose to her.

      The woman he’d insisted was an unmanageable hoyden. Undesirable to him as a wife. Who, despite her attempts at turning herself into the kind of woman who fulfilled all the terms of his ridiculous list, he’d never acknowledged anything except for her flaws.

      She felt no small amount of vindictive triumph at having maneuvered him into such a situation.

      Thomas’ frown deepened. “Before you accept, I want to be clear in my expectations, Arabella. Unlike your siblings, I will not tolerate the unacceptable behavior you seem to delight in. If you are rude, boorish, or unladylike, if I hear you cursing, insulting someone, or maliciously gossiping, if you do anything scandalous to provoke the ire of Society, there will be consequences.”

      The triumph she’d been feeling was swept away by annoyance and defensiveness on behalf of her maligned brothers and sisters-in-law. Plenty of even the stuffiest members of Society had remarked upon her improved behavior this Season—well, at least before she’d realized Thomas was never going to marry her of his own accord no matter how well behaved she’d become. Just because he hadn’t noticed didn’t mean no one else had.

      Temper sparked, she regarded him through narrowed eyes. There was no point in arguing with him. She’d already heard how he’d dismissed Isaac’s defense of her behavior earlier in the Season.

      No. Much better to demonstrate how well behaved she could be under her family’s roof—and how little control he truly had over her once she was under his. Arabella dictated her own behavior; she certainly did not have it dictated to her.

      Even Isaac had given up spanking her unless she’d done something truly erroneous, knowing how short a period of time the punishment affected her. Because Gabrielle was married to Thomas’ brother, Arabella knew damned well that the Hood men also practiced domestic discipline within their households. Thomas was probably under the impression she’d never been truly disciplined by her brother.

      Ha!

      He was going to be in for a surprise.

      “As I said,” she responded silkily, doing her best to keep her tone even and calm. “I accept.”
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      The cool, measuring way she regarded him didn’t hide Arabella’s temper from Thomas’ steady gaze. He saw her desire to leap to her brothers’ defense, and he didn’t fault her for it. However, it was impossible to ignore that they’d let her run wild for far too long. He hadn’t wanted a wife he had to spend time firmly shaping, but now that he had one he certainly wasn’t going to neglect his duties. Arabella was intelligent, witty, and socially apt when she chose to be. It was up to him to help her stamp out her less desirable traits so she could live up to her full potential.

      Of course he did not mean any disrespect to her brother. He could imagine it was much more difficult to properly discipline a sister who was of an age with oneself. Arabella was younger than Isaac, but she was definitely a full-grown woman. However, he would have no compunction about spanking her like a child if she were to act like one.

      In fact, he would rather enjoy it.

      While he’d indulged in some exotic play with some of his lovers, he’d never had the occasion to actually discipline a woman. He hadn’t wanted to have to discipline his wife, but with Arabella… her behavior had grated on him for so long that there was a certain amount of satisfaction in the thought of correcting her.

      “Very well,” he said formally. Strangely, something tense inside of him relaxed, as if he’d been anxious over her answer. But, if she’d turned him down he wouldn’t have lost anything. He would still have behaved in the correct manner and no one would have faulted him for her decision… yet he still felt oddly relieved. Thomas didn’t examine his feelings too closely.

      The light of amusement in her eyes grew brighter as she studied him, prodding at his temper. For once he wanted to do the unexpected, to set her off balance.

      Now that she’d accepted his proposal, he was allowed certain liberties after all. Not to mention, he still felt more than a little curious about Isaac’s assertion that Arabella had a preference for him. He didn’t think it possible… but since the question had been raised in his mind he couldn’t push it away.

      Stepping forward, he was gratified to see her eyes widen in surprise, although—being Arabella—she held her ground as he stalked up to her. She let out a squeak of alarm as, rather than looming over her, he suddenly snaked his arm around her waist and pulled her up against him.

      Those perfect, pink lips parted in surprise, consternation and shock flitting across her face, and a smug, male satisfaction filled Thomas’ chest where it was pressed against her soft bosoms. He lowered his mouth to hers, this time kissing her.

      Intentionally.

      Thoroughly.

      With her lips already parted it wasn’t difficult to press his advance, his tongue sweeping into her mouth and tasting her. Honey. Mint. Feminine curves wriggled delightfully against him before settling.

      He could practically feel her surprise melting away as she leaned into him, kissing him back with interest. Even if she didn’t have a preference for him, there was certainly passion aplenty between them. Perhaps the sparks of irritation they always seemed to set off against each other had been somehow transmuted to the sparks of desire instead…

      Blood rushed to his groin as he deepened the kiss, her hands pressed against his chest, clinging to his jacket. A groan made its way up his throat as he slid one hand down her back to the curve of her bottom. She gasped as he caressed the soft mound, her body arching forward in surprise at the unexpected touch and making her rub herself against his cock.

      Thomas was so engrossed in the unexpected passion that had welled up inside of him, he almost shouted with surprise when her brother loudly cleared his throat.

      Embarrassed heat flushed Thomas’ cheeks as he pulled away from Arabella’s lithe form, feeling more than a little reluctance to do so. Her lips were swollen from the kiss, cheeks just as hot as his, hazel eyes bright and glassy, and she nearly stumbled without him holding her up. Immediately, Thomas reached out to right her, and then snatched his hands back as soon as she was steady, all the while Isaac looked on.

      “Well,” Isaac drawled. “I sincerely hope that was the aftermath of an accepted proposal.”
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      One week to plan a wedding befitting the sister of a Duke.

      The date was chosen so it could be held before the Season ended. The 'befitting the sister of a Duke' part was at Thomas' behest.

      "Why must it be a large production?" Arabella asked. Not that she was opposed to a big to-do on principle, but she felt like being contrary. Especially because she had a feeling Thomas' desire for a large and ostentatious ceremony at St. George's had more to do with how Society would view their marriage than anything else. 

      He glared at her from across the table, but his mother—who was sitting beside him—placed a restraining hand on his. 

      Their engagement dinner, which was select, consisted of both of their immediate families and that was it. As engagement dinners went, it was tiny. The ball which would follow wasn't much larger, only about one hundred people. Arabella knew that would only increase the ton's interest and desire for a wedding invitation, but she didn't particularly care what they wanted either. 

      The Viscount sat at the head of the table, listening to everything but rarely speaking up, while his wife occupied the seat opposite him at the foot. Spread around the table were Thomas and his brothers, his cousin Mary, Gabrielle, and Arabella's brothers and sisters-in-law. The dinner would have been larger, but with the short time period to plan they'd decided to make the most of it and not invite anyone outside of the family, so they could use tonight to discuss the wedding and begin setting plans into motion on the morrow. 

      Considering they'd just become engaged last night, matters were proceeding very quickly.

      "Would you prefer something on a smaller scale?" Viscountess Hood asked gently. Arabella immediately felt a bit guilty as she saw the disappointment the older woman tried to hide. 

      There hadn't been time for the Viscount and Viscountess to attend the wedding of their youngest son to Gabrielle, as they had been on their estates when the scandal which precipitated that marriage had occurred. As Walter, the middle brother, didn't look to have any interest in marrying any time soon—he was obviously enjoying his time as a gentleman rake—and this was the wedding for their oldest son and heir... 

      "I don't mind a large wedding," Arabella said, smiling reassuringly at the Viscountess, whom she'd always liked. "It just seems to me that Thomas is requesting quite a bit when it is us ladies who will have to plan it."

      "It will be a challenge, but I look forward to it," the Viscountess responded, perking up at Arabella's reassurance. Beside her, Thomas' glower deepened, his gaze like daggers across the table at Arabella, making her feel even more cheery. She was pleasing her future mother-in-law and annoying her future husband simultaneously, both of which gave her great satisfaction.

      "A large production will also satisfy the old tabbies," Benedict pointed out, smirking. "So far neither of our families has been wedded with all the due pomp and circumstance, which has left them feeling rather put out."

      Isaac and Lydia’s wedding had been a quick, private affair at the house party where their own ‘scandalous’ interlude had necessitated a wedding. Benedict had kidnapped Christina and they’d eloped to Gretna Green. Although, as the third son of a viscount, Felix's wedding was not to the same scale as either of theirs, Gabrielle had been the ward of a Marquess and their wedding had been just as select as Thomas and Arabella's engagement dinner this evening. 

      The rest of Society was likely feeling very left out. 

      Lydia sent him a repressive look before turning toward Arabella. "Elizabeth is correct, I believe we are up to the challenge. Especially because we have other friends who will be all too happy to help."

      From across the table, Gabrielle caught Arabella's eye and winked at her. They did have a rather large group of close friends who would be all too happy to step in and see Arabella wed. She was the last of the ladies in their inner circle to land a husband, as most of them had already been married when Gabrielle and Arabella had met them. They'd be thrilled to finally include Arabella fully in their number. 

      Considering the talks they'd already had in Arabella's presence, she couldn't wait to find out exactly what they'd been holding back from her delicate, virginal ears.
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      All in all, Thomas couldn't really complain about Arabella's behavior during their engagement dinner and ball even though part of him wanted to. 

      She was sweet, charming, effusively welcoming... to everyone except him. Yet even when she was being contrary with him, she had a glib response for why she was being so. Certainly no one else saw anything suspicious in her behavior. 

      It was exactly what he had wanted... wasn't it? Standing by his side at the head of the receiving line she accepted all the congratulations, ignored the few slyly biting or malicious remarks from a few members of Society who had to be invited but were not actually close friends, and was every inch a perfect young lady. 

      So why did he feel rubbed so raw by the time they were descending the staircase into the ballroom?

      Why did he feel so wary? 

      Part of him felt as though he should be reassured. Obviously, she'd just needed a stern talk, perhaps the realization that her antics would no longer be tolerated had had the desired effect without any discipline actually being necessary.

      Another part of him felt like he was walking into a trap. 

      The simpering smile on her face as he swung her around to face him in the middle of the dance floor—their engagement waltz would begin the dancing—made her look utterly unlike herself. His suspicion deepened. 

      "What are you doing?" he asked, his voice low as he gently placed his hand on her waist. The gesture was reminiscent of last night when he'd kissed her, and his body responded immediately. He was far too aware of the shushing of her skirts between her thighs as they moved so closely to his, her following his lead through the spinning circles of the dance. 

      "Doing?" she asked, far too innocently. Long lashes fluttered, masking some of the amusement in her eyes. "Do you have some issue with my behavior this evening, my lord?" 

      "Don't call me 'my lord'," he growled, doing his best to keep his own expression blank. With every eye in the ballroom on them, he didn't want there to be gossip that he and Arabella were already arguing... during their engagement waltz no less. "You've never called me anything but Thomas, even though I never gave you leave to use my Christian name."

      The smile on her face altered slightly, becoming much more real than the simpering one she'd worn before. It was a very slight change, but immediately she looked more like Arabella—impishly mischievous—and, strangely, Thomas felt more relaxed. 

      "I suppose it's a bit late for you to argue the point now," she said, giggling slightly, and he couldn't help but smile back at her even though he knew he shouldn't encourage her. 

      Still, smiling at her as she giggled up at him was much better than the false front she'd been putting on while he glowered at her. Tonight those present would note their expressions, and the tale they told tomorrow would be colored by Thomas and Arabella's demeanor. Whirling Arabella through the ballroom, he could already see Lady Jersey and Lady Cowper whispering as they watched. 

      A few more measures passed, and then the dance was over. Thomas bowed over Arabella's hand as she curtsied and they quit the floor, the musicians already readying themselves for the next piece of music. A smiling Isaac took Arabella's hand and led her back out, they were quickly followed by Benedict and Christina among other couples. 

      Standing next to Lydia, Thomas bowed and held out his hand. "Your grace, would you like to dance?"

      Lydia reached out and touched his fingers with hers before pulling them away, a polite rejection. "No, thank you, Thomas. I'm a trifle under the weather, so I don't plan on dancing this evening. I am content to watch. However, you should not feel as though you must restrict yourself if you'd like to find another partner."

      "I am content to watch as well," he said, taking up a position beside her so they could both observe the dancers but also carry on a conversation. He certainly wasn't going to abandon his soon-to-be sister-in-law. The only other women he might be interested in dancing with, mostly the wives of his friends, were already on the floor with other partners. "I'd like to apologize if the preparations for the wedding become unduly stressful. It's true I do not fully comprehend the amount of work which goes into planning such events."

      Other than providing his side of the guest list and a budget, Thomas didn't think his own father had ever had much hand in the balls their mother hosted. That was just how things were—a woman's sphere was in her home and the man's was outside of it. The women would take umbrage at a man trying to insert himself into the planning. However, he did realize that his mother usually took quite a bit more time planning than a mere week for events which were smaller in scale than the upcoming wedding. 

      "Oh, I'm sure we'll put you gentlemen to work when we need assistance," Lydia said cheerfully. "I do hope your penmanship is better than Isaac's. He's certainly not going to be any help with invitations. However, as he's prepared to throw huge piles of money to get everything done in a timely fashion, I can't really complain."

      Thomas shifted slightly. It was the bride's family's responsibility to pay for the wedding, but he'd still been a bit uncomfortable with the amounts thrown around during their initial planning session. The fact that Isaac hadn't batted an eye at the staggering cost had only further served to drive home the difference between a duke and a viscount in Thomas' mind. 

      Fortunately, Arabella had never seemed particularly acquisitive when it came to material things. Then again, she might just take such things for granted. 

      Once again he wondered if he truly knew what he was getting into... but it was too late to change course now. 

      "Yes, Isaac is being very generous," he said, trying not to show how that vast generosity weighed on him. His insecurities were not Lydia's problem.

      The smile which curved Lydia's lips as she looked across the floor at her husband and sister-in-law was more than a little amused. "Between you and me, I believe he sees this wedding as a celebration for himself as well... from then on, Arabella will no longer be his problem. Of course, I don't think he realizes quite yet that his feelings of responsibility aren't going to disappear overnight."

      "Is that how you still feel about your sister?" he asked, well aware that Lydia had stood in loco parentis to her sister after her mother had passed away. Because of Felix's closeness with the family, Thomas was also privy to the information that Lydia's step-father was committed to an asylum after he'd run mad, effectively rendering herself and her sister orphans. 

      "Oh yes," Lydia replied with feeling. Even though she'd been looking at Isaac, her gaze unerringly sought out the blonde hair of her sister on the other side of the dance floor, as if she'd sensed where the younger woman was. "Fortunately, Amy's very happy in her new life. Being Mrs. Tilding suits her admirably."

      "That is—" Thomas had been about to say good, but he'd turned back to look towards Isaac and Arabella as the music was ending and his sentence cut off in the shock of seeing Hartford now bowing over Arabella's hand.

      He'd been invited, of course, although Thomas hadn't actually expected the man to appear. Someone who cared as little about what Society thought of him as Hartford did... well, certainly no one would have thought worse of him for not showing. His presence did send a message though, which was why he'd been invited in the first place. 

      Everyone knew he'd been formally courting Arabella. They also knew he'd been... elsewhere... the night she'd been compromised by Thomas. If anyone was hoping for high dramatics or even a duel, his presence at the intimate gathering which was their engagement ball would quell all such thoughts. Just as a large wedding showed the families' support of the marriage, so did Hartford's presence at such a select gathering celebrating the upcoming nuptials. 

      Still, the man had some nerve coming late enough that he'd missed the receiving line, hadn't been formally announced, and was now claiming Arabella's next dance without even acknowledging Thomas. Something dark and unhappy curled in Thomas' breast as Isaac parted ways with the couple and Arabella took her place for the next dance with her former suitor. 

      Yes, it would send the right message to everyone gathered here, and yet for some reason it was very difficult to watch. Even more difficult to keep his expression mild. 

      A feminine hand on his arm finally pulled his gaze away. 

      "Don't worry," Lydia murmured, looking up at him with sympathy in her eyes. "Arabella never felt anything more than friendship for Hartford. You have nothing to worry about."

      "I wasn't worried," he denied immediately, trying to push the emotion away even as it ate away at the inside of his chest. Lydia just smiled at him as Isaac neared. 

      "Of course you weren't."
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      Dancing with Hartford was always enjoyable, but after having waltzed with Thomas for the very first time in her life, it was not nearly as exciting as it used to be. Despite his good looks, charm, and much more amenable personality, Hartford just didn't engender the same excitement for Arabella as Thomas did. Which was rather galling. 

      She was going to have to closely guard her heart, something she wouldn't have had to do if she'd married Hartford.

      Not that she regretted her impulsive actions the night before. 

      "I leave you alone for one night..." Hartford said, tutting and shaking his head. He wasn't truly upset though, she could tell. If anything, as always, he was amused by the trouble she'd gotten herself into. 

      Arabella smiled up at him. "I discovered that perhaps I'm not quite as good at being an understanding wife as a I thought I could be."

      "Well it's unlikely Hood will be the type to go searching for wider liaisons, so you're certainly safe on that count now," Hartford said, his amber eyes twinkling down at her. "However, I do believe you're going to miss out on a great deal of fun."

      He whirled her around, circling, and making her laugh as they nearly careened into another couple. With his sure steps, Hartford could dance her right on the edge of causing a scene and then catch them both away. Thomas certainly had the control and grace to do so as well, but he never would. 

      "I'll still have fun," she countered. "Perhaps a different kind... but I'm not sure how well I would have fit into your world. You should find a nice social-climber who wants nothing but your title and won't care what else you do as long as she has that."

      Especially since it was unlikely such a woman would come from a family and circle where love matches were the norm. If Arabella had been any other duke's sister, or daughter, no one would have thought twice about her making a loveless match. It was only because her family and friends were full of acknowledged reformed rakes and love matches that everyone had looked at her with pity. A wife who wanted nothing more than his title wouldn't be bothered by other women's sly remarks either, as she would already have what she cared about.

      Hartford sighed. "I've thought of it, but they won't be as much fun as you. We would have had a good time of it."

      "Some of it," Arabella admitted. "I would have ended up clawing someone's hair out eventually though. I fear I'm much more possessive than I realized. In that regards, we wouldn't have suited at all."

      "For you, I could have compromised." He eyed her. "I still could. You could have pity on me, rather than condemning me back to the petticoat line. We could shock everyone and take off to Gretna Green. I'll even carry you out over my shoulder if you truly want to cause a scene."

      Arabella laughed, full-throated and gleeful at the image his words painted. She could even imagine the look on everyone’s faces. Lord, as a married couple they would have caused such scenes and had the ton's tongues wagging for days... but it was better this way. While she delighted in toeing the line, she also enjoyed being considered an Original and not a woman to avoid. It would have been very easy to become the latter married to Hartford, especially if she'd had to tolerate more evenings like last night. 

      Hair pulling might have been the least of it.

      Besides, thinking of last night… perhaps marriage to Thomas wouldn’t be completely miserable. She wasn’t going to give him an easy go of it, of course, if only to prove to him that he had as little control over her behavior as her siblings, but there was definitely passion between them. Attraction, and not just on her side. While the foundation for their marriage might be their families’ friendships, and the inciting incident had been scandalous, passion gave them something else to work with as well.

      She’d expected he would do his duty, but to be frank she hadn’t anticipated he’d be so enthusiastic about it. While she’d learned enough from Gabrielle and Cynthia to have a general idea of what to expect in the marital bed, she hadn’t actually known what passion felt like until he’d kissed her. Even the kiss she’d used to trap him hadn’t had the same effect on her, probably because her motivations had had nothing to do with desire.

      Sighing again at her laughter, Hartford shook his head. “You’re right, it will never work. Your fiancé is already glaring daggers at me; if I attempted to carry you off I’d likely find myself engaged in yet another duel.”

      “He is?” Arabella asked, perking up slightly, turning her head to see. Sure enough, Thomas was staring at them, his dark eyes intense even across the ballroom. His expression was blank, nothing the gossips could complain of, but she could read the tension in every line of his body. How interesting. Then the rest of what Hartford had said impinged on her consciousness. She mock-glared at him. “Are you saying I wouldn’t be worth a duel? Well, sirrah, now you know why I flung you over.”

      Chuckling, Hartford turned her again as the closing notes of the song played. “I won’t duel a man over a woman who prefers him to me.”

      “I…” Arabella’s voice trailed off and the music ended.

      “Don’t worry, minx,” he said, winking at her as he bowed. “I won’t tell him your feelings. It’s much more entertaining to watch him turn green.”

      A jealous Thomas. Arabella had her doubts but…

      Wouldn’t that be interesting?
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      “Hartford,” Thomas said, immediately reclaiming his fiancée from the other man while giving the Marquess a nod of acknowledgement.

      “Hood,” Hartford responded cheerfully. Far too cheerfully. Thomas wasn't particularly enamored of the way Arabella smiled up at her former suitor either. 

      Still, she was marrying him and not Hartford, and the Marquess was being very gentlemanly about being thrown over. Thomas drew himself up and tried to put a more genial expression on his face. A few moments of amiable conversation between the three of them after Hartford and Arabella's dance would quell any gossip the malicious might want to indulge in. 

      Those present would observe and report, and Society would soon turn its fickle attention elsewhere.

      Fortunately, Arabella didn't seem at all bothered by being passed from Hartford back to himself. She smiled genially at both of them as Thomas inquired after the stunning bay pair he'd heard Hartford had recently purchased for his curricle. While Thomas still didn't know whether or not he could truly believe Isaac's claim that Arabella had a preference for him, he certainly felt reassured that Lydia had been correct in saying Arabella did not have a true attachment to Hartford.

      Which allowed him to relax after a few moments. 

      "Thank you for coming, my lord," Arabella said when Hartford excused himself, saying he had another commitment that evening, giving him a dazzling smile. Thomas struggled again with momentary jealousy—she never smiled at him like that—but pushed it away.

      One day, he vowed internally, he'd see her direct that dazzling smile his way. It wasn't due to him as her husband but... he wanted it. And he didn't particularly want to see it directed at anyone else. 

      The men exchanged farewells and then Hartford disappeared into the crowd headed towards... wherever he was going that evening. Thomas had certainly never occupied the same haunts. 

      Turning his attention back to his betrothed, he was gratified to see that Arabella was not watching her former suitor depart. She'd refocused back on the dance floor. 

      "Would you like to dance?" he asked, placing his hand over hers.

      Blinking in surprise, she looked up at him. "With you? But we've already danced once this evening."

      As the hosts, they would be expected to dance more with others and really Thomas should find someone else but... right now he found himself wanting to dance with Arabella again and for once he didn't particularly care that Society might frown on it. After all, his friends usually danced with their own wives multiple times throughout the evening and he doubted tonight would be any different. 

      "Then this will make twice," he said, stepping forward to lead her out onto the floor.

      He was rewarded with a dazzling smile of his own, near-cousin to the one she'd bestowed upon Hartford. A feeling of warmth spread through his chest as he smiled down at her through the steps of the dance. 

      For the rest of the evening, Arabella's behavior was nothing but perfection and Thomas finally felt his suspicious anxieties flow away. The only conclusion he could come to was that she'd decided to turn over a new leaf, perhaps due to his warning of how he'd react to her usual antics, in anticipation of their wedding. 

      An event he was looking forward to more and more. Indeed, he could scarcely believe his good fortune. On his own he never would have thought to aim as high as a duke's sister, no matter how sincere Isaac had appeared to be, and he certainly wouldn't have thought Arabella would fulfill all the requirements he had in mind for a wife. Tonight she was proving him wrong. 

      The future looked more promising than he could have predicted.
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      A stag night with a large group of gentlemen who were unfashionably devoted to their wives was exactly Thomas' speed. Rather than dragging him to one of the bawdy houses or worse, they'd begun their evening at White's for dinner and a few drinks before moving to Spencer House for billiards and brandy. Sadly, a fair number of their friends were still out of town—traveling or staying in the country for the Season and unable to make it to the wedding on such short notice—but Thomas didn't truly feel the lack. 

      Both of his brothers were present, of course, as well as Arabella's brothers, and the Earl of Spencer. 

      As the conversation began to take a distinctly bawdy turn, mostly courtesy of Wesley, the roguish Earl of Spencer, both of Arabella's brothers began to look distinctly uncomfortable. Isaac suggested a game of billiards to Felix, who was kind enough to take him up on it. Benedict seemed determined to hold on longer, at least until the discussion devolved even further.

      "That's my sister you're talking about," Benedict said hotly, when Wesley asked if Thomas was going to join their Spanking Husbands Club. 

      Said 'Club' was what Wesley called the married gentlemen in their group of friends who spanked their wives. Which, currently, was all of them. 

      "Then go knock some balls about with your brother," Wesley said, waving his hand as if to shoo Benedict away. "You're ruining stag night. I want to hear Thomas' plans for your delightfully luscious sister."

      "Ah!" Benedict covered his ears at the description of Arabella—a rather flattering one when Wesley himself was married to one of the most lusciously curved women in Society—and retreated to the billiards table where Isaac and Felix were currently involved in a game.

      It only took a quick word between himself and Felix before Thomas' younger brother thrust the stick at Benedict and hurried over to join the conversation, which had stalled as they watched Benedict's reaction with amusement. While Thomas could understand why her brother wouldn't want to hear any details, he couldn't help but be entertained. After many more glasses of brandy than he normally indulged in, Thomas was in a very mellow, happy mood.

      After all, he had achieved his goal. He was marrying before the Season ended. Arabella was well acquitted to be his wife and her behavior since their engagement had been exemplary. Certainly his concerns over the flaws he'd often listed for her brother had abated completely. The duke's family had welcomed him with open arms. And although they hadn't had another opportunity to be alone so he could try another kiss, Thomas was in no danger of forgetting the passion which had flared between them. 

      Doing his duty and begetting an heir was looking to be a very pleasurable enterprise indeed. 

      "So?" Felix prodded, sending an arch look across the rug at his older brother. "I hear we're talking about Wesley's Club."

      "It's not just my club," Wesley argued, sounding slightly disgruntled. "We're all in it."

      "Not by choice," Walter pointed out, chuckling. "You just declared them all members and ignore their protests."

      Wesley grinned. "They keep showing up for meetings."

      "If by meetings you mean evenings when you feed us and ply us with expensive brandy, then yes, we do keep showing up," Felix said dryly. "I'm sure the excellent meal and spirits have nothing to do with our presence."

      "You enjoy the conversation as well," Wesley retorted. "Do not feign otherwise."

      "Well if you can convince my brother to disclose anything about his bedroom play, then I will certainly enjoy this conversation," Felix said with a laugh. "Thomas is notoriously close-lipped."

      "A gentleman doesn't kiss and tell," Thomas said primly. He felt prim saying it too. 

      "Who says we're gentlemen?" Wesley asked with a rakish grin. The expression made him look even more piratical than usual, especially because of the way he was slumped in his chair, his clothing slightly disheveled. "Besides, it's only fair considering how often you've been allowed to listen in on our conversations. Share and share alike and all that."

      Despite not officially being part of Wesley's vaunted 'club', his friends were very free in how they spoke around him. Yet he'd never heard a hint of gossip about them or their wives, which meant they all kept each other's secrets. With Arabella's brothers determinedly not listening, knowing that these men (even those currently absent) would be a constant source of information, tricks, and fellow-feeling, the desire to shock his brothers... in Thomas' current relaxed state it was practically irresistible not to speak up. 

      "Where's my wedding present?" he asked. Wesley jumped up immediately, looking thrilled. The wedding present was something he'd presented to each of his friends in turn; little things he'd brought back from his travels abroad, especially India, which aided in both the disciplining and pleasuring of a woman.

      Felix chortled, looking highly amused. "Ha! I knew it!" He cast a fond look Thomas' way. "You're not nearly as much a stuffed-shirt as you like to pretend."

      Thomas wanted to protest, because he took pride in being proper, but 'yes I am' didn't exactly recommend itself as a stellar rebuttal. 

      "So what about you, Walter?" Wesley asked, turning to the middle Hood brother. Darkly handsome, always fashionably dressed, Walter was the biggest rake of all of them. 

      "Me? Oh no," Walter said, shaking his head firmly. "Thomas has to wed, but Felix took any of the pressure off of me to marry as well. Mother will have to be content with the two sons wedded off. I plan to live my life unencumbered in that area."

      "A wife isn't an encumbrance," Thomas protested. At least, the right wife wasn't. There were plenty of women in the ton who might be so, but Arabella wasn't and none of their friends seemed to feel particularly encumbered. 

      Wesley snorted derisively and shared a look with Felix. "Of course they are," he said, using placating, gentle tones as if sharing a hard truth Thomas would soon learn for himself. "They just come with benefits as well."
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      With her brothers out on the town for her fiancé’s stag night, Arabella had certainly not been left alone. Lydia was at home with her of course, and she'd also invited Amy, Christina, and Cynthia to join them for dinner and to keep Arabella company. A tactic guaranteed to keep Arabella distracted from the upcoming events on the morrow as well as ensure she didn't get into any trouble on the last night before her wedding.

      Not that she would have. She'd been the perfect wife-to-be all week (she'd even been too tired from all the planning and social rounds to indulge in her usual early morning gallop), but neither her brothers nor sisters-in-law knew why her behavior had changed yet again. They were just appreciative that she seemed to have reverted back to her exemplary behavior from earlier in the Season but they couldn't forget how she'd returned to her usual antics more recently either. Arabella didn't bother to reassure them, since she was planning on giving Thomas the same trouble she had them as soon as they were wed. 

      That would pop the pompous belief of his that her siblings were unable to curb her behavior!

      Once he realized she would do as she pleased, when she pleased, they would either rub along well after that or be perpetually at odds. Either way, she'd been on her best behavior so the contrast would be stark after they were wed. Besides, she didn't want to give him any reason to back out before the wedding. 

      She didn't think he would, no matter how awful she behaved, but there was no reason to tempt fate either. Only when the vows had been said, the marriage consummated, and he was well and truly trapped was she going to throw off the mantle of proper primness she'd donned. 

      They'd gathered in the parlor, where the couches and chairs were most comfortable and the windows were thrown open to let in the evening's summer breeze. Rather than doing themselves up, they were all dressed quite comfortably in light cotton dresses so they could lounge about comfortably. The only two who didn't seem entirely comfortable were Gabrielle—who was kept rubbing her lower stomach and grimacing—and Cynthia, who appeared to be sulking for some unknown reason. 

      She'd been unusually quiet and had snapped at Christina who had dared to inquire if she was well, so they'd let her be until she was ready to reveal the reason for her current temper. 

      Arabella was sitting on one couch, in between Gabrielle and Lydia, with Amy and Christina across from them on the other couch. Cynthia had settled into one of the chairs between the couches, facing the low table where tea and biscuits were laid out for nibbling as they chatted. 

      Conversation had begun with the wedding, but as the plans were already set and really had already been discussed ad nauseum during the past week, Arabella had moved to turn the focus to what she wanted. Namely, the wedding night.

      While Gabrielle and Cynthia had always spoken very freely in front of her, the other three were patently a bit shocked at her obvious interest and desire to discuss the subject now. Amy bit her lip and shot a sidelong look at her older sister as soon as she realized which way the conversation was headed. Although she didn't seem surprised at Arabella's direction, Lydia was definitely a bit exasperated. 

      "Are you sure you wish to discuss this now?" Lydia asked, appearing a bit at a loss. 

      Playing the innocent, because she was quite sure Lydia didn't realize exactly how knowledgeable Arabella already was and she was curious how Lydia would approach the subject, Arabella widened her eyes, playing with her sister-in-law for her amusement. "Well yes, of course. Isn't it best to speak of it with as many married ladies present as possible? That way I'll have the largest well of information possible. While we've talked in general, you've never been very specific about the details of what happens. I should prefer not to be unprepared."

      Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Cynthia's expression become even more disgruntled, which was surprising. Cynthia was usually the most talkative on the subject, and her own sense of mischief should have lent itself to being entertained by Lydia's position and reticence. Arabella was becoming worried that something was seriously wrong with her friend, possibly even with Cynthia and Wesley’s relationship... but until Cynthia was ready to talk about it, pressing her wasn't going to get them anywhere. 

      Maybe seeing Lydia squirm would put her in a better mood. 

      "Well... I suppose that's true..." Lydia blushed, but she glanced at the others and did seem a bit heartened by the idea of having support, even if she was embarrassed by having to speak with such an audience. Her grey-eyed gaze settled on Cynthia. Although Cynthia's expression was rather mutinous, Lydia obviously weighed whether or not to call on her and then decided it was worth a try. "Cynthia... you did such a lovely job of explaining things to me before my wedding to Isaac, would you like to start us off? The rest of us can add in our advice as needed."

      Suddenly sitting up very straight, her expression fierce, Cynthia nodded decisively. 

      "Yes, I have some advice," she said, her tone almost foreboding. Lydia looked slightly alarmed, and as though she was regretting having asked her, but before she could interrupt, Cynthia was already speaking again. Her dark eyes flashed furiously as she leaned forward, hands on the arms of her chair, expression dire. "Don't let him put his cock anywhere near your quim! Make him use your mouth or your bottom!"

      The reactions of all the ladies were hysterical, and Arabella knew her own face was likely a study of shock. After all, Cynthia was usually very vocal about how much she enjoyed her marriage bed—and how much she disliked it when Wesley chose to punish her by using his cock in her bottom. 

      "Oh dear..." Amy whispered, fanning herself as she stared at Arabella wide eyed. Christina was currently choking on a biscuit she'd unfortunately bitten into just as Cynthia had made her outrageous statement, Gabrielle had dissolved into a puddle of giggles, and Lydia's eyes were closed, her lips moving silently in what Arabella assumed was probably some sort of prayer for patience. 

      "If he wants to touch your quim, making him use his mouth or his fingers. In fact, insist on it, it's quite nice," Cynthia said. "Just don't let him put his cock in you. Or if he must, make him pull it out and spend on your breasts and stomach or your back, whichever is more convenient depending on the position."

      Still choking, although now on laughter rather than a biscuit, Christina managed to overcome her mirth enough to ask the pertinent question. "Cynthia, dear, is there something you wish to share with us?"

      Making a derisive humphing noise, Cynthia sat back in her chair, crossing her arms over her chest. "I'm increasing. Or in a delicate condition if you prefer. I don't know why they call it that. I don't feel delicate. I feel uncomfortable, nauseous, and irritable."

      "That sounds correct," Gabrielle said, speaking up as she wiped tears of amusement away from her cheeks. 

      Sighing, Lydia finally spoke up again, opening her eyes and appearing rather rueful as she put her hand onto her stomach. "It does indeed."

      Filled with glee, Arabella squealed and threw her arms around her sister-in-law's shoulders. Now she was going to be a godmother and an aunt! She'd had some suspicions—indeed, she and Benedict both had—but they'd been waiting for Isaac and Lydia to tell them before saying anything. After all, they might have been wrong. 

      Staring at her aghast, Cynthia shook her head in disbelief before reaching out to take Lydia's hand. "I'm so sorry."

      Snorting with laughter, Lydia shook her head as well. "I don't think I've taken it quite as hard as you have, dear. I don't mind the discomfort, because I know it will be worth it in the end." 

      Cynthia still looked doubtful. "I don't know. Have you spent any time with Eleanor and Edwin's children? They're darling, but only if you can return them when they start to shriek or do unspeakable things to their nappies."

      Everyone except Amy laughed; Lydia's younger sister was now staring at Cynthia as though she was some kind of strange and possibly dangerous creature. Arabella had forgotten that Amy would not have had occasion to speak with Cynthia in private before. When among just her bosom friends, Cynthia's social polish disappeared very quickly and she tended to just say whatever she thought. 

      Something Arabella adored about her, but she really was quite shocking. 

      "Fortunately Spencer has more than enough funds to hire as many nannies as you could wish for," Gabrielle pointed out, her eyes dancing with amusement. 

      "I know... but it does seem rather mean to pass one's own children to someone else when they're squalling... I'll have to pay them oodles," Cynthia said with a sigh. 

      "If they take after you and Wesley, you may need to provide hazard pay," Arabella said wickedly. Privately, she thought Cynthia would be a very good mother, if an unconventional one. However, she would probably like her offspring a good deal more once they were of an age to actually converse with her. 

      Arabella wouldn't be surprised if she ended up being a bit like Cynthia. She did love babies, but Cynthia had a very good point about being able to hand them back. They were enjoyable when they were smiling and cooing, but she truly had no idea what to do with an unhappy one.

      Perhaps she could practice, since it seemed there would be quite a few of them in her life within the next year.

      After all, like Cynthia, she would need to provide her husband with an heir. 

      "I have a question," Amy said, her voice faint but determined. They all looked at her. She looked at Cynthia. "In your bottom? People actually do that?" Inwardly, Arabella chortled. Just wait until Amy discovered that Isaac spanked Lydia.

      "Yes," Cynthia said, making a face. "Some of them even enjoy it."

      Beside Amy, Christina turned bright red.
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      St. George's in Hanover Square was packed to the brim with the haut ton. While Thomas might merely be a viscount and Arabella the sister of a duke, it was the only wedding of the Ducal House of Manchester of this generation which Society was able to witness and so they came out in force. The church was a sea of brightly colored dresses and hats, broken up by the grey and white morning formal jackets and cravats of the gentlemen.

      In the front row, his mother was beaming and his father looked nearly his normal self, his expression full of pride and happiness. 

      Thomas stood at the end of the aisle, Walter by his side as best man, and watched as Gabrielle made her way towards them. She looked lovely in a blush gown trimmed with gold, her dark hair pulled up in a complicated arrangement, and her eyes constantly going to where Felix was standing beside Walter. Despite her near-constant fatigue, this morning she glowed. 

      Once she'd joined them by the altar, the music changed... swelled... and the doors at the back of the church swung open to reveal Arabella on Isaac's arm. The dress was a stunning creation of white and silver lace, pearl buttons, with heavy falls of silk draped down her body. Her filmy veil puffed through the air as she was escorted down the aisle. She was an absolute vision, and the assembled guests let out an almost simultaneous sigh at the sight of her.

      She was exactly what a duke's daughter, a reigning duke's sister, should look like on her wedding day. Despite only having a week to sew it, the modiste had outdone herself; Arabella's gown was a sartorial triumph. Thomas had no doubt the female guests would be rabid to discover exactly whose shop Arabella had frequented, and the woman would be swamped with last minute orders before the Season proper ended. 

      All of that ran through the back of his mind, idle thoughts that couldn't compete with the emotion suddenly surging inside of him. The pride, the possessiveness, the reality of the situation that Arabella was about to become his wife. 

      His, to have and to hold, to cherish and discipline, to love and honor. Any worries he'd had had been soothed by this past week. Arabella certainly did know how to behave herself and had shown it. He hadn't even seen her in Hyde Park during his early morning rides (although, he had felt a tiny prick of disappointment when she'd never appeared). While her brothers may have felt her behavior at the beginning of the Season had improved, it was really only since becoming affianced to him that she'd truly reformed. 

      Thomas credited that reformation to himself, of course.
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      Walking down the aisle where Thomas waited at the end of it was everything Arabella had wanted for so long, she could hardly credit it was actually happening. The watching eyes of the ton didn’t bother her at all, she knew she looked stunning. Isaac had actually teared up when he’d seen her, before gruffly telling her that he loved her, admonishing her to be a good wife, and pulling her into a hug.

      It wasn’t a goodbye of course, not really, but in many ways it was the end of an era. No longer would she reside in his household, unless as a guest, and he would no longer be responsible for her. Although he had joked about looking forward to the day, now that it was upon them they were both feeling a strange sense of loss.

      Yet, she was gaining as well—the man she’d wanted for her husband, well and truly trapped, and about to say his vows before all of Society.

      Walking toward him, seeing the look of appreciation and almost reverence on his face as he took in the sight of her, nearly undid her. She felt torn by two sides of herself—one which wanted to continue to be on her best behavior, to see what they could make of this marriage and if happiness might be possible, and the other side which still wanted to make him pay for his assumptions about her brothers and his priggish judgments on her personage.

      When Isaac passed her off to Thomas, literally placing her hand in his before stepping away—both physically and symbolically—she felt her breath catch as Thomas’ fingers closed about hers. Even through her white kid gloves, she felt seared by his touch. Emotion welled in her heart, making her tremble as she lifted her eyes to his.

      Dark eyes, filled with fervent interest, a serious expression on his face, she knew that Thomas was going to take every single one of his vows very seriously. The part of her which wanted to try for a happily-ever-after surged, urging her to do the same. Her plan had always been to do so for all but one of the vows… when she promised to obey, she wasn’t actually going to mean it.

      Was she?
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      The wedding breakfast following the ceremony was a huge success, with everyone exclaiming over the lovely bride and groom. Hartford was nowhere to be seen, although he’d received an invitation, but no one mentioned his absence. It was a bit earlier in the day than the man was normally seen out and about after all, and even the most jealous, malicious gossips knew he’d been invited to and had attended the much more select engagement ball. While they might gnash their teeth over the lack of animosity, and therefore juicy gossip, between the three players, they had no actual meat to work with.

      Thomas was rather relieved Hartford had decided not to attend, if he were being truthful. He would have found the man’s presence distracting, and on such an important day he didn’t want any distractions.

      He felt distracted enough by Arabella’s ethereal loveliness and the increasing urgency to be alone with her.

      The attraction between them had been growing all week, despite the fact that they were never alone, and Thomas' desire for her had surged even more once they'd been pronounced man and wife. His desire, and also a sense of relief. This was all real. It wasn't some sort of awful joke she and her brothers were playing on him...

      She was now his wife.

      He was allowed to desire her. Was supposed to. 

      Given his reaction, he couldn't help but wonder if he always had. Perhaps he'd denied the emotion so thoroughly, he hadn't even really known. Or maybe that was why he'd often been so irritable with her, because he'd wanted her but thought he couldn't have her. 

      Now he could. Did. The possessiveness he was feeling was unexpected and a bit unnerving. Thomas hadn't thought he'd have any particularly strong feelings towards his wife, especially not initially... but then, he'd never thought Arabella would be his wife either. From the beginning, he'd only had strong feelings about her. 

      Granted, his feelings about her had often run towards irritation, but he wasn't feeling any of that today.

      Not one bit. 

      "Are you not hungry?" his bride, his new wife, asked turning to look at him with concern in her eyes. "You've barely touched your kippers."

      There was something more than concern in her gaze, something almost vulnerable. Reaching out to take her hand reassuringly, Thomas brought it to his lips to kiss. Despite the glove modestly covering her skin, he could feel her shiver, see her eyes brighten with awareness of him. The dark, heavy curls of her hair called to him, reminding him that soon he'd see them unbound and spread across his pillow.

      "I am not particularly hungry for kippers," he said honestly, sure she wasn't aware of the double entendre he was making. "Not to worry, I've had plenty to eat."

      The suspicious look she gave him said she didn't entirely believe his words. Thomas, for his part, was rather pleased with her show of wifely concern. Perhaps, despite constantly being at odds with each other, she did care for him. 

      Although her gaze had already moved away from him and down the table to where his parents were seated. 

      "Your father is looking well," she murmured, low enough that only he could hear with all the chatter around them. 

      "He's bearing up," Thomas said, again pleased with her that she'd noticed. Then again, like Gabrielle, she was an orphan and his parents were thrilled to have daughters-in-law added to their brood. "Today seems to have energized him rather than the other way round, but I'm sure he'll be tired tonight."

      "How far is the house we'll be staying at from theirs?" she asked curiously, and he immediately understood she was asking about their honeymoon.

      As the Season proper was almost over, they'd decided to remain in town for the rest of the week so he (and now she) could continue to assist his mother with chaperoning Mary. Actually, as his wife, Arabella could now fully take over the duty from his mother, although it was doubtful his mother would agree and Thomas felt a measure of relief over that. He didn't want to have to share his wife's attention immediately, even if it was only for a week.

      They'd be staying at Hood House in London, but when his parents returned to their estate he and Arabella would travel to Oakley Manor where they would stay for their honeymoon. It was only about an hour away from the Hood estates by horseback and, with his father's health the way it was, Arabella had immediately agreed that they should put off any traveling to the Continent until his father was more recovered. 

      Eventually they would join his parents at the main house, in their own wing, so Arabella could meet the staff and learn about how their particular household ran and Thomas could help his father, but for the first few weeks of their marriage they would have some privacy. 

      Privacy he was very much looking forward to.

      "Not far," he responded. "An hour on horseback, two in a carriage."

      She sniffed. "I'd much prefer not to ride in a carriage, unless necessary."

      The challenging look she gave him said she very much expected him to protest, but he just nodded. Strictures in the country were much looser than those in the city. Besides, he enjoyed riding, and he would enjoy having her riding beside him rather than closed away from him. Thomas knew she thought him stuffy, and he smiled inwardly to think he might shock her with his liberal notions about country life versus city life. 

      After all, in the country, Society was much more forgiving of small things like a woman galloping—even racing. Some frowned upon it, but even they did not condemn. Thomas' own mother was known to ride out regularly with his father. 

      Although she still regarded him somewhat suspiciously, Arabella turned away to resume her role as one of the hostesses. They received some leniency to speak with just each other, as it was their wedding breakfast, but they still had their duties. Smiling indulgently as he watched her smile and direct a question across the table to Lord Carmichael, Thomas turned to his right so he could do the same on his side of the table. 

      But he was still distracted.

      The wedding night couldn't come soon enough.
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      Lady Arabella Hood. 

      It felt very odd for her name to change when she still felt the same. But then, she wasn't exactly the same, was she? She was still sister to Isaac and Benedict Windham, still a direct relation of the Duke of Manchester, but now she was more as well. 

      Daughter-in-law. 

      Wife.

      A member of an entirely new family. 

      She was rather excited to officially claim Gabrielle as a sister. 

      But more, she was excited for what she was about to lose.

      Namely, her maidenhead.

      Examining her image in the mirror, she felt utterly, sensually scandalous. Madam Lefrange, her modiste, had done wonders with her wedding dress, but she'd still had her workers make time for Arabella's trousseau as well. For her wedding night, Arabella had chosen what she wanted with care. 

      The ivory silk of her nightgown clung to her curves, so thin it was nearly transparent. The outline of her dusky nipples and the curls over her womanhood were clearly visible even in the candlelight, and as the fabric shifted over her skin the buds of her nipples tightened and pressed against the front of the gown.

      Her dark hair fell in waves around her, brushing the outer sides of her breasts, framing her face. Although there was a matching robe for her nightgown, Arabella had decided not to put it on. After all, it would be just another garment to remove, just another thing in the way of the anticipated event. 

      When the heavy knock on the door between her and Thomas' room finally came, she nearly jumped in surprise because her nerves were so overset. She was anxious of course, but mostly excited. Finally she was going to actually understand the things her friends spoke of. Finally she was going to experience it for herself.

      Then they'd truly speak freely in front of her and she would actually be able to contribute to the conversation. 

      And it would be the final step to claiming Thomas. Once the marriage was consummated, the only way to end it would be through divorce—which was far too scandalous for him to ever consider. Having the marriage annulled would cause an uproar as well and probably upset her family, but eventually he would be able to recover from doing so. 

      A divorce? 

      Never.

      He was not the type to live estranged either, although if he ever attempted it, Arabella was quite sure she could behave outrageously enough to ensure he would feel it necessary to be on hand to keep her under control. She almost looked forward to it.

      Deep down, she also just looked forward to tonight. There was a vulnerable part of her which she tried to pretend didn't exist, but she could still feel it. A part of her which still had emotions for him, which was overjoyed that he was her husband. Perhaps it would not be the marriage which she'd dreamed of, but Arabella at least felt sure she could have the wedding night she'd always wanted. 

      "Hello..." Thomas' voice trailed off as she turned to look at him, the fabric of her skirt sliding smoothly around her legs. His dark eyes seemed to turn even darker with desire, his gaze drinking her in like she was a cool glass of water at the end of a long ride. 

      Like her, he was dishabille, but unlike her, his body was well covered by the dark red robe belted around his waist. Still, Arabella could see a glimpse of his bare chest, adorned with dark curls, and she stared, fascinated by this tiny patch of new, never-before-seen skin. 

      "Arabella..." His voice sounded strangled, his eyes unable to tear away from her bosom, and Arabella was utterly delighted. 

      "Yes Thomas?" she asked, stepping forward and walking towards him since he seemed incapable of moving. The nightgown slid across her legs, making her feel even more aware of her body. Any initial shyness she might have felt had quickly dissipated under his shocked but appreciative gaze. 

      Closing his eyes, he muttered something under his breath as she reached him. Arabella was pretty sure he cursed, but she couldn't quite make out the words which was a pity. He was so rarely vulgar, she was dying to know what he actually said. She knew better than to ask.

      Instead, she took advantage of his closed eyes to lift her hand and slide her fingers into the top of his robe so she could touch that tantalizing view of his skin. Wiry hair over hard muscle, so very different from her own chest, met the exploring pads of her fingers.

      “Good lord woman,” Thomas muttered.

      Then hard hands grabbed her waist and pulled her forward as he lowered his head for a deep kiss.
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      His wife was going to be the death of him if he wasn’t careful, he could already tell.

      Beneath his robe he was naked, but he honestly hadn’t expected matters to move so quickly. Indeed, considering Arabella was a virgin, he hadn’t been sure at all what he would find once he entered her room.

      She was a virgin wasn’t she?

      Pulling back from the kiss, he looked down at her. She peered back up at him through long lashes with a dark, sultry gaze, her lips pouty and swollen from the kiss. Their bodies were pressed together, her softness cradling his harder body, her breasts pressed against his chest.

      “Why did you stop?” she asked, her voice husky with desire.

      Thomas hesitated. He didn’t know how to ask what he wanted to ask without sounding horrifically insulting. So he did his best to temporize.

      “Do you… did anyone tell you what to expect tonight?” he asked. Of course he realized Lydia had probably spoken with her, as would be her duty, but he had no idea how far their talk might have gone. How much information it might have actually included.

      Part of him wasn’t surprised when Arabella rolled her eyes at him, as impatient and brazen in this arena as she was in every other. “Lydia, Gabrielle, Christina, Cynthia, and Amy all spoke with me yesterday. I am quite aware of what the marriage act entails and what my expectations should be.”

      “Your… your expectations?” he asked, completely bewildered.

      She looked up at him. Expectantly. Thomas felt his anxiety rise.

      “Yes, of course,” she said, almost impatiently. “For the pleasure it brings.”

      She was definitely going to be the death of him.

      The anxiety he’d been feeling was rising up to choke him. And he’d been worried she’d be a fearful virgin. That had been the worst scenario he’d been able to think of, having to coax his new bride into letting him assert his husbandly rights. Of course, he’d had a hard time truly picturing Arabella as a shy and retiring virgin, but this sultry vixen already demanding her pleasure was certainly not what he’d had in mind either.

      The hand on his chest slid up around his neck.

      “Don’t worry,” she murmured as she pulled him back down for a kiss. “I’m sure you’ll do admirably.”
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      Perhaps she shouldn’t have been so forward, but Arabella didn’t see the point in pretending. She understood exactly what was to happen and she was rather looking forward to it. Perhaps she should pretend more ignorance? But where was the attraction in that?

      He should be grateful he didn’t have to explain anything to her. Grateful she wasn’t horrified or shocked or disgusted by the idea. Granted, she’d been a little of all three when she’d first learned what happened between a man and a woman in the bedchamber—especially some of the salacious details her friends had let fall—but she’d moved past those initial reactions. Knowing there was inexpressible pleasure at the end of the proceedings, and sometimes before, had helped a great deal.

      Their wedding night would be a good deal less fun if she’d just learned about what they were meant to do and had no idea that there would be a reward for indulging in what still sounded like a rather awkward business.

      Although she was beginning to understand some of what her friends meant. With Thomas’ lips on hers, his arms circled around her waist and holding her up, one hand already sliding down towards her bottom, and the strange hardness of his groin pressing into her belly, she didn’t feel awkward at all. She felt hot, almost itchy, like her skin was too tight and she wanted to rub herself all over him. There was an ache deep inside of her, and she knew exactly what was supposed to fill it even though she didn’t know how it would feel.

      His tongue slid into her mouth, his hand moving down to cup her bottom, and Arabella moaned as heat and need shot through her. It felt like her skin had become exquisitely sensitive.

      When Thomas’ lips pulled away from hers, she almost protested, but instead of really pulling away he was just moving them… across her jawline… to her neck… goodness, she’d had no idea her neck was so sensitive. She tipped her head back, giving him full access to her throat, clinging to his shoulders as he left a line of burning kisses across her skin.

      “What did your friends tell you about tonight?” He murmured the question, his voice deep and sensual.

      Arabella blinked, trying to think as his hands began to roam along with his mouth. Her breasts felt swollen and heavy and her entire body shuddered as the hand not caressing her bottom cupped her right breast.

      “Um… oh my… they said… they said you would put your cock in me… in my… between my legs,” she managed to get out, suddenly feeling shy. At least, shy about using any of the words she might use for exactly where he was going to put his cock. “And maybe my mouth… my bottom…”

      The hand on her bottom tightened immediately, pulling her even harder against him as he moaned against the sensitive skin between her shoulder and her neck. She shuddered as he rocked his hips against her, very aware of exactly how much he liked that idea. Arabella was almost sorry she’d brought it up—the reports from the other ladies had been mixed at best.

      Yet Thomas’ reaction almost made her want to try…

      Somehow the idea seemed much more appealing in this moment, while she was in his arms, feeling the full force of his ardor.

      “Anything else?” he asked, practically grating the words out.

      The words slipped out of her mouth then. Words she definitely hadn’t meant to say, because she still thought her friends were mad for their insistence it could be fun, even enjoyable.

      “They said you might spank me,” she whispered. “And that I might like it.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Unable to contain himself any longer, Thomas hauled her up into his arms and carried her over to the bed. He was fairly certain Arabella was a virgin, she was too unsure of how to touch him, of the things she was saying to him, to be anything else, but she was assuredly the most wanton virgin on the planet. Although she apparently had expectations of pleasure, he had decided to count his blessings that she not only had a good idea of what to expect, she was also aware of some of the more exotic bed play they could indulge in.

      “Wait!” she squeaked as he turned her over his lap. “I don’t want to be spanked on my wedding night!”

      “But you might like it,” Thomas said wickedly. He was feeling more than a little wicked, as if Arabella’s brazenness had rubbed off on him. This wasn’t how he’d seen his wedding night going, but then again this wasn’t how he’d seen his marriage going anyway. He might as well embrace it. “Besides, you’ve been a very naughty girl, haven’t you, Arabella?”

      Smack!

      Even though she was definitely naughty, Thomas didn’t swat her very hard. Just enough to make her squeak adorably again and give her skin a tiny bit of blush, just barely visible through the thin silk of her gown.

      Smack!

      He repeated the motion on the other side, grinning as Arabella squeaked again but didn’t protest. She held herself very still, as if she was trying to decide whether or not she liked what he was doing.

      Taking that as permission to continue, Thomas pulled up the skirt of her gown and began to pepper her bottom with short but sharp swats, just hard enough that she squealed and squirmed, but not hard enough to truly hurt. Each impact of his hand set her flesh jiggling in an incredibly appealing manner, and feeling her gasp and shudder against his lap was highly arousing.

      His cock pressed into her side as he looked down at her creamy backside, which was turning a nice rose pink under his hand. A naughty bride indeed. One whom, if the glistening dew beginning to decorate the dark curls at the juncture of her legs was any indication, did indeed enjoy an erotic spanking.

      He was a very lucky man.

      And there were definite benefits to having a bride with such talkative married friends.
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      “Oh!”

      Arabella squirmed on her husband’s lap as his hand delivered swat after stinging swat to her upturned bottom. Although she’d been spanked a few times by her brother when she’d been particularly bad, it had never been like this. For one, Isaac had always spanked her through her skirts and she’d always had to bend over his desk for him to do so… she’d never been over anyone’s lap before and the experience was both strange and intimate.

      She felt vulnerable, out of control, things she normally didn’t like to feel, but right now she did. Being under Thomas’ control was completely different from being under anyone else’s, and knowing he was enjoying what he was doing… well that made a difference as well.

      And there was no mistaking his enjoyment.

      Not just because of the hard rod pressing against her side, but she could hear his breathing changing, feel it in the hand he had resting on her upper back as he pressed more of his weight onto her. She moaned, writhing a little as the heat of her bottom translated itself to the rest of her. If she’d felt hot and itchy before, now it was as though Thomas had stoked an inferno inside of her and if he didn’t help her quench it soon she was liable to go up in flames.

      “Oh please,” she begged, not entirely sure what she was begging him for. More swats? Something else?

      Pulling her up, Thomas began kissing her again as he pushed her back on the bed.

      On her back, she felt the silk of her nightgown moving upwards as his mouth devoured hers, urgency in every line of his body. Hands closed over her breasts and she moaned, arching upwards and spreading her legs as he settled between them. Even though she had never done this before, her body moved instinctively, somehow knowing what would feel ‘right’ before she’d even done it.

      She pushed at his robe, moving the fabric aside so she could touch his bare skin, wanting to run her hands over him the same way he was with her.

      The skin of her bottom was so exquisitely sensitive as she was pressed down by his weight, but it wasn’t painful exactly. If anything, it made her feel even wilder with need, heady pleasure running through her but somehow not enough to sate the new appetites he’d awoken within her. Her nipples were so swollen they felt fit to burst as his fingers closed around them, pinching and making her cry out with the new sensations rippling through her.

      Arabella pulled her heels in, trying to drag his body into hers. She wasn’t entirely sure how they would fit together, and she hadn’t even seen what his cock looked like, but she knew she wanted it inside of her.
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      If Thomas had thought his new wife was wanton before, that was nothing compared to how he felt now. Rather than laying passively, she was as eager to touch him as he was her.

      Rather than being quiet or trying to stifle her passion, she was vocal with her gasps, sighs, and moans of pleasure.

      The way her body urged him on, her legs pulling him inward, her fingers clutching at him, Thomas couldn’t help but wonder if anyone had warned her that the initial breaching of her maidenhead would hurt. She seemed intent on rushing headlong into losing it, without any care, and she was taking him along with her.

      “Slower, sweetheart,” he said, pulling away slightly. He should have done so sooner, her eyes rounded and her movements hesitated as she took in the sight of his bare chest. Her dark gaze began at his broad shoulders and traveled downwards, also giving him the chance to fully take in the view of her nearly bare body.

      The silky fabric of her nightgown was pushed up above her breasts, which were flattened slightly by her position but still retained a pleasing roundness. Her nipples were a dusky rose, plump berries tipping creamy mounds, begging to be pinched and sucked. Between her legs, her mound of dark curls beckoned, waiting to be explored, and the pouting pink lips of her quim were clearly visible as they were slightly spread apart, revealing the delicate pink interior.

      Arabella sucked in a startled breath and he was sure her gaze had finally reached his cock, which was achingly hard, completely erect and angrily red with a pearly drop of liquid adorning its tip. She was so very quiet, he was almost worried, but when he looked up at her face he could see she was just in awe of the new sight. There was an expression of almost wonderment on her face as she reached out to touch the head of his cock, and Thomas caught her wrist with a groan, pulling her hand away from further tormenting him.

      She looked up at him. “That’s going to fit inside me?”

      The question was more curious than anything else, and Thomas had another reason to bless her friends. She didn’t seem completely perturbed by the idea, just a little unsure that she had her facts correct. A completely ignorant virgin might not have been so accepting of the idea.

      “Oh yes, sweetheart,” he said, bending forward so he could tug her nightgown over her head, leaving them both completely bare. “It will absolutely fit inside of you.”

      Elbows braced, he kissed her again. More slowly this time, more tenderly. Arabella’s lips opened beneath his, her own movements slower as she returned her hands to his chest, following his lead as she renewed her explorations of his hard muscles.

      Lowering his hips, he felt his cock brush against her curls and then lower to the wetness just below. Reaching down between them, he grasped the root of his manhood in his hand so he could guide himself unerringly and fully claim his wife.
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      The sensation of Thomas touching her there, between her legs, where no one but herself had ever touched her, was shocking to say the least. The blunt head of his cock rubbed up and down between her lips, making her jerk as he touched a particularly sensitive spot. Arabella moaned, lifting her hips upwards, wanting more… wanting him inside of her.

      His tongue thrust into her mouth as he circled his cock, teasing her sensitive flesh and tormenting her so that she cried out, her fingers clutching at him. All that bare skin against hers… her breasts swelled and she arched upwards, her nipples brushing against the wiry hair on his chest. The slight abrasion made her stomach turn flips, arousal and need humming through her. She was so awash in new sensations, she almost didn’t notice as Thomas finally moved his cock to her entrance.

      As soon as he began to push inside of her, though, it was impossible to concentrate on anything else.

      Lifting himself up slightly, so that their kiss was more of their lips and less of their tongues, he very gently rocked his hips, moving himself a little deeper inside of her. Arabella shuddered, still clinging to him. It was such a very odd sensation, something inside of her… something moving within her…

      It didn’t feel anything like she’d imagined it. Her insides stretched around him and there was a quick, sharp pain as if something had torn, and then he was pressing deeper, faster than she’d anticipated. The sharp stretch of her muscles hurt more than the initial entrance and she cried out, causing him to freeze. She could feel what the effort cost him in the rigidity of his muscles.

      “Don’t stop! Just… more slowly, please,” she managed to say when he raised his lips from hers. She didn’t want him to stop—at least, she didn’t think so. If he moved more slowly then she could surely handle this new experience.

      “Of course, sweetheart,” he said, and his lips lowered to hers again. The sweetness of the kiss nearly took her breath away and made tears to spring to her eyes. Surely a man couldn’t kiss a woman so sweetly, so intimately, and not feel something for her.

      The feeling of pressure between her legs receded, and then he moved again, thrusting inward, and this time it didn’t hurt at all. In fact, it felt rather good. Arabella moaned again, her body coming alive as he filled her, exactly the way she’d been craving to be filled without knowing exactly what it was she’d wanted. Surrounded by him, filled with him, she felt more vulnerable than she ever had in her life and yet completely safe.

      Long, slow strokes of his body stimulated her. The movement pressed her sensitive bottom into the mattress and rubbed his chest against her stiff nipples. Every time his body met hers, he pushed against the sensitive spot which he’d teased with the head of his cock, but this was so much more pleasurable. Yet it wasn’t enough either.

      Arabella wanted more.

      She writhed beneath him, urging him with her body to move faster now… harder… and Thomas met her demand. The slow strokes increased in tempo and her hips lifted to meet him, her urgent need pushing her to dig her nails into his shoulders, moving against him as she instinctively quested for something to soothe the ache inside of her.

      Thomas’ arm swung out and under her leg, which slid down so her knee rested in the crook of his arm, leaving her pussy completely open to him. It felt like he surged even deeper inside of her, and a ragged sob ripped from Arabella’s throat as the most intense pleasure she’d ever felt erupted inside of her. His body thrust home, grinding against hers and making her scream as tears began to slide down the sides of her face at the shocking ecstasy.

      Choking on her own cries, Arabella writhed, her muscles tightening around his thick lance, which only increased the intensity of the sensations rippling through her. It was everything her friends had described and so much more.
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      Despite being a virgin, Arabella had been so primed, so passionate, so ready for him, that Thomas was able to indulge his own need. In the back of his mind he felt as though he was short-changing her by jumping so quickly to the main event, but there would be time enough for that later. The rest of their lives in fact.

      For now, he wallowed in the deep pleasure of her slick heat, the way she clamped down around him and her startled cries as she experienced her first petite mort—the little death, as the French called an orgasm. And indeed, this was the death of Arabella Manchester, the virginal debutante, and the beginning of her new life as Arabella Hood, Thomas Hood’s wife and lady.

      He moved harder, faster; having ensured her pleasure he could now seek his own. Not that he was far behind her anyway. They’d both been more than ready to consummate their marriage and it was all he’d been able to do to hold on long enough to ensure a pleasurable first time for her.

      The tightness of her body grew even tighter as she orgasmed, and Thomas shouted with heady rapture as he buried himself inside of her and found his own release. Muscles quivering, he held himself braced over her to keep his weight from crushing her as he emptied himself inside of her. It was the first time he’d ever done so inside a woman without the use of a French letter sheathe and it was indescribable.

      Leave it to Arabella to have the words.

      “That…” she said with a sigh as she reached up to wind her arms around his neck. “Was perfect.”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” Thomas murmured.

      As Arabella was more than a little sleepy, slumped with the sated content only a truly satisfied woman could have, Thomas quickly cleaned them up and, after a quick examination of the sheets, lifted Arabella into his arms so he could take her into his room. They’d be more comfortable in there.

      She protested sleepily when he laid her down on the cold sheets, but that only gave him the excuse to have her snuggle into his side as he slid in beside her. Looking almost angelic, although he must be a bit pleasure-besotted to even think of her in such terms, Arabella closed her eyes as she laid her head against his shoulder and almost immediately fell asleep.

      Staring up at his ceiling, feeling immense satisfaction at having Arabella as his wife, the success of their wedding night, and now having her beside him in his bed, Thomas followed her into slumber.
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      Waking up alone, when one expected to wake up beside another person, was a rather unpleasant thing. Especially when one distinctly remembered falling asleep cradled in said person’s arms. Even more especially when Arabella knew damned well that her friends’ husbands, and even her brothers, enjoyed morning marital relations just as much as they did evening ones. And afternoon ones in some cases.

      "Nodcock," she muttered under her breath as she pushed her way out of her husband's large bed. The covers were heavier than she was used to, although she'd rather enjoyed the weight.

      She took a moment to look around her husband's room—as that was where he'd brought them to actually sleep last night. Arabella hadn't minded at all, she rather liked that he wanted her in his bed. Some part of her even acknowledged that he must trust her in order to leave her alone in his room.

      Perhaps he had gone to gather breakfast and would be back momentarily? 

      Standing, feeling a bit odd being naked in a strange room, she spied the robe he'd been wearing last night draped over a chair and immediately picked it up, shrugging it on as she admired the room's furnishings. Thomas clearly had a preference for oak furniture; the lines were heavy but the color was light and the overall effect was both masculine and bright. The main colors in the room were very neutral tans and beige, interspersed with red cushions, drapes, and a comfortable looking red armchair by the fireplace. 

      Red was definitely his favorite color, something she made a mental note of. Now that she was a wife and not a debutante, an entire assortment of colors were now available to her which hadn't been before. The new wardrobe Lydia had helped her pick out, which was still on order with Madame Lefarge, did have several red dresses, but Arabella might visit with the modiste and see if it were possible to change the fabrics of a few more. 

      Smiling to herself, anxious to see her husband, Arabella found she was rather of a mind to try and get along with him rather than make his life a misery. After all, that would mean she would be miserable too. Right now she didn't want to fight with him, she felt too good to want to fight. If anything, she wanted to recapture the magic of last night. 

      Being good wasn't all that hard after all. She'd done so at the beginning of the Season and during the past week. There were times when she thought she might bite her tongue off from holding it, but it was certainly possible and it would make Thomas happy... and she could always change her mind later if he began to make her unhappy.

      Having made up her mind, and feeling far too impatient to sit quietly in his room waiting for him, Arabella went and peeked into the hall. A footman was standing across the hallway and he immediately came to attention when he saw her head peeking out from Thomas' room.

      "Good morning," Arabella said cheerfully, beaming at him. "And what's your name?"

      "Good morning, my lady," he responded with a slight bow. With a sandy flop of blond hair and friendly hazel eyes, he was probably of an age with her but somehow he seemed younger, even nervous. Arabella wondered if this was a new position for him or if perhaps he was intimidated because her brother was a duke—it would not be the first time staff was anxious around her because of her status. "My name is Tommy Evans."

      "Well, Tommy Evans, do you know where I might find my husband?" she asked, smiling sunnily at him. The staff would soon learn she wasn't one to stand on ceremony, the same way the Manchester staff had; then they would relax and she was sure they would all get on admirably. 

      The young man smiled back at her, a little uncertainly. "Ah, I believe he went for a ride, my lady. He had me stay here in case you needed anything. Breakfast should be ready in the dining room within the hour."

      Probably because no one else was up at this hour. Arabella had slept longer than she customarily did, but she was used to waking up for her morning ride and eventually had instinctively roused. She wouldn't be hungry for some time, though. 

      Presumably Thomas had thought she was sound asleep and wouldn't awaken for her customary ride—or maybe he thought she had stopped after this past week when she truly had been too exhausted to rise for it? 

      Either way, Arabella was eager to get back on Mist and resume her favorite morning activity—since the activity she'd intended on indulging in was moot without her husband. She smiled at Tommy. 

      "I won't be requiring anything, thank you. You may go if you have other duties to attend to."

      "Thank you, my lady."

      Closing the door, she used the adjoining door between the rooms to return to her own. Many of her own furnishings had been moved in yesterday, but the setting was still unfamiliar and it took her a few minutes to find the bronze riding habit she favored. Humming under her breath, she pushed down the little bit of ire she felt over Thomas going riding without her. 

      It was entirely possible he'd been trying to be considerate and she was not going to let her good morning and determination to make their marriage work be ruined by a simple misunderstanding. 

      Braiding her hair over her shoulder, Arabella headed for the mews where Mist was stabled. It was there that she realized this morning had not been a simple misunderstanding and that making Thomas miserable was a much more desirable goal than attempting to behave. 

      "Excuse me?" she asked icily, reining her in her temper to keep from venting it all over the poor groom, who was practically shaking in his boots. "Could you repeat that?"

      "My apologies, my lady," he stammered out. "But Lord Thomas gave instruction that we are not to saddle your horse for you."

      Arabella's lips pressed together, anger coiling in her breast. She felt as though she was about three seconds away from exploding—and not in the pleasurable way she had the night before. Thomas apparently had not only anticipated that she might want to continue her early morning gallops, he had moved to ensure she couldn't.

      Well he was going to be in for a very nasty surprise. 

      "Anything else?" she asked. The groom shook his head. "Very well. I will return in ten minutes. In that time I expect to have Mist brought out of her stall. Not one of you is to saddle her, therefore you are not disobeying Lord Thomas' orders." Her voice made an ugly twist when she said her husband's name. 

      The groom nodded his head in understanding, and Arabella turned to storm back into the house. Her husband probably thought he had won this round. It was likely he expected his wife to be like many ladies of the ton—ignorant of how to saddle her horse if she could even lift the heavy thing to the horse's back. 

      While it was true Arabella would struggle with the heavy sidesaddle most of Society's ladies used, and which she used when she was in town, she could handle a regular saddle. Not only that, but Scotswomen were much more practical about riding in general and Arabella had been much taken with their fashion. 

      Thomas would be highly disapproving, of course, but then that was the point. He should be grateful she didn’t don breeches.
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      Riding through Hyde Park on his own, Thomas felt a small pang of regret that he hadn't woken Arabella. But while they were in town it was best that she discontinue her rides, the same way she had for the past week. Leaving her sleeping had been difficult, but he'd wanted to ride and she couldn't go with him. If he were lucky, when he returned she'd still be abed and he could have an enjoyable time waking her up.

      The thought made him grin. 

      Last night had been a revelation, although he was also glad Arabella obviously hadn't known exactly what to expect. He looked forward to showing her the pleasures of taking their time before the main event. 

      Just thinking about her had him turning Brutus' head, cutting their morning ride a little shorter than usual. He was rather wedded to his usual schedule, which was why he'd gone out this morning, but with a new wife at home waiting for him... well, perhaps he needed to adjust his schedule. Maybe he would even curtail his own early morning rides for the rest of the week. They could ride together in the country where her gallops would cause no major comment even if anyone did see her. 

      With that in mind, Thomas turned for home, which was why he had a clear view of the entrance to Hyde Park and the familiar dapple grey and rider which came pounding through it. 

      Frozen, Thomas could do nothing but stare, mouth agape at the shocking sight. Arabella galloping full out, which meant she'd been riding down the main street at such a pace as well, where anyone could see her. It was now late enough in the morning that some early risers might very well be out and about. Not those who attended the late balls, of course, but there were quite a few more elderly members of Society whose main social activities were teas and visits during the day, and they rose earlier than everyone else. 

      Not only that, but she wasn't seated in a side saddle.

      Shockingly, scandalously, she was riding astride. Dimly, Thomas recognized the split riding skirts favored by Scotswomen, a fashion no respectable lady would wear in the middle of London! Even in the country, unless a woman was actually a Scottish lady, there would be an uproar. An English woman riding astride in Hyde Park of all places... 

      He could feel his heart beating so hard in his chest it felt like the organ might vault out onto the lawn. 

      Either she didn't see him off in the distance or she didn't care—and Thomas considered both possibilities equally likely—but Arabella immediately turned for Rotten Row. The bridle path was currently completely clear of occupants, but normally she avoided it during her early morning rides as it was the most likely place for others to appear within the park even at this hour.

      "Bloody hell, the shameless numbwit!" Thomas cursed, vaulted into motion as he realized she was no apparition. 

      No, his wife was actually there in Hyde Park, beginning her ride when she would normally be ending it, and she was riding astride. 

      When he found out who had saddled her bloody horse for her, they were going to be searching for a new position, he thought grimly. Those orders had been set down for a reason! And to give her anything but a side saddle!

      He kicked Brutus' sides, and the big horse snorted as he began running across the lawn towards the Row. Being far behind Arabella, and having already been exercised some this morning, it quickly became clear that Brutus didn't have a chance in hell of catching up to the fleet-footed mare, no matter how he tried. 

      "Arabella!" Thomas yelled, hoping against hope that the park was still as deserted as it looked, praying there was no one within hearing distance. "Arabella, halt!"

      If she heard him, she was ignoring him. 

      Thomas' temper rose. 

      Even if she was upset over his order not to saddle her horse, this was not the way to respond. The scandal she could cause would be enormous, and it would not only affect her house and his house, but also very likely his cousin Mary's prospects. Would any gentleman even want to marry a debutante who was linked so closely with the kind of immodest, audacious lady who would gallop through Hyde Park astride? 

      Arabella had always had her position as a duke's sister to protect her, something which she took for granted but which Mary did not have. The sheer selfishness of the act, the unthinking indifference to how her actions affected everyone else, had him grinding his teeth in frustrated anger. 

      She didn't cease her gallop until she was out of the park again, and only then did she slow. Of course, at that point Thomas wasn't even sure he wanted her to. London was beginning to awaken. So far he only saw tradesmen and workers moving about the streets, people who likely wouldn't recognize her, but there was always the chance of an astute servant or an early riser of the ton seeing her.

      Forced to slow his pace as well, so as not to draw attention to either of them, Thomas followed her through the streets back to Hood House. To his immense relief, he didn't see anyone look at her with recognition—only curiosity—and he didn't recognize anyone in the streets. 

      Still, it could have very easily gone the other way. There was still no guarantee someone hadn’t spotted and recognized her and Thomas just hadn't seen them. 

      When he entered the mews, Arabella had already dismounted from Mist's back and was unbuckling the saddle. Thomas found himself gaping again at the sure, confident way she handled the saddle. It didn't take a genius to realize he wouldn't be firing anyone for saddling her horse—she'd done it herself. 

      The possibility hadn't even occurred to him. He didn't think he'd ever seen a lady saddle her own horse, had never even thought one might know how. After all, even gentlemen rarely saddled their own. It was so much easier to send a messenger down to the stable to have their horse made ready for them. Thomas himself often cared for his own horses in the country, but not in the city where life moved at a faster pace.

      His anger lessened only very slightly, mainly the fury he'd been holding on to that his order had been so directly disobeyed, and now focused entirely on Arabella herself rather than having a small portion for the staff. 

      Swinging down from Brutus' back, he thrust the reins at the head groom, Jensen, who looked rather abashed and worried. Thomas would reassure him later that he didn't hold any of them at fault for his wife's impetuous behavior. For now, he stalked forward to his wife, who for all intents and purposes was ignoring him. 

      She was well aware of his presence, but she didn't so much as glance his way.

      "Arabella," he said, his voice censorious. "I'd like to speak with you in private." Now she looked at him, eyes flashing with temper to match his, which only made him want to shake his head. 

      Pursing her lips, she studied him and then nodded as though granting him a concession. Thomas felt a vein in his temple throb, grinding his teeth at her haughty demeanor.

      "Very well, my lord," she said coolly, despite the heat of anger in her eyes. "I have a few things I'd like to say to you as well."

      Thomas would wager she did, although he couldn't imagine any excuse or justification she could offer which would satisfy him. 

      Firming his jaw, he offered his arm. There was no need to set the staff to gossiping worse than they were already going to be.

      At least he was sparing both of them the nosiness of his family. They had the entire west wing of the house to themselves, a space carved out for when they were in residence at the same time as his parents, which meant they shouldn't be overheard. The walls were thick anyway, but he doubted Arabella was the type to take a spanking quietly. 

      Especially the kind she'd earned herself this morning. 

      Not that she'd been particularly quiet last night either for the more pleasurable kind of spanking. Thomas was more than a little put out to already be in a position where he must mete out a disciplinary one. This was definitely not how he'd pictured his morning going. 

      However he was quite certain their upcoming interview was not going to go the way Arabella pictured, and there was some small comfort in that.
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      Still inwardly fuming, although feeling vaguely triumphant at the shock she’d seen on Thomas’ face when he’d seen her unsaddling Mist, Arabella still did the pretty on the way inside. There had been many a dustup between herself and her siblings, and even her parents when they’d been alive. While she couldn’t always be counted on for good behavior, putting on a good face in front of the staff was a must.

      Not because of gossip, although that was also a consideration, but because of the disruption it could cause.

      A divided family in residence often meant a divided staff. It was human nature to take sides, therefore she and Thomas would both do their best to ensure the staff didn’t know what their current disagreement was over so they couldn’t become embroiled in it. She didn’t even have to ask if that’s what he was doing—she knew it instinctively.

      Actually, she was rather proud of herself for setting him so out of sorts that he’d shown any public airing of his temper at all. It was rather wicked of her… but he shouldn’t have left her this morning and he certainly shouldn’t have attempted to curtail her riding.

      Well.

      He would learn.

      They swept into the house together, his arm like a rod of steel beneath her fingertips. Arabella’s chin was lifted, ready to do battle as soon as they were alone. As she’d been shown around their wing yesterday, it quickly became clear that he was taking her to his study.

      On the whole, not a poor choice. There was only one stout door and it did lock, so they were unlikely to be interrupted or overheard—unless someone in the household had the same penchant for listening at keyholes as she did. It was unlikely, as such behavior by staff would hardly be countenanced.

      When he opened the door, she moved past him like a queen. She felt like Boudicca, and—indeed—was ready to fight him to the bitter end.

      So as soon as the door was closed, she rounded on him rather than waiting for him to speak first.

      “What on earth did you think you were about, ordering your grooms not to saddle my horse for me, ever?” She shot the words at him as they faced off, very much like duelers.

      Surprise shook his tongue loose; he answered immediately, without even thinking. “I was thinking you are my wife and it is inappropriate for you to be gallivanting about in the early morning. Especially as none of my grooms could keep up with you.” Realizing he answered her, he frowned. “Just what did you—“

      “You were out riding!” She retorted, interrupting him. “You can keep up with me. You should have woken me.”

      Keep up with but not catch, which was another reason for feeling rather triumphant. She’d been well aware of him and Brutus behind her, had seen him the moment she’d entered Hyde Park and had taken great joy in completely ignoring him and his attempts to hail her.

      Thomas glared at her, gritting his teeth. “I told you, it was inappropriate. Whether or not I can keep up with you is moot when you shouldn’t be doing it anyway, but certainly the situation is made worse when—“

      “I have been riding in Hyde Park for two Seasons now,” she snapped, cutting him off again. “The only person who has ever found me lacking for it is you.”

      He scoffed and Arabella found herself mightily tempted to throw something at his head. However, more than one of her friends had warned against doing something so dramatic with her husband. Apparently it could precipitate unpredictable reactions.

      “That’s because I’m the only one who knows.”

      Now it was Arabella’s turn to scoff, to his obvious surprise. “I’ll have you know I have encountered several members of the ton while in the park. You and I are not the only ones to enjoy an early morning ride, although we might be the only ones to do so regularly. No one has made anything of it and even Lady Davenport did nothing more than warn me against ruffians.” She rolled her eyes. “As if ruffians were out of their beds intent on wreaking mischief so early in the morning.”

      Thomas’ mouth opened. Closed. His jaw clenched. “That’s not the point! If you wanted to argue that point then you should have waited for me to return home and requested an interview. That’s how things are done.”

      “Contrary to your belief, I do not need your permission to go riding,” she said hotly. “I do not need your grooms’ assistance either, as I’ve demonstrated. I will not be confined to the house when there is no need for me to be. If you had not been so high-handed, if you had spoken with me before this morning about your intentions, then none of this would have happened. Whatever faults you feel I have committed this morning, are your fault.”

      Arabella was rather delighted with neatly turning the situation around on him.

      Unfortunately, he wasn’t having any of her logic.

      “Whatever good points you make, madam, are undercut by your unthinking, selfish behavior this morning! Do you think Society and Lady Davenport would be so blasé if they saw you riding completely unescorted and riding astride? I assume you had Danny with you during your previous encounters and you were riding side saddle.”

      The absolute venom in his voice, the accusation of selfishness, actually took her aback a moment before her temper flared again.

      “I wouldn’t have been unescorted if you’d spoken with me beforehand, I would have been with you! And obviously I wouldn’t have ridden astride either if you hadn’t behaved like a stuffy autocrat!”

      “Do not think to blame your poor choices on me,” he said coldly, so coldly Arabella found herself stepping back. She hadn’t known Thomas could look like that. Hadn’t known he’d be able to shut down his own obvious temper so quickly. If anything, he no longer looked angry, just determined. It was rather disconcerting. “No one forced you into split riding skirts. No one else saddled your horse. You did so thinking to prove something to me. Well you did, you proved to me that you think of no one but yourself, that you cannot be trusted to make well-reasoned decisions, and that you blame anyone but yourself for your behavior.”

      “That’s not true!” she protested.

      But of course the reason it hurt so much to hear him say so was because she knew there was more than a kernel of truth in his words.

      It didn’t hurt as much as when he’d listed her faults to her brothers though, because today she had been trying to behave badly rather than the other way round. Today she’d meant to infuriate him and it appeared she’d achieved her goal.

      Although she still balked at being called selfish. And she thought her decision was quite well-reasoned, despite knowing she would never be able to convince him of such.

      “Did you think about how your actions today would affect my family’s standing? Mary’s standing? Your reputation is now no longer your own and, unlike you, Mary is not so closely aligned with a duke, however she is now very closely aligned with you and she still needs a husband.”

      Now it was Arabella’s turn to move her mouth soundlessly.

      Oh dear… she actually hadn’t considered Mary’s position at all. She’d actually forgotten about the other young woman sharing the household with them. While Arabella wasn’t particularly bothered if Thomas had to deal with whispers and giggles—if she’d even been seen—over his inability to control his wife, she certainly didn’t want to scupper Mary’s prospects.

      Mary was a dear. She was also a quiet, sober young woman who had every chance of having a happy marriage with a quiet, sober young man. Exactly the kind of man who might be put off if she were connected with someone too eccentric, too scandalous. For, despite her beauty, Mary was a bit of a wallflower because of her shy personality. She didn’t dazzle in company and she wasn’t the kind of young woman who could brush off gossip with confidence.

      That was something Arabella intended to work on before Mary’s next Season if she had the chance, but she certainly didn’t want everyone’s last remembrance of Mary this Season as being connected to the kind of woman who went galloping down Rotten Row astride. The men it would attract would be an entirely different caliber, which might not be too terrible if Mary wanted some excitement in her marriage rather than a like-mind, but Arabella didn’t know what kind of husband Mary actually wanted.

      “That’s what I thought,” Thomas said grimly, stepping forward.

      Arabella blinked in surprise as he grasped her by the arm and she found herself being moved. Too startled to protest, too ignorant of his direction, she did nothing to attempt to shake off his grip until she realized where he was putting her—over his lap.

      “Wait! Stop that!” Her furious protest came too late as he undid the laces on her skirt and tugged it down—the split skirts didn’t allow for him to pull them up. Somehow, having them pulled down was twice as embarrassing, making her feel even more vulnerable and more than a bit humiliated.

      Her husband didn’t have to say a single word for her to know that this was not going to be at all like last night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

        

      

    

    
      The bronze of Arabella’s split skirts and fetching jacket framed her creamy bottom nicely, making the twin mounds appear even paler than normal next to the darker color. Sadly, given the circumstances, Thomas was in no real position to appreciate the view. His anger had subsided, forged into pure determination to discipline his lovely wife and ensure she didn’t behave so shockingly again.

      At the very least, that she didn’t do anything to bring shame to his family or scuttle Mary’s prospects.

      “Unhand me at once!” The shocked, angry tone of her voice was worthy of a duchess, but it moved Thomas not at all. “Don’t you dare spank me!”

      Her station was no longer higher than his own, after all, no matter how she sounded.

      There was also something very satisfying about completely ignoring her demand. Arabella was not used to being told ‘no.’ She was also not used to facing any consequences for her actions, as far as he could tell. That ended now.

      While she’d made a few pertinent points, and Thomas was willing to discuss them with her, she still needed to be punished for her willfully scandalous behavior.

      “I will not tolerate a wife who purposefully courts scandal,” he informed her, resting his hand on the curve of her bottom and rubbing to warm up the skin a little. Then he raised his hand.

      “Thomas, don’t you dare!” Her voice had changed, no long so self-assured, as if she was finally realizing how very serious he was.

      SMACK! SMACK!

      Two swats, one to each side of her bottom, and Arabella cried out. Thomas could tell she was more outraged than pained, however. That would soon change.

      “If you were upset, what you should have done was wait for me to return and request a discussion.”

      SMACK!

      SMACK!

      “Thomas stop! I’m sorry! I won’t do it again!”

      Although she was saying the correct words, Thomas nearly snorted his disbelief that she thought he would be taken in by such an insincere apology uttered so early.

      “If I thought you meant that, I might be more lenient,” he said. “But it still would not end your punishment.”

      SMACK!

      SMACK!

      She howled in shocked outrage as his hand came down even harder, a response to her attempt to manipulate him. The two pink splotches on her bottom where his hand was smacking were already turning darker.

      “Some of the points you made would have been well taken if you’d presented them like a rational adult instead of as part of a temper tantrum following your initial poor choices.”

      SMACK!

      SMACK!

      “Thomas! Stop! Please!” Arabella sobbed out the words, sounding almost as though she was dying.

      Frowning, Thomas looked down at his handiwork. Barely the color of a pink rose, the two spots on her backside weren’t even warm to the touch yet. He raised his eyebrows.

      For a moment he did stop, rubbing his hand briskly over the spots. Arabella slumped over his lap with relief. He nearly chuckled.

      “Just so you know, sweetheart, your bottom was pinker than this last night. I’m well aware you aren’t the least bit chastised yet. You can take much more, and by that time you will be very sorry for your impetuous choices this morning as well as trying to manipulate me.” He lifted his hand again.

      “No—wait!”

      SMACK!

      SMACK!

      SMACK!

      SMACK!
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      Kicking her legs, Arabella began to struggle as she realized exactly how in earnest her husband was. Unfortunately, his arms and legs were much stronger than hers and her struggles were entirely in vain.

      Even the times Isaac had used a paddle it hadn't hurt this much!

      Of course, when Isaac had used a paddle she'd started squalling and crying from the moment he smacked it against her bottom, her reactions far more dramatic than the pain he'd actually inflicted. Whenever her elder brother had spanked her, she'd put up a huge fuss as quickly as could be believed, and then spent the rest of the day sitting on a cushion and generally pretending to be subdued. Her behavior for the next week would be modified.

      Not because the spanking had hurt, but because Arabella had found it paid for Isaac to believe a very short bout of discipline to be effective.

      Thomas either hadn't been taken in by her theatrics or he was a brute... and she would swear on her life that it wasn't the latter. She almost wished it was because then she could hate him, but unfortunately she had a feeling he was just more insightful than Isaac. 

      The worst part was that, again, his words had that little kernel of truth to them that made it so hard for her to argue. She had just tried to manipulate him. The swats he’d already laid down on her vulnerable bottom had definitely hurt, but she’d purposefully made herself sound more forlorn, more pained than she was actually feeling. How could she have realized her bottom had been pinker last night?

      It certainly had felt a lot more pleasant than this did!

      Isaac had always stopped as soon as she started to cry, but she’d put a little bit of sob into her voice already and Thomas had completely ignored it. Now real tears were beginning to roll down her cheeks—tears of anger, shame, humiliation, and, yes, from the very real burning pain that was growing in her backside.

      Being spanked hurt.

      Knowing she deserved it hurt even more.

      She had been thoughtless, although she hadn’t meant to be. She’d completely forgotten about an entire human being! Not only that, but she had acted rashly as well. There had been no thought in her head when she’d put on her split skirts and gone to saddle Mist other than how she was going to put one over on Thomas. Show him she wouldn’t be controlled.

      Dictated to.

      Prove he couldn’t just lay down arbitrary rules without talking to her first, because she would just ignore them.

      Well, she’d certainly done all of that.

      Now she was rather wishing she’d been a bit more circumspect.

      SMACK!

      But she’d feel a lot more sorry if he stopped spanking her!

      He was just making her angry all over again!

      SMACK!

      Wasn’t he?

      SMACK!

      A little cry tore from her throat, one she hadn’t wanted to let out, because she didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of knowing he was getting to her.

      SMACK!

      SMACK!

      Her husband had a hand like a wooden plate, maybe even less forgiving.

      Anger was all she had to keep her from giving in against uttering a true apology, in hopes that he would stop… but Arabella wanted to win this too. She still wanted to show him that nothing he did would make a difference to her behavior—even if she already knew she would think through her next move much more carefully. And she definitely wouldn’t forget that her behavior now affected Mary again.

      SMACK!

      SMACK!

      Arabella’s breath caught on a true sob. It felt as though her bottom was on fire. Like she’d stood in front of a hot oven for far too long, but only one portion of her body was affected by the heat.

      Yet he didn’t stop, he kept spanking her like the willful child she’d behaved as… yes, she could admit it. He’d been correct. She’d thrown a temper tantrum, behaving impetuously rather than thinking her actions through, and she’d lost this battle.

      Miserably.

      Several of her friends actually enjoyed this? They were as mad as she’d initially thought.

      “I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” She writhed on his lap, clutching at his ankle. “I truly am! I shouldn’t have gone out after you this morning! I should have waited until you returned and spoken with you then!”

      Arabella meant every word. There were other ways to make him miserable, sneakier ways. Ways which wouldn’t put Mary or anyone else at risk. She didn’t want any innocents becoming casualties in this little spousal war. It might have been enjoyable seeing his shock this morning, but it wasn’t worth unintentionally hurting someone else—and she was becoming very convinced it hadn’t been worth a spanking like this either.

      Next time she wanted to put one over her husband, she would do so in a manner which wouldn’t give him a reason to put her over his knee.
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      Now that sounded much more sincere. Thomas was more than a little pleased. Not only was her bottom a nice, hot red—hot to the touch as well—but Arabella had submitted to her spanking rather nicely. He’d been a bit worried that she was stubborn enough not to apologize out of pure spite, and at some point he would have had to stop spanking her or risk feeling more like he was abusing rather than disciplining her. They hadn’t gotten anywhere near that point however.

      “Thank you for saying so,” he said calmly, letting his hand rest on her bottom. Her body shook a little bit and he could hear her sniffling. Real tears now, not the crocodile tears she’d initially tried to fool him with. No, these she was doing her best to hide from him, so Thomas was quite sure they were sincere. “I appreciate your understanding of what you did wrong this morning. I too realize that I could have behaved differently. I probably should have spoken to you about my expectations for your morning ride before giving the orders to the groom. However, that does not change the fact that your response was unacceptable.”

      There. He thought rather nicely summed up the events, and he had admitted to his wrong doing as well, so that should satisfy her.

      Instead, Arabella wriggled, turning her face away from him so he could hear her but not see her expression.

      “Am I to spank you now for being so high-handed?”

      Hearing her sass him in such a moment, rather than upsetting him, surprisingly made him grin. Fortunately she couldn’t see his expression either. His cock, which had been completely uninterested in the proceedings until now, stirred in response.

      “No. That’s the privilege of being the husband.”

      “That’s not fair!”

      Thomas couldn’t really argue that point. “I suppose not. But that is how it is.”

      Now he lifted her up, not at all surprised when she turned her tear-stained face away from him.

      Obviously she didn’t want him to see the evidence of her tears, impossible as it was to hide. Thomas moved to pull her onto his lap, in a sitting position this time.

      Unfortunately, she pushed herself all the way to her feet, pulling up her skirts and furiously re-lacing them as she did so. Thomas stood, reaching for her… he much preferred spankings as bed play, but if he had to spank a woman to discipline her then he at least enjoyed comforting her afterwards, but Arabella stepped away. What he could see of her expression was mulish and a little defiant, which made him wonder if perhaps he hadn’t spanked her long enough.

      She had seemed truly sorry, but now that she was no longer over his lap, she wasn’t behaving like any other woman had before with him. Thomas was at a bit of a loss of what to do. While he wanted to coddle and cuddle her, now that she’d apologized and been punished, she didn’t seem inclined to allow it.

      The braid she’d coiled her hair into was coming undone, strands of it hanging around her cheeks, and she looked flushed, furious, and embarrassed.

      “Arabella…” His voice trailed off as she drew herself up and glared at him. Thomas frowned back at her, realizing that even though he wished she would let him hold her, he was also aroused by the little defiant show she was putting on. He shouldn’t enjoy that so much, should he? It certainly wouldn’t do to encourage her defiance.

      “Tomorrow will I be allowed to ride?” The heavy sarcasm in her voice as she asked permission made it very clear what she thought about doing so.

      “If you ride out with me,” he said firmly. When her eyes narrowed at him, he raised his eyebrow. “At present, I am the only one capable of keeping up with you while you’re on Mist who will be awake at that hour. Unless you would prefer a different mount?”

      Her pouty lips firmed. Thomas hadn’t thought so.

      When she was on Mist’s back and he on Brutus’, Thomas could keep up with her but none of the grooms would be able to. Also, he wouldn’t trust a groom to keep her in line. No one else he trusted would be awake—Walter slept till noon at the earliest, and although the house Felix and Gabrielle had rented for the Season was just down the street, Felix wouldn’t be awake then either. Even if he was, he wouldn’t leave his wife just to take Arabella riding, and Gabrielle was in no condition to ride, especially first thing in the morning.

      Obviously his father couldn’t.

      Which left him.

      Curiously, he watched as Arabella’s open expressions changed from second to second, probably running through a similar list in her own mind.

      “Very well,” she said finally, before turning on her heel.

      Thomas sighed inwardly. He was fairly certain this was her first real spanking. Although her brother had supposedly disciplined her when her behavior warranted it, he strongly suspected Arabella had manipulated Isaac the way she had attempted to manipulate him. That she was out of sorts might not be very surprising, but he still felt sorry to see the back of her.

      He’d much rather she’d allowed him to cosset her, firming the bond which discipline could bring instead of brokering a distance.

      But he was also not the type to force his company upon a woman who didn’t wish it.

      Perhaps it would be better to let her go her own way, let her temper cool.

      As she passed through the doorway, pulling it behind her, she suddenly stopped and poked her head back in. Even with reddened eyes and a slightly splotchy complexion, strands of her hair undone and framing her face, she looked attractive.

      “Just so you know,” she said, almost conversationally, looking him directly in the eye. “When I woke up this morning, I wanted to try using my mouth.”

      The door slammed.

      Thomas groaned and sat down very quickly as his knees buckled, thinking about the image she’d just thrust into his mind.

      Of course, his mind immediately took an even darker avenue. Arabella’s face, tear-stained as it was now, her pouty lips wrapped around his shaft as she made up for her behavior following her spanking.

      The woman was going to be the death of him.
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      Striding swiftly down the hallway, one ear out for Thomas’ study door, Arabella moved as quickly as she could. She was far too aware of the slick lips of her womanhood, sliding against each other with every step, as she hurried down the hall.

      She moved quickly partly because she didn’t want to meet anyone and partly because she was in a rush to reach her bedchamber because… because she wanted to see.

      The heavy fabric of her skirts brushing over her bottom as she moved was more than a little uncomfortable, but she did her best to ignore it. Not just because it was uncomfortable but because the heat had started to feel… well it had started to feel like something else. Something she was even more uncomfortable with.

      Something which became harder to ignore with every step she took as the spot in the front of her body felt as though it was swelling, becoming insistent that she touch it.

      Arabella had tried touching herself before. She’d never particularly enjoyed the act. Now she felt as though if she didn’t, she might faint from the need.

      Very much like the need Thomas had roused in her last night.

      I will not!

      The thought was furious, frantic. Also futile.

      She’d been so sure she wouldn’t be like her friends with their shocking reactions to being spanked. But here she was, highly aroused no matter how furious she was. How embarrassed. How pained.

      Fortunately the few halls between Thomas’ study and her room were empty. As soon as she reached her room, she closed the door and locked it behind her. Then she rushed over to the door adjoining her bedroom with Thomas’ and locked that one as well for good measure.

      She hadn’t heard Thomas leave his study, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t come to try and speak with her.

      Fumbling with the laces of her skirt, she tried to walk to the mirror at the same time she undid them and nearly ended up going pot over tea kettle before she managed to right herself. Hurriedly, she shucked off her skirts and turned to see what she was sure must be a mottled and bruised backside.

      That sight should take care of the ache between her legs.

      But, to her shock, the horribly maligned bottom she expected to see did not appear. Instead, her two cheeks were dark pink—an almost pretty hue against her creamy skin. Unable to believe her eyes, Arabella reached down to touch the area.

      Her skin was warm under her fingers, but as soft and satiny as ever. Sensitive too. Just like Thomas had made her sensitive last night when he’d spanked her… but that had been so different. It hadn’t hurt so much.

      Yet the result was, unarguably, the same.

      A low groan of frustration and resignation rose in Arabella’s throat.

      Blast the man! How dare he make her feel this way?!

      She glared at herself in the mirror.

      It was only then that she realized she was still staring at her pink bottom, her fingers still caressing her warm skin.

      There was no help for it. This needy itch between her legs wasn’t going to go anywhere unless she scratched it. The idle thought that she could surely return to Thomas’ study and demand he scratch it drifted through her head, but she couldn’t bear the satisfied smile which would surely adorn his face. The bloody man would not be rewarded for spanking her, blast it.

      Shrugging off her jacket to make herself more comfortable, Arabella moved to the bed, undressing as she went. It felt like her skin was too tight and all of her clothing wasn’t helping the matter.

      Her breasts were as achy as the rest of her and they felt swollen as well. She moaned as she ran her hands over them, squeezing them gently to help relieve some of the ache. The hard buds of her nipples pressed against her palms and she laid down on the bed on her back as she pinched the sensitive nubbins.

      It didn’t feel as good as when Thomas had done so, but it didn’t feel bad either.

      The press of her weight against her bottom made the sting of her spanking flare again, but to her consternation that did nothing but arouse her.

      She couldn’t help but think about how it had felt to be over Thomas’ lap, completely helpless, totally at his mercy. Couldn’t help but remember how strong his hands were, and for some reason the memory of her spanking was actually arousing… perhaps because there was no actual pain accompanying it. Yet she found herself wriggling, trying to reignite as much heat in her bottom as she could.

      One hand moved down her body, over her curls and between her legs.

      There was a spot just at the very top of her womanhood, which Thomas had teased last night with his cock and then mercilessly pressed against with his body… Arabella let out a small cry as she found it with her fingertips. The slickness of her pussy made it easy for her to rub the spot, circling, moving her fingers back and forth as the need inside of her grew exponentially.

      Thomas’ face appeared in her mind, his expression stern… she couldn’t possibly want him stern though, could she? Or had some part of her actually enjoyed losing today’s battle to him.

      She groaned, pushing those thoughts from her mind as her need became more frantic.

      It didn’t matter whether or not she should have enjoyed her spanking, the fact was she was now aroused and whatever she needed to think of to reach the explosive pleasure she’d experienced last night, she would do.

      Which was why she found herself rubbing frantically between her legs as she pictured how she must have looked over Thomas’ lap, legs kicking, his hand smacking against her bottom… How it had felt to be so completely dominated by him, so helpless against his hands, so thoroughly chastised under his stern gaze…

      With a little cry, Arabella quivered and jerked her hips upwards as she found completion. Her body pulsed with heat and pleasure, not as much as it had the night before, but certainly enough to soothe the ache and quench the well of need the spanking had created.

      Gasping, she lay back against the bed, letting her hands fall to her sides as her body throbbed.

      Staring up at the blue canopy draped over her bedframe, she firmed her lips.

      “Well,” she said aloud, her voice soft but determined. “I’m certainly not going to allow him to do that again.”

      It was far too dangerous. Not because she had hated it—although she certainly thought she had while he was spanking her—but because she couldn’t control her reactions to being spanked. Which meant Thomas would have the advantage any time he physically disciplined her.

      Arabella had seen where that led to with her friends.

      Not that they were at all subservient but still…

      She willfully ignored the little voice in the back of her mind which attempted to remind her that part of her initial attraction to Thomas had been his strength of character and the surety that she would not be able to push him around. Arabella had wanted a husband like her friends had, a husband who could live up to the high standards her brothers’ example had set for her.

      It seemed she had gotten what she’d wished for.
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      After Arabella left his study, Thomas banged his head on his desk to clear it.

      It required several attempts.

      Somehow, with just one sentence, she'd managed to remove any small satisfaction from disciplining her. It hadn't been all that enjoyable to begin with, but he'd at least felt that he'd made it clear he wouldn't be manipulated and that insincere apologies meant nothing. The hard spanking had obviously been a bit of a shock to her, and he hadn't been nearly as harsh as he could have been. 

      Another five minutes and he could have turned her blushing cheeks a bright red. 

      Likely she didn't even realize how much he'd held back and so she couldn't properly appreciate it. Then again, considering what she and her friends had apparently been discussing, perhaps she did. Thomas had no way of knowing what they'd told her.

      He knew that several of them had been punished much more harshly than he had just done so.

      Immediately his mind went to the wedding present the Earl of Spencer had bestowed upon him—a present which he gave to each member of their little 'club' upon their marriage. With his business connections to India he had access to all sorts of little toys outside the usual run of things. Thomas had tucked the present away with his own box of implements he enjoyed using for exotic bed play—a supple leather tawse, several paddles of varying sizes, a small whip made of incredibly soft, supple leather strands, and a stinging ointment which he'd won in card game last year.

      Wesley's gift had included several new ointments, including a lubricant, as well as an aphrodisiac, spring-loaded clips for nipples, and a set of rectal dilators. All of the gentlemen had recommended the dilators, several the clips (not everyone had used them apparently), but only Wesley had any actual experience with the aphrodisiac. 

      He'd grinned as he'd described how very worn out his wife would be the next day.

      Something to consider, when Thomas was certain of his welcome in Arabella's bed. If she were too exhausted to get herself into trouble... 

      Shaking off his thoughts, which were only going to lead him down a path he didn't intend to trod this morning, Thomas stood. In his current state of mind he couldn't possibly concentrate on business or his correspondence; he might as well break his fast. The staff should be laying out the morning's selections by now.

      Striding into the dining room, Thomas was pleased to see he was correct—and even more pleased to see his father was there. Not just because he was happy to see his father up and about, reading his newspaper the way he liked to do in the morning, but because his father was alone. As much as Thomas loved both of his parents and valued their opinions, there were some things a man just didn't feel comfortable discussion in front of his mother.

      The viscount peered over the top of his paper to see who was joining him, and smiled happily when he saw his firstborn and heir. Then his smile slipped slightly, concern tinging his features. "Good morning, Thomas, what are you doing up and about this early?"

      Thomas should have realized his father would be curious. After all, this was Thomas' first morning as a married man, yet he was at breakfast at his usual hour rather than abed with his new wife. That might not be shocking in some arranged marriages, but—despite not being a love match—it had been clear in the days leading up to the wedding that there was some affection on both sides.

      Friendliness if nothing else. Desire as well, although Thomas didn't think they'd showcased the latter. But apparently his father had seen enough to not expect him at the breakfast table this morning. 

      "I went for my usual morning ride," he confessed. His father raised an eyebrow but didn't make any comments. Still, he must have picked up on some of Thomas' anxiety because rather than returning to his paper, he watched as Thomas filled his plate and came to sit beside him. One of the footmen poured the usual cup of coffee before stepping away and leaving them in the room alone. Not picking up his fork, Thomas looked at his father. Hesitated.

      "Yes, son?" his father prodded him.

      The viscount could be a stern taskmaster and he'd always had high expectations of his children, but he was also an inherently warm and kind man. They'd always known they could go to him for advice, for a chat, or even for a hug. He'd been a strict disciplinarian when the occasion called for it, and from some comments he'd let drop when Thomas had grown, he knew his father practiced discipline with his mother as well as his children. 

      Thomas had always known he'd follow in his father's footsteps in that manner, although he hadn't expected to have to do so the day after his wedding.

      Especially when Arabella had been so well behaved last week.

      He couldn't help but feel as though he'd failed somehow, which stung a bit to admit to a man whom he never wanted to disappoint.

      “Father…” His voice trailed off. Unlike his mother, who would prod at him, his father waited patiently. If Thomas decided to say nothing at all, his father would accept it and never say another word about it. But then he wouldn’t receive the benefit of his father’s advice either. Thomas cleared his throat.

      Told his father about what had happened this morning.

      Leaving Arabella to go for his morning ride.

      How she’d followed him out—in split skirts and astride after saddling her own horse.

      Their return.

      Thomas glossed over details of what happened after their return, trusting his father to understand everything he didn’t say. He also kept his voice low and one ear out for footsteps in the hall. Although, even if someone did come to the door he didn’t think they would be able to hear him since he was being very careful to modulate his tones.

      Not just because he didn’t want his family or the staff overhearing, but because he was now aware of Arabella’s eavesdropping tendencies.

      After listening to Thomas’ summation, his father leaned back thoughtfully, setting the paper down beside his plate as he mulled over everything Thomas had just metaphorically laid at his feet. Anxious, Thomas watched his father’s expression but it remained fairly blank, giving no indication of what he was thinking.

      Like his sons, Viscount Hood had black hair, but his had begun to silver and turn to salt and pepper. His features were similar to Thomas’, but more careworn with heavier lines. Still, Thomas thought that one day he would look very like his father and the thought pleased him. He just hoped he could also live up to his father’s legacy as a man and a viscount.

      “You hadn’t told her that you expected her to cease her morning rides while in town?” Although his father’s voice was mild, without judgment, Thomas winced. He knew he’d made a mistake in that regard.

      “No,” he said, letting his regret and acknowledgment of his wrongdoing fill his voice on that one word.

      His father nodded thoughtfully.

      Stared off into space.

      Making for another long, anxious moment for Thomas.

      “I trust in the future you will make your expectations known to her before she has a chance to go against them?”

      Thomas winced. “Definitely.”

      “You know,” his father said, reaching for his paper again. “The key to a happy marriage is communication and compromise. You will not always get your way. Neither will she. But you must both get your way often enough to rub along with each other. Two strong personalities will always clash somewhat.”

      A brief smile flashed across the viscount’s face as Thomas considered his words.

      “Don’t ever tell your mother I said this, but it’s very much like breaking a horse to bridle. You want to tame her enough to ride in the harness, but you don’t ever want to break her spirit.”

      It was a rather crude comparison, making Thomas choke slightly on the mouthful of bacon he’d just taken because it was so unexpected coming from his father.

      Shaking out his paper, the viscount flashed Thomas a smile before lifting it back up.

      “I’ll deny I said anything like that to my last breath.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Escorted by her maid, in keeping with the proprieties until she could figure out exactly how she was going to torment her husband, Arabella hurried out of the house and down the street. She was absolutely not going to sit at a breakfast table with her husband and pretend everything was just fine. That was if she even managed to look at him after… well, after she’d just done what she had.

      Once the needy ache inside of her had been appeased, her sense of shame had welled up to take its place.

      How could she have found enjoyment after such an ordeal? How could she have been so heavily aroused that she’d actually touched herself when she had never enjoyed doing so before?

      How could she maintain her anger at her husband if she felt too embarrassed to even look at him?

      Although as long as she wasn’t face to face with him she had no problem keeping her temper stoked.

      How dare he spank her?

      How dare he make her feel the way he had?

      In a twisted way, just like her decision to trap him into marriage, this was all his fault again. If he hadn’t spanked her, taken control of her so thoroughly, she would never have known what her reaction to it was. She would never have felt the way she did right now.

      So it was very easy to blame him and remain irate as she stalked down the street to the house Felix and Gabrielle had rented, far too aware of how sore her bottom was beneath her swishing skirts. The streets weren’t as empty as they had been, although this area was still quite quiet. Arabella wasn’t at all worried about running into anyone who would require polite conversation.

      Those members of the ton who weren’t abed or taking breakfast were most likely returning after a night of something illicit. They wouldn’t have any more desire to speak with her than she did with them.

      No, the only person she wanted to speak to was her best friend.

      When Felix’s man (their household was too small to require a butler), Sheldon, answered the door, he blinked in surprise when he saw her. Still, he was made of stern enough stuff to have been a butler if he wanted. Other than that quick blink, he didn’t react at all.

      “Lady Arabella,” he said, bowing slightly.

      “I’d like to see Gabrielle,” she said, keeping hold of her emotions with an iron grip and just barely managing to make her words sound more like a request than an order.

      A few minutes later, Arabella had been shown into the morning room where Gabrielle was having tea, but no breakfast. Felix, thankfully, was nowhere to be seen. Dressed in a soft, loose, dove grey morning gown, Gabrielle was caressing her stomach and staring off into nothing when Sheldon announced Arabella.

      "Arabella!" Gabrielle's expression was more than a little startled as she stood. "What on earth are you doing here?" A sudden look crossed her face, almost of amusement. Her lips quirked into almost a smile. "Don't tell me you and Thomas have found marriage so disagreeable already..."

      Arabella gave her friend a dark look as Sheldon closed the door firmly behind him.

      "Where's Felix?" she asked, rather than answering Gabrielle's question. Knowing Arabella as well as she did, Gabrielle's hazel eyes danced with mirth as she sat down, gesturing for Arabella to join her. 

      Sulkily, Arabella plopped down on the couch next to her friend. Then hissed as she realized she'd actually managed to forget about her sore bottom and had sat down as she usually would, reigniting the stinging.

      "Felix is meeting a man about a horse he's interested in," Gabrielle said, that small, superior little smile still hovering about her lips, although she didn't comment on the odd noise her friend had just made. She had likely guessed what had caused it and was highly entertained. Arabella was honest enough with herself to know she would have reacted the same way as her friend was, but that still didn't mean she appreciated it. "Where's Thomas?"

      "Back at Hood House, I would imagine," Arabella said, taking the cup of tea Gabrielle offered her. They'd been friends long enough for Gabrielle to know Arabella preferred her tea with what some considered an excessive four sugars. Arabella was sure her husband would be among that number.

      Feeling rebellious, she sipped her heavily sweetened tea. 

      She was going to drink her tea however she liked it, no matter what anyone thought.

      The act was almost calming, no matter that she was acutely aware of her bottom throbbing slightly beneath her. There was just something soothing about drinking tea, no matter how upset or angry she was. 

      After her first sip, she sighed, slumping slightly.

      She looked at Gabrielle, who had an expression of exaggerated patience on her face. As soon as their gazes met, Gabrielle's eyes dropped to Arabella's seat, her lips quirking.

      "All right, yes, he spanked me this morning," Arabella snapped out. The extreme lack of surprise on Gabrielle's face was nearly as annoying as her amusement. Still, Arabella was not about to deny herself the pleasure of being able to vent her feelings to a sympathetic ear. Since Gabrielle had gone through very similar ordeals with Thomas' brother, and Arabella had listened sympathetically (and occasionally a bit aghast), that was the least her friend could do.

      She poured the whole tale out, along with her aggravation and went into explicit detail about her spanking. After all, she could hardly encourage Gabrielle to finally share everything with her unless she was willing to do the same. And it was very nice to be able to share everything which had happened to someone she knew would empathize. 

      She also had a better understanding of why it had been difficult for Gabrielle to talk about it with her. 

      Trying to describe how it made her feel... well, it was not easy and it certainly helped that Gabrielle had her own experience to draw on. Arabella now felt a tiny pang of remorse for so relentlessly hounding Gabrielle to be more detailed. She hadn't realized what a difference it made to hear versus to know.

      By the time she finished they were both on their second cup of tea and Gabrielle was looking much more sympathetic than amused. 

      "Oh dear..." Gabrielle said when Arabella had wound up her sad tale. "That was not well done of you, to not think of Mary, but to spank you on the morning of your first day as a married couple!"

      "Especially since he hadn't spoken to me about riding at all," Arabella said crossly. "Even though he admitted he had done wrong, he still spanked me!"

      "Well, you should not have gone out riding astride—don't look at me like that, you know it as well as I do," Gabrielle said, giving Arabella a look of her own. Arabella made a face. She was well aware of her own mistake and had already paid for it. Gabrielle tilted her head thoughtfully. "Mary is very forgettable though, do you think she does it deliberately?"

      "What?" Arabella asked, distracted from her own circumstances by the very odd question. 

      "Makes herself so very unobtrusive," Gabrielle said. "She's so beautiful and really very sweet and witty when she does speak, but when she wants to she just fades into the background. I swear, I've had entire conversations without realizing she was standing right next to me."

      "I don't know," Arabella said, much struck by the idea. 

      As a duke's daughter and then sister, Arabella had always drawn attention and had rather enjoyed it. She'd certainly never attempted to avoid it. Although, it could be very useful not to be noticed, then she wouldn't have to eavesdrop at keyholes. She wondered how much Mary overheard that no one realized.

      Unfortunately, that was unlikely to be a tactic she could ever use. Arabella was far more used to garnering attention than avoiding it. 

      However, she was more than happy not to be completely blamed for neglecting to consider Mary's prospects this morning. 

      "Maybe she doesn't want to marry..." Gabrielle mused, distracted. 

      Arabella shrugged, dismissing Mary's preferences from her mind. They didn't fall under her purview at the moment, although they might next year if Mary didn't receive an offer before next Season and the viscountess decided to stay in the country rather than come to town. At the moment, Mary didn't rate as a priority.

      Deciding how she was going to handle her new husband was her next step. She could get to know Mary better during the rest of the year and discover her motivations then. 

      "We can handle Mary later," she reminded Gabrielle. "What I need to focus on now is what to do about Thomas. I cannot bear to let him dictate my behavior, but I prefer to avoid his idea of discipline as well."

      Gabrielle gave her a sly look. "Is this your roundabout manner of saying you're planning on taking Cynthia's route and provoking your husband into spanking you, but unlike her you'll pretend to hate it?"

      "Absolutely not!" Arabella retorted. "That's not at all what I'm doing. Unlike Cynthia, I actually am going to avoid giving him an excuse to spank me."

      "Even though you enjoyed it?" The sly expression hadn't left Gabrielle's eyes. She was obviously enjoying Arabella's discomfort, as Arabella had always insisted she would not only not be spanked by her husband, but that she certainly wouldn't have the same reaction her friends did. 

      Especially because she had enjoyed it. Well, part of her had apparently. Her body had. Her mind hadn't enjoyed it at all, if anything it had made her more determined to fight him... just in a more underhanded manner than she had this morning. A manner which would make him look like a brute if he attempted to punish her.

      Which meant small annoyances, things she could claim to have done out of actual ignorance or innocence. It would be tricky, but it would be worth it. 

      "I enjoyed last night's spanking," she said, almost primly. "I didn't enjoy today's one bit."

      "But your body still reacted the same."

      "Fine," Arabella snapped, making Gabrielle grin. She rolled her eyes, unable to stay angry with her friend for long, especially because she knew this was Gabrielle's revenge for Arabella's constant harping on wondering how Gabrielle could enjoy being spanked by her husband. Gabrielle deserved to get a little of her own back. "After it was over, I had an adverse reaction. But that doesn't mean I enjoyed the actual spanking."

      "None of us do," Gabrielle said cheerfully. Then she frowned. "Well, other than Cynthia. She's the exception that proves the rule."

      Arabella waved her hand dismissively. They all knew Cynthia was a little odd that way. "The point is, I cannot allow us to continue in this manner. I need a plan of attack."

      "Attack?" Gabrielle looked a little alarmed. "I thought you were going to try and avoid more discipline."

      "I don't mean to actually attack him, but I must decide how to go forward. Obviously I can't let this stand." Arabella let out a little sound of frustration. She'd be damned if she let her new husband think this was how their marriage was going to be.

      Thoughtfully, Gabrielle tapped her lips. "Eleanor told me she once hosted a dinner party where every dish was something Edwin wouldn't enjoy. Of course, she overplayed her hand a bit by making it every dish, but perhaps you could do something similar with a few adjustments."

      The idea appealed, but Arabella shook her head. "I might try something similar once we're alone, but for the remainder of the Season, while we're in Hood House, his mother arranges the menus. She may ask for my assistance, but she'll know his preferences."

      "Oh!" Gabrielle perked up. "Felix once told me that the scent of roses makes Thomas have sneezing fits. It doesn't matter if it's in a garden or a perfume, it sets him off horribly."

      Arabella sat up. "That sounds perfect!" She smiled cheerily at Gabrielle. "Would you like to visit Bond Street with me? I have a sudden hankering for a new perfume."
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      Searching through the house, room by room, his mood growing ever darker, Thomas eventually crossed paths with his mother in the hallway. 

      "Good morning dear," she said cheerfully. "What has you looking like such a thundercloud today?" 

      "Nothing," Thomas replied automatically, even though his next question would probably reveal to his mother the source of his current mood. "Have you seen my wife, by chance?"

      Even though it was new, and even though he was currently put out with her, Thomas had realized he got a certain thrill from calling Arabella his wife. It also sounded more ominous than calling her by her name would be, and right now he appreciated that as well. 

      "Oh yes, she and I spoke briefly before she went out this morning," his mother said, already moving off down the hall.

      Doing an abrupt about-face, Thomas hurried along behind her. "Before she went out? What time? Where?"

      He couldn't imagine his mother being up early enough to have seen Arabella leaving for her early morning ride, but if Arabella had left the house again... Well, that didn't bode well either. Where would she have gone? Why? Had he frightened her? 

      No, that didn't seem right.

      Would he soon be receiving a visit from angry brothers?

      Somehow that didn't fit either. As lenient as her brothers had been with her, they would never countenance her behavior this morning and they would have been on his side the moment he explained everything. Arabella would have realized they'd be more likely to be his allies than hers. 

      "Oh, a little over an hour ago," his mother said airily, waiving her hand, continuing on her way. Thomas bit back the snappish demand that she stop and tell him everything he wanted to know. That would do nothing but put him on the receiving end of a lecture about manners and he still wouldn't know where Arabella had gone. Instead, he obediently trotted along beside his mother, waiting for her to divulge the pertinent information. "She was going to visit Gabrielle."

      "Gabrielle?" he asked, grinding to a halt. Felix and his sister-in-law resided just down the street. He could easily rush over there and—

      "Thomas, don't you dare," his mother said, rounding on him as if she could hear his thoughts. "A young woman sometimes needs her friends after her wedding night, it's only natural to want to talk some things through. Such an event can be... well, a revelation."

      Heat suffused his face as he realized what his mother was referencing. "Mother!"

      "Oh please," she said, sniffing derisively as she turned away from him again. "Your father and I aren't dead you know."

      Thomas groaned, covering his face with his palms. Of all the things he didn't need to think about right now, his parents' marital relations had just shot to the top of the list.

      The first day of his married life was not going well at all.
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      Her husband practically pounced on her the moment she walked through the door, making Arabella come up short as she skidded to a halt and her poor maid nearly ran into her from behind. Lifting her chin, she wound her fingers in front of her, regarding him as coolly as she could. Even so, she could feel the two high spots of color blooming on her cheeks and she swore she could feel her bottom tingling beneath her skirts.

      Obviously he’d had a bath in her absence and his dark hair was waving back from his forehead. Unlike when they’d come in from riding, he was now impeccably dressed, not a spot of dust on him, and looked every inch the fashionable lord with his stiff cravat and combined with a stormy expression on his face, just looking at him made her heart beat faster. She told herself it was entirely due to her temper, but she knew that wasn’t true. The very sight of him made her stomach—and other things—tighten.

      "Thomas," she said coolly, ignoring the maid brushing past her to take the flagon of perfume—and a few other small items Arabella had purchased—to her room. Fortunately Thomas ignored the maid, obviously uninterested. 

      "Arabella," he replied, his voice deep and almost menacing. She barely managed to keep from rolling her eyes at him. That tone wasn't going to work on her; between Isaac and Benedict she'd become immune. "Where have you been?"

      Turning her gaze downward, she began tugging off her gloves as she answered him. She'd never been a particularly apt liar, not that she was exactly going to be untruthful, but hiding her expression helped keep others from reading her emotions. As Thomas was particularly insightful, it was a just precaution. 

      "I went to visit Gabrielle. Felix was at Tattersall's, so she and I went to Bond Street for some early morning shopping. However, she tired easily so we did not linger." Arabella pulled her second glove from her hand and laid it across the first in her palm, glancing back up at him with a touch of challenge. "I took my maid with me and, as far as I know, did nothing which would incite even the slightest amount of gossip."

      Her husband's mouth opened—as if to defend himself—and then closed, as he realized that protesting he hadn't meant to insinuate any such thing would only make him sound guilty. It was a conundrum how that worked. The thing was, Arabella was quite sure he hadn't actually thought she might have done any such thing, she'd just said it to discombobulate him. 

      It had worked. 

      Hiding her smirk was difficult, but she just reminded herself that she was still angry with him and that helped. Showing her amusement at his expense would net her nothing right now.

      Pressing his lips together, Thomas was obviously thinking quickly.

      “Have you broken your fast yet?” he asked, abruptly changing directions.

      “No,” she said. It had been her plan to eat when she returned. Gabrielle had been uninterested in food, unfortunately. The poor dear just wasn’t feeling quite the thing in the morning; she’d enjoyed the brief outing although she’d been yawning by the time they’d finished. Seeing Gabrielle’s fatigue, Arabella had steeled herself to return home, even though she would have much rather stayed with her friend. Still, as Gabrielle was enceinte, her activities were somewhat curtailed.

      Thomas held out his elbow. “Let me escort you, then.”

      Eyeing him suspiciously, Arabella took his arm and allowed him to walk her to the dining room.

      It was empty other than the food, and Thomas informed her it was a bit later than his parents and Mary could usually be found here and still too early for Walter. Although he’d already eaten, he sat down with her and conversed as she ate. At first it made her rather nervous, then eventually she relaxed and was able to enjoy the conversation. Mostly he talked, since she was eating, but it was still enjoyable.

      Exactly how she’d pictured a marriage should be.

      If only her bottom wasn’t sore and she wasn’t still silently seething over his high-handed ways, she would have felt quite blissful.

      Still, she decided it was prudent to pretend she wasn’t holding a grudge. After all, she had her new rose and violet perfume ready and she planned to put it on either tomorrow or the day after. Wearing it for the first time on the day she’d been spanked would be far too suspicious. Since she had some mischief planned, it behooved her to behave as though she didn’t.

      Even more so when she realized her unaffected act was grating on Thomas’ nerves.

      After her meal it quickly became clear that Thomas intended to dog her footsteps, as if he was afraid she might disappear if she wasn’t directly in his line of sight. Although, to be fair that had already happened twice during their first morning of marriage, so perhaps he wasn’t entirely ludicrous to think so. He’d left her alone both times.

      Perhaps this was his way of trying to make it up to her?

      Arabella was highly amused when he decided to escort her, his mother, and Mary to Lady Winchester’s afternoon soiree. It was an event guaranteed to be filled with debutantes, young men who didn’t feel up to telling their match-making mothers they wouldn’t be attending, and those gentlemen who were gritting their teeth and still trying to find a bride before the end of the Season.

      Thomas would likely be the only married gentleman there and since their wedding had been yesterday, Arabella had already expected to be mobbed by those wishing to speak with her on her first social outing as a married woman. Having her husband by her side was only going to make the attending ladies more rabid to speak with both of them, as his presence would be a curiosity.

      Gossip and speculation would be rampant.

      It appeared she wasn’t even going to have to exert herself to make him miserable today.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Thomas had discovered a circle of hell unmentioned in Dante’s Inferno.

      He’d managed to mostly stay away from the ladies’ afternoon socializing, as Gabrielle had always been able to chaperone Mary during those times his mother couldn’t. The few times he’d gone, he’d been on the search for his bride and so hadn’t minded the petticoat line quite so much. But his presence had also been explained as escorting his cousin while his mother and sister-in-law were unable to, and so had been unremarkable. Today, he had no such excuse and the gossips had descended like vultures.

      It was a mob scene.

      The shock followed by speculation that had crossed their hostess’ face when she saw him should have warned him to the kind of reception he’d receive from the rest of the attendees. Even the other young gentlemen looked as though they were wondering what he was doing there when he didn’t have to be, but they didn’t have the gumption to ask him.

      None of the ladies asked outright either, but they hinted… they probed… they looked for his and Arabella’s reactions.

      His wife just smiled serenely and behaved as though there was nothing unusual in him dancing attendance on her. The whispers which had sprung up around them were rather loud, as if the whisperers were hoping to be overheard and their curiosity addressed. Surprisingly, loathe as he was to be gossiped about, Thomas found he truly didn’t care about what they were saying.

      Perhaps because he had already seen his friends, and his youngest brother, go through something similar. Society frowned upon couples who were too affectionate, who spent too much time in each other’s pockets… but for the first time Thomas felt Society could go hang itself. Not just because he was there to keep an eye on his wife—she was behaving so innocently he was sure she was up to something—but because it wasn’t any of their business.

      It was an odd revelation to make.

      He’d always thought he would want a wife who wouldn’t garner disapproval from the ton at all, but now that several disapproving looks were being sent his and Arabella’s way from the crustiest of the haut ton… he simply didn’t care.

      Not that he’d be putting himself through this particular torture again any time soon. Not caring about what they thought didn't mean he enjoyed being at the center of their focus and gossip. Why he had felt his presence was necessary was beyond him. Of course Arabella wouldn’t do anything scandalous with his mother, cousin, and Gabrielle all right beside her. It was just that after her unexpected reaction to the spanking this morning and her carefree demeanor as she breakfasted had made him feel leery of leaving her to her own devices.

      And, if he was being perfectly honest, he hadn’t particularly wanted to let her out of his sight again. It was their first day of wedded life after all, and although they had social obligations for the remainder of the week before the Season ended… well, he’d barely seen her today and other than breakfast, the time they’d spent together had hardly been pleasant.

      Next time he’d remember that teas weren’t exactly pleasant either. Especially not when they were overrun by the largest gossips in the ton.
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      Other than her spanking, Arabella had rather enjoyed her first day as Lady Arabella Hood.

      Of course, the spanking meant she wasn't sitting entirely comfortably, but the annoyance was minor compared to how irritated Thomas had become at the tea. While Arabella had reveled in the attention, he'd become stiffer and stiffer throughout the afternoon, his expression turning almost pained. Obviously unused to so much attention from avaricious matrons intent on burrowing out the best gossip, he bore up reasonably well but clearly did not enjoy the experience.

      They'd returned home in time to change for dinner, which was eaten with his family, and then attended Lady Rochester's ball where she was able to see and speak with her siblings as well. Isaac had told her it was 'very quiet' around the house and pretended to be pleased about it, but he'd also dropped a kiss on the top of her head, something he only did when he was feeling particularly affectionate. Benedict, always more demonstrative than their eldest brother, had swept her up into a full hug. 

      "It's not so different, really," he said thoughtfully. "It's just the knowing you won't be at Manchester House when I visit anymore that has changed."

      Which was quite true. It was odd to see her siblings and know she wouldn't be returning home with Isaac and Lydia this evening. A touch of nostalgia had gripped her momentarily, but then she'd been swept up into the dancing and other conversations with inquisitive members of the ton who hadn't been at Lady Winchester's tea. 

      By the time they returned to Hood House, Arabella was more than ready to receive her husband in her bed. Although she was still miffed about her punishment that morning, somehow it seemed very far away right now. Her bottom was still sore but not horribly so, she'd had an enjoyable day of watching Thomas squirm, had her perfume ready to wear as soon as she desired... and she wanted to experience the marital act again. 

      So when Thomas knocked the adjoining door and she called for him to come in, she'd already donned another one of the new nightgowns in her trousseau. Lace wafted around her legs as she turned, and she smiled at the gratifyingly absorbed expression on Thomas' face as he took in the sight of her. Like the night before, he was wearing the dark red robe which obscured most of his body. Going by his expression, however, he was aroused by the mere sight of her.

      He might not approve of her at times, he might think her thoughtless or selfish, but he absolutely desired her. Knowing so gave her a sense of feminine power that she reveled in. 

      Tonight's gown was entirely made of white lace-work, which rubbed pleasantly over her skin, stiffening her nipples and brushing over her sensitive bottom. Even if she hadn't liked being spanked, she could still enjoy the more pleasant after effects. 

      "I… ah..." His gaze was moved away from her breasts and up to her face, his expression still flummoxed. "I wasn't sure... if..."

      Smiling enigmatically, a bit gleeful at his confusion, Arabella glided forward, swaying her hips as she moved to the bedside. Placed her hand delicately on it.

      "I have no qualms," she said teasingly, brushing the heavy locks of hair over her right shoulder so he could clearly see the whole front of her. The eyelets in the lace teased glimpses of her skin beneath; it made her feel quite scandalous. "Unless you mean to retire alone?"

      Her words were a prod, as they were meant to be, and the uncertainty in her husband's eyes cleared away to be followed by eager resolve. Coming forward, he met her at the bed, snaking his arm around her waist and hauling her against him. Immediately, her heart began to beat faster, fluttering inside of her chest as she pressed her hands against his. 

      "You're a minx," he growled, his hold on her tight, his other hand pressing against the small of her back and beginning to slide down to her bottom. 

      "Just don't expect me to use my mouth," she whispered, almost tauntingly, as she went up on her toes to kiss him. 

      Whatever answer he might have made was lost in their kiss, his grip tightening on her as she wound her arms around his neck. The lace, which hadn't felt scratchy before, now seemed to abrade her skin as his hand caressed her bottom, squeezing and rubbing and reigniting some of the sting from this morning. It was a pleasant sting though, similar to the way he had made her feeling with the spanking the night before. 

      Moaning against his lips, she wantonly rubbed herself against his front, enjoying the way the lace rasped over her tightly budded nipples as well. 

      To her disappointment, his hands suddenly disappeared from her backside and clamped on to her hips, pushing her away. About to protest as her lips were torn from his, she looked up at him in confusion and sudden uncertainty.

      His dark eyes were glowing in the candlelight as he stared down at her, completely in control of himself now and sinfully handsome. Something had shifted in his gaze, making him look far more threatening than when he was actually trying to. 

      "Oh no, little minx, last night we went at your pace. Tonight we're going at mine. Put your arms up."

      Confused, curious, Arabella did as he told her, a little thrill shivering down her spine as she raised her arms.

      Strange how obeying him here, like this, made her tingle all over whereas obeying him elsewhere made her feel like gnashing her teeth. 

      His eyes seemed to burn, staring straight into hers as his hands skimmed up her sides, and then she felt her night gown lifting. With one smooth movement, Thomas pulled it up over her head, leaving her completely naked in front of him. Arabella started to lower her arms.

      "Stop."

      The command made her freeze and she felt almost breathless with a strange new excitement as she looked up at him. 

      "Put your hands behind your head if you need to, but you aren't allowed to lower them yet."

      Any other time, any other arena, being told she wasn't allowed to do something would have had Arabella immediately challenging the notion. But right now... she bent her elbows and cupped the back of her head with her palms. It only took her a moment to appreciate her new position as Thomas' gaze dropped down to her completely exposed breasts. Her nipples throbbed as his hands skimmed up her sides ones again, barely touching her, making her ache for more.

      When she tried to lean into his touch, he gave her right breast a short, sharp slap and she jumped in shock, her lungs seizing in her chest.

      “I told you, we’re going at my pace,” he said, cupping the breast he’d just spanked and giving it a gentle squeeze. His thumb swept over her nipple and the tiny bud throbbed as a similar sensation pulsed between her legs like a response.

      Arabella’s lips made a small ‘o’ but no sound emerged. She didn’t have the breath to make one.

      Part of her wanted to smack him, but she couldn’t deny how arousing she found this previously hidden masterful side of his personality. It was like discovering a secret. Somehow this was very different from when he’d taken control and spanked her last night, and certainly different from this morning.

      Staring up at him, she waited to see what he would do next.
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      His wife’s wide hazel eyes filled Thomas with smug satisfaction. Not just because he’d surprised her, but because she had turned suddenly docile, even submissive. Which had surprised him as well, but he’d just reacted automatically when she’d shown every sign of pushing him faster that he’d wanted to go.

      Tonight he wanted to take his time.

      Explore her body.

      Become acquainted with every inch of her.

      He started with his hands, caressing, curving his fingers around every soft section of her body as he slowly knelt down before her. All the while, he could feel Arabella’s stare, her eyes burning a hole through the back of his head as he nuzzled her thighs, his hands having moved down to her calves. Every inch of her skin was silky soft, and her legs had the firm muscles of an avid rider, which was already giving him several interesting ideas. With his face only a few inches away from the apex of her thighs, he could smell the sweet, musky scent of feminine arousal. Conversely, the heady aroma made him want to simultaneously hurry himself along and slow even more.

      “Thomas?” Her voice was soft, almost anxious. “May I put my hands down now?”

      He’d taken so long that her arms must be getting tired.

      “Yes,” he said, standing. He ran his hands back up her body as he did so, enjoying the way she shivered under his touch. “Then get on the bed and lay on your back.”

      Shrugging off the robe, he enjoyed watched her obey him—for once. As soon as she was in position, her dark hair spread over her pillows, her legs spread very slightly apart, hands at her sides, her eyes went straight to his hard cock. Immediately her legs opened a little wider, and Thomas grinned. Obviously she thought she was going to get what she wanted, right now.

      But he wasn’t quite done yet.

      Climbing onto the bed, he took each slim ankle in one hand and spread them further, pushing her legs up towards her so she had to bend at the knees. The lips of her pussy parted, a pink shell fringed by dark wet curls, opening for him as Arabella blushed. To her credit, she didn’t attempt to cover herself (which he’d half expected), she just watched and waited to see what he would do.

      Well, she might not be using her mouth tonight, but Thomas certainly intended to use his.

      “Oh!” Arabella’s gasp of surprise as he lowered his head between her thighs sent another lance of lust stabbing through him. That soft little gasp was like music to his ears as he slid his tongue between her lower lips, tasting her sweet nectar. Wrapping his arms around her thighs to firmly hold them apart, Thomas began to feast.

      Almost immediately, Arabella’s fingers gripped the back of his head, her hips lifting in eagerness to meet his mouth. Her passion spurred him onwards and he was determined to show her exactly what she’d been missing out on when she’d been in such a rush the night before. Not that he’d expected a virgin to know the finer points of love-making, but he was going to demonstrate at least one of them now.
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      Oh goodness… who could have guessed the stuffy, proper Lord Thomas Hood would have such a wicked mouth?! Certainly not Arabella. Not that she’d truly known what to expect from a man using his mouth on her. The terms her friends had bandied about certainly hadn’t satisfactorily described this… this sinful decadence.

      Arabella moaned as she moved against his tongue, nearly sobbing when he began to suckle. Not naturally a follower, she was finding it paid to let her husband lead. At least, here it did.

      His strong hands kept her thighs pried apart when she would have clasped them closer together, as his oral assault on her most sensitive parts became almost too intense to bear.

      “Thomas!” She cried out his name as her pleasure rose… surged… crested. “Thomas!”  Gripping his hair tightly, she pulled, writhing against his mouth in her ecstasy. The heady sensation of rapture rolled on as he continued to lick, suck, pleasure her, prolonging the pounding waves rippling through her.

      By the time he was done with her, Arabella felt limbless as she forced her hands to smooth down his hair and fall away. Muzzy with the hazy afterglow of satisfaction, she still felt a small tremor as Thomas rose over her like a dark god, his manhood erect and unsatisfied. She felt like the pagan sacrifice sent to appease him.

      Arabella whimpered as he knelt between her thighs. She felt so exquisitely sensitive she wasn’t sure she could bear to have him inside of her… yet she didn’t want to deny him either.

      The thick head pressed against her and then easily began to slide inside of her, Thomas bracing his arms on either side of her body as he groaned and thrust forward. Crying out, she felt her muscles contract around the large invader, her hands coming up to rest on his biceps. A moment later, they were on either side of her head, his hands pressing down on her wrists, holding her immobile and helpless beneath him.

      For some reason his dominant stance, her utter vulnerability to him, aroused her all over again.

      He moved his hips, pushing a little deeper into her with each thrust, and Arabella arched up to meet him as her body responded. Her wrists pressed against his palms, reinforcing his position of power over her when she didn’t manage to move them even an inch. Thomas thrust again, burying himself inside of her and Arabella let out a high cry as his groin rubbed over her sensitive lips and clit.

      It felt like she might die of the pleasure.
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      Arabella arousing, Arabella desirable… two things Thomas had already known, but Arabella submissive? That was something he never would have guessed.

      Yet every time she pushed against his hands, it was clear that failing to move him aroused her rather than angered her as he would have expected. Her body clenched around him, moving up to meet him, her reactions setting him aflame. The silken heat of her grip on his cock was erotic bliss, her softness cradling him as he pumped his hips, riding her slowly at first and then harder and faster as his own urges began to swell.

      She writhed beneath him, her legs wrapping around his to pull him into her, trying to hold him against her, within her. Thomas lowered his mouth to hers, taking her lips in a bruising kiss as he plowed into her, feeling her cry out against his tongue. The hard thrusts into her body were driving him wild, especially as he felt her responses.

      A sob rose in her throat as he moved, making sure to rub himself against her body with every thrust. Her nipples rubbed against his chest as he moved, her breasts softly bouncing beneath him, and she clenched around him with a high cry as another orgasm over took her.

      Feeling her coming apart beneath him cut the last string on his reins and Thomas let out his own wild cry as he pounded into her hard and fast, his own culmination rising like a geyser. Passionate rapture filled him as he flooded her, his hands tightly gripping her wrists as they rode out the swells of pleasure together. His thrusts slowed… shallowed… until he was entirely spent and slumped on top of her.

      Beneath him, Arabella murmured something but he had no idea what.

      It became quite clear when he lifted his head and placed a much gentler kiss on her lips that she was nearly insensible after two such intense climaxes. Happily smug, Thomas rolled over and pulled her with him, to the unspoiled portion of her bed, and pulled up the covers.

      Immediately, she snuggled into him, her head finding the crook in his shoulder, her arm wrapping around his body. A feeling of extreme contentment flowed through him; far more than just sexual satisfaction, he felt as though he’d come home.

      Which was a very odd feeling to have when he was already home… but it was as though his home had been incomplete and now it wasn’t.

      Stroking his fingers through his wife’s hair, Thomas smiled before reaching over to pinch out the candles on Arabella’s nightstand. She’d surprised him tonight, with her easy acceptance of his presence in her bedchamber. It seemed his wife was no longer upset over this morning’s spanking.

      Happy with the night’s work, Thomas closed his eyes and drifted off to sleep, his chin resting on Arabella’s head.
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      To wear the perfume or not to wear the perfume?

      That was the question.

      Arabella made a face at herself in the mirror, causing Cammy’s fingers to come to an abrupt halt as she worked on Arabella’s hair.

      “My lady, is there something wrong?” Cammy asked. Having been with Arabella a long time, she didn’t sound particularly worried. She just wanted to know that Arabella’s expression wasn’t due to the hairstyle Cammy was currently laboring over, since Cammy had insisted she wanted to try something new this morning.

      “No, no, carry on, I’m just woolgathering,” Arabella said, waving her hand.

      Smiling, Cammy returned to work with the hot iron she was currently using to curl Arabella’s locks.

      Moodily, Arabella stared at herself.

      Thomas had been perfect this morning. When he'd risen, he'd kissed her temple which had woken her up immediately, and asked if she wanted to go for a ride. She'd immediately agreed. They'd had a very pleasant ride in Hyde Park and had even galloped. The way he'd constantly been on the lookout for any other early riders had been a bit annoying, but she'd been rather pleased overall. 

      It would be very easy to forget how different yesterday morning had been but... 

      Arabella wasn't the type to forget and she certainly wasn't the type to forgive easily. Her struggle this morning had come about because part of her wanted to. She thought it might be very easy to just let the first day slide. After all, she had made several mistakes.

      Still. So had he. Yet she was the only one who had been punished.

      When Cammy finished with her hair—a beautiful if slightly formal arrangement for the daytime, but Arabella rather like it as two curls bobbed next to her cheeks whenever she moved her head—Arabella rather defiantly sprayed on her new perfume. It did smell lovely. Perhaps it wouldn't even bother Thomas. 

      After all, she was only going by hearsay. So if he did have a sneezing fit, it wouldn't really be her fault. 

      Rising, she went out to meet the rest of the family. As the Season came to a close the events were slowing down and today the ladies were going for a promenade in the park. She couldn't help but wonder if Thomas would join them or not, the way he had yesterday. Earlier she hadn't thought to ask. 

      Donning a forest green and cream day dress, Arabella smiled at her reflection. The more vibrant colors she was now allowed to wear as a married woman suited her much better than the paler hues permitted to debutantes. The dress also suited the hairstyle, especially once Cammy had pinned the matching green and cream hat with an extra-long pheasant feather to her hair. 

      After giving Cammy some instructions about what not to pack today—they still had two more days in London and Lady Hopwood's ball which would close the Season before they quit the city for the country—Arabella hurried downstairs. The viscountess was already waiting in the foyer foray, but Mary was only a few steps ahead of Arabella. 

      "Well!" The viscountess said, beaming at both of them. She'd told Arabella to call her mother if she liked, and Arabella did so but she still had trouble thinking of her mother-in-law by the title. It would come with time, she supposed. Especially as the viscountess certainly did her best to be a kind of mother to Arabella, which she appreciated. She couldn't help but preen under the positive attention of the older woman. "Don't you two look lovely."

      Smiling, Arabella looked between herself and Mary and had to conclude the viscountess was correct. The two of them set each other off particularly well with their vastly different but equally attractive features. Arabella was taller and darker and beside Mary's auburn hair and pocket Venus shape they somehow managed to enhance each other's positive attributes. It didn't hurt that Mary had chosen to wear a mint green day gown trimmed with gold ribbons and a rather fetching mint cap, so they were both gowned in contrasting greens. 

      They made very good foils for each other. 

      As both of them thanked the viscountess, Thomas came striding through. Seeing them gathered, he hesitated. 

      "Ladies, you are all looking particularly fine today," he said, including his mother in the compliment. She preened as he dropped a kiss on her cheek. Unlike Arabella and Mary she was dressed in a deep purple, which would look well with both of their outfits but wasn't nearly as flashy. "Are you off then?"

      As he asked the question, he moved to Arabella's side, his hand automatically going to the small of her back. Smiling up at him, she leaned closer, his presence acting like a magnet pulling her in. 

      "Yes dear, are you going to join us again?" his mother asked, a glint of amusement in her eyes. Like Arabella, she'd been entertained by Thomas' presence at the tea. 

      Thomas sneezed. 

      A bubble of laughter pushed up into Arabella's chest and she firmed her lips against it. After all, the sneeze might just be a coincidence. 

      "I—" He turned his head away as he sneezed again, more forcefully this time. 

      Goodness. Gabrielle had not been exaggerating at all. 

      "Thomas, are you all right?" The viscountess glided forward, looking concerned. 

      "Yes, I—" He sneezed again and stepped away from Arabella. It looked like his eyes might even be watering. Fascinated, Arabella stared up at him. "Something seems to be affecting me."

      "Oh dear..." His mother bit on her lower lip and then sniffed the air. She looked between Mary and Arabella. "Are either of you wearing a new scent?"

      "I am," Arabella immediately volunteered, as innocently as she could. "I bought it yesterday. I wanted something more mature as a matron."

      "It must have roses in it." Turning to Thomas, his mother shooed him away with her hands. "Don't stand right next to her, dear, you'll only make it worse." 

      "Roses?" Arabella asked. She was surprised at the loss of warmth she felt as Thomas moved away from her, rubbing his nose which already looked a little red. Not having anticipated how much she would enjoy his nearness, she hadn't realized this little experiment would affect her as well. 

      "He can't stand to be near them," his mother said, giving her a sympathetic smile. "You'll have to see if you can find a different scent that you like. Which is too bad, that one smells very nice, but as you can see Thomas won't be able to step near you while you're wearing it."

      "I'll do it tomorrow," Arabella said, and her contriteness wasn't entirely an act. Still, she did receive some smug satisfaction from the expression on Thomas' face. He wasn't happy either. Good, it served him right. 

      "We'll see you when we return, dear." Smiling genially at her eldest, the viscountess turned and led the way out of the house. Arabella proffered an apologetic smile—as apologetic as she could make anyway—and followed, with Mary trailing silently along behind.

      To look at Mary one would think it impossible to forget her, because she was so beautiful, but she really did have a gift for fading into the background. Probably because she so rarely opened her mouth.
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      For one moment, Thomas had thought perhaps Arabella had worn a perfume he couldn't stand on purpose. There had been something in her expression... but he brushed the notion aside. After all, how could she have known? When in public, Thomas took care not to attend garden parties and he avoided roses on principle. Fortunately, violets were the current fashionable scent and it was rare he came across a woman wearing rose perfume whom he couldn't avoid. 

      It had been an innocent mistake, albeit an annoying one for him. 

      He hadn't planned to accompany them to the park, but it still irked him to be unable to stand beside his wife for the few minutes he could have. 

      Sighing, he left the house a few minutes behind them, headed to meet Felix and Walter for a round of shooting at Armstrong's before retiring to White's for a luncheon. They would all be separating in a couple of days when the Season ended and so were taking the time for some brotherly bonding while they could. 

      Thomas and Arabella would be going on their abbreviated honeymoon at Oakley Manor, which would be fairly close to both his parents and Felix's home on the edge of Chipping Norton, but he didn't plan to visit either for at least a week. Not unless a messenger came to summon him and Arabella away. They needed time together on their own, something currently in short supply as long as they were in London. 

      Unlike the rest of the family, Walter had decided to stay in London for the off-season. His decision was not entirely unusual for him, although Thomas had been a bit surprised by it this year, considering the scare over their father's health they'd had so recently. So far he hadn't had a chance to question his brother on it. 

      Of course, Armstrong's was not the proper locale for such a discussion. What conversation they managed there was more boisterous, centered around the tiny bit of sibling rivalry they all had between them whenever doing anything competitive. Both Walter and Felix ribbed Thomas on being a distracted newlywed when his first few shots were wide of the target. 

      Walter ended up winning their impromptu competition and teased his brothers that his prowess was due to his single state. 

      "If that's true, then I'll happily lose to you every time," Felix teased back as they walked into White's. Thomas agreed although he didn't say so. He'd rather have Arabella than beat his brother at shooting. 

      The majordomo quickly whisked them to a table where they ordered their drinks and meal before settling back to chat. 

      "So, you're staying in London?" Thomas asked Walter, immediately going for the topic he was most curious about. He didn't bring up their father—if Walter wanted to stay, Thomas certainly didn't want him to feel guilty over it. He just couldn't help but wonder why. 

      "Yes," Walter said, sipping the brandy he'd ordered. "I talked it over with Father and he encouraged me to stay in town. Said he didn't need me and mother hovering over him."

      "I thought Mary was going to stay with them as well," Felix said, frowning. Their cousin's parents were traveling constantly and barely seemed to have time for their only child, whereas their parents had been happy to take her on and treated her as if she were their own daughter. In fact, his mother had been in alt to have a female to launch for a Season. 

      While part of her might be disappointed that Mary hadn't received a proposal her first Season, another part of her was probably thrilled they'd need to return next year to continue the search for a husband. Normally the Hoods only came into London every other year, as the viscountess had the habit of running herself ragged with events while she was in town. 

      "Father said she doesn't hover," Walter replied with a grin. "It's true, one barely knows she's there most of the time."

      "But you want to stay in town?" Thomas asked, pressing on with his curiosity. Despite Walter's insistence that he would never marry, Thomas couldn't help but wonder if there was a woman at the heart of this. Even if Walter didn't want to admit it. 

      "I do," Walter said, a rakish smile lighting up his face. Thomas recognized that smile, he'd seen it every time Walter had a new conquest. "I've ah... been introduced to a new club recently and I'm quite enjoying it."

      "A new club?" Felix asked curiously.

      Walter tipped him a wink. "A secret one, so don't ask, I can't say any more about it."

      Both Thomas and Felix exchanged amused looks. It seemed Walter had found a new distraction. Since the viscount's health was improving daily and London wasn't so far from home that Walter would be completely out of touch, especially if the viscount had encouraged him to stay, it seemed the puzzle had been solved. 

      Then Felix asked Thomas what he thought of married life and it was his turn to be interrogated. He didn't tell his brothers about the contretemps of yesterday morning, instead choosing to focus on the aspects he was enjoying. However, he did take the time to lament his decision to attend the tea yesterday. He was able to vent his feelings and they were highly entertained, so it made for an enjoyable conversation all around. 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The third day of her marriage, Arabella was feeling rather content. 

      Last night the Hood household had had a quiet family dinner and then played charades all together before retiring for the evening. Mary had surprised them all by being a rather inspired actress; her charade of Cleopatra's death had been so absorbing none of them had even begun to guess until she was finally lying prone on the floor. It had been quite fun and something which strongly reminded Arabella of when she'd been younger and the evenings she'd had with her family then. 

      Afterward, Thomas had escorted her upstairs where they'd ended up in his room rather than hers and he'd played the part of her maid, taking his time removing every piece of her clothing as he kissed the skin he bared. Arabella had been nearly frantic with need when he'd finally moved them to the bed and pulled her atop him, showing her how to ride him. 

      Straddling his body, she lifted and lowered herself on his cock, setting the pace she desired while he played with her breasts, pinching her nipples, until she threw her head back and screamed in ecstasy. A moment later she was on her back while he pounded between her thighs, sending her climax soaring higher until he followed with his own culmination. 

      She woke feeling almost dreamy, even though both of them had agreed they would forgo their morning ride as there was much to do. Instead, Thomas had shown her how enjoyable remaining in bed for the morning could be. Their passion was quieter, gentler, but no less intimate as he slowly pleasured them both to distraction before they fell back asleep for a few more hours.

      The household was busy preparing to quit the premises and close up most of the house as only Walter would be remaining after the Season ended. As a bachelor, he wouldn’t require nearly the amount of staff and rooms as when the residence was full. Thomas and Arabella’s wing would be closed up entirely.

      She was rather looking forward to leaving the bustle of the city and explore the Hood estate. Gabrielle had told her it was very beautiful and she’d certainly enjoyed her stay there on her own honeymoon. Not that Arabella and Thomas would be going to the main house immediately, but she would still get to see quite a bit of the land. Knowing Gabrielle would still be close by was an especial treat, as they had been over a day’s travel apart when Arabella was living at Manchester Chase with her brothers.

      Drifting through the hallway, looking for something useful to do (as many of her clothes and things had never been unpacked after she’d arrived in Hood House, since it would have been pointless), Arabella ran across Mary in one of the hallways. To her surprise, the young woman immediately hurried up to her.

      “I… I just thought you should know…” Mary started to say, and then came to an abrupt halt and began chewing her lip instead of saying whatever it was she thought Arabella should know.

      Curious now, Arabella cocked her head at the younger woman. “Should know what?”

      “The Marquess of Hartford was here to see you but Appleby sent him away and said he was given orders not to admit him,” Mary said in a rush.

      Arabella blinked as Mary’s words sank in. “Was he also ordered not to tell me if the Marquess came to call?”

      “I don’t know.” Mary bit her lip again, looking rather anxious. “I just… I just thought you should know. If I had a gentleman caller, I’d want to know. Especially if he were turned away.”

      Having said her piece, she bustled away. Arabella frowned after her. There was something about the way Mary was behaving that was just a little… off. But Arabella couldn’t figure out why that might be so. Perhaps it was just because she had told Arabella while knowing Thomas would be displeased; after all, he was the only one who might have given the butler the order to turn Hartford away.

      Poor Mary had braved her cousin’s disapproval to tell Arabella, something which couldn’t have been easy for her. Of course, it wasn’t at all the same situation for Arabella as it was for Mary, since any gentleman calling on Arabella would not be there to court her. Perhaps Mary was just thinking about how much she would enjoy having a gentleman call on her, without considering the differences between them. Well, Arabella certainly wouldn’t betray her. In fact, she wasn’t going to say a thing to Thomas at all.

      But she was certainly going to find a way to make him pay.

      The opportunity came not two hours later when a message was delivered for the both of them. Recognizing the seal as her friend Lady Eleanor Hyde’s, Arabella immediately opened it. After the usual congratulations and regret over missing Arabella’s wedding was an invitation to a house party at the Hyde estate in three weeks. She stressed her understanding if Thomas and Arabella sent their regrets, as they were so newly married, but included her hopes that they would come.

      Arabella absolutely wanted to go. She hadn’t seen nearly enough of several of her friends this year, as they had not come into town for the Season. There was little doubt in her mind that Hugh, Eleanor’s brother, and his wife Irene would be there. Likely Eleanor’s best friend Grace and her husband, and Cynthia and Wesley. Gabrielle would also have been sent an invitation, of course. Gabrielle’s stepmother as well, as she was married to Eleanor and Hugh’s cousin. Their relationship was still a bit constrained but had certainly improved over the years, helped along by their husbands who were best friends. Arabella’s brothers were also friends of Eleanor’s husband, Lord Hyde, and her sisters-in-law had befriended the rest of the ladies, so she was sure they would receive invitations.

      There might be some others but those were the people she cared about.

      Pressing her lips together, she looked down at the letter.

      Considered.

      Yes. This would be a very good way to teach Thomas a salutary lesson in continuing to make decisions for the both of them without any communication.
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      It was the final evening of the Season, Lady Hopwood’s ballroom was packed with those of the ton who had not already quit London for their country estates, and Thomas had lost his wife. Quite how he’d managed to do so he wasn’t entirely sure, because she had been right by his side and then he’d paused to say hello to Lord Hervey, and when he’d turned round again she was gone.

      Aggravated, he’d immediately begun stalking through the crowd as best he could, searching for her. Hindered by the need to be polite to the various acquaintances and friends greeting him, Thomas grimly set his jaw and looked for the red feathers he knew were bobbing in Arabella’s hair. They matched the stunning ruby and onyx gown she was wearing this evening.

      Unfortunately, there were quite a few ladies wearing feathers in their coiffures this evening, decked out in their finest gowns and accoutrements. The riot of colors and number of feathers did nothing to help him.

      He’d been looking for over a quarter of an hour when Felix and Gabrielle came upon him. Although she looked tired, Gabrielle had insisted on attending the ball this evening, seeing as it was her last chance. Even the viscount was making an appearance, although he was currently seated in the card room with his own friends, rather than braving the crowd in the main rooms like Gabrielle was.

      “Why the stern expression, Thomas?” Felix asked cheerfully. “It’s a bad crush but we’ve been through worse this Season.”

      Gabrielle gave her husband a sidelong look as she fanned herself with a lacy confection that matched her rose and cream jonquil gown to perfection. There had been a few other balls they’d attended which had been even more crowded than Lady Hopwood’s ballroom was tonight, but not many. The ton was obviously determined to enjoy the last large event of the Season.

      “Have you seen Arabella?” he asked, tamping down his frustration and ignoring his brother’s prodding. Retorting would only encourage him.

      “Oh yes, she’s just back that way,” Gabrielle said, smiling up at him, as she gestured towards one of the many rooms Lady Hopwood had opened in order to accommodate the crowd. Thomas wanted to growl. Not only had his wife disappeared, she’d apparently absconded from the room entirely without a word to him.

      Well he had a few for her when he finally caught up with her.

      “I will say,” Felix said amiably, pushing Thomas’ patience. He wanted to go collect his wife now. Although knowing her direction did soothe him a bit. Enough that he didn’t just walk away from his brother, which turned out to be a very good thing because Felix was in possession of yet more knowledge that Thomas was not. “I was a bit surprised when she said the two of you would be at the Hyde’s so soon after returning home. I rather thought we’d have to tear you away for more socializing. I know how you prefer to spend the first month on the estates catching up with what you missed during the Season.”

      “Yes.” Thomas grated the words out. “I do. What exactly did Arabella say to you about the Hydes?”

      “Oh dear,” said Gabrielle, her voice a bit faint as her eyes widened. Apparently she’d caught on rather quickly to the fact that, while Arabella might have told her and Felix that she and Thomas would be at whatever event the Hydes were hosting, she had neglected to tell Thomas.

      It only took Felix a short moment to catch on as well, and then he chortled. His dark eyes were flashing with amusement as he answered. “The house party, in three weeks. It’s a week long. Apparently having missed out on the entertainments of the Season, Eleanor has decided the entertainment should come to her.”

      Edwin and Eleanor had opted to stay home this Season, spending time with their two young children. Indeed, baby Hyacinth wasn’t quite a year old. He’d heard that they’d traveled to Bath, to spend time with Eleanor’s parents who had taken up permanent residence there, but they hadn’t come into the capital at all.

      A house party so she could still see her friends sounded very much like something Eleanor would do, and obviously Arabella would want to attend Eleanor, and Thomas wouldn’t have objected, but…

      He hadn’t been asked, had he?

      “I see,” Thomas said shortly. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to find my wife.”

      Turning on his heel, he ignored Gabrielle’s opening lips—whatever she wanted to say to him he doubted he wanted to hear—and was grateful when Felix pulled her against him to whisper in her ear and effectively cut her off. Not that he would have stayed to hear it anyway. His temper was rising in his chest as he wondered what the hell his wife was up to.

      Just as he’d started to think she’d learned how to behave, it seemed she was up to some mischief again instead.

      Thomas’ temper flared even higher when he entered the room Gabrielle had indicated and saw Arabella in deep conversation with the last man he wanted to see her with—Hartford.
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      “You can’t think of a single name?” Hartford asked beseechingly.

      Arabella’s lips quirked. Witnessing such a powerfully dominant man who was normally so self-assured practically reduced to begging was highly amusing. Not that he was truly begging, of course, but he played the part well. They were both enjoying the charade.

      “Hmm…” She tilted her head to the side, tapping her chin with her fan as she pretended to think. “No, it seems I’m one of a kind.”

      After slipping away from Thomas’ side for her own amusement, she’d chatted with various friends and acquaintances, including Felix and Gabrielle, before spotting Hartford in the crowd with a resigned and almost hangdog expression on his face. Curious, and a touch concerned, she’d immediately approached him and expressed her surprise at seeing him tonight. He’d responded with a mock-furious scowl and immediately blamed his presence on her, seeing as he was still on the hunt for a bride.

      “That you are, my dear,” he said with a chuckle, shaking his head. “In all seriousness, if you knew of a debutante who was at least half as adventurous with half as much spirit as you have, I would be forever in your debt.”

      Arabella smiled sympathetically, returning to fanning herself. The air in the crowded room was more than a bit balmy. “I wish I could help, my lord, but the only ladies who come to mind already have husbands.”

      “Well, what are their names?” he asked. “I can take care of the husband if I like them enough.”

      She snickered. “And risk a hanging? You must be truly desperate.”

      “I had hoped to end this season with a bride,” he admitted, shrugging. “It seems it was not to be. I suppose a second season on the hunt won’t kill me.”

      “The mamas, now realizing you’re in earnest, will be happy to present you with all sorts of options next Season,” she said. Despite his scandalous reputation, there were many families who would be happy to set up one of their daughters as his bride. After all, he was a powerful, wealthy Marquess. The only reason he’d avoided a mob scene this year was by latching on to Arabella so quickly. He’d been absent from most of the respectable events in the weeks following the end of their courtship, but when he reappeared next year at those same events…

      Well, the matrons with marriageable daughters would pounce.

      Not all of them, to be sure, but quite a few.

      Making a moue of displeasure, Hartford cast his tawny gaze around the room, a predator wary of an unknown threat. His expression altered as something—or someone—caught his eye.

      “What is it?” Arabella asked, at the exact same time as she heard her husband’s furious voice.

      “Arabella.”

      That was all he said. Just her name. But it was the way he said it. Like she was a naughty child discovered doing something wretched.

      She rounded on him, glaring.

      “Thomas.”

      Hartford stepped back. “Excuse me, I can see I’m not needed here.”

      Just to annoy her husband, Arabella tore her gaze away from him and smiled charmingly up at Hartford. “I wish you luck on your quest, my lord.”

      “And you on yours,” he said, looking highly amused. Arabella’s lips twitched. She knew exactly what Hartford meant; she wasn’t necessarily on a quest other than to annoy her husband. Something which she was currently succeeding admirably at if his seething expression was any clue.

      As soon as Hartford as moved into the crowd, Thomas came closer, keeping his voice low so no one could overhear. 

      "What quest?" he asked, his temper sparking in his dark eyes. 

      Arabella wasn't feeling sorry at all. She looked up at him, insolently tilting her head. "It's not nice not knowing things, is it?"

      "What are you on about?" he asked, his voice growing louder. Although she hadn't be alarmed at first, she was quickly realizing that Thomas was not acting like himself. In fact, shockingly, he seemed on the verge of making a scene in the middle of a ball. "Were you flirting with him?"

      She blinked. "What? No!" 

      "Then why were you talking to him?"

      Oh my goodness... he was jealous. 

      Utterly stunned by the revelation, Arabella found herself tongue tied. Thomas was actually jealous that she'd been speaking with Hartford. For some reason it hadn't really occurred to her to wonder why Hartford had been turned away when he'd come to call. She'd been too incensed over another example of Thomas attempting to run her life without consulting her to try and imagine why he would have acted so high-handedly again. 

      Although, perhaps it had been a standing order from before their disagreement over her morning rides. 

      "Let's go," he said, taking her by the arm. "We're leaving."

      His grip was firm but not punishing, even though his temper and jealousy had obviously been roused to unforeseen heights, and Arabella followed obediently. Despite her usual enjoyment of attention, she had no wish to create a scene. Especially not while she pondered what Thomas' jealousy might mean. 

      Was he jealous over her, Arabella, because she'd once been linked to Hartford?

      Or was he jealous over his wife and worried what the gossips might think when he saw her speaking with a notorious rake to whom she'd once been courted by?

      The answer was very important to her.
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      Thomas found himself not trusting his wife's docile obedience as he escorted her through the crowd. They managed to find their hostess, Lady Hopwood was still by the door, and take their leave fairly quickly without Arabella putting up even the smallest fuss. She'd been ready to give as good as she got and then suddenly, and he didn't know why, she had just stopped. 

      It was highly suspicious. 

      Seeing Felix, he indicated that he and Arabella were leaving. Felix would inform their parents and it was early enough in the evening it would be a small matter to return home with Arabella and send the carriage back. Likely there would still be a wait for John Coachman once he returned to Lady Hopwood's. Unless his father began to feel sickly, it would take wild horses to make his mother leave the last event of the season before she was good and ready.

      Bundling his wife into the carriage, kept his eye on her even as he climbed in behind her, waiting for some small explosion. A tirade on his behavior. Sassy comments.

      Something.

      Anything.

      But there was nothing. She just watched him. Not warily, which might have been satisfying, but with curiosity. As if he was the puzzle, not her. 

      Sitting facing her, he had a clear view of her face as the curtains were drawn back and the moon was rather bright tonight. The passing gas lamps didn't hurt either. Since he'd placed her on the bench facing forward, she was visible while he remained in the shadows... seething. 

      "What—" she started to ask and cut off abruptly as Thomas held up his hand. 

      "We'll talk when we get home," he said tensely. 

      He needed the time to gather himself, to wrangle his rioting emotions. Seeing her with Hartford... it wasn't just jealousy which had reared its ugly head, it was all his insecurities. 

      Was she regretting marrying him instead of Hartford? 

      Was Hartford trying to worm his way into Arabella's bed now that he'd lost her as his bride?

      Adding those questions on top of his anger over Arabella assuring Felix and Gabrielle that they would be at the Hydes' house party... 

      Thomas froze in the action of smoothing his hands over his thighs continuously, the way he'd been doing to relieve some of his jumpy energy. Perhaps Felix and Gabrielle had misunderstood and Arabella intended to attend the party with Hartford... no, that was ludicrous. As wild as Arabella could be, she would never attend a party with all of their mutual friends, as well as his brother, with another man. 

      Taking in a deep breath, Thomas made himself stop the wild imaginings. There was no point to them and he needed to get himself under control. He only had about five more minutes to decide exactly how he was going to deal with Arabella when they reached Hood House. 

      First, he was going to ask her about the house party. If she truly had accepted the invitation, either for just herself or for both of them, then he would spank her for not consulting with him.

      Second, he was going to ask her about Hartford. That was trickier. He certainly couldn't dictate her emotions to her but... he needed to know if she'd slipped away from him in order to meet the other man. Thomas didn't know what he would do if the answer was affirmative. 

      Certainly he would make it known that he would certainly not be sharing her physical affection. But he found he didn't particularly like the idea of sharing her emotional affection either. He wanted Arabella to have the preference for him that Lydia had claimed existed. 

      They might have only been husband and wife for a couple of days, but Thomas' feelings for her had grown exponentially. He'd always enjoyed her company even if he'd often been disapproving of her wilder behavior. There had been times when he'd been slightly envious of her carefree demeanor towards Society, her willingness to thumb her nose at conventions she didn't like. He'd even been resentful on occasion.

      Being married to her... well, he'd already seen how likely she was to buck his authority and yet she could be perfectly reasonable when she chose to be. She could also be passionate, funny, engaging, and altogether desirable. When she wasn't making him batty, he thought... he thought he might be falling in love with her. 

      It was unexpected, but certainly not an unwelcome development. 

      Part of him thought he might even secretly like having to constantly keep up with her. She certainly wasn't boring. The admission came a little too close to having to admit his brothers were right about him needing a wife who would shake up his life for him to fully accept it yet though. 

      As soon as they reached the house, Thomas escorted her up to his bedroom, one hand on the small of her back. Again, he was both suspicious and wary of how easily she came along, without even a murmur of protest. 

      "So," he said, as soon as they were alone in his bedroom, the door shut firmly behind them. Arabella stood, watching him, hands held in front of her in an almost submissive position that he didn't trust at all. He'd decided to take her to his room rather than hers so she was in his territory. Whether or not it would give him the upper hand, he didn't know but he suspected any small advantage he could gain would be worthwhile. Which was why he didn't ask about Hartford immediately, hoping to throw her off balance. "What is this I hear about us attending a house party?"

      His stratagem seemed to have worked. Arabella's eyelashes fluttered as she was visibly taken aback by the unexpected topic. "House party?"

      "At the Hydes'."

      Unfortunately, as usually happened with his tactics, this one didn't go the way he expected. It only took her a moment for her quick mind to catch up to him and a rebellious glint to form in her eye. Tilting her chin up, she looked much less submissive and more defiant. 

      "We were invited. I decided I wanted to go and so I made the decision for both of us. Is that not the example you already set for how our marriage works?"

      The haughty tone she used made his palm itch, especially since her answer soothed him in a way. This wasn't about Hartford or her being unhappy at all, no this was another small rebellion because of his unilateral decision that she wouldn't have her morning gallops. Yes, she was definitely going to be spanked tonight. 

      "Which I already apologized for," he said, giving her a stern look. "As we've been out riding since then I'm more than a little perturbed that you insist on dwelling on it."

      Arabella stomped her foot. Actually stomped her foot. Thomas stared at her, a bit aghast. As usual, his reaction meant absolutely nothing to her and she glared back at him, completely unembarrassed.

      "I'm not talking about that! I'm talking about barring Hartford from the house!"

      Now it was Thomas' turn to be thrown completely off-balance as he stared at her in utter bafflement. "What house?"

      "This house! This..." Her voice trailed off, her mutinous expression slipping away as she realized he had no idea what she was talking about. "Hartford is barred from the house. He came to call and Appleby refused to admit him. Someone had to have ordered it and I couldn't imagine..."

      Closing his eyes, Thomas pinched the bridge of his nose and prayed for patience. "Let me see if I understand this correctly. You thought I had barred Hartford from the house without consulting you and in response, rather than coming to talk to me, you decided it would be more beneficial to engage in your own act of non-communication. Do I have that correct?"
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      Bother and damnation. 

      Thomas had it absolutely correct. Arabella had made an assumption and... well, obviously she'd gotten a few things wrong. Then she'd compounded her mistake by not going to ask him if he was actually the guilty party. Which she should have done before setting judgment and punishment upon him. 

      Opening his eyes and lowering his hand, her husband glared at her. She slumped slightly. Whatever punishment he decided on, she would likely deserve it. I might even like it, a little voice inside her head whispered. If she could have shushed that voice, she would have. 

      "Marriage is about communication and compromise, Arabella," he lectured. Feeling strangely meek, knowing she was clearly in the wrong and what was likely going to follow the lecture, she just nodded. "We had a miscommunication about your morning rides, but once we did speak we reached a compromise. If you don't come to talk to me, I can't fix whatever slight you think I've committed or reassure you that it was not me."

      “Yes, Thomas,” she said, trying not to sound too sulky.

      She didn’t like being entirely in the wrong, but in this case—unlike with her morning ride—she certainly had been and there was no denying it. To her amusement, Thomas frowned, as if trying to read some hidden argument in her words. She supposed she couldn’t blame him but it was rather funny.

      “Why were you with Hartford?” he asked—demanded really. The jealousy she’d seen before flared again, she was willing to swear to it, and a little trickle of excitement slid through her. Not that she’d intended to make him jealous. From what she’d seen the best marriages among her friends didn’t have a place for jealousy. The only exceptions might be Wesley and Cynthia and they were rarely actually jealous. They just liked to play games.

      “I saw him as I was making my way round the room, after speaking with Felix and Gabrielle,” she said, guessing where he’d received his information about the house party. After all, she couldn’t very well tell them not to mention it to him—it would only have ensured that Felix certainly would. Apparently the topic had arisen anyway, but she’d done her best. Perhaps it was better this way. She could only imagine how much more furious Thomas would have been if she hadn’t mentioned it until it was time to pack. “He looked rather sad and, knowing he had come to call and been turned away, I wanted to speak with him and ensure I had no hand in his disposition.”

      Thomas made a huffy noise in the back of his throat and Arabella had to hide her smile. Her husband was likely thinking that she had no qualm affecting his disposition, which was quite true. But he certainly gave back as much as he received.

      “And had you?”

      “In a roundabout manner,” she admitted. “He’s ending the Season without a bride and he asked me if I had any recommendations, having met quite a few more young ladies than he has.”

      “That was it?”

      Arabella nodded. She tilted her head at him. “Are you… were you jealous?”

      His eyes flashed. “Were you trying to make me so?”

      “No!” Her sincere denial rang between them.

      After a long moment, Thomas cleared his throat. “Yes. I was. But that’s not your fault and I don’t suggest you attempt to do it on purpose in the future. However…”

      Recognizing the look in his dark eyes, Arabella’s fingers tightened around each other. She was thrilled to know he’d been jealous, although she knew she wasn’t going to have much time to contemplate what it might mean at the moment.

      Shrugging off his jacket, Thomas undid his cuffs and began to roll up his shirtsleeves, uncovering his muscled forearms, sprinkled with dark hair. There was something both threatening and exciting about the simple act and she pressed her legs together beneath her skirt. Her bottom twitched.

      “Since we had already discussed the need for clearer communication, I fear I’m going to have to be harder on you than I was last time,” Thomas said, still working on his sleeves. She knew she should protest, should be angry or frightened, but she was lacking in both emotions. Perhaps because she did feel some guilt or perhaps because part of her was anticipating the event.

      Unable to find the words to respond, Arabella just stared at her husband.

      He looked up at her as he finished rolling his second sleeve above his elbow.

      “Come here, little minx.”
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      Stripping his wife completely naked, without the kisses and caresses he’d bestowed upon her when doing so while they were engaged in more pleasurable past times, Thomas bent the bare Arabella over the edge of his bed. The support of the bed would help her keep position and also ensure her bottom was raised and vulnerable the whole time. She shivered under his touch and he wasn’t entirely surprised to see her pussy glistening with wetness. Something he was beginning to realize was exactly how thoroughly Arabella responded to being dominated.

      He hadn’t quite figured out all her particular quirks, because she certainly didn’t always respond in the manner he expected, but there was no denying that when he truly took charge of her, she followed. Even if it only lasted until she’d orgasmed.

      The creamy coloring of her skin was very pale against his dark red bedspread. He wasn’t going to spank her bottom to match the deep hue… today.

      Moving away, he saw her start to look over her shoulder and immediately ordered her back into position. “Face straight ahead, Arabella. You don’t need to see what I’m doing, I’ll show you soon enough.”

      It made him grin and shake his head when she actually obeyed.

      Yes, she was certainly going to keep him on his toes. He wondered if he’d ever be able to anticipate regularly whether she was going to obey or defy him. Although, admittedly, he’d found that in the bedroom she tended towards obedience. Maybe that’s why she’d become so submissive as soon as they’d entered the room.

      Certainly something to keep in mind for future discussions.

      Going to his wardrobe he quickly selected the implement he had in mind for this evening—a split leather strap about a foot long with a handle for gripping, it was well oiled, very supple, and Thomas’ favorite way to deliver medium-impact discipline. The blows would redden her bottom and sting, but the main punishment would be a deeper throbbing which would stay with her through tomorrow. It would save his hand from having to spank her that hard, although he certainly intended to warm her bottom before beginning with the tawse.

      Heating her skin would actually make it easier for her to bear the strap. 

      Returning to the bed, Thomas laid the tawse down in front of her so it would be right in her line of vision while she was being spanked. She sucked in a surprised breath and shot him a worried look, her curls spilling over her shoulder as her head jerked towards him.

      “Twenty-five with my hand, five with that,” he said, nodding to the thick leather, keeping his tone blasé. It was about two inches wide, so five blows would be more than enough to cover the entirety of her bottom. There was likely to be some overlap as well.

      A bit of anxiety wouldn’t hurt her, and eventually she’d realize that while the tawse certainly hurt, it wasn’t going to cause her any lasting harm.

      Resting his fingertips on her lower back, Thomas rubbed his other hand over her bottom, standing to the side of her so he could see the whole line of her body and half of her face.

      “Now, do you understand why you’re being punished, Arabella?”

      “Yes.” She gritted out the word, a little resentfully.

      “Tell me,” he said, ignoring her tone. Resentfulness didn’t surprise him. Neither of them liked to admit to their failings.

      A long sigh made her body relax as she resigned herself to his insistence. Thomas gave her bottom a little squeeze as a reward.

      “Because instead of coming to you to discuss your high-handed behavior—what I thought was your high-handed behavior—I didn’t talk to you at all, I just retaliated.” She paused. “Who do you think did tell the staff not to admit him?”

      “I don’t know, but I’ll find out,” he said, refusing to be distracted. “I hope from now on we’ll be able to talk things through instead of just reacting. It’s the only way to keep us both from being miserable.”

      Strangely, she tensed and he wasn’t sure what he had said to make her do so, but she relaxed again so quickly he decided to let it go. Being able to talk things through didn’t mean they had to know every thought which ran through the other’s head.

      “Yes, Thomas,” she said meekly. Her bottom moved, lifting upwards a little as if asking for her spanking to begin.

      Maybe she was.

      He lifted his hand.

      SMACK!

      SMACK!

      SMACK!

      Although he was by no means gentle, he was not immediately harsh either. The crisp swats made her bottom jiggle, pinking her skin. Only after he’d laid down an initial layer did he begin to spank her more forcefully, that’s when she finally began to make little whimpering noises that slowly became louder each time his palm smacked against her reddening bottom.

      “Oh!” Her little gasp came on the sixteenth swat, a small cry that she couldn’t hold back.
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      The spanking hadn’t been so bad at first, but it certainly hurt more now… yet Arabella couldn’t decide if she was truly pained or aroused. Her bottom throbbed, but there was an answering throb between her legs as well. Propped up on her elbows the way she was, her breasts swayed beneath her, her nipples rubbing against the bedding, staring at the leather strap in front of her…

      She whimpered as the burning in her bottom grew.

      Realized that the tawse was going to be laid down atop her already sore cheeks.

      Thomas’ hand smacked hard against the middle of her right cheek, and she let out a little cry. How long had he already spanked her? She hadn’t been keeping track, knowing that he would, but now she wished she had. How much worse would her bottom be burning by the time he strapped her?

      SMACK!

      SMACK!

      The next two were the hardest yet and the tears gathered in her eyes spilled onto her cheeks.

      SMACK!

      SMACK!

      Oh it had to be over soon didn’t it? Arabella’s fingers clenched in the sheets… and then she realized Thomas’ hand was resting on her bottom.

      “Warm, but not hot,” he murmured. “That will change in a moment.”

      Arabella moaned, more in anxiety than pain as his hand appeared beside her head, reaching for the tawse.

      It was true, her bottom didn’t hurt nearly as badly as during her first disciplinary spanking with him, but she was sure he was about to correct that. Likely the only reason he'd been so light—by comparison because before her marriage Arabella certainly wouldn't have called this spanking light—was because of what was to come next.

      Thomas patted her left cheek, almost consolingly. "Almost done, sweetheart, and from now on you're going to come talk to me as a first resort and not a last, aren't you?"

      "Yes, Thomas," she said, a little wave of resentment washing over her again. She knew what she'd done wrong, why did he have to keep repeating it?

      Maybe because it didn't sink in the first time.

      There were definitely days when she wished she didn't have a rational little voice in the back of her head. 

      Well she was very sorry she hadn't at least asked him if he'd been the one to bar Hartford from the house. She should have. If he'd answered in the affirmative then they could have had a proper row and if he hadn't seen reason she could have done her best to make him miserable then. 

      Although she was beginning to realize she didn't truly want to be miserable. Or to make him miserable. She wanted them both to be happy, together, something which she thought might very well be within her reach.

      Even if he did keep spanking her.

      THWAP!

      Arabella's elbows buckled and she screamed at the burning sensation now striped across her bottom. Her breasts flattened against the bed and the arousal she'd been feeling was suddenly overcome by the pain shooting through her in reaction to the leather.

      That hurt!

      "One." Thomas counted the first stroke and she nearly sobbed, remembering that he'd said five of these. Five! 

      She started to push up, trying to turn around, but his hand landed on the small of her back, pressing down firmly and pinning her to the bed. 

      "Thomas! Please! It hurts!"

      "Good," he said, sounding a bit grim. "Perhaps you'll remember better next time then."

      THWAP!

      She screamed, slumped, the tears wetting the bed cover beneath her cheek as her body shook with the shock of the second blow. The paddle her brother had occasionally wielded when she'd been particularly bad hadn't hurt like this. Of course, the paddle had never been wielded on her bare bottom either, and Thomas had begun as a stricter disciplinarian than Isaac had ever been. 

      "Two."

      A gentle hand brushed over the welts rising on her bottom and Arabella cried harder at the tender touch before his fingers returned to the small of her back. She felt helpless. Hot. Her bottom was swollen and throbbing. She didn't protest, although she did squirm under Thomas' palm, unable to keep her legs from dancing at the heat now emanating above them.

      "Good girl."

      For some reason the accolade actually helped, and she didn't know why because it wasn't as if it made any difference physically... but a pleasant warmth spread through her chest all the same. 

      Then she heard the movement through the air which had preceded the other strokes of leather. Her bottom tried to clench, but the position she was in—with her legs slightly spread so she could lay flat on her stomach—meant her muscles couldn't obey satisfactorily.

      THWAP!

      This time she didn't scream as the strap landed just under where the second one had. He was laying down stripes across her bottom, each one just beneath the other. Arabella no longer even felt a sting where he'd spanked her but hadn't yet used the leather. 

      Two more... just two more...

      THWAP!

      THWAP! 

      As if hearing her thoughts that she couldn't bear it much longer, Thomas laid the last two punishing strokes quickly, the very last one catching the lips of her pussy and making her cry out again as she sobbed. 

      The burn was spreading and she didn't understand how or why her body responded the way it did. Deep down, she was starting to wonder if she was more like Cynthia than she ever realized. 

      Thomas pulled her up away from the bed, gathering her in his arms and stroking her hair, cradling her against him. Arabella clung to him, trying to understand all the conflicting, contrasting messages her body was sending to her. She didn't pull away though, finding that she rather liked being held, soothed, as he murmured his praise over how well she'd taken her discipline. 

      While her brother had always hugged her after a spanking and coddled her tears, the tears had usually been false and it certainly hadn't given her this same sense of strange pride and contentment. She actually felt a small sense of triumph at having gotten through her punishment, and all she wanted to do was snuggle closer to Thomas. In fact, she wanted to do more than snuggle.

      Arabella yanked on his cravat, and his hands—which had been caressing her—stilled as she pulled it from around his throat and began on his buttons next. 

      "Arabella?" he asked, sounding confused and more than a little surprised. "What are you doing?"

      As if it wasn't obvious.

      "Oh, shut up and kiss me, you fool," she muttered, fisting her hands in his shirt and pulling him down to meet her lips. 
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      The thought that he should probably spank her for calling him a fool flitted through his head, but he pushed it aside as the desperation in her kiss drew him in. She kissed him like she was drowning and he was the air she needed to breathe. His cock swelled, jerking against her as she pressed herself into him. 

      Hands on her back, he pulled her in even closer, and then couldn't help but chuckle as she found their position didn't help with disrobing him. Her frustration was evident as she moved back, parting their lips and putting enough space between them that she could continue to attack the buttons of his shirt. Declining to help her, Thomas instead ran his hands over her delectable curves.

      With her hair tousled and curls falling against her flushed cheeks, her eyes hazy with pain and pleasure, her lips slightly parted, she looked both flustered and beautiful. Her fluster increased as he cupped her breasts, hefting the heavy mounds in his hands so he could knead the soft flesh. 

      "Will you stop?" she asked, although she sounded more breathy than firm. "You're distracting me." 

      "Am I?" he asked mildly, feeling more than a little wicked as he gave her nipples a sharp pinch. 

      Arabella moaned, leaning into his hands at the erotic pain. By now he was sure the initial burn from her spanking had diminished and it was obviously lending itself to her arousal. It never failed to amaze him how some women could turn pain into their own secret pleasure. He'd tested the waters on their wedding night with the erotic spanking he'd given her, but this went far beyond that. Definitely something to think on further in the future, when he had the proper attention to devote to it. 

      Right now he was too distracted by Arabella's soft body, her small whimpers, her hands sliding across his bare skin as she worked her way down to his breeches. Undoing the placket at the front, her fingers brushed over the bulge of his cock several times, making Thomas want to moan at the small, unintentional touches. 

      She hadn't even bothered to push his shirt off of his shoulders, so it hung loose and open, framing his body. Thomas didn't give her a chance to do much more with his breeches either.

      As soon as she had the placket unlaced, his cock springing forward, Thomas suddenly flipped her around and pushed her upper body forward so that she bent at the waist, returning to her position over the bed. 

      "Wait! What did I do?" 

      The confusion in her voice was tinged with indignation and he chuckled as he realized she thought he meant to spank her again. 

      "Nothing, little minx," he said, rubbing himself up and down between the lips of her pussy. As he'd suspected, she was soaking wet, her red bottom practically glowing up at him. The view was why he'd wanted her in this position. Now he could see the slight ridges from the edges of the strap, the hot red color of her arse, and the glistening shell of her pussy. "Trust me, you'll enjoy this."

      Positioning the tip of his cock at her entrance, he thrust forward. The low, breathy moan he received in return assured him that yes, Arabella would like this very much. 

      Testing his theory about her response to erotic pain, he placed his hands gently on her bottom and squeezed as he pulled his hips back to thrust in again. This time she let out a high cry, her hips lifting to meet him. The heat of her cheeks singed his palms as her wet heat engulfed his cock. Her muscles tightened around him as his fingers pressed into her soft, punished flesh, and she shuddered. 

      Moving one hand up to the small of her back, he pinned her there, the same way he had when he was spanking her, and palmed her sore bottom with his other hand as he began a slow, steady rhythm of thrusting into her needy body.
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      While Arabella had heard her friends speak of this position, she hadn't anticipated her response to it. She felt just as helpless as she had when Thomas had been spanking her, but now he was moving inside of her, filling her, pleasuring her. She couldn't touch him, couldn't hold him, couldn't even lift her hips to hurry him; all she could do was fist her hands in the covers and take each long, slow stroke into her body. 

      "Please... please, Thomas, more," she begged, the words spilling out of her as the needy ache inside of her grew more insistent, more demanding. 

      Ignoring her pleas, he continued with his slow, steady pace, the thrusts both pleasuring her and driving her wild as her need for climax began to make her feel frantic. She begged. Writhed—at least, she tried to. Clamped her muscles down around him until she was practically sobbing with need.

      The sting in her bottom flared when he finally began to pick up the pace, the burning sensation flaring as his body slapped against her already punished cheeks. It wasn't quite like being spanked all over again, but it wasn't entirely pleasurable and yet not entirely painful either. 

      Arabella's body had become a battleground for the maelstrom of sensations and it felt as though they were going to consume her. 

      Her fingers scrabbled against the bed sheets, trying to find purchase from the cliff she felt she was hanging over... and then she fell. 

      The ecstasy was painful in its intensity, battering her already overwrought senses, and she sobbed, tears rolling down her face all over again as wave after wave of rapturous pleasure assaulted her. Thomas kept moving, kept stimulating her sensitive insides even as she clamped down around him, her body trying to hold him in place inside of her. 

      She felt like she was floating, like her body was too small to contain the sensations and she'd somehow expanded outside of it. 

      Thomas was moving harder, faster, and Arabella felt it but it was as though she'd hit her peak and couldn't go beyond... she could only drift on the tides of pleasure as they buffeted and caressed her. His hands gripped her hips hard, the new pressure bringing her back to herself just enough to be aware as she felt him growing even harder inside of her, making him feel even larger.

      Then he began to pulse, his cock throbbing as he emptied himself into her. Arabella shuddered, quivered, and slumped. 

      She wasn't senseless exactly, but she certainly wasn't herself. Panting for breath, her sore bottom beginning to ache again, her pussy tingling pleasantly, Arabella closed her eyes and rested her tear-stained cheek on the bed as Thomas slumped over her. The warm weight of him felt very nice, but when he moved away and returned to spread a cool cream on her bottom that felt even nicer.

      Like a rag doll, she let him lift her up and arrange them both in bed before blowing out the candles for them to sleep. 

      As a proprietary hand slid down to cup her punished backside, Arabella snuggled into his chest, breathing in his warm scent. Maybe she didn't like being spanked when it was happening, but when such glory was to be found afterwards... maybe it would be worth it.

      Not all the time, or often, but... on occasion.
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      Of course they couldn't depart London without another argument, Thomas thought ruefully. That would have been far too easy. 

      An outside observer would never guess Arabella had been spanked last night, especially not with the way she was currently speaking to him. He was halfway tempted to haul her over his knee right there in the mews... but he didn't. The impulse seemed almost foreign to him—since when had he stopped caring about making a scene? 

      He was a bit worried Arabella had been a bad influence on him, and they hadn't even been married a full week. 

      "I'm riding, and that's an end to it," she said stubbornly, crossing her arms over her chest. "I don't need you to tell me whether or not I should, I am telling you that I am going to. My bottom feels fine."

      Thomas gritted his teeth. While he wasn't entirely thrilled about Arabella's insistence on riding Mist rather than traveling in the carriage—at least for the first leg of their journey while they were still in London—he was actually more concerned for the state of her bottom and had said so. Although he'd done so in much lower tones that didn't carry throughout the entire courtyard. 

      He was also sure she was lying about the state of her bottom. For one, he'd seen it when they rose. Although most of the color had faded, he would still have been able to trace the lines where he'd laid down the strap if he'd wanted to, and she'd lowered herself gingerly every time she sat. They'd foregone their morning ride as the household prepared for the move to the country, but he'd assumed she hadn't argued because she also hadn't wanted to ride in her current condition.

      Apparently he'd been wrong. 

      "Son, come over here a moment." Turning towards his father, Thomas saw that he was indeed the son currently being summoned. Sighing, he slumped his shoulders. 

      "We are not done discussing this," he told Arabella sternly before turning away. His head snapped back, because for a moment he would have sworn she stuck her tongue out at him... but if she had, it was already back between her lips before he could get a good look. 

      The saucy look she gave him was not encouraging. 

      Exasperated, Thomas moved towards his father. At the very least, a temporary disengagement would hopefully allow Arabella's temper and pride to cool a bit. Surprisingly she hadn’t been at all upset when they’d questioned his family this morning and discovered that his mother had been the one to instruct Appleby not to admit Hartford from the house—but only when Thomas wasn’t available to be present for the man’s visit as well. Arabella had just nodded thoughtfully, her eyes sliding to examine Thomas’ reaction.

      He’d just been grateful she’d been accepting of his mother’s explanation and apology for not mentioning it to them.

      Why she was choosing to pick a fight over this, he had no idea.

      They had a long ride ahead of them and sitting in the saddle the entire time would likely be more than uncomfortable, it would be painful. While it might not do her any long-term harm, he hated the idea of her hurting all day on the saddle. It was different than hurting all day from a justly deserved punishment and he couldn’t understand why she would be so insistent on adding to it.

      The look of amusement on his father’s face as he approached him didn’t help either. The viscount was dressed in his brown riding clothes, even though Thomas knew his mother had insisted that he ride in the carriage for the majority of the journey. Unlike Arabella, his father had heeded his spouse’s pleas and had agreed to only ride until they were out of London—the city confines would enforce a more sedate pace—and then he would be joining his wife in the carriage.

      Why couldn’t Arabella have taken his sensible example?

      “Son, what are you doing?” his father asked, his dark brown eyes dancing. Thomas couldn’t help but wonder exactly how long he’d been watching the argument.

      “Attempting to protect my wife from herself,” Thomas said, gritting the words out through his teeth and trying to keep his tone low and calm. The staff had already heard plenty while he and Arabella had been arguing, he didn’t need to add to it. “She shouldn’t be on a horse today.”

      While he couldn’t come out and say why, he did his best to use his tone to convey a hint.

      His father’s lips twitched. His gaze went upward, as he obviously tried to contain laughter. A moment later he cleared his throat, meeting Thomas’ eyes again.

      “I see.” Reaching out, he clapped Thomas on the shoulder. “May I give you some advice?”

      “Yes please,” Thomas said relieved. His father rarely offered advice, but when he did it was always good.

      “Let her ride.”

      “What? But she’s… she’s going to be, ah, more sore than usual if she does. Her… she’s not in a good condition to spend the day riding.”

      “Then she’ll learn, won’t she?” Thomas father patted his shoulder and ambled onward, heading over to where his horse was being readied to check on the progress.

      Thomas realized he probably should have expected that advice. His father tended to let his offspring find themselves in the suds rather than keeping them from their mistakes. It was something Thomas and his brothers had always rather liked and respected about their father, since their mother had been more inclined to intervene. As far as they saw it, she intervened far too often.

      After all, adventure was just danger that worked out.

      But in this instance, he’d been acting more like his mother than his father. He hadn’t realized exactly how difficult the hands off approach could be. It went against his grain but… he certainly wasn’t getting anywhere arguing with Arabella. Maybe his father was right.

      If Thomas just let her have her way then she’d be pleased—and he was honest enough to admit that giving in was going to grate on him—and surely by luncheon she’d be ready to admit defeat.

      Sighing, he returned to his wife. “Fine. You can ride.”

      “Well of course I can.” She stressed the last word, emphasizing his incorrect grammar.

      Rather than responding, Thomas clenched his jaw and stomped away.

      Perhaps she deserved an extra-sore bottom.
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      That day Arabella made a new discovery.

      She really, truly, completely hated it when her husband was right.

      In fact, she hated it so much that she was willing to suffer through an entire day of the most torturous ride of her life just so she wouldn’t have to admit he was right. It was an entire day, too, although the journey usually didn’t take quite so long, but her pace was much slower than it would normally be.

      Of course, if Thomas hadn’t been so smug when they’d first began the ride and she’d quickly started to feel the effects of the previous night combined with being on horseback, she might have given in. But he’d practically been gloating through the streets of London, a little smirk of triumph on his stupid face as he watched her admittedly unsteady seat.

      It had been unsteady because Arabella had spent the first part of her ride attempting to find a way to sit comfortably in her saddle. The conclusion that there wasn’t one hadn’t taken her very long, but by that time she was grimly determined not to give Thomas the satisfaction of admitting he’d been correct. Which meant she was stuck.

      After an hour or two his satisfaction had turned to concern, and by the time luncheon was finished—a rather extended luncheon during which he ordered much more food than they could eat and insisted on having one last flagon of ale—his concern had turned to a kind of grim, silent plea to just stop riding. It pained him to see her in pain this way, which she found ironic since he so enjoyed inflicting other kinds of pain on her. She’d realized he was extending lunch to give her more time to rest, and to capitulate, and then he’d kept pace with her for the rest of the afternoon and didn’t try to hurry her once.

      In fact, he’d tried to go even slower at one point and Arabella had snapped at him. More time in the saddle wasn’t going to help her either. He was so concerned he didn’t even get upset when she snapped at him either.

      By the time they reached Oakley Manor, the sun was nearly set, Arabella was starving, and her bottom felt like a swollen mass of burning sores. She didn’t know if she actually had any sores, but it certainly felt like it.

      Sliding out of the saddle, she nearly cried with relief. She couldn’t even really enjoy how beautiful the small manor was in the setting sun, with its grey brick, slate grey window shutters, bushes flowering pink and white blooms, lush green bushes and crawling ivy vines creating a picturesque view. Tomorrow she’d take the time to properly appreciate it.

      Right now she just wanted to crawl in her bed, on her stomach, and not move from that position for at least ten hours.

      But when her feet touched the ground and she had to bear her own weight, her knees buckled. The agony surged through her bottom and thighs and it was too much to bear. She cried out as she began to topple over—but firm hands caught her about the waist and hauled her up.

      Thomas’ face was grim as he took in the tears sparkling in her eyes, her lips pressed together in pain, and hefted her up against his chest. Winding her arms around his neck, she leaned into his shoulder, feeling his muscles flex around her and relaxed against him. Her bottom was still throbbing, still burning, but she already felt better. Perhaps it was finally being out of the saddle, but she had the sneaking suspicion it was also just being held by her husband.

      Strange how she began the day furious at him, refused to give in to what he wanted just because he was being so high-handed, and yet still want his offered care and comfort now. They were both dusty, dirty, and he smelled of horse and sweat—she doubted she was any better—but she didn’t care at all.

      “Holt, take care of the horses, please,” Thomas ordered, his voice tight.

      The head groom with them—Holt—nodded and immediately began shouting his own orders. Knowing Mist would be well taken care of, Arabella closed her eyes and sighed as Thomas began to carry her into the house. She should probably walk now, but she didn’t ask to be put down.

      “Oh dear!” The alarmed, feminine voice had Arabella opening her eyes again.

      Before them was a slender woman, who looked to be in about her mid-forties with silvering blonde hair pulled back in a bun. Dressed in dark green cambric, she was wiping her hands off on the apron she was wearing over it.

      “Mrs. Tucker,” Thomas said. “My apologies for our late arrival. As you can see we’re in need of a bath and refreshment.”

      “The bath is ready, although it might not be hot,” Mrs. Tucker said, wringing her hands slightly. “We gave up on keeping it hot… well, it should be warm at least. I’ll send up one of the maids with a tray as well.”

      “Thank you. We’ll greet the staff tomorrow.”

      Arabella felt a bit awkward about remaining silent and not greeting the woman, who was obviously the housekeeper, but as they hadn’t been introduced and she didn’t know yet whether or not Mrs. Tucker was the type to stand on propriety, she kept silent.

      Nodding, Mrs. Tucker bustled off and Thomas swung down the hallway in the opposite direction. Sighing, Arabella nestled back into Thomas’ shoulder, trusting that he knew where to go.

      Truthfully, a hot bath didn’t sound particularly pleasant anyway, considering how hot her bottom currently was. Now that she was out of the saddle and nothing was pressing on it there was both relief and a renewed throbbing. Almost as though her body was trying to warn her against the idea of returning to the hard saddle.

      Not to worry. Arabella had no interest in riding again for days. While she was sure she would change her mind once her bottom had healed, the very thought of riding again right now made her want to burst into tears.

      On the other hand, there was a very small part of her which felt it had been worth it. Considering how miserable she’d managed to make both her and Thomas, she doubted he’d try to be so high-handed and bossy again when she dug her heels in. And she had accomplished her initial goal of making both of them miserable, even if that wasn’t what she wanted anymore.

      All in all, it was a rather salutary lesson for both of them, she thought.

      She was aware of Thomas opening the door to a room although she didn’t open her eyes and look around until he was setting her down.

      It was a large room with a huge four-poster bed, decorated in robin’s egg blue, cream, and maple wood furniture. The overall effect was of a light, bright room, quite cheery and comfortable, neither overtly masculine or feminine. Arabella found it quite soothing.

      “Can you stand?” Thomas asked, his voice slightly clipped.

      “Yes,” she said, letting go of him with a sigh. Standing wasn’t comfortable really, but she didn’t think anything would be for a while. Just bearing her own weight put pressure on her leg muscles which translated to the muscles she used for riding and… well, maybe eventually she’d get used to it.

      Stepping away from her, Thomas headed towards a doorway and Arabella followed. The door was to a large, tiled room where a tub was waiting, filled with water. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw that she had followed him before turning away and reaching down to touch it.

      “Warm, but not hot,” he confirmed.

      “Warm but not hot sounds perfect,” Arabella said, beginning to tug at her clothing. As soon as she washed away the day, she was flopping face down on that big bed and nothing was stopping her.

      Well, perhaps food first.

      Maybe.
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      Closing the door between the rooms, Thomas moved over to help Arabella with the laces to her dress. He winced when the fabric fell to the floor and he could see how bright red her bottom was through the thin fabric of her chemise. It looked mottled where it wasn’t glowing, some of the darkest spots nearly approaching purple.

      “Good God, woman,” he muttered. “Did you have to be so stubborn?”

      “Did you have to make it so obvious you would gloat if I wasn’t?” she sassed back, but he could tell her heart wasn’t in it.

      Glad that he was behind her so she couldn’t see his wince, Thomas had to admit that yes, he had been rather smug when he’d first seen her struggling. He’d thought he would win; instead, Arabella had ensured they both lost. Something he hadn’t expected, but he doubted he’d forget exactly how far she was willing to go just to retain her pride. It certainly wouldn’t have cost him anything to pretend indifference to whether or not she rode.

      As Arabella stepped into the tub, and hissed as she began to lower herself in, Thomas started to strip off his own clothing, leaving it in a pile atop hers to help keep the dust all in one place. The little moaning sound she made when she finally sat down had him glancing at each other, but, despite the grimace on her face, it was clear she was determined to bathe. Having learned his lesson about trying to intervene for her own good, Thomas didn’t say a word. When he moved to the side of the tub and began to lift his leg to get in, Arabella looked up at him in surprise.

      “What are you doing?”

      He blinked. Wasn’t it obvious?  “I’m getting in the tub.”

      “We won’t both fit.”

      “Won’t we?” A wicked little grin slipped onto his face as he climbed in and sat.

      Arabella scowled at him. “You had better not be thinking about… about that. I am not doing that right now.”

      “No, sweetheart,” he said soothingly, drawing her leg over his and pulling her into a more reclined position. “I’m just going to bathe you.”

      It was a bit of a tight fight, but with a little maneuvering they managed to adjust their limbs and her skepticism turned to sighs of appreciation and an increasingly sleepy expression. Despite the pain she was obviously in, Arabella giggled as Thomas made a show of soaping her legs. Distracting her at least made him feel a little better, and he had to admit, he did enjoy the novelty of bathing a woman. Especially when he was in the tub with her.

      Ignoring the urgings of his cock wasn’t difficult though, Thomas was enjoying the intimacy of just taking care of his wife.

      By the time they were finished, Arabella was yawning and wincing with every movement as she stood and dried off.

      A supper of broth, fruit, bread, and meat had been set out in their bedroom, but she walked right by it without even seeing it and went straight for the bed where she laid down on her stomach. Her bottom didn’t look any better than it had earlier. Frowning, Thomas went to dig out some liniment. It might smell awful, but it was the best thing for sore muscles and he hoped it would help her current condition.

      She was so exhausted, she barely murmured as he gently smoothed the cream onto her bottom. The skin felt hot and he could only imagine how tired she must be to be able to sleep despite the pain.

      “Fool woman,” he muttered affectionately.

      As she was fast asleep, Arabella did not answer of course.
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      Although Arabella was in no condition to ride the next morning, she insisted on a rather active day. She could tell she was exasperating her husband, but she’d never been one to sit idly—and truthfully she’d rather sit as little as possible. Stretching her muscles did hurt, but in a good way, whereas sitting (even on a cushion) just hurt.

      The household lined up to greet them in the morning, allowing Arabella to meet all of them. Mr. and Mrs. Tucker would be running the household—Thomas later told her that Mr. Tucker was one of his parents’ underbutlers on their country estate usually and Mrs. Tucker was the assistant housekeeper. They were both well versed in their duties and seemed to have everything under control despite the late hour Thomas and Arabella had arrived.

      They’d been getting the house ready ever since they’d received word that Thomas and Arabella would be staying there. Mrs. Tucker gave them both a tour. Despite Thomas’ obvious passing familiarity with the house, he apparently hadn’t actually been inside of it in quite a few years. As manor houses went it was not overly large but there was more than enough room for the two of them (and quite a few guests besides, if they desired).

      The rooms had been kept updated and were furnished she was relieved to see. Thomas made an offhand comment that if they decided they were more comfortable here than at the main house on the estate with his parents, they could always return and she could decorate as she pleased. Arabella didn’t have the slightest interest in decorating and so she was relieved everything about the house was already beautifully done.

      Manchester Chase, the house she’d grown up in, was stunning from the outside but before Lydia had married Isaac there had been quite a few rooms which had been… less than stylish. Of course, once they’d been the height of style, but without any updates for over a decade they’d needed quite a bit of work to refurbish. None of the Windham siblings had been at all interested in doing so, so the rooms had been allowed to languish and collect dust until Lydia had taken control of the household. Now they were just as nice as the rest of the house.

      She didn’t know if Thomas’ list of the perfect wife included anything about decorating his house—she certainly hadn’t heard him ever say so—but just in case, she decided not to disclose her disinterest. Eventually he might learn… or not, if she were stealthy enough about hiring a decorator to do the work for her. Arabella was perfectly happy to order workers about as long as someone else did the design.

      During the afternoon, she and Thomas strolled through the gardens, which were small but lovely and also well-maintained. She explored a shed they found, much to Thomas’ amusement, and was delighted to discover a croquet set. Immediately, she challenged him to a game.

      Of course, it wasn’t really proper croquet with just the two of them, but Arabella enjoyed herself nonetheless. She doubted Thomas could say the same. In fact, he was looking increasingly deranged as the afternoon rolled on.

      “You’re not playing correctly,” he accused for the umpteenth time, running his fingers through his dark hair again and causing it to stick out from his head in a decidedly unkempt manner. With every wicket they’d managed to pass through, his hair had become more and more ridiculous looking, something which Arabella neglected to mention to him.

      She thought it was hilarious.

      “Of course I am,” she argued. “I’m hitting my balls through the wickets, aren’t I?”

      Thomas glared at her darkly. She hadn’t realized he was so competitive, although that he was such a stickler for rules came as no surprise. The next rainy day she would have to suggest a chess match. Normally she found the game rather boring, but she imagined with Thomas it would be quite enjoyable. If her brothers found her tactics in chess frustrating, she could only imagine what he would make of them.

      “You are, but that’s not your main goal,” he said, gritting the words out through his teeth and looking as though he was contemplating strangling her. She probably shouldn’t find so much enjoyment in that, but she did. “Your main goal appears to be keeping me from completing the course and only once you’ve knocked my ball completely out of the way do you actually attempt a wicket.”

      “Well, yes, that’s how the game is played,” Arabella said, giving him her best look of wide-eyed innocence. The one which was so obviously false it was clear to even the most unobservant how insincere she was. “The person who makes it through the course with the fewest strokes is the winner. Therefore I have to ensure your ball is as far away from the wicket as possible.”

      “Only if it’s in the way of yours going through,” he snapped back. “I purposefully sent mine nowhere near the wicket and yet you still aimed for my ball!”

      Arabella blinked her long lashes, tilting her head as she wrinkled her brow in her best imitation of the most buffleheaded debutantes she’d met this past Season. “Did I?”

      With a growl, Thomas threw down his croquet mallet and started for her.

      “Thomas… what…” Arabella started to back up as he stalked forward, the expression on his gaze far too intent and interested. Although she wasn’t nearly as sore as she had been yesterday, she absolutely could not take another spanking, but look on his face said he felt otherwise. “Thomas… wait…”

      It was too late.

      Shrieking, she turned to flee… and his arm caught her about her waist.

      Oh dear.

      She may have miscalculated exactly how far she could push her husband.
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      “I’m sorry!” Arabella squealed. “I’m sorry, don’t spank me!”

      Oh she was going to be sorry all right, and he didn’t need to spank her to make her so.

      Thomas had done his best to be patient. He’d done his best to play an honorable game with her, no matter how she’d giggled and smirked as she’d deliberately hit his ball out of the way even if he wasn’t in her path to the wicket. But enough was enough. Especially because she seemed to think that he wouldn’t spank her—which was true—so he would have no real recourse, in which she’d definitely underestimated him.

      “A spanking?” he asked her in a soft, dangerous voice, pretending the same empty headed innocence she had as he pulled her against him, her soft and sore bottom pressing against his front. His cock was already starting to harden as he anticipated his next move. “Why would you think you deserve a spanking, Arabella?”

      While he’d never indulged outside before… well, he’d never been married before either. They were far enough away from the fields that he doubted anyone would be able to see them. The garden would obscure the view of their location from anyone in the manor. It was safe enough.

      “Um…”

      Pulling her flush against him, Thomas was tall enough to lean over her slightly and see her chewing her lower lip as she searched for a way to explain without incriminating herself. Her bottom squirmed against his groin as he securely held her about the waist and ran his free hand up the side of her body.

      “I… um…”

      Thomas kissed the soft skin on the side of her neck and Arabella’s head tilted away, giving him more access. He could see her eyelashes flutter—a true reaction this time and not a calculated ploy.

      His hand closed over her breast.

      “Thomas…” Her voice lilted—not a protest, she was just uncertain of his direction considering their starting position.

      “Mmmm.” He nuzzled the side of her neck, squeezing the plump flesh in his hand.

      Then she squealed as he began to kneel down, pulling her with him. “Thomas!”

      A moment later he had her on her back, eyes wide as she stared up at him, cheeks flushed becomingly. The confusion on her face was evident, as was her interest. Her tongue nervously flicked out to lick her lips.

      “What are you doing?” she asked as he loomed over her, settling his lower body between her legs as they parted for him beneath her skirts.

      “What do you think I’m doing?” he asked, giving her a wicked grin before lowering his mouth to kiss the top of her breast where it was mounded.

      “Acting more like Walter than yourself,” she retorted, her eyes wide, but she didn’t sound unhappy.

      Thomas couldn’t help but laugh. He was well aware that Arabella thought him stuffy, even priggish, whereas his brother’s reputation was that of a gazetted flirt and rake. Although she seemed accepting of Thomas’ less severe private face, the way he was when just with family, she often seemed surprised whenever he was at all rakish. Or maybe she just enjoyed teasing him—with her it was often hard to tell.

      He could give back as good as he got though.

      “Please tell me you aren’t thinking about my brother right now,” he said, dotting a row of kisses along the neckline of her dress, teasing her.

      Arabella squirmed beneath him a little, but her lower body was well and truly pinned by his now, as his weight on her skirts made it impossible for her to move very much. “Of course not!”

      “Good.”

      He pulled down the rounded neckline of her dress, exposing her breasts and she gasped.

      “Thomas!”
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      What had happened to her staid and proper husband? Before this moment, Arabella would have been willing to swear that he would always keep their bedroom activities confined to the bedroom. Instead, it seemed he was intent on trying to shock her.

      She rather liked it.

      When she’d fallen in love with him it was because she was attracted to his honor, his self-control, his confidence, and the side of him she saw when others weren’t about. But she hadn’t truly expected to be excited by him. Hadn’t thought he might push some of her own sensibilities. Certainly not like this.

      Pinned beneath him, her breasts exposed to the air, her bottom throbbing beneath her in a way that wasn’t quite painful but wasn’t pleasurable either, Arabella felt rather breathless. She couldn’t anticipate what he might do next, especially as she’d been expecting a spanking rather than… whatever it was he was actually doing.

      A little gasp escaped her lips as he began to plump her bared breasts with his hands, his mouth descending on her nipple.

      “Oh!” She slid her hands into his hair, her hips moving upwards to press against his hardness as sensation surged through her. The wet heat of his mouth suckling at her breast was somehow intensely erotic as he completed the act in the broad light of day, where anyone might come across them.

      The chances were slight… but it was possible someone might spy him atop her, her breasts out in the open air as he made love to her. The thought was both terrifying and exciting. While she enjoyed creating a stir, this was downright scandalous on a level she’d never before attained.

      That it was Thomas creating the situation was a pleasant shock which aroused her even more. She’d never realized she could receive so much enjoyment from someone else being naughty.

      When his mouth moved to her other breast, she could feel the slight breeze on her wet nipple, increasing her pleasure. She wriggled underneath of him, helping him to settle in the exact right place with just the right amount of pressure on her pussy. It also put pressure on her bottom, but the renewed burn added to the pleasure she was feeling.

      The sucking pull of his mouth on her nipples had her gasping and moaning as her need rose, his kneading fingers adding to the growing urgency she was feeling. The movements of her hips becoming stronger as her pleasure did too. She gripped his hair tighter, trying to pull him up towards her to kiss, wanting to feel his cock pressing against her and not just his body.

      Wanting him inside of her.

      A few moments later, Thomas was flipping up her skirts and Arabella sighed with happiness… and then squealed as he lowered his mouth between her thighs instead of himself.

      “Oh yes…” Her hands crept up to play with her breasts, making her feel utterly wicked as she squeezed the soft mounds while Thomas licked and sucked between her legs. Looking up at the blue sky above her only added to the sinful feelings, making her feel more exposed. She moaned, moving her hips against his mouth, the added bite of pain from her still sore bottom enhancing her growing pleasure. 

      When he moved his mouth away she almost yelled in frustration. Plucking her hands away from her breasts, he pinned them above her head, both of her wrists gathered beneath one of his hands while his other pressed between her legs, fingers teasing her pussy. He was still fully clothed as he studied the expression on her face, which was frustrating because she didn't want his fingers, she wanted his cock.

      Arabella squirmed, looking up at him pleadingly as her hips lifted, trying to rub his fingers more firmly against her clit. If he wasn't going to mount her yet, the least he could do is provide proper stimulation. 

      "Thomas, stop teasing," she half-begged, half-ordered. 

      A little smile turned up the edges of his lips. "Tell me you're sorry for cheating at croquet."

      "What?" It took a moment for his words to really sink in and her to realize what he was asking for. Indignant outrage rose up with her sexual frustration and she tried to yank her hands away from his hold, but he had her in too firm of a grip. "Thomas! This isn't fair!"

      He chuckled, infuriating her even more... and then the emotion was lost as he pushed two fingers inside her needy pussy, making her moan at the pleasurable sensation of being filled. Although her orgasm still hovered out of reach, having him inside of her, his fingers expertly probing, felt delicious.

      "Not fair, hmmm?" he asked, lowering his head back down to her breast to torment her nipples with his mouth. He sucked and bit at the tender buds, his fingers pumping inside of her, and Arabella could feel her core tightening, her body yearning, surging for climax...

      The bastard pulled his fingers away, leaving her empty, aching, and enraged. 

      But before she could truly begin to vent her frustration, his well-lubricated fingers had moved lower and were pushing against an entrance to her body that had been completely untouched until now.

      "Thomas!" She shrieked his name.

      "Shhh," Thomas said, nuzzling his face over her breasts as his finger stretched the virgin entrance of her ass. "You don't want to draw anyone's attention do you?"

      Out in the open the way they were, if she were too loud it was a definite possibility. Arabella bit her lips, trying to clench her sore bottom cheeks together, but with her legs spread and Thomas' body between them it was impossible. His finger burrowed deeper, making her burn inside and out. It felt odd... uncomfortable... highly embarrassing... especially because her pussy continued to tingle, her orgasm accepting the sensation as new stimulation. 

      Oh no... she couldn't possibly climax with his finger in her bottom! 

      But then the heel of Thomas' hand began to rub against her clit, making her cry out, and Arabella found she didn't care so much exactly where his fingers were as long as they felt so good. Her clit throbbed against the circular motion of his hand, pulsed, and her hips lifted... his hand moved away, leaving just his finger sliding in and out of her tight hole, stretching it. 

      "Thomas! Please! I can't... I need..."

      Her body tightened around his finger as he pressed it in deeper, burrowing into her virgin entrance, and Arabella felt tears gathering in her eyes at the riot of sensations consuming her. Tightening down around him only made the press of his finger more intense.

      Teeth scraped over her nipple and she nearly screamed with the unmet need coursing through her. 

      "Just tell me you're sorry, sweetheart, and I'll let you come."

      The dirty, cheating, bastard. 

      "I'm sorry you're terrible at croquet— OW!"

      At her lackluster apology, Thomas had pulled his finger from her bottom and spanked her pussy. The lips swelled further, her clit throbbing from the impact, and Arabella's back arched as her body quested for more stimulation so she could fall over the edge of pleasure that she was so close to. 

      The bloody ratbag chuckled at her. 

      It was becoming very clear that she wasn't going to get what she wanted until he'd gotten what he wanted. As much as it pained her, Arabella had no doubt Thomas would enjoy sexually tormenting her until she was a quivering mass of need. She was on the verge of it already and he was obviously entirely content with the whole situation. 

      "Fine!" She wished she sounded more defiant, but it was very difficult when she was so desperate for his touch. "I'm sorry I was playing croquet incorrectly—but I wasn't cheating."
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      The admission was probably as good as he was going to receive—and technically she truly hadn't been cheating. But she had been playing very incorrectly, so Thomas decided he would accept it. 

      Part of his decision might have been motivated by the ache in his own cock. As much as he enjoyed tormenting her and watching her writhe for him, completely controlling her pleasure, he was perfectly happy to move on to the next step in the program. 

      Lining his cock up with her pleasure soaked opening, Thomas thrust forward hard and fast. As primed as she was, there was no need to take his time—and he doubted Arabella would thank him for it if he tried. She choked on a scream as he filled her, the silken heat of her body immediately gripping him hard and shuddering as the first thrust set off her climax. 

      Hooking his free arm around her leg so that her knee settled into the crook of his elbow, Thomas began to pump hard and fast into her wet heat. His other hand pressed her wrists down, keeping her trapped beneath him, her breasts bouncing freely with each hard thrust. The back of her dress would likely be ruined and for some reason the thought excited him even more. 

      Debauching his already wild wife could become more addictive than opium. 

      "Thomas!" She writhed beneath him, sobbing from the extremis of her pleasure, her cheeks flushed in the sunlight. The spread position of her pussy allowed him to see his glistening cock thrusting into her, her swollen lips tight around his shaft, and he rocked his body to further stimulate all her most sensitive parts. 

      Where he'd denied her before, now he drowned her in ecstasy, angling himself for maximum impact on her senses. Her cries, the movements of her body, the tight grip of her pussy around his cock all urging him onward. The sun was shining down on the back of his neck, but compared to the heat of her body it was barely noticeable. 

      Thomas groaned as he felt the base of his spine tingling, his balls tightening. Arabella had become nearly incoherent beneath him, so awash in erotic rapture she couldn't do more than whimper and writhe. If he hadn't been holding her down, he had no doubt his chest would be raked with evidence of her passion. 

      He surged, filling her completely and grinding himself against her, feeling her contract around him, her muscles milking his cock as he began to spurt inside of her. Arabella's soft, strangled cry as she arched one last time mixed with his own low gasp of pleasure. Thomas rocked against her, shuddering as he emptied the last of his seed into her clasping sheath. 

      Letting her leg fall, he slumped over her, propping himself up on his elbows to keep from crushing her. She let out a soft sigh, her hands relaxed above her head even though he was no longer holding them there. 

      Reluctantly, Thomas pulled away from the warm clasp of her body and rearranged her clothing to its normal placement. As clouds slipped over the sun, dimming the light a bit, they cuddled up to each other. Eventually, Arabella seemed to come back to herself and she started pointing out various clouds that she thought looked like something other than a cloud.

      Thomas didn't quite see the point—nor did he see what she saw—but he did enjoy trying. 

      Later they gathered up the abandoned croquet equipment and returned it to the shed before sneaking back into the house. No one was there but the servants, but Thomas had been correct that he'd ruined the back of her gown. It was covered with stains and, despite their best combined efforts, her hair was still disheveled. 

      In fact, she looked the exact opposite of how he'd pictured his wife when he'd thought about his honeymoon. But as she giggled and followed along after him, hand in his as they avoided the servants going about their business, Thomas realized he was far happier with the real Arabella than with the ideal wife he'd imagined.

      Even if she did cheat at croquet. 

      It wasn't the only thing she played with infuriating disregard for strategy, rules, and logic, he discovered in the days afterwards. 

      A second attempt at croquet just resulted in her being slightly sneakier, although they at least managed to finish the game before he chased her back up to the house. On the first rainy day they played chess, something which Thomas vowed never to do again. She had no actual overarching strategy, just infuriating tactics which involved clearing the board of as many of his pieces as possible. He wasn't sure she was even trying to win, just to decimate his colors. 

      Even more infuriatingly, she was good enough at taking his pieces and disrupting his strategy with moves that made no sense, that the game ended as a draw. So he hauled her over his lap for a spanking—as her bottom was fully recovered from the ride to Oakley Manor by then—and then showed her how to use her mouth. After which he used his to good effect. 

      Billiards she outright cheated at, moving balls when he wasn't looking, nudging them with the cue if she thought she could get away with it. That had earned her another spanking, and he'd kept her bent over the table while he had her from behind. Arabella had gasped and squirmed when he'd slid one of his fingers into her bottom while he was fucking her, adding to the stimulation, but she hadn't protested. 

      In the mornings, once she was able, they often went for long rides which resulted in more outdoor shenanigans after they'd completed any tasks Thomas had set himself for the day. She was introduced to many of the tenants as they rode through, checking on crops and the land, and then afterwards they'd find somewhere secluded to... indulge. 

      Arabella, he discovered, very much had a liking for having her clothes half undone while he had his way with her all over nature. She liked it nearly as much as she liked him turning her bottom pink, and sometimes he did both at once. 

      Despite her stubbornness, her penchant for making mischief, and her occasionally infuriating antics, Thomas found himself walking around with a constant grin on his face and a buoyant feeling in his chest. Having to leave their little idyll for the Hydes' house party was a wrench, and he rather thought Arabella felt so too. 

      Yet he'd known eventually they would have to return to the real world. After the party they'd be back at the Hood estates and have to be a bit more circumspect with his parents and Mary in residence. Although Thomas certainly didn't intend to give up their morning rides. 

      His general demeanor was so changed, so much more cheerful and open than before, that upon arrival at the Hydes', Felix took one look at him and immediately asked: "Who are you and what have you done with my brother?"
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      Almost as soon as they arrived at Clarendon Manor—the main Hyde residence on their estates—Thomas and Arabella found themselves separated. The women had gathered in the nursery to see the children while the men were in Lord Hyde's study. Lord Hyde's parents, who normally would be in residence, were visiting relatives in Scotland and had left the house to the younger crew. 

      "Aren't they precious?" Gabrielle asked, watching with fascination as Marcus, Lord Hyde's firstborn and heir, tried to show his little sister Charlotte how to play correctly with the tin soldiers he had. His efforts were in vain, to Arabella's amusement, yet he was very patient as he continued to tell her to hold them and not throw them. Gabrielle's hand drifted to her stomach, which Arabella was certain was larger than when she'd last seen it. 

      On Arabella's other side, Cynthia was watching the proceedings a little more dubiously. While she seemed to have settled into her new condition, she still wasn't convinced of its merits. 

      Across the room, Lydia was seated with Eleanor, Christina, and Cordelia and they were laughing as they chatted. It wasn’t that they weren’t all friends, but there weren’t enough seats all gathered together. Lydia's belly had an even more pronounced bump beneath her gown than Gabrielle's now did and Cordelia's matched Lydia's. Lord and Lady Brooke and Viscount Petersham and his wife Irene were due to arrive later in the afternoon, completing their party, and they would be bringing their offspring as well. 

      It felt more like a familial gathering than a house party, to be perfectly frank. Of course, Arabella might feel that way because her entire immediate family was present and accounted for. 

      She leaned in towards Gabrielle and murmured the question that sprang to her mind. "Is it odd to be increasing at the same time as your stepmother?"

      "It is," Gabrielle admitted, keeping her own voice low as well. She looked across the room at where Cordelia was laughing at something Lydia had said. "I think it's helped, though. It gives us a topic to bond over and conversations have become much easier. Philip and Felix are pleased. I am as well. "

      Arabella was glad to hear it. Because of the friendship of their husbands as well as their family connection, there was no way for Cordelia and Gabrielle to escape each other's company, but her friend seemed happy with the situation for the first time. The unspoken tension which she'd always observed between the two women had dissipated entirely. 

      Cynthia frowned at Gabrielle. “You bond over feeling miserable?”

      “The same way you and I do,” Gabrielle teased. Arabella tried not to feel left out. Her hand drifted to her stomach as she imagined what having Thomas’ child might be like. Although, from Cynthia’s rather vivid descriptions of her nausea, exhaustion, and cramps (not to mention her general irritableness, the opposite of her normally sunny nature), there was quite a bit not to look forward to as well.

      Then again, the others seemed to handle their condition with grace and smiles, even with their complaints.

      “It’s becoming more tolerable,” Cynthia admitted. “I’m still not sure I would recommend the condition to anyone though.”

      “Cordelia and Lydia seem to be doing much better,” Gabrielle said, looking over at them. They were further along in their state than the other two. As usual, Arabella was behind the rest of her friends. She sighed.

      Across the room, Eleanor rose and looked around, smiling. "I do believe it's time for tea, if you'd all like to join me in the drawing room."

      Which, of course they did. Arabella perked up. While seeing the children had been rather nice, especially for those who were currently increasing themselves, they couldn't really catch up when there were young ears about. Once they were alone, the ladies would be able to speak of bedroom activities, and she would finally be able to join in. That was probably why the gentlemen had taken themselves off to Edwin's study to converse; she could only imagine what scandalous masculine conversations were occurring in there. 
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      "Sinclair if he's a boy, Ada if she's a girl," Philip said definitively, looking more than a little pleased with himself. All the impending fathers were practically preening as they discussed the possible names of their soon-to-be offspring. Thomas was following the conversation with slightly more academic, but still very intent, interest. 

      Considering how active he and Arabella were, he didn't think it would be long until they were joining the ranks of parents among their friends. Isaac and Lydia were still discussing names, as were Felix and Gabrielle; although there was plenty of time yet, it seemed Philip and Cordelia had been more decisive. 

      Of course, for their heirs, choosing a name was easy as most families had traditions when it came to naming the heirs. Sinclair was Philip's grandmother's name and Isaac knew his firstborn son would be named Edward after his father, but for daughters the subject was apparently a bit more fraught. The women had very firm opinions that didn't always align with the gentlemen's.

      "I like Ada," Isaac said thoughtfully. He sighed. "But if it's already yours then I won't even suggest it to Lydia. There's no telling what she liked anyhow. She's already refused Gertrude, Hypatia, and Alexandra. All the names she likes are flowers."

      They were all ranged around Edwin’s study, lounging on the sturdy furniture. Edwin had pulled his chair out from behind his desk so he could join them in front of the desk rather than sitting behind it. Thomas was on the couch next to his brother and Wesley, while Isaac, Benedict, and Philip had taken possession of the various armchairs. They did rather resemble the club that Wesley insisted on labeling them as.

      "At least she has a preference," Felix argued. "Gabrielle doesn't like a single female name as far as I can tell. If we have a daughter she might have to remain nameless."

      "You could always just put your foot down and tell her that you're making the decision," Thomas teased. His brother eyed him, the same way he had when Thomas had first arrived—almost suspiciously, like he didn't quite know what he was looking at. Thomas eyed him back. “Stop looking at me like that, I haven’t changed that much.”

      “Three weeks ago you would have made that suggestion in all seriousness,” Felix said, almost accusingly. “Now, you’re teasing. And smiling.”

      “I smile,” Thomas protested, rather affronted. His vehement statement drew the attention of the others, although Wesley had already been silently listening.

      “You smile, but not like you have been,” Felix countered. “Now you smile for no apparent reason, which is something you’ve never done before.”

      “Obviously wedlock agrees with you,” Edwin said, lifting his glass. Like the Hood brothers, he had dark hair and eyes—really, he looked alike enough to them that they could have been cousins.

      On either side of him, Arabella’s brothers looked torn between being pleased and like they really didn’t want to know exactly why Thomas was smiling so much. Thomas didn’t really know what to say. He hadn’t thought he’d changed, but all of his friends were now discussing what they’d noticed about him, joking that all he’d needed was a wife to loosen him up.

      Felix joked that it was likely he’d specifically needed Arabella, since the wife who fit Thomas’ infamous list would never have had the same effect. There was enough truth in that to make Thomas feel vaguely uncomfortable. Even if he’d had the thought himself, he didn’t like his brother being right. Something else he and Arabella had in common.

      Still, he manfully swallowed the teasing, feeling far more mellow about it than he thought he might have.

      After all, he was happy. Why should he quibble about something as unimportant as his old idea of the perfect wife?
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      As soon as the ladies were settled in the drawing room with their tea, Cynthia immediately cut off the socially acceptable conversation of the beautiful weather.

      Leaning forward over her tea, she skewered Arabella with her gaze.

      “So? Does he spank you?” The question, while utterly inappropriate, was asked in the regal tone of Cynthia at her most haughty, playing the part of her husband’s countess, and was so abrupt and out-of-the-blue that Arabella’s startled answer flew from her lips before she could even think about lying.

      “Yes.” She nearly dropped her cup as her hand jerked, she instinctively wanted to raise it to cover her traitorous mouth. A hot blush immediately surged to her cheeks, turning them bright red as all eyes focused on her. All of them from women whom she knew were spanked wives, all of them who had heard her say she would never allow her husband to spank her—much less enjoy it.

      "Ha!" Cynthia chortled, her eyes brightening with amusement and triumph. "You like it, don't you?"

      Both Cynthia and Gabrielle were grinning at her while the others were a little more circumspect. Eleanor at least covered her smile with her hand, pretending a cough while Cordelia just blinked and managed to maintain a blank expression. Arabella's sisters-in-law both had pinched lips as if they were trying to suppress their own smiles. Considering how adamant Arabella had been in some of her statements, she supposed she couldn't blame them.

      "Yes, yes," she said a bit irritably. "You were all correct, being disciplined is awful but afterwards is... well, not so awful."

      "Does he only spank you to discipline you?" Eleanor asked, leaning forward slightly. Arabella knew that she was another one whose husband enjoyed routinely spanking her just for enjoyment's sake. As all of the women in this room had shared rather freely with her—Lydia and Christina were a bit more reserved, but Arabella was relentless when she wanted to know something—she couldn't very well prevaricate without being massively hypocritical.

      Sighing, she reached for a biscuit. If she was going to be interrogated she might as well indulge. 

      "No, he likes to incorporate it into our regular bedroom routine," she said, this time without even a hint of a blush. There was no need for missish airs with this gathering. 

      "What else?" Cynthia asked so eagerly that more than one of the ladies gave her an inquiring look. She shrugged. "What? He comes off as rather priggish and I could never decide if he was truly that stuffy or if he was secretly just as perverse as our husbands under his proper demeanor."

      "Like Alex," Eleanor said, referencing her best friend's husband, who tended to be quite upright at all times, yet thoroughly enjoyed spanking his wife.

      Lydia smiled. "Isaac comes off as rather proper too. So does Philip, come to think of it."

      "Yes, yes," Cynthia said, waving her hand dismissively. "But we already know all about them. I want to know all about Thomas now. Has he used anything other than his hand? Has he put anything in your bottom? Does he do anything unusual?" Each outrageous question was asked with a completely straight face and sincere interest.

      Gabrielle snorted laughter as Eleanor let out a small moan and put her hands over her face, shaking her head at her outrageous friend. Lydia's lips were pressed so tightly together that they'd turned white and Christina had given up the effort completely and was giggling almost gleefully. Only Cordelia managed to maintain her composure, although her dark eyes were sparkling as she sipped her tea.

      Rising to the challenge, Arabella faced Cynthia down. She did feel a bit of a flush in her cheeks, but she kept her voice even. Sometimes it felt as though the two of them competed to be the more outrageous in various arenas; this was one where Arabella hadn't had the chance to bandy with her yet, but she was willing to try. 

      "A strap, his fingers, and I'm not sure... what qualifies as unusual in this group?" She asked the question with a touch of amusement. They all knew each man had his preferences—Cordelia and Philip, for all their upright airs, were well known for sneaking off and copulating in other people's houses during balls. Arabella didn't think her and Thomas' penchant for doing such on his own lands was nearly as outlandish as that. 

      "Oh dear lord, there's two of them now," Christina muttered, still giggling. 

      Gabrielle shot her a sidelong look of amusement. "Did you really expect anything less?"

      “Unusual would be anything you haven’t heard us already mention,” Cynthia said, looking a bit exasperated. She lowered her voice a little. “I’ve talked with a lady who had sex while an audience watched. There’s a whole club devoted to it!”

      Now that was certainly more interesting than continuing to admit uncomfortable truths. Arabella leaned forward. “Do tell!”

      Christina sighed.
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      The separated groups came together when Viscount and Viscountess Petersham arrived, with Lord and Lady Brooke driving up to the house as their boxes were still being unloaded from the carriage. Thomas was pleased to see Arabella was beaming with happiness, a bright sparkle in her eyes. She looked as though she was enjoying herself. 

      "Did you have a good coze with your friends?" he asked quietly, stepping beside her as Eleanor gave the room assignments in between greetings. 

      "We did," Arabella said, smiling up at him with the little smirk he associated with her getting up to mischief. "We talked about absolutely scandalous things. What did the gentlemen talk about?"

      "The children," he said, amused. He wasn't sure if she was telling the truth or just trying to goad a reaction from him, but either way it was always more interesting to pretend she hadn't said anything untoward. "Baby names. We went to the nursery but you all had already retired to the drawing room."

      Arabella frowned at him. "But that's boring," she complained. "I thought you were all members of a scandalous club. That's what Cynthia said."

      He coughed to cover a laugh as her attention was taken by Grace's approach. 

      "Wesley wishes," he muttered under his breath before turning to greet Alex while the two women exclaimed over each other and Grace proffered her congratulations. Behind them, Cordelia and Lydia had already taken charge of the Brooke children—at nearly two years of age, Alex's heir, George, was happily babbling to Cordelia who had crouched in front of him, and six month old Penelope was trying to stuff a lock of Lydia's honey-gold hair in her mouth. Both women were cooing over them and probably thinking to their future. 

      Thomas eyed Arabella. He wouldn't mind seeing her hold one of the babies and getting a glimpse of their future together. He'd been a little disappointed when they'd visited the nursery to find the ladies already gone, although he had enjoyed meeting Edwin's children. Hugh and Irene's two redheaded offspring were being held by their parents, both of them obviously exhausted from the long travels. 

      Once the new arrivals had been greeted, the company disbursed somewhat. Edwin and Eleanor needed to see the new arrivals settled, Gabrielle wanted a nap, Wesley and Felix went off to play billiards, while Thomas and Arabella joined those who wanted to amble through the gorgeous gardens in the back of the house. 

      Watching Arabella with her friends and brothers, laughing a little too loud, teasing them mercilessly, rushing about on the pathways if she saw a particular flower she wanted to examine, Thomas realized his brother and friends were correct. He was smiling. Not only was he smiling for no apparent reason, but he was smiling despite his wife's behavior, her impetuousness, her lack of decorum, and her brash personality. 

      In fact, one might even say he was smiling because of all of those things. 

      Which was when it hit him... he'd gone and fallen in love with his wife.
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      When Thomas practically dragged her out of the garden and up to the room they were sharing, Arabella didn't know what to think. He wasn't behaving as though she'd done anything wrong, so she didn't think he was upset with her or overcome with a need to spank her... but he was behaving very oddly. The expression on his face was nearly as odd—anxious and almost impatient, but she couldn't imagine what was so urgent.

      "What?" she asked, feeling rather anxious herself by the time he'd practically shoved her through the door and slammed it behind them. Not knowing what the problem was... well, she didn't like it at all. Thomas whirled around to face her an almost manic look in his eyes. 

      "I'm in love with you," he announced. 

      Then looked at her almost warily.

      Arabella's mouth dropped open. "What?"

      "I'm in love with you," he repeated, still watching her in that odd way that she couldn't quite decipher. 

      Although Arabella had imagined him saying those exact words quite often before they were married (and if she were being completely honest, she'd had a few fantasies more recently as well) this was certainly not how she'd ever pictured it. He didn't seem overcome by emotion or as though he regretted every negative thought he'd ever had about her—although she had to admit, she rather liked the near-defiance in his tone—but... 

      "No, you don't."

      "Yes, I do. Don't tell me what I feel." Although he didn't seem particularly surprised that she was arguing with him.

      "You don't," she insisted. "You just think you do because we're surrounded by love matches right now."

      "Which is why I can recognize the emotion when I feel it," he countered, taking a step closer.

      Arabella shook her head and, for the first time in their relationship, backed away. The hope that was clawing through her chest was too painful to be acknowledged, and she wouldn't let it grow. She couldn't. Because when he came to his senses, when the happy honeymoon glow wore off and they were no longer surrounded by their friends, he would remember all the reasons he could never love her. 

      "I'm not demure."

      "I've realized I prefer boldness." He stepped forward again and Arabella retreated another step, watching him warily. 

      "I'm going to occasionally ride in breeches, astride, while we're in the country."

      The grin that spread across his face had become rather familiar to her. "And when I catch you I'll spank you and see how well you do riding me astride."

      The image which rose up in her mind made her cheeks flush with desire, her body tingling. 

      "I'm not—"

      "I don't care." The ferocity with which he stated assertion had her snapping her mouth shut as she stared wide-eyed up at him. This time she didn't step back as he came forward, his hands reaching up to cup her face and tilt her head back to look at him. Her hands trembled as she lifted them to curve over his wrists, needing to touch him as if she would be able to feel his sincerity, his emotion, through his skin. "I wish you'd never overheard that accursed list, because it doesn't matter to me anymore. Every item on it is wrong. Well, not every item, but every item which you don't fulfill.

      “My brothers were right. My parents were right. Everyone who told me I would be miserable with a checklist of traits was right. You were right when you told me I was insecure about my title. But you're wrong when you say I don't love you."

      Tears were starting to fill her eyes, happy ones, because he seemed so earnest, so sincere... and she'd never known Thomas to be anything but honest. She'd always never known him to so unequivocally say he was wrong about anything. 

      "What about next Season?" She whispered the question, unable to get enough air to speak any louder. "What about when we're in town and I do something brash that you don't approve of—"

      Dropping a kiss to her mouth, Thomas gently cut off her words. He leaned his forehead against hers, staring into her eyes. "I might occasionally be frustrated by you, I am absolutely certain we will fight, I will likely wear my hand out on your bottom, but none of that will stop me from loving you." Suddenly he smiled, that little glint back in his eyes. "I could happily spend the rest of my life trying to tame your wild ways and never succeeding."

      Her fingers tightened around his hands.

      “I love you, too.”
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      The happiness that rushed through Thomas was indescribable. He’d hoped… but there had been no way to know for sure.

      Of course, he couldn’t help but tease her a little. “Are you sure? I’ve heard I’m stuffy and priggish, not to mention the spankings.”

      A sly little look came into her eyes as she smiled up at him, practically beaming. Her expression was so open, so warm and loving, she’d never looked more beautiful. “Well, you could always stop spanking me.”

      “Minx,” he growled, lowering his mouth to hers. Arabella’s lips immediately parted beneath his as she kissed him back with all the considerable passion in her body. This time she wasn’t the only one feeling a sense of extreme urgency as they began to pull at each other’s clothing, nearly in a frenzy. As much as Thomas enjoyed taking his time with her, right now he just wanted to be inside her, to feel her all around him, to be as deep within her as he could be.

      They stumbled towards the bed, half-dressed and kissing each other frantically, their hands running over each other’s bodies and pushing their clothing from their limbs. Lifting her up, Thomas practically tossed her onto the bed, kicking off his pants before crawling on after her. Arabella was already up on her knees and reaching for him, but a moment later he had her on her back with her legs spread wide apart.

      His fingers pressed between her legs and found her wet and already ready. Taking a moment to caress her sensitive flesh in the manner he knew she liked the best, he grinned as she moaned and shuddered with pleasure. Giving her clit a last little pinch that made her cry out, he lined his cock up with her entrance and began to slid into her soaked sheathe.

      Reaching up, she wound her arms around his neck and pulled him down for a kiss, her fingers dragging down his chest as he filled her. She let out a low, moaning sob as he thrust deep, her pussy gripping him hard as she moved beneath him, her body taking him in as her hands roamed over his skin. It was pleasure, it was bliss…

      It felt like coming home.

      Now that he was fully embedded inside of her, could feel her beneath him and around him, Thomas’ urgency waned just a bit. Enough so that when he began to thrust, it was with long, slow strokes that lingered, just enjoying the sensation of her pussy wrapped around him, her silky softness against his harder muscles, and the little whimpers of pleasure that she made in the back of her throat.

      His hands moved up to delve into her hair, pins scattering as his fingers thrust into the soft strands. Holding her head immobile, he kissed her deeply, claiming her mouth the same way he claimed the rest of her body.

      She was his. Completely, unreservedly, and she showed it with unspoken passion and love in every movement she made.

      Thomas had made love to her before, but not like this. Not with the words said between them, enhancing their passion, fueling their happiness. Everything between them had always been intense, but now they’d reached new heights which had been uncharted… and they were exploring them together.
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      This… this was everything Arabella had wanted and never expected. It was what she thought she’d given up when she’d trapped him into marriage. Perhaps one day she’d even admit to the deed, far, far in the future if she ran out of other ways to torment him which were more fun.

      She couldn’t stop touching him—his chest, his shoulders, his stomach—half afraid he wasn’t really there, that if she stopped touching him he would disappear and turn into just another fantasy. The heat of his body reassured her, the hard thrusts of his cock made her moan with happy pleasure as her hips moved to meet him.

      Every time he sank into her, she felt like she was claiming him, leaving her mark all over him—and her nails dug in to do just that in places. Thomas groaned, beginning to move faster and harder, his hands tightening in her hair, and Arabella gasped as she arched upwards, her lower body throbbing with growing ecstasy.

      “Oh yes…” The words slipped from her mouth as their kiss ended, Thomas moving too fast, too roughly to maintain it. “Oh, Thomas…”

      “Arabella… minx…” His voice was hoarse, his body contracting over hers as he plowed into her. The backs of her heels were digging into the backs of his thighs, giving her the leverage to lift her hips more fully, receive him completely. “Mine.”

      Her nails dug into the flesh of his shoulders and Arabella cried out as he thrust hard, his body grinding against her swollen clit and sending a lance of ecstasy through her as her climax sparked. Wave after wave of rapture washed over her with every thrust of Thomas’ cock, leaving her writhing and moaning with the hot joy of it.

      A few thrusts later he was uttering his own, growling completion as he hardened even more inside of her. She shuddered around him, her body clenching and milking him; each pulse of his cock inside of her filled her with liquid heat and left her feeling utterly satiated.

      Both of them softened, his lips finding hers again as a kind of lassitude overtook them. Arabella kissed him back, tenderly, her fingers now smoothing over his skin in apology for the way she’d raked him with her nails. Although, he hadn’t seemed to mind.

      Pulling away from the kiss for a moment, he looked down at her, his fingertips resting against her temples, his eyes scanning over her face like he was memorizing it.

      “I love you,” she said, blurting out the words because now that she could say them aloud, she didn’t want to stop.

      Thomas’ eyes crinkled at the corners as he smiled down at her, lowering his head to rub his nose against hers. “And I love you, my little minx.”

      Beaming up at him, Arabella couldn’t help but think—he claimed he could be happy spending the rest of his life trying to tame her and failing, but in many ways she felt like he already had.
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      Gathered around the dinner table, their group of friends was a glittering throng of happy faces. Even so, Thomas and Arabella still managed to stand out, their faces practically glowing with their joy, and the loving looks being passed between them were not missed by the others. Bypassing usual conventions, Eleanor had seated everyone next to their spouse rather than separating them. The arrangement didn’t stifle conversation at all—in fact, it rather improved it.

      Although, within five minutes of the meal beginning, everyone who hadn’t been in the garden knew that Thomas and Arabella had left the garden rather precipitously. There were a few ribald suggestions as to why they might have done so—all of them very close to the truth.

      Neither Arabella nor Thomas minded the teasing, although Benedict and Isaac both pretended not to hear those conversations.

      After the first course, Edwin stood up at the head of the table. Immediately everyone quieted as he looked around, glass in his hand. He lifted it slightly.

      “I would like to propose a toast.” Looking around the table he smiled as everyone raised their glasses as well. Dressed impeccably as usual, he looked every inch the lord of the manor. At his side, Eleanor beamed up at him, her crystal blue gaze filled with her love for him. “To good friends and the things which bind us together. And an especial congratulations and blessing upon Thomas and Arabella. May you find the same happiness the rest of us have, and may we all keep it, all the days of our lives.”

      “Hear, hear!”

      All around the table happy couples were toasting, laughing, and kissing. Cynthia squealed for some unknown reason, which everyone ignored by mutual, unspoken agreement. Thomas pulled Arabella in for a kiss, which she returned enthusiastically, tasting of the champagne they’d just toasted with.

      It was, as far as they all were concerned, the happiest of endings.
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        A little less than year later…

      

        

      

      As Arabella was dressing for Lady Huntley’s ball, her husband came into her room. Dressed in his usual blacks and whites, the severe colors and lines suiting him wonderfully, he was as handsome as ever. 

      “Thank you, Cammy, I’ll help Lady Arabella with the final touches,” he told her maid, dismissing her. Cammy flashed Arabella a smile in the mirror and immediately scurried away, leaving them alone. Arabella turned her head and lifted her eyebrows at his high-handedness. He’d gotten much better about things like that—especially since she was happy to show him the error of his ways if he became too bossy. It had made for an entertaining Season.

      Some of her punishments were playful, some of them were real, and some were a thrilling mix between the two.

      So far the worst punishment she’d earned herself had been for throwing a glass of champagne in Lady March’s face. How was she to know the woman hadn’t actually been flirting with Thomas, but rather asking after his mother? She flirted with everyone else’s husbands.

      If she’d just pretended to spill her drink down the woman’s dress, like Cynthia did, she likely would have had a more playful spanking. Thomas, however, had been unamused by her slight variance on the move and Arabella had been rather unrepentant, truth be told. She informed Thomas it was a warning shot across the bow, and she swore his lips had twitched before he’d given her a stern look and had her bend over for the strap.

      All in all, being married was frustrating, wonderful, and often exciting.

      The most exciting, to her, being that she would finally join her friends in motherhood later this year. She'd missed her courses the last two months, something she and Thomas were both elated over. Soon they'd be sharing the news, at least with their family and close friends. Arabella was looking forward to asking Gabrielle to stand as godmother for her child; Gabrielle and Felix's daughter Isabella would be only about a year older than Thomas and Arabella's baby when he or she arrived. 

      Smiling at her expression, her husband came forward to where she was seated in front of her mirror, his eyes sweeping over her with admiration. Her gown was his favorite shade of garnet red, trimmed with black, and dipped low in the front to reveal a wide expanse of creamy skin and cleavage. Cammy had piled Arabella's hair in an elaborate array of curls, rubies winking from the arrangement, with one lone curl hanging down to rest on the top of Arabella's breast. 

      The black lace and ruby necklace, drop earrings and bangles were the only pieces missing from her ensemble, and she didn't really need help with them.

      "You look lovely," he murmured, dropping a kiss where her neck met her shoulder and making her skin tingle pleasantly.  

      Arabella met his gaze in the mirror, a smile playing about her lips as she answered him formally, a sure sign that she was teasing him. They'd come to know each other's prods and quirks very well over the past year. "Thank you, my lord. May I inquire what finishing touches you think I require?"

      Looking almost boyish, Thomas grinned as he reached into his pocket and pulled out a long strand of glittering gems that made Arabella gasp. Rubies and diamonds set in a silver collar necklace fit for a princess. Although she knew Thomas had seen the gown before tonight—it had just been made last week—she hadn't known he'd had jewelry made for it. 

      "Ohhh..." The word came out as a sigh of appreciation as Thomas draped the necklace around her neck and fastened it. While she did love the lace and ruby necklace she'd been intending on wearing, it didn't at all measure up to Thomas' gift. Standing up, she turned and threw herself into his arms, kissing him soundly. 

      Falling back down off of her toes she beamed up at him, her arms still around his neck and his hands resting on her hips. "Is this an early anniversary present?"

      She couldn't think of another reason for the extravagant gift. Although Thomas was very generous and very thoughtful, this was certainly a present out of the normal run of things. 

      Thomas chuckled. "No, it's in remembrance of our engagement, which began exactly one year ago today."

      Arabella stilled, her mind immediately working. It had been a year since his forced proposal. A little giggle bubbled up inside of her as she remembered her riotous emotions that evening and her determination to make Thomas' life as miserable as hers. Instead, they'd made each other happy... it could have all gone horribly wrong and she was so lucky things had turned out as they had. 

      "What's that expression for?" he asked, tilting his head as he looked down at her, a bit bemused by her reaction. 

      "I was just thinking I could have never predicted this outcome when I trapped you," she said honestly, teasing him slightly. 

      He guffawed. "Trapped me? You had a drunken moment of... something, passion or insanity, that resulted in us falling in the fountain. You weren't in control of yourself."

      "Of course I was," she retorted, a bit affronted. Passion or insanity?! "I was very, very tipsy, maybe a little drunk, but I knew exactly what I was doing."

      Her husband’s mouth opened. Closed. Arabella realized her mistake as his hands suddenly tightened on her hips and the look in his eye hardened to sternness. Apparently he was not amused. "You did, did you?"

      "Wait!" Arabella squealed as she found herself being hauled towards her bed—the one they rarely ever slept in anymore, as Thomas' was larger and more comfortable overall. Somehow whenever she'd earned a punishment though, it ended up occurring in her room, in her bed. "Lady Huntly's ball—there's no time."

      "Yes there is," Thomas said, ruthlessly hauling her across his lap and flipping up her skirts.

      "My dress is going to wrinkle!"

      Ignoring her protests, Thomas pulled apart the split seam of her drawers, exposing her bottom. They were horribly out of fashion, but no one knew she wore them except for him and her maids—and Thomas preferred them. Arabella knew she wasn't the only one among her friends who was so unfashionable either; the husbands certainly had their preferences when it came to their wives' undergarments. It was certainly convenient for them at times like this. 

      "Thomas!"

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      She squealed again, her legs kicking as she realized he was absolutely intent on his direction.
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      Now that his wife couldn't see his face, Thomas couldn't help but grin as he began to beat a steady rhythm onto her bottom, watching the cream of her skin turn pink under his hand. Apparently he hadn't been spanking her enough recently, otherwise he doubted she would have made such a confession, even with the apparent safety of a ball they needed to leave for. 

      Fortunately, his mother and Mary were attending Lady Colfax's event before joining them at the Huntleys' tonight and so had taken a separate carriage. After having dismissed Cammy the way he had, the staff likely wouldn't be surprised that he and Arabella were running late or if they never came out of their room at all. It had happened once or twice over the past year, although not so far during the Season. 

      His friends had reassured him there was no harm to spanking a wife, even one in her condition, until much later in the processes. Since Arabella's stomach was as flat as ever and she'd had plenty of rest this afternoon and seemed in high spirits, he had no qualm about administering one now. 

      Trapping him into marriage, indeed! He'd truly given her the benefit of the doubt and hadn't thought about exactly how they'd become engaged in... well, in close to a year.

      SMACK!

      "Thomas! Stop! We're going to be late for the ball. And you can't possibly be angry at me, you're happy we're married."

      He snorted. "That doesn't excuse you deliberately trapping me into it, minx."

      SMACK!

      "Ow! But you wouldn't have married me otherwise."

      Thomas paused, his hand in the air as he considered her words. They were likely true. When everything was happening he'd been considering her the trapped one rather than the other way round. 

      Still. He shrugged.

      SMACK!

      "Thomas!"

      "I've decided you still need a spanking, minx, and this is as good a reason as any. Just count your luck that I don't feel the need to match your bottom to your dress."

      SMACK!

      Her creamy cheeks were already turning a delightful shade of pink, making his cock jerk in his tight breeches as the flesh danced and jiggled for him. Kicking her legs slightly whenever he landed a particularly hard blow, gave him glimpses of her wet pussy. Between her cheeks the little star of her anus winked at him as she clenched and relaxed. 

      Thomas shifted her slightly on his lap, turning her so that he could spread her legs a bit more and spank her right down the sensitive crease.

      She shrieked, bucking as he did so, his fingertips snapping against her tiny hole. 

      "Thomas please!" The tone of her voice had changed and it was highly debatable whether she was pleading with him to stop or to keep going... or possibly to stop and fuck her. His cock was throbbing, but he wasn't done yet. 

      A slightly darker hue of pink would be more pleasing... and then he was certainly going to mount her, but not in the way she thought. He alternated his blows from cheek to cheek and then the third right down the center again.

      SMACK!

      SMACK!

      SMACK!
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      By the time Thomas stopped, her bottom was burning—not just the cheeks, but all over. Her husband's crisp swats had kept her hovering somewhere between pain and pleasure. The position over his knee with her bottom in the air had put her breasts in such a precarious position that with all her wriggling and jerking, they'd fallen out of the neckline of her dress and were now completely bared. She was covered everywhere except for where it was important. 

      Pressing her thighs together as Thomas rubbed her sensitive skin, a few tears dripping down to the floor—although not nearly as many as if he'd truly wanted to punish her—Arabella felt her lower body throb in anticipation of what was to come next. 

      But then she felt him leaning over and heard the drawer of her nightstand sliding open. She knew exactly what he was retrieving.

      "Thomas nooooo..." The plea would go unheeded, as it had every time before.

      Over the past six months her husband had grown increasingly interested in her bottom hole. Not content with just his fingers, he'd eventually introduced her to a diabolical set of dilators—and Arabella constantly cursed Wesley for the 'wedding gift' which was apparently standard issue among their friends. She found anything touching that hole to be a rather ambiguous pleasure.

      That was, she liked it but she wasn't sure she wanted to. 

      So far Thomas had been content to use his fingers at the same time as his mouth was on her pussy, or insert the dilators before or after a spanking and stretch her out so that she was sore inside and out afterwards—and several times he'd fucked her while the dilators were inserted which had given her the most intense orgasms of her life. But, mentally, she had even more trouble admitting to liking it than she did confessing she liked the spankings.

      Her body made it far too obvious that she liked both, however, and Thomas had quickly realized it. 

      "Such a naughty girl deserves to have her bottom punished thoroughly, inside and out," he said sternly, his words making her lower body clench in anticipation. Why she became so aroused at having a disciplinarian she couldn't understand, but her pussy always responded to being called a naughty girl... or a good girl... or a minx. 

      The oiled tip of a dilator pressed against her bottom and quickly pushed in. Arabella whimpered as she clenched automatically, trying to push it back out. As always, Thomas had started with the smallest one, and he'd played with them often enough that it inserted easily. There was a slight burn, a little sting at the initial stretch, and then she almost immediately adjusted.

      Pumping the dilator between her rosy cheeks, her husband's free hand kneaded the soft flesh of her bottom, obviously enjoying himself as he tormented her. Her pussy clenched emptily. The slick glide of the dilator in and out of her forbidden orifice made her moan, too quickly becoming far too arousing to bear without embarrassment. 

      He didn't take long with it however, before replacing it with the next one in size. This one took a little more effort on both their parts to work into her body, and Arabella cried out a little as the widest part slid in. Still, with Thomas continuing to frig her with the blasted thing, it wasn't long until that too had her writhing. It was such a different sensation than having something in her pussy, and yet so similar as well. 

      "One more," he murmured, pulling the second one away, and Arabella nearly sighed with relief. So far he had never used the fourth, largest one and she dreaded the day when he would. Probably a day when she had actually earned a true and rather harsh punishment. What did it say about her that she was sure that day would eventually come?

      She groaned as the third one began to press into her poor hole, forcing it open. The muscles around it quivered as they were stretched open, making her feel as though she couldn't possibly be any fuller. It was both thicker and longer than the first two and the large bulb just before its base was the hardest to work in. Arabella shuddered, more tears sparking in her eyes now from the intensity of the sensations pulsing through her. 

      Full, but not where she wanted to be... pleasured, but she didn't want to admit it... exquisitely punished in the most delicious way possible. 

      "Oh..." Her fingers scrabbled at the floor as Thomas worked the dilator firmly. "Oh... Thomas... please..."

      She wanted him to stop—needed him to stop—because she needed him inside of her. The hard rubber dilators weren't enough, especially because of the location he inserted them. 

      A moment later, Thomas was withdrawing the dilator and changing her position yet again. Arabella was propped on her elbows, her nipples brushing against the bedding, skirts still rucked up around her hips and probably becoming horribly wrinkled but she didn't care anymore. With her legs spread she could feel air wafting over all her sensitive, inner parts which were aching for him. 

      To her surprise—although she couldn't call it shock because deep down she'd known this day was coming—the head of Thomas' cock pressed against her anus rather than her pussy. 

      "Thomas?" 

      "Just relax, minx," he said. "That's a good girl."

      A shudder went through her body, not just from his words but because he had started to press. The dilators had stretched her enough that her entrance gave way easily enough, but the head of Thomas cock was much thicker than the hard rubber. It was also both softer and yet somehow just as unyielding. 

      The foreign sensation of something large, hot, and throbbing forcing its way into that narrow aperture made Arabella whimper. It felt horribly invasive, exquisitely painful, and so intimate it took her breath away. The difference between the dilators and his cock was one she couldn't quantify, but it was very real. 

      "Oh..." Her body spasmed as he sank deeper, stretching her more than the dilators had, pushing into territory they'd never touched. 

      The guttural groan he gave as his groin met the hot cheeks of her bottom was intensely erotic, nearly making the straining sting of her poor channel worth it. 
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      From the panting way Arabella was breathing, Thomas could tell she was struggling slightly with being so perversely full. He held himself still inside of her, feeling her small muscles moving against the length of his cock while the tight ring of her entrance gripped him like a vise. The pink of her cheeks contrasted with the white ring of her stretched out opening, straining around the girth of his cock. 

      Since he had to hold himself still anyway, giving her time to adjust to his proportions, Thomas memorized the view. 

      When he felt her hips move against his hands, experimentally rocking forward, he began to withdraw. She gasped again, whimpering slightly at the sensation as he pulled away.

      When he'd reached about the halfway point, Thomas reversed course and began to gently but firmly sink back into her again. A whimpering sob rose from her throat, her body shuddering, and he knew she must be balancing on the edge of pleasure and pain. 

      Releasing her hips, he reached up to cup both of her breasts which had fallen out of her low-cut neckline after all the jostling. He kneaded the soft flesh, adding to her pleasure and tipping her in that direction. She uttered a soft little cry, arching her back and thrusting her bottom up to meet his cock as he moved. 

      The hot, tight sheathe of her ass gripped him, the very perverseness of the act adding to the eroticism. She was dressed as a proper lady, adorned as a proper lady would be, but deep down she would always be his wild Arabella, and having her bent over with her spanked bottom in the air, taking his cock up her ass while she was dressed for a ball seemed somehow so very her. 

      Thomas pinched her nipples, making her clench and moan. She was moving back against him now, meeting his pumping hips, her soft cries slowly becoming less ambiguous and leaning more towards pleasured. Releasing her right breast, Thomas swept his arm around and under her skirts in the front, seeking out the swollen bud of her clit. 

      When his fingers touched the sensitive nub, she nearly screamed. He rubbed, pressed.

      "Thomas! Oh... lord... Thomas!" Arabella practically pitched forward, her braced elbows no longer holding her up, her ass gripping him tightly enough to drag him down with her.

      He groaned at the hot sensation of forcing his entire length into her as he pinned her between himself and the bed. The muscles of her channel massaged his cock, practically sucking the cum from his balls as she quivered in her own ecstasy, climaxing with his cock up her bottom. Even without the physical pleasure, just knowing she had achieved her own culmination during the perverse act might have been enough for him to reach his. 

      Thomas' cock jerked, the last of his seed spurting into her dark hole, leaving her bottom excellently punished both inside and out. 

      After a short period of time, during which Thomas dotted her upper back with small kisses while she sighed with repletion, he reluctantly withdrew his softened cock from the warm haven of her body. Her cheeks and the little star of her anus were now very pink, but certainly neither had suffered overly much. 

      A little wobbly on her feet, Arabella still managed to stand, blushing nearly as crimson as her dress when she first met his eyes. Thomas always found it utterly adorable the few times he'd actually seen her almost shy about something they'd done together. Especially because it rarely lasted long. 

      "Oh dear," she said, noticing her skirts when her gazed dropped.

      Rumpled would be an understatement. 

      "I suppose we won't be making it to the Huntleys' after all," Thomas said, not feeling even the slightest bit sorry. 

      Looking up at him, her lips twitched. "I love you, you stuffy brute."

      "And I love you, you naughty minx." Pulling her into his arms, Thomas proceeded to kiss her as deeply and passionately as he could. 

      Perhaps it was the memory of another passionate kiss, one year ago to the day, which had him reaching down to grip her already sore bottom. Just to remind her what happened to naughty girls. 
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      Author's Note

      

      But what about Mary? What about Hartford (and his secret club)? Is Walter going to be the only Hood brother without a HEA? 

      If you thought there was something havey-cavey about Mary's behavior—you're absolutely right. If you think Hartford needs a wife (and want a look at his club)—I agree! If you think Walter shouldn't be the only Hood brother without a HEA—we're on the same page!

      However, their stories don't fit into the Bridal Discipline series framework, which means that obviously I need to write another spin-off series! Possibly two. I know exactly what's going to happen with all three of them and I'm very excited about it.

      Without further ado, I’m pleased to announce Mary and Hartford’s story, A Season for Treason, will release on January 12, 2021!

      Keep up with my newsletter or come hang out with me on Facebook and as updates come for the new series I will definitely be sharing them!
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