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

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

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

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

      Thomas Hood, eldest son of Viscount Hood

      Walter Hood, second son of Viscount Hood

      Felix Hood, youngest son of Viscount Hood

      Isaac Windham, Duke of Manchester

      Benedict Windham, brother to the Duke of Manchester

      Arabella Windham, sister to the Duke of Manchester

      Christopher Irving, Earl of Irving, married to Marjorie Irving

      Wesley Spencer, Earl of Spencer, married to Cynthia

      Alex Brooke, Lord Brook – heir to the Marquess of Warwick, married to Grace
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      Happily married. The men at his club called the concept a myth perpetuated by the womenfolk, but Philip Stanley, the Marquess of Dunbury, thought he had a very good chance at just such a fantastical state of being. Of course, he was also privileged to know several couples whom were happily married - he was even related to two of them. 

      The key, according to his cousin Hugh, was to marry a woman who fulfilled all one’s needs, including those many of the ton considered more appropriate for a mistress than a wife. Philip knew Hugh had no current mistress, and hadn’t had one, since he’d been married the year before. When Philip had visited his uncle and aunt last Christmas, he’d also met his cousins’ new spouses. Both Hugh and his sister, Eleanor, had been married within a month of each other last Season. Philip had met Eleanor’s husband Edwin, one of Hugh’s best friends, on multiple occasions, and he’d truthfully never thought the rakish man would settle down with a wife, much less happily.

      Even more shocking had been the news that their third friend, Wesley, had also married. Some part of Philip had still believed the announcement in the paper had been an elaborate ruse or a lame prank, until Hugh had confirmed the marriage and Wesley’s infatuated adoration of his bride. Of course, Philip had wanted to know more about what could have possibly driven Edwin and Wesley to such a state. He’d known that Hugh had married for the coup of Irene’s land, but he hadn’t expected to see his cousin so contented in his marriage. The obvious conclusion was that Hugh’s advice was quite right.

      That had led to a rather revealing conversation, after a few drinks. Hugh had lauded his use of spanking, and occasionally harsher discipline, with Irene as being a large part of his happiness. A few more drinks later, and with Hugh determinedly pretending not to listen, Edwin had confirmed Hugh’s statements with a few words of his own experience. Philip had certainly noticed a marked change in Eleanor’s demeanor, but at the time he had put it down to her marriage and impending motherhood.

      Spanking a woman’s curvy bottom had always been a particularly enjoyable past-time for Philip. He loved to see a woman’s reddened bottom, listen to her delicious cries and pleas, and then cuddle and fuck her into delirium afterwards. The idea of engaging in such activities, in truth, as a punishment as well as a pleasure... well it had caught him immediately. Like most men of their standing, he’d always assumed such perverse activities would be confined to his mistresses’ bedrooms after marriage. To see how fulfilled both his cousins were, on opposite sides of the equation, had sparked an envious desire in him.

      After all, his parents had both passed away several years ago, and, as their only child, he had a duty to them to continue his line. Going by the droves of females that had harried him the second the Season began, the women of Society agreed. Although, he didn’t resent their constant pursuit; it was what had driven him to accept an invitation to the Countess of Irving’s house party, which was where he had met his soon-to-be-bride.

      Cordelia Astley, the Dowager Baroness Hastings. The third wife of the late Baron, who had been quite elderly and quite desperate for a son when he’d married his young bride. She’d only been twenty-three when her husband had passed, leaving her and her step-daughter, Gabrielle, at the mercy of the new Baron. A man who had been all too eager to take advantage of their situation. A dark look crossed Philip’s countenance, as it always did at the thought of the new Baron Hastings.

      A cad and a heartless social-climber, he’d made Cordelia’s life quite difficult, and had actually cast her and Gabrielle off his properties when she’d refused to give in to his salacious offers. Just thinking about the bastard made Philip grit his teeth. What kind of man tried to push himself on a widow? No matter how young and beautiful she was.

      Quite beautiful too. A sweet, fragile, quiet beauty that had crept up on him at the house party, until his dreams had been wreathed with fantasies about her. He’d wanted to disperse the air of sadness that hung over her from the moment he’d met her, and during the house party, he’d only become more attracted. It had been his chance to play knight in shining armor when he’d asked about her circumstances and the Earl of Irving had relayed her story to him. The Countess was Cordelia’s dear friend and had hoped she might catch some gentleman’s eye during the house party.

      She’d certainly caught Philip’s. He’d proposed by the end of the week, and she’d accepted. Of course, he knew she’d accepted because of the protection he’d offered, as well as her desire to unburden herself from her friends, but that didn’t matter to him. From the moment she’d said yes, her face glowing with an inner light of relief, he’d known he would do whatever was necessary to keep her from ever having to worry again.

      During the few weeks between then and this morning, the morning of their wedding, they’d spent more time getting to know each other, which had confirmed his choice. Cordelia was altogether too sweet and giving to be without someone watching over her best interests. Her stepdaughter took advantage of her kind nature on a regular basis - a more demanding and selfish creature he had yet to meet, and that was saying something within Society. That behavior was something that would stop as soon as they were living under his roof. The inherent submissiveness in Cordelia’s nature appealed to him on a baser level, while her quick mind and gentle wit kept him engaged on a personal one, and he would not allow anyone, not even her stepdaughter, to abuse that part of her. He would protect and cherish his wife for it, as such women should be protected and cherished.

      “Please be still, Sir,” his valet admonished in a tone that indicated a demand more than request. Mouth quirking, Philip stopped fidgeting as Marshall concentrated on tying the perfect trone d’Amour knot in his cravat. On such an august day, Marshall was obviously feeling the pressure of sending his master out in sartorial splendor. 

      And Philip had to admit, his valet was doing a remarkable job. The man had been with him for years now and had never let him down, although he could become remarkably stuffy when he was feeling anxious and didn’t feel Philip was taking his appearance seriously enough. 

      A knock at the door had Philip turning his head and Marshall growling under his breath as the stiffened fabric of the cravat was pulled in an incorrect manner.

      “Come in,” Philip called.

      His butler opened the door and stepped inside. “Mr. Hood has arrived, my lord.”

      A wave of relief flowed over Philip. “Well I suppose if you’ve already let him in the door...”

      With just a hint of a smile, the butler stepped to the side, allowing Felix to enter. Third son of the Viscount Hood, Felix had no honorary title and was a mere ‘mister,’ however thanks to his investments in the railways, he was also a very wealthy mister. His advice had also made Philip a tidy sum of money, which had saved the coffers of the Dunbury estates when he’d been new to the title. They were the best of friends, and Philip had begun to doubt that Felix would arrive in time to stand beside him.

      “Cutting it a bit fine, aren’t you?” he asked his friend as Felix came in, standing and looking Philip over with a judgmental eye. Whereas Philip relied on Marshall to keep him in the current style, Felix was something of a clotheshorse and one of the trendsetters among the young men in their set. With his striking black hair and eyes so dark they looked black as well, not too many could pull off the same colors and styles Felix could, and many couldn’t afford the level of his tailoring either.

      Felix snorted at Philip’s admonishment. “Well, I could have done with more notice.” He gave Philip a somewhat exasperated look. “I was in Scotland, you know, with no idea that you’d have some hare-brained idea about getting leg-shackled. As it was, I had to leave a whole set of baggage behind.”

      “Oh the horror,” Philip mocked, grinning. Felix always traveled with twice as many clothes as he needed anyway. Looking at him today, in his dark plum waistcoat, navy trousers and superfine jacket, no one would think he’d been rushed in his dressing. “I didn’t know I’d be getting married when you left for Scotland or I would have told you.”

      “So how’d she do it?” Felix asked, settling himself down in the chair across from Philip. Some men would sprawl comfortably in such a casual setting, but never Felix. He was never less than perfectly presentable.

      “Do what?”

      “Trick you into proposing, of course,” Felix said, raising his eyebrow at Philip. “Unless, of course, you were caught in a compromising situation, although I hadn’t heard anything to the effect. But I have been in Scotland.”

      To Philip’s amusement, Marshall shot Felix a dirty look. Most of the time his best friend and his valet got on admirably, but his staff had been quite entranced by Cordelia, and Felix’s insinuations had apparently struck a defensive nerve in the man. Even more amusing, he felt quite pleased by it.

      “She didn’t trick me, and she hasn’t been the least bit compromised.”

      Well. Mostly not compromised. There had been some very passionate kisses exchanged in the past few weeks, but Philip had conducted himself admirably, considering how easy it would have been to sweep her away and... Remembering where he was and seeing how closely Felix was watching him, Philip shut down that line of thought. Marshall gave Felix a superior kind of look as he finished off Philip’s cravat and went to get his jacket.

      “Well, I did hear she was a widow, so it would be hard to compromise her.”

      “A very respectable widow,” Philip said. Almost too respectable. Keeping their encounters to kisses and caresses had done a number on his willpower, but it had been worth it. In some ways, Cordelia was quite skittish. While she wasn’t an innocent, he didn’t think she’d gotten much in the way of experience in the old Baron’s marriage bed either. Open-mouthed kisses had shocked her the first time, but she was quite eager with them now. There was a passionate woman buried under her respectability, one which he was looking forward to unleashing tonight.

      “Dear god,” Felix exclaimed, rolling his eyes. “You’ve become a romantic.”

      A small smile curved Philip’s face as he held out his arms so Marshall could help him into his jacket. “Perhaps a bit. You’ll understand when you meet her.”

      Although Felix made a derogatory noise, Philip could tell that his friend was highly intrigued. Despite the fact that Philip had shared his thoughts on marriage, after talking with Hugh and Edwin, Felix had remained unconvinced that Philip was serious - or that he would be able to find what he sought.

      “All ready, my lord,” Marshall said, smoothing down the lapels of Philip’s jacket and giving him a last once over. “May I extend the congratulations of the staff? We’re very much looking forward to you and your ladyship’s return this evening.”

      “Very good, thank you, Marshall,” Philip said with a nod of dismissal. The staff couldn’t possibly be looking forward to their return more than he was. What had possessed him to agree to an afternoon wedding rather than a morning? There was still at least half an hour before it would be time to leave for the church. Ah yes... he’d been hoping to give the reprobate in front of him more time to arrive.

      Seeing Philip’s gaze landing back on him, Felix grinned. “You’re looking very good, old chap. I’m glad to see Marshall’s keeping you in tip-top shape.”

      “As if he would allow anything less,” Philip said with a snort. He gave himself one last glance in the mirror before turning away. Although he knew he was good-looking, he wasn’t given to Felix’s kind of vanity. “I have a favor to ask of you.”

      “Oh-ho,” Felix said, his eyebrows rising. Philip was not the type to ask for favors, usually preferring to do things on his own. “And on your wedding day no less. How can I refuse?”

      Ignoring his friend’s joking sarcasm, Philip pressed onward. Today was too important for Felix’s levity, and he wanted to impress the seriousness of the situation on him. “I need you to keep an eye on Cordelia’s stepdaughter, Gabrielle, today and keep her out of trouble.”

      Felix groaned. “You want me to baby-sit some schoolroom miss? What, you couldn’t employ a governess to mind her?”

      “Unfortunately, Miss Astley is too old for a governess,” Philip said, a trifle grimly. “Gabrielle is nineteen and about to embark on her first Season. Cordelia and I will be postponing our honeymoon until Gabrielle receives an offer or the Season is over.”

      “Hoping to get the stepdaughter leg-shackled so you can have some privacy with your bride?” Felix asked with amusement, but his curiosity was obviously piqued. 

      Although Philip didn’t want to denigrate his soon-to-be bride in any way, even obliquely, he decided it was best to be entirely frank with Felix. The man couldn’t be too prepared to deal with Gabrielle, as far as Philip was concerned. It was his private opinion that Gabrielle was the main reason that Cordelia hadn’t received any offers of marriage before his, in the years since the Baron’s death.

      The little hussy had even had the nerve to bat her eyes and imply that she would make him a better bride when they were introduced, despite the fact that she’d just been told that he and Cordelia were engaged. He could only count his blessings that she hadn’t been at the house party where he’d met Cordelia and had been on a trip with a friend instead. Making Cordelia’s life more difficult seemed to be Gabrielle’s main pursuit in life, despite Cordelia doing everything she could to make Gabrielle’s life easier.

      “If anyone will have her,” Philip said. “She’s quite beautiful, but she’s a viper, and she’s wretchedly jealous of Cordelia. It comes out at the worst times and in the worst ways.”

      “Make her dowry high enough and there will be plenty who don’t care how waspish her tongue is.”

      “It’s fit for a duke’s daughter,” Philip said quite seriously. Felix let out a low whistle, seeing the grave expression on Philip’s face. “But for today, I just need to ensure she does not cause a scene and Cordelia has no reason for upset.”

      “Then I’m your man,” Felix said with a loose salute. Checking his fob watch, he got to his feet. “We should be off, since you’re apparently in earnest over this woman.”

      “Bloody right,” Philip said with a grin, a little bubble of excitement filling him. All his life he’d thought he would be apprehensive over his marriage, but the truth was he couldn’t wait to make Cordelia his.

      “How are you going to ensure the wicked step-daughter doesn’t do something to upset your bride before the wedding?” Felix asked curiously. “Do you have someone running interference right now?”

      “I sent Eleanor and Hugh’s wife to help her get ready,” Philip said. He grinned as Felix let out another low whistle. Although he’d never met Irene, Hugh’s wife, Felix was acquainted with Eleanor and knew her as a waspish-tongued vixen when she wanted to be. If Philip had given her the same kind of warning about Gabrielle that he had Felix, there was no doubt that Eleanor would guard Cordelia’s happiness like a hostile mama-bear.
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      “You look lovely,” Irene said, as Cordelia checked her visage in the mirror for the umpteenth time.

      Butterflies had taken up residence in her stomach and every time she turned away from the mirror she was sure that her dress had wrinkled or her hair had fallen down or any number of other potential disasters. It didn’t help that every time she glanced at Gabrielle, her stepdaughter was looking at her with a dismissive sneer on her face. She was so grateful Philip’s cousins had come to keep company before the wedding. Eleanor and Irene were as sweet as could be and had kept up a supportive chatter the entire morning. When Marjorie Irving, the Countess of Irving and Cordelia’s bosom friend, had stepped out to go have a word with her husband, Cordelia had worried about being alone with Gabrielle, but Eleanor and Irene had come bustling in the moment Marjorie had left. They were sweet and charming and thoroughly pleased to welcome her to the family.

      Although they also seemed to be under the misapprehension that her and Philip’s marriage was some kind of love match. Cordelia wasn’t quite sure how to correct them, so she just let their occasional comments slide, and tried to ignore Gabrielle’s sneers.

      Cordelia wasn’t entirely sure what had prompted the Marquess to propose to her of all people. It had been everything she and Marjorie had hoped for, when Marjorie’s husband had introduced them, but Cordelia still didn’t entirely understand the why of it. She assumed it must have something to do with his desire for heirs, the same reason the Baron had wanted to marry her. Although, he’d also wanted to marry her for her dowry. The dowry was gone now, frittered away by Gabrielle’s demands after her father’s death, when Cordelia had only her own funds to support them. The new Baron had been quite unaccommodating when he’d realized Cordelia wasn’t going to accommodate him. She shivered, not wanting to think about how close she’d come to accepting his proposal that she become his mistress, before Philip had proposed.

      Sadly, there had been very few other options left open to her. With her parents gone and no other family members to turn to, she’d relied on the charity of friends once the funds meant to sustain her and Gabrielle had been used up. It wasn’t Gabrielle’s fault she didn’t understand how to conserve. As the Baron’s only child, she’d been quite spoiled; however, as a daughter and not the necessary son and heir, she’d also been quite neglected. Cordelia felt a great deal of sympathy for Gabrielle, even if the sentiment was not reciprocated nor appreciated. Philip’s proposal had come as a godsend for both of them. As Cordelia had no skills, other than running a household, there was no position she could fill except that of a wife or mistress. And if she’d become some man’s mistress, who knew what prospects Gabrielle would have had. The new Baron certainly hadn’t concerned himself with the young woman’s future any more than the old Baron had.

      She supposed Philip’s proposal must have something to do with her beauty, which was part of her current anxiety. Suppose he was disappointed when he saw her today for some reason? Might he change his mind? Her ability to bear heirs was unproven, as the Baron had not been able to get any on her. Her mind shied away from the few times he’d made the attempt. Cordelia had found that she quite liked kissing Philip, and his touch made her body respond in the most incredible way, but she was still not looking forward to tonight. No matter how attractive Philip was and how he made her feel floaty and tingly all over, the duties of the marriage bed hurt. But, even beyond the safety and security this marriage meant, there were plenty of compensations. She’d put up with whatever she had to as long as he kissed her regularly.

      Looking in the mirror once again, she mentally reassured herself that she looked as beautiful as she could. Creamy lace over green silk brought out the green flecks in her hazel eyes and her rich walnut hair was piled high with soft tendrils sneaking down to caress her throat. Philip enjoyed curling those tendrils about his finger when he kissed her and so she had let them fall deliberately. He’d gifted her a wide emerald necklace and matching earrings, which glittered and set off her dress admirably. There was a natural pink flush of excitement and anxiety in her cheeks. She bit her lips gently, to coax more color into them, but other than that... well, she had to admit she did look quite beautiful.

      Although, she was afraid Eleanor’s gorgeous looks easily overshadowed her. Her soon-to-be cousin was a diamond of the first water, with her blonde locks and sapphire eyes. Irene was quite beautiful too, even if her hair was unfashionably red. She seemed quite confident in her own skin, which Cordelia envied. Being the daughter of a merchant, who had been chosen by a member of the nobility for her money, youth and virginal status, didn’t make her a social pariah, but it didn’t make her entirely welcome either. And now she was going to be marrying a Marquess. 

      It was madness that Philip had asked her at all, but what else could her answer be but yes? That he was only a few years older than her, devilishly handsome, and incredibly kind only made it seem more like a dream. Even now she kept expecting to wake up and find that none of it had been real. 

      “Stop fussing,” Gabrielle said peevishly. She sneered. “Philip seems to like the way you look anyway.”

      The pouting nineteen year old was sitting on a chaise a bit away from the rest of them. Both Eleanor and Irene shot her a quelling look as Cordelia bit her lip again. She was well aware that Gabrielle had made a play for Philip, and he had shot her down. He wasn’t the first suitor of Cordelia’s whom Gabrielle had made a play for. They’d all been horrified by her behavior and amateurish attempts at seduction, making it known to Cordelia that she needed to rein in her stepdaughter just before they quit the field entirely. She’d expected Philip to break off the engagement, to be as unwilling to deal with Gabrielle as the others had been, but he hadn’t.

      All in all, she had a bit of hero worship for her groom.

      “I just want to look perfect for him,” she said, her voice a mere breath above a whisper.

      Immediately Eleanor and Irene swooped in, their backs to Gabrielle, making a barrier between Cordelia and her stepdaughter. 

      “Of course you do,” Eleanor said, gently tugging Cordelia away from the mirror. “But trust me, it won’t matter what you look like. He’s mad about you.”

      There was a derogatory noise from Gabrielle’s side of the room.

      “Which is why this wedding is out in the country, rather than London, with practically no one in attendance?” Gabrielle asked, with a superior sniff.

      That wasn’t entirely true. The list of wedding guests was small because Philip had been sensitive to Cordelia’s lack of relations and her tiny circle of friends. He’d reassured her that he much preferred a small guest list, as he had little liking or patience for grand events. “Think of the guest list as exclusive, not small,” he’d told her. Of course, Gabrielle wouldn’t see it that way. To help with the exclusivity, Philip had offered up his estate for the wedding. It was only a day’s ride away from London and less than an hour away from the Great North Road.

      Eleanor’s eyes flashed as her voice rose a little higher, a little louder.

      “Philip’s a very decisive man,” Eleanor continued. “Once he decides he wants something, he gets it. And he very much wants you. I’m not surprised he was too impatient to let us plan a grand affair. Not that he has any fondness for the balls and parties anyway.” She shot a significant look at Gabrielle, who rolled her eyes and looked away.

      “Why, he couldn’t take his eyes off you at dinner last night,” Irene said, smiling widely, although she didn’t speak as loudly as Eleanor. “He looks so very much like Hugh, and believe me, I recognized that look.”

      “What look?” Cordelia asked, confused. Both Eleanor and Irene giggled and exchanged their own looks, which Cordelia also didn’t understand, between them.

      “You know, that look, that a man gives a woman when he wants to-“ Eleanor cut off as Irene nudged her, tilting her head towards where Gabrielle was sitting. Eleanor coughed, covering up whatever it was she was about to say. “Trust me, he’s enamored of you. You two are going to have a wonderfully happy marriage.”

      “Oh please,” Gabrielle’s words burst out of her as if she’d been holding them in. “He’s only marrying her because he needs an heir, just like my father did.”

      Eleanor spun around to Gabrielle, glaring, as Cordelia went pale. It was one thing to know it, another to hear someone else say it. Especially because part of her wanted to believe maybe just a little of what Eleanor and Irene were saying was true. Even if she hadn’t been in such dire straits, Cordelia thought she might have agreed to marry Philip. More than the security and stability he offered, more than his good looks or his burning kisses, there was something about him that made her want to huddle close to him, as if he could protect her from every terrible thing life might have to throw at her.

      So far, it seemed that life had thrown quite a few terrible things her way. She counted herself lucky she hadn’t somehow ended up in the streets or working on her back. Perhaps it was a vain hope, but some small, wistful part of her heart desperately wished that this marriage of convenience could grow into something more. Eleanor and Irene had watered that hope; Gabrielle seemed to want to pull it up by the roots.

      “I understand that you have lived your entire life on your father’s estate, with no practical interaction with Society or young men,” Eleanor said coolly, everything about her demeanor and tone screaming her superior knowledge and maturity. With just a single glance and statement, she made Gabrielle seem a child by comparison. Cordelia envied the easy comfort with which Eleanor wielded that power. “While you may be right about your father’s motivations, you have no basis for your statements about my cousin. I hope you pay close attention and learn a few things about what it looks like when a man cares for a woman before you begin your Season and make any dreadful mistakes in your assessments of your suitors’ emotions.”

      The words could have indicated a level of caring on Eleanor’s part; an older woman advising a younger one on the possible pitfalls of Society, but her tone cut Gabrielle off at the knees. Cordelia felt grateful to Eleanor for being her defender, while at the same time embarrassed that she’d needed one in the first place. The Baron had always chided Cordelia to be more “feeling” towards her stepdaughter when she’d tried to correct Gabrielle’s treatment of her. Since he rarely paid the girl any attention, Gabrielle had made a habit of prodding Cordelia for a reaction, if only to see her father come to her defense when Cordelia took offense.

      After the Baron had passed, Cordelia had let Gabrielle’s barbs continue... out of habit or sympathy she wasn’t certain. Seeing Gabrielle’s pout at Eleanor’s admonishment perversely made Cordelia want to defend the girl, but she bit her lip. Eleanor had said nothing out of turn, nor had she been harsh. It was just that Gabrielle was used to saying whatever she wanted, especially to Cordelia.

      “As you say,” Gabrielle finally replied, in a derogatory manner, indicating she did not agree with Eleanor at all. Obviously she had also realized that speaking her mind would get a reaction and not the one she wanted. “I’m going to go see if the carriage is here yet.”

      Standing, she flounced from the room. Cordelia let out an audible sigh of relief and then blushed. She hoped Eleanor and Irene didn’t think less of her for her reaction.

      “Is she always like that?” Irene asked, still looking at the door as it closed behind Gabrielle in disbelief.

      “Gabrielle can be... difficult,” Cordelia admitted, giving the two ladies a small smile, hoping to smooth things over between all of them. “She can be quite sweet when she wants to be.”

      “I’ll believe it when I see it,” Eleanor muttered, turning Cordelia away from the mirror. Cordelia couldn’t help but grimace, and Eleanor gave her a wry smile. “Don’t worry, dear, Philip won’t put up with any of that nonsense in his house. I’m sure he’ll soon have her toeing the line.” As imposing as Philip was, Cordelia wasn’t sure even he would manage that. 

      To her surprise, Irene giggled. “If he’s anything like Hugh, he certainly will. I can’t imagine what Hugh’s reaction to her would be, if she said something so uncouth in front of him.”

      “I can,” Eleanor said, with a roll of her eyes. “And Edwin’s exactly the same.” She gave Cordelia a wry grin. “I used to be a bit like Gabrielle, if you can believe it.” She laughed as Cordelia shook her head. “Oh yes. I was quite spoiled and quite determined to give Edwin a rough go of our marriage. Actually, in the beginning of our marriage I was quite awful.”

      “How did he stop you?” Cordelia asked, fascinated. From the little she’d seen so far, Eleanor was quite strong-willed. Irene was much more like Cordelia in temperament, although she was quite a bit more confident than Cordelia was.

      Glancing around, despite the fact that they were all alone in the room together, Eleanor leaned in conspiratorially.

      “Spankings,” she whispered... and giggled.

      Cordelia’s initial reaction was to be horrified... but Eleanor was giggling and Irene was smiling, and so she didn’t know what to think. “Spankings?”

      “Or a strapping or birching if I’d done something particularly awful,” Eleanor said with a little shiver. “One time I threw something at his head and he took a wooden spoon to my backside.”

      “That sounds awful!” Cordelia was aghast, and also a bit worried that Eleanor spoke about it so matter-of-factly. But, perhaps being spanked wasn’t the horror she imagined?

      “Oh it was, but he stopped giving me the bad kind of spankings when I stopped deserving them.”

      “The bad kind...” Cordelia echoed, feeling more confused with every explanatory sentence that Eleanor spoke.

      The blonde nodded. “Sometimes there’s the good kinds.” She giggled. “I suppose the old Baron didn’t play any of those games with you?”

      “Definitely not,” Cordelia said, shaking her head. She wouldn’t have wanted him to. Her late husband had not been playful or kind, and she didn’t doubt that a physical punishment from him would have been awful. Fortunately, he’d mostly ignored her, as long as she stayed quiet and easy-going. She looked at Irene curiously. “Does Hugh...?” She couldn’t quite bring herself to say the words, no matter how easily Eleanor talked about it.

      “Not... not quite like Eleanor.” Irene’s pale skin flushed pink, contrasting with the hue of her hair. Obviously, Irene was less comfortable speaking of such matters, which, oddly, made Cordelia feel more comfortable with her. “Hugh has disciplined me on occasion, and it has led to quite enjoyable pleasure, but I do not enjoy the actual punishments. Although, Eleanor’s not nearly as bad as Cynthia.”

      “No one’s as bad as Cynthia,” Eleanor said. “She actually likes the punishment spankings. Fortunately, Wesley’s more than a match for her. You’ll meet her later today, and you’ll see what we mean.”

      The door opened suddenly, making them all jump. Their conversation was highly inappropriate, for all that Cordelia appreciated the warning. Philip was a very domineering man, she could easily imagine him turning her over his knee for a spanking. The idea was quite terrifying, and yet Eleanor and Irene had both made it sound... well, not nearly as bad as Cordelia’s imagination made it seem. Her curiosity was piqued, but not enough for her to desire a demonstration.

      It shouldn’t be hard, after her years as the Baron’s little seen and little heard younger wife, to stay out of trouble as Philip’s wife. Granted, there were the shoals of Society to maneuver around, but she already felt as though she could count on Eleanor and Irene to help show her the way. At least, when they were around. 

      “The carriage is here, my lady,” said Marjorie as she re-entered the room, her eyes bright with anticipation. No one had been happier for Cordelia than Marjorie when Philip had proposed. A flutter of anticipation went through Cordelia’s breast.

      The possibility of spanking or not, she was much more excited about this wedding than her first.
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      When Cordelia came down the aisle, on the Earl of Irving’s arm, a kind of savage, possessive glee went through Philip’s chest. The guests murmured in appreciation as she passed by them. His bride was so lovely, so quietly elegant, and it was all he could do not to rush down the aisle and sweep her up in his arms. The poor darling looked incredibly nervous, her eyes downcast beneath her thin veil, only sweeping up to meet his gaze halfway down the aisle. She was clinging to Irving’s arm, her lacy skirts brushing against the Earl’s leg, and Philip had to tamp down on his jealousy at seeing her touching another man.

      At least the new Baron, who should have had the duty of giving her away, had sent his regrets to the wedding invitation, claiming duties on the estate. Philip didn’t think he would have been able to control his ire if he’d had to see the blaggard actually touching Cordelia. Unfortunately, she didn’t have any other family to give her away and so she’d asked the husband of her closest friend to do the honors. The Earl had been delighted and flattered to be asked.

      Standing up for Cordelia were the Countess Irving and Gabrielle. The little hussy had been fluttering her eyelashes at Philip ever since she’d gotten into place beside the altar, but he ignored her. As beautiful as Gabrielle was, and she was quite beautiful as well as vivacious, her young charms had absolutely no appeal to him. The sweet demeanor she displayed was an act that he saw through easily; nothing like the inherent sweetness that imbued Cordelia through and through. Gabrielle’s efforts were off-putting, rather than enticing, her inexperience at flirting quite evident.

      When Irving passed her off to Philip, he closed his fingers around her gloved hand and held it tightly. Wide eyes looked at him through the veil, her pink lips parted as if in anticipation of a kiss.

      “You look beautiful,” he murmured, smiling at her encouragingly as she stood beside him and they both faced the minister. The smile he got in return warmed him.

      As he turned his attention to the minister, he caught a glimpse of Gabrielle’s pout from her place behind Countess Irving. Which only confirmed to him that he’d made the right choice in asking Felix to keep an eye on her. He knew he could rely on his friend.

      The wedding seemed to speed by, all of his attention on the feel of Cordelia’s slim fingers engulfed by his hand and her presence warming his side. The exchange of vows was the first time he was able to look into her eyes, and his voice was strong and firm as he vowed to love, cherish, and worship her. Cordelia’s voice was low but clear, as she promised to love, cherish, and obey him as her husband.

      Exultation lanced through his chest as the minister pronounced them man and wife. His... Cordelia was his. His to cherish, his to pleasure, and his to care for and protect. 

      The kiss obviously took her by surprise, as he pulled her to him, and gave her a very thorough kiss to seal their marriage. Laughter rang out around them at the groom’s passion, all of which would help Cordelia’s standing in Society as gossip about the wedding day went round. That wasn’t Philip’s reason for showing his ardor, he just couldn’t help himself, but knowing that it would increase Cordelia’s cache with the ton was certainly a bonus. Her first husband had kept her practically estranged from Society; the vultures would be circling in her first days as his Marchioness, wanting to gossip about why the Baron had kept her away. Just showing his desire for her would make others take note of the fact that she was desirable.

      When he pulled away, Cordelia wavered on her feet a bit, her eyes glazed as she stared up at him. Almost starry-eyed. Hopefully no one noticed the effect even a brief kiss had on him. He’d begun awakening her passions at the house party, but as yet there had been no culminating event - and no relief for him from the baser desires that dogged him. A glance over her shoulder showed that Gabrielle had gone from pouting to scowling, which helped a great deal in getting himself under control. Looking behind him, Philip gave Felix a significant glance, before turning to lead Cordelia down the aisle.

      The receiving line of guests went smoothly enough. There were a few matrons whom had been piqued when he’d chosen Cordelia as his bride rather than - to their minds - the more appropriate choice of one of their daughters. The ‘unseemly’ kiss at the altar, and his obvious affection for Cordelia, had gone quite a ways toward soothing those ruffled feathers. He was sure there was already gossip about the ‘love match’ - seeing as there were no obvious advantages financially or socially to his choice of bride, and he could have chosen any younger, virginal lady if all he wanted was a broodmare for heirs.

      He and Cordelia weren’t in love, but he rather thought he might be falling into that tender emotion.

      Certainly he had all the satisfaction of a conquering male who had claimed his female. Cordelia was no longer someone else’s widowed Baroness, she was his Marchioness.

      And tonight he’d stake his claim in a much more primal manner.
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        * * *

      

      The dinner following the reception was going by far too quickly. Conversation seemed to fly past her. Thankfully she’d been seated between Philip and Christopher, the Earl of Irving and her best friend, Marjorie’s, husband, who seemed to have combined forces to ensure that any gaps in the conversation because of Cordelia’s distraction were quickly covered over.

      “Sweetheart, make sure you try some of the duck, it’s quite decadent.” Philip lifted his fork to her lips, a piece of duck in red wine sauce speared on the end of it.

      Feeling almost helpless to do anything but obey, Cordelia opened her mouth and let him feed her. A fission of excitement went through her as his eyes almost glowed, watching her chew.

      She nodded. “It’s very good,” she said, her voice low, but she knew Philip could hear her.

      Her new husband leaned in, his lips nearly touching her ear and making her shiver again. “Make sure you eat enough, darling. You’ve barely touched your plate.”

      “I’m just a bit overwhelmed, I think.” She gave him a tremulous smile, the only kind she seemed to be able to summon at the moment.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll take good care of you.” There was something hot and hungry about the look he gave her, which made her feel as though she was missing something vitally important. That his words meant more than they actually said.

      Cordelia was even more confused by the sensations running through her body. Philip kept touching her. Not just playing with the little curls on the back of her neck, but caressing her shoulder and then sliding his fingers down her back, laying his warm hand on her thigh... all of which were stirring at something inside of her that made her feel warm and antsy and somehow needy. She desperately wanted to lean into him for comfort and security, and to quell the tingling under her skin, but such a public display of physicality would never be condoned by the ton, wedding day or not. 

      On the other side of Philip, Gabrielle had being remarkably quiet after the first ten minutes of dinner, for which Cordelia was thankful. In her current state of physical confusion and mental distraction, she couldn’t possibly have kept the young woman from saying things she oughtn’t. She’d made a few snide comments at the beginning of the meal, and then Mr. Hood, as Philip had introduced his best friend to her, had leaned down and whispered something in Gabrielle’s ear. She couldn’t imagine what the darkly handsome man, who was remarkably charming, had said to Gabrielle to make her sit so ramrod straight and keep her less pleasant remarks to herself, but Cordelia was thankful for it.

      When the meal was over - how did the time pass so quickly? - Cordelia could feel herself winding tighter, as if her tension was pulling her through a grinder. She didn’t understand exactly what was happening to her body as it reacted to Philip’s touches, but she did know that she wasn’t looking forward to performing her marital duties. So far, everything with Philip had been so wonderful; it wasn’t fair that something so necessary as consummation should be the painful downside of marriage to him.

      Marjorie shooed them out of the dining room, assuring Cordelia she would see to sending off the rest of the guests. When Gabrielle made a move to intercept them, a dark and stormy look on her face, Eleanor was suddenly at her side, taking Gabrielle’s arm and tugging her in another direction. Mr. Hood stood nearby, watching, as if standing guard.

      “Don’t worry, they’ll keep an eye on her,” Philip said as he led Cordelia toward the stairs. The idea that she could hand over responsibility of Gabrielle completely, even just for a night, was such a relief that she couldn’t resent Philip’s desire to retire to bed. After all, she was given to understand that men enjoyed the marital act, although the Baron had always acted as though it was just another duty to be performed. Even if it was painful, at least it would be over with quickly, and if it brought Philip pleasure, then she couldn’t begrudge him that. Not after all he’d done for her and all that he continued doing. “You and I have much more pressing matters to attend to.”

      Cordelia let out a little gasp as he swung her up in his arms, one braced behind her back, the other beneath her knees. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she clung to him as he started up the stairs. “Philip!”

      The strength of his body was evident as he climbed the stairs, chuckling at her weak protests that she could walk perfectly fine. He was all hard muscle and sinew, not even breathing hard as they reached the top.

      “You’re in good hands, sweetheart, I would never let you fall,” he reassured her, dropping a tender kiss to her head as he strode down the hall. Cordelia nuzzled into his neck, loving the feel of being in his arms and dreading the moment when she would be in his bed.
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        * * *

      

      Feeling the trembling of his bride in his arms, Philip wanted to curse the late Baron. He’d known that Cordelia’s passions had gone unawakened during her previous marriage, but he hadn’t realized she was actually frightened of sex. Philip wished he could bring the man back to life just so he could kill him again. Cordelia was the kind of woman who needed both gentle coaxing and a firm hand, one whose passions were buried behind her modesty, but which flared to life beautifully when teased.

      He knew he’d had her on edge during dinner, but now she was quivering like a little mouse before a cat. As hot and needy as he was for her, he knew he was going to have to go slowly.

      On the other hand, there was something greatly appealing about being the first man to show her how good sharing pleasure could be. 

      “Wait! You passed my room!”

      Philip almost snorted. “You won’t be spending much time there, sweetheart.” He didn’t add that as far as he was concerned, she’d be gracing - and sleeping in - his bed each and every night. Considering her anxious state, he doubted she’d find that a reassurance at the moment.

      “But I need to undress and put on my nightgown...” Her protests faltered as he carefully shifted her just enough to turn the knob on his bedroom door, just one room down from hers.

      Carrying her inside, he set her down as he pushed the door shut behind them, his eyes gleaming with anticipation. Her bridal finery was slightly rumpled after being carried, her cheeks pink from blushing, and he thought she looked absolutely delicious. Or, at least she would if she didn’t look so frightened as well.

      “I want to help you undress,” he said, hooking his arm around her waist and pulling her to him. “I want to peel each piece of clothing from your body, like I’m unwrapping a present. And when I’m done, I absolutely do not want you to put on a nightgown.”

      Something flared in her eyes. Despite never having known sexual pleasure, Cordelia responded to him. And he knew she liked his kisses. Lowering his mouth to hers, he kissed her the way he’d wanted to when the minister had pronounced them man and wife. Deeply. Passionately. Intently. And with his hands starting to roam her exquisite curves.

      She clung to him, her tongue meeting his shyly but eagerly. Before today, he’d spent quite a bit of time kissing her, despite the havoc it wreaked on his body. This was something he knew she was used to, although he’d never taken any further liberties.

      As he began undoing the buttons along her spine, he felt her tense, but she didn’t stop kissing him. If anything, her kisses became more passionate, more desperate. He could only guess that she was trying to distract herself from what she feared by indulging in something she enjoyed. Poor darling. He didn’t bother to reassure her that he would make her feel good - she had no reason to believe him, after all. Instead, he was just going to have to show her.

      His fingers slid under the fabric of her dress, peeling it from her body just as he’d promised. Cordelia trembled, but when he pulled away from the kiss, her eyes were hazy with arousal, even if she didn’t understand what it was. The confused look on her face just made him want to kiss her again.

      Instead, he helped her step out of her dress, shucking off his jacket as he moved them toward the bed. As soon as she realized his direction, she tensed again, and he pressed his lips to the side of her neck. A shudder went through her body that had nothing to do with fear. Grinning, Philip pressed more hot, open-mouthed kisses to her neck, enjoying her little gasps and moans as he explored her silky skin with his lips and tongue. Meanwhile, he busily pulled at the strings to her corset, until he could pull it free from her body.

      Dropping it to the floor, he stepped back and looked at her. Cordelia blushed, trying to shift her arms in front of her to hide, as her chemise was quite transparent. The tightly budded peaks of her nipples were revealed to him, and he quickly took her by her arms, just above her elbows, to keep her from hiding them again.

      “No, sweetheart, I want to look at you.”

      The pink in her face turned a beet red as his eyes traveled down her body, drinking her in. Her breasts were just a bit more than a luscious handful, her hips and stomach nicely curved, and he swore he could see just a hint of the dark curls covering her mound through her drawers.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he said reverently, and her eyes widened in surprise.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, before nibbling on her lower lip, seemingly at a loss for words in such a situation.

      Groaning, Philip pulled her to him again, finding her lips with his, his hands sliding under her chemise to touch her silken skin. He pressed his fingers against her back, massaging her tense muscles. Cordelia moaned into his mouth, shivering again in his arms, but this time he knew it was because he was awakening her body, arousing her passions, and not because she was afraid.

      Maneuvering them towards the bed, he pulled the tie on her drawers, and they dropped to the ground. Just before they reached the bed, he pulled away again so that he could divest her of her chemise; leaving her completely naked while he was almost fully clothed. Picking her up, he tossed his lust-dazed bride onto the bed.
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        * * *

      

      Cordelia was a mass of confusion and anxiety and some kind of need... she desperately needed something, she just didn’t know what it was. There was an ache inside of her she didn’t understand, coming from between her legs, and it frightened her because she’d never experienced anything good in that area before. Some part of her worried that something was wrong with her, but at the same time she couldn’t truly worry or be frightened because she felt so... so... muzzy.

      The sensation of Philip’s hands on her bare skin, so different from the Baron’s, as he caressed and stroked and left a tingling trail in his path, had her trembling. The hot, wet kisses he planted on her neck made her knees feel strangely weak. Her breasts ached, her womanhood throbbed, and she could barely think, much less worry.

      It was only in the moments when he wasn’t touching her that all her fears and anxieties would start to rise up again. When she landed on her back on the bed, they hit her hard and fast, but Philip was already there, climbing between her knees and forcing them apart- and making her more confused than ever. He’d stripped her down to her skin, but he was fully clothed!

      When the Baron had done his duty, he’d always come to her in the dark, pulled up the skirt of her nightgown, opened his robe, and pushed inside of her. Cordelia wasn’t entirely cognizant of what exactly happened, but she knew Philip couldn’t do it when he still had everything but his jacket on.

      Before she could open her mouth to ask, or protest, Philip bent his head down to her breast and pulled her nipple into the hot, wet cave of his mouth. Cordelia’s words came out as a gasp, as her head fell back and the incredible sensation coursed through her. It felt... good. So good. Even if the strange throbbing between her legs increased to something almost like pain, at least there was pleasure to go with the hurt. 

      “Philip!” she gasped out his name, reaching up to slide her fingers into the long strands of his hair as he sucked, hard, on her nipple. “What are you doing?!”

      She knew that she should be scandalized by the sensation, whatever it was, but... oh goodness it felt so amazing.

      “Cherishing you. Worshiping you,” he said, releasing the tiny aching bud and moving over to its twin. “Just as I vowed.”

      Cordelia was quite sure this was not what that particular marital vow meant, but she was in no position to argue as Philip’s talented mouth repeated its assault on her other nipple. Her head thrashed back and forth as her body tried to comprehend what was happening to it. Moving her legs restlessly, her inner thighs and knees rubbed against his pants’ legs and, for some reason, she wanted to curl her legs around him... but it would hurt! Wouldn’t it? 

      The throbbing building between her legs felt... good. Mostly. It kind of hurt too, though, but not in a way she’d ever hurt there before. She wanted to put her hand down there and soothe the ache, but she knew she couldn’t touch herself there in front of Philip. It would be immodest and... and... wrong.

      But at the same time, the more he touched her, the more his mouth sucked, the more her body seemed to need something indecipherable.

      “Please,” she whimpered, needing him to stop, because she couldn’t make her body stop feeling this way while he was doing these things to her. “Please... Philip.”

      “Shh, it’s okay, sweetheart,” he reassured her, moving his head down her stomach as his fingers slid up her inner thighs. “I’m going to make you feel good. There’s nothing to be afraid of.”

      Fear hadn’t entered into her mind for the past several minutes, but horror did when his hand finally touched her womanhood. She was slick!

      Immediately, Cordelia tried to sit up. “Oh my god, Philip, I’m so sorry... I didn’t think it was time for my courses, I-“

      He cut her off with a kiss, his hand cupping her mound of soft curls, his fingertips still pressing against her folds. His body weight pushed her back down to the bed, although she pressed her hands against his chest and tried to push him up. He couldn’t possibly want to touch her when she was on her menses!

      “You’re not on your courses,” he said, when he finally pulled his lips away. His fingers swirled in the wetness, pressing, and Cordelia gasped and her hips jerked as he pressed against something... marvelous. “You’re supposed to be wet, sweetheart. It will make everything feel better. You’ll see.”

      “I don’t understand,” she whispered, shuddering. Something was sliding inside of her - his fingers, his fingers were sliding inside of her and they... they didn’t hurt. There was no pain. Just the opposite. They felt good. It felt incredible. “I don’t understand.”

      “I know, sweetheart. But you will. And I want you to know that this is always how I will make you feel when you’re in my bed.”

      The fingers pressed, thrusting, the heel of his hand rubbing against that marvelous spot he’d found earlier, and Cordelia cried out. Her back arched, thrusting her breasts up against his chest so that her nipples rubbed across the brocade fabric of his vest. The little nubs itched and burned and felt so, so wonderful.

      His mouth moved over the sensitive skin of her neck as she clutched at him, her body on fire as his fingers moved inside of her. The sensation was exquisite, stirring that aching need that had built in her core, bringing her such incredible pleasure... she’d never guessed that anything inside of her could feel like this. The slick movements, aided by the wetness that her body had produced, had her writhing against him, whimpering and moaning as her passions grew exponentially.

      All of those building sensations came to a head, quite unexpectedly, and Cordelia screamed as they exploded inside of her. It was like a sudden fountain of pleasure, as if she had gone to a great height and was suddenly dropped, with excitement and ecstasy and relief running through her equally. Her body rocked, burning, tingling, moving against Philip’s knowing fingers as he moved her through the throes of her very first orgasm. 
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        * * *

      

      The utterly dazed expression on Cordelia’s face as she went limp, made Philip smile in male satisfaction. His bride’s passions had been everything he’d dreamed of. Already beautiful, she was utterly transcendent when gripped with ecstasy.

      Quickly, he shucked off his own clothing, no longer needing the barrier to help keep himself under control. Between Cordelia’s thighs, her sweet pussy was ripe and swollen, a gorgeous dark pink rose between her pouting lips and liberally dewed with her honey.

      As he returned to his place between her legs, she blinked, her eyes coming back into focus as she looked up to see him above her.

      “Philip...” she asked, her forehead creasing in a bit of concern. 

      “Just relax,” he said, leaning forward to brush his lips over the little lines that had appeared on her brow. “I’m going to make you feel good again.”

      Still dazed, she blinked up at him, but she didn’t fight him or tense as he pressed his cock to the entrance of her body. Already she trusted him. Of course, the demonstration of what pleasure he could bring her to probably helped, as well as the fact that she was still confused and muzzy in the aftermath.

      The hot, wet touch of her body against the head of his rod made him groan. His hips jerked forward, impaling her on half his length in his needy eagerness, despite his goal to move slowly with her. She was so tight, so wet, it was all he could do to grit his teeth and hold himself still at her shocked gasp. The wet clasp of her cunt squeezed him, her hands coming up to press against his chest - but she wasn’t pushing him away, to his relief. It was more as if she just wanted to touch him, an impulse that he certainly wanted to encourage.

      “It doesn’t hurt,” she whispered in wonderment, looking up at him, but somehow beyond him as well, at something that he couldn’t see. Again, he didn’t know whether to curse her late husband, for abusing such a gentle flower, or to enjoy knowing that he was the first man to awaken her passions.

      “No, sweetheart,” he said gently, leaning down to kiss her lips. A little more of his cock slid into her at the movement, and they both moaned. Cordelia’s body writhed, her hips lifting and taking even more of him, pulling him into her as her body finally recognized its own needs. “It should never hurt. It will never hurt with me, I promise you.”

      His hands slid up to cup her breasts, his mouth pressing against hers, and he slid his tongue between her lips as he thrust the rest of the way into her. Cordelia mewled, shuddering beneath him, her pussy spasming around him as he buried himself to the hilt, but he could tell that her mews were of pleasure, not pain.

      Moving slowly, carefully, he reined in his own needy impulses and began to thrust gently but firmly into her wet warmth. Teasing her nipples with his fingers, he tugged and pinched the little buds as she started to squirm beneath him again, her tongue meeting his in a passionate duel. As she began to pant and writhe, her fingers digging into his shoulders, he knew that her own excitement was beginning to build again.

      She was moving with him, her hips coming up to meet his thrusts, no longer afraid, no longer anxious... Cordelia submitted to him, gave herself over to him, and he could feel the difference in her body as she finally completely relaxed into the ancient rhythm of a woman loving a man with her body.

      Groaning, Philip leaned forward, sliding his hands away from her breasts and under her shoulders so that he could more fully slide into her. Cordelia moaned, her pussy tightening, and he knew that he was perfectly positioned to hit her swollen pleasure bud with every thrust. It made her clamp down even more pleasurably around him as he moved inside of her, and he prayed that he would retain enough control to see her through a second climax.

      He wanted Cordelia to look back on their wedding night with enjoyment, and to be eager to repeat the process, often. Because he certainly intended to repeat it many, many times. Tonight was only the beginning of her sensual education, but the first lesson always set the tone for all of the others.
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