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Lady Arabella Grayson studied her husband
over the rim of her tea cup and quietly fumed. James sat at the
opposite end of the vast dining table. A brassy woman, gossip
insisted was his latest mistress, sat on his left. She was so
close, her bountiful breasts overflowed her skimpy bodice and were
almost propped up on James' forearm. His thick blond hair glinted
gold in the sunlight streaming through the tall windows of their
country house. To his right, another woman gazed at him
adoringly.

Arabella bit her lip as she remembered how it
felt to have him look at her that way. Not that he had looked her
way at all since their wedding day two years previously. Had it all
been an elaborate ploy to force her into marriage, enjoy her
fortune and get back to his dissolute life? It certainly seemed
that way.

She stared out of the window and tried to
ignore the high pitched giggle of possible mistress number one.
When had it all gone wrong? Their wedding night had been a
disaster. He'd been drunk and she was terrified, having come to his
bed a virgin expecting nothing. And, in truth, he'd given her
nothing. He'd simply taken what he wanted from her, left her bed
and never returned.

A hand on her shoulder made her jump. She
looked up to see Tom Lakeland, her husband's land agent smiling
down at her.

"Good morning, Bella. Did you sleep
well?"

"Not really." She tried to smile. "It was
difficult knowing James was just next door."

Tom's hand tightened for an instant on her
shoulder and then he stepped back. Last night, she'd half expected
to hear James cavorting with his mistress but his bedroom remained
quiet. It had occurred to her, somewhere around two in the morning
that he hadn't been considerate but had probably gone to his
mistress' room instead.

Over the past two years, she'd seen James on
only one occasion after she'd informed him of her father's death.
She'd known he would appear for the funeral. The reading of a will
which conferred a considerable amount of her father's fortune to
his only daughter, and thus to her husband, was the only thing
interesting enough to force him home.

She realized she'd lost her appetite and got
abruptly to her feet.

"My dear?"

Arabella hesitated as her husband stood as
well and moved around the table to stand at her side.

"Do you have a moment?"

She looked up at him. He was at least eight
inches taller than her, his eyes the pale blue of an arctic winter
sky. Once she had believed him to be the most beautiful man in the
world and the kindest. Now she could barely stand to be in the same
room as him. She didn't attempt to hide her dislike.

"What do you want?"

His smile didn't reach his eyes. "There are
certain matters pertaining to your father's death I would like to
discuss with you."



She sighed. "Of course."

He led the way through the maze of corridors
until they reached the study. He held the door open for her. As she
stepped past him she inhaled the sharp well-remembered scent of his
sandalwood soap. Within the study, all was serene. Two of the dogs
slept in front of the fire on the faded rug. A portrait of her
father dominated the room.

James stared at it and frowned. "That is
coming down today. This is my house and your father has been dead
for six months. If you want to build a shrine to the old monster,
do with it as you will, as long as it's out of my sight."

Arabella curtsied. "That suits me perfectly,
sir. I'll put it in my bedroom. There's no chance of you seeing it
there."

He glanced at her as he seated himself behind
the imposing desk.

"You seem a little annoyed with me, my
dear."

Arabella stared at him and tried hard to
control her breathing. "Why on earth would you think that?" She
imitated the high girlish laugh of his mistress and he winced.

Arabella, sit down."

She clenched her hands into fists. "I am not
your dog, sir. If you wish me to respond to you, please treat me
with respect."

He got to his feet, rested
his palms on his desk and leaned forward. "Sit down,
please."

She subsided gracefully into a chair, aware
her knees were knocking. She hadn't realized quite how angry she
was with James until she'd seen him again. Her father's death had
liberated her in many ways. She'd vowed never to let another man
treat her like a package to be disposed of, her husband
included.

I'm not sure what you wish to discuss with
me, sir. As far as I understand it, my father's fortune has passed
to you. How does that concern me?"

He frowned. "There's no need to sound so
aggrieved. I didn't write the laws, dammit. It's not my fault that
men inherit their wife's money."

"I don't care about the money. I have no wish
to touch my father's fortune."

"And why is that?"

"Because he was a vile man who gained his
fortune by exploiting the labor of others."

He watched her very carefully. "I always
thought you idolized the man."

Arabella shuddered. "He terrified me."

"But he is dead now."

She lifted her head and held his gaze. "Yes
he is. And I'm glad."

He let out a long breath and studied his
clasped hands. "We need to learn to deal better with each other. We
are married. We have a duty to make this relationship work."

Arabella considered him carefully. "Why?"

"What do you mean?"

"Why now? You have everything you wanted out
of our bargain. What possibly could have changed in the last two
years to make you decide to approach me like this?"

"We are older and wiser. And as I already
mentioned, your father is dead. I would like to settle his fortune
on our children."

Arabella chose to ignore the implications of
that statement. "We have drifted apart. Why change a situation that
suits us both so well?"

He frowned, one hand tapped a relentless
tattoo on the desk. "Perhaps you might explain."

She shrugged. "You have your life in London
and your ladybirds; I have my life here and my own…pleasures."

"You are fucking another man?"

His expression darkened and a thrill of fear
coursed through her. She couldn't complain that she didn't have his
full attention now.

"I didn't say that. I simply suggested that I
have learned a lot since our first unfortunate night together."

Before she had time to react he came around
the desk, grabbed her arm and yanked her out of her chair. "You are
fucking another man."

Up close, the deep lines on either side of
his mouth seemed harsh.

"Why should you care?"

"Because you are my wife."

She smiled at him. "You are my husband and
from all accounts you fuck anything willing or not."

"Be careful, Arabella. As your husband I have
a right to know that my eldest son is mine, born from my seed and
my seed alone."

She licked her lips, enjoying the feel of his
hands locked around her upper arms, the strength of his body
against her own.

"With the amount of women you bed, surely you
already have enough children?"

He let out his breath. "Don't play the
innocent with me. You know I mean my legitimate offspring."

"So you do have bastards then? Do you pay for
their keep? Should I start knitting shawls and booties to hand out
to their weeping mothers?"

He bent his head and kissed her, sliding his
tongue between her lips to take possession of her mouth as if he
belonged there. Arabella bit down hard on his lip. He swore as he
jerked away from her.

"To the best of my knowledge, I have no
bastards. And I don't expect you to provide me with any
either."

She touched her finger to the bead of blood
on his lip. "As I understand it, any child I bear you is considered
legitimate whether you like it or not."

He kissed her finger and smiled. "You will
bear my children. I am convinced of it." He stepped back and bowed.
"In fact we will start tonight. Be ready to welcome me into your
bed."

Arabella shot him a frosty
glare. "Welcome you? When you have invited two of your mistresses
into my house, into my home?"

He moved toward the door. "I promise I'll
send them on their way this afternoon if you will accept me into
your bed tonight."

She glared at him, hating his arrogance, yet
unable to deny the thrill of desire pulsing through her body. Why
did he still have the power to attract her? "When have your
promises ever meant anything to me?"

He paused in the act of opening the door.
"Surely that is the pot calling the kettle black. You haven't
exactly kept your vows to me either have you?"

Arabella opened her mouth to reply and
realized she had nothing to say. She bobbed him a curtsey and swept
past him, her nose in the air. He could force her to receive him in
her bed but she didn't intend to make him welcome. Her footsteps
slowed as she realized he hadn't directly forbidden her to see her
lover again either. Why was that? He probably intended to wait and
find out exactly who she was sleeping with before he acted to
separate them.

She shivered as she entered the cavernous
hall. Perhaps she should warn Tom to be careful. As James' land
agent, he would have to come into contact with her husband before
long. Surely it would be better for him to know? She hurried into
her private sitting room to write him a note.

After a last disgusted glance at the portrait
of his father-in-law, James returned to the desk and sat down. He
rested his head in his hands and shut his eyes. Arabella's dislike
was not unexpected but it still hurt. He'd walked away from her
after their wedding night without a word of explanation and made no
effort to explain his actions since. He hadn't dared. Her father's
threats had served to keep him away.

At first, in his rage, he'd blamed Arabella
as well as the old man, convinced she had been in on the plan to
get herself a title in exchange for some hard cash from dubious
origins. Her reaction to her father's death had changed that. It
hadn't occurred to him that she might have been bullied into the
marriage as well. He'd thought she cared about him.

He rose to his feet as the clock struck
eleven. He'd promised to take some of his guests for a ride around
the estate. When he went to Arabella's bed tonight, he would have a
chance to explain what her father had made him do. He hoped she
would understand why he had been forced to leave her and forgive
him.

"Good morning, my lord."

He smiled his thanks at the footman who
opened the door into the stable yard for him and continued on his
way. He was already dressed in his riding gear and eager to get out
and explore the countryside around his house. A pleasure denied to
him during his father-in-law's life.

Arabella was an excellent rider. He pictured
her dressed in her tight red riding habit, her booted foot drawn up
against the side of her horse, her black hair escaping from under
the demure hat placed at an angle on her head. In the shadow of the
stable wall, he took a moment to adjust his growing erection. The
thought of slowly undoing all the buttons on Arabella's habit until
she screamed at him in frustration was an enticing one.

He smiled as he recalled her stricken
expression when he'd mentioned the possibility of her having a
lover. Had his wife really used the word 'fuck' without blushing?
If he'd done one thing right by her, it had been persuading Tom
Lakeland to become not only his land agent but Arabella's lover.
She deserved to be loved properly. James gave his cock another
quick squeeze. And now, thanks to Tom's hard work and dedication,
James was about to reap the benefits of her sexual education.

 


*****

 


"I got your note."

Arabella almost jumped as Tom Lakeland
appeared at the door of her sitting room where she had gone to
avoid some of the more annoying guests her husband had invited for
a weeks hunting.

"You should've stayed away."

She held her breath as he shut the door and
strolled toward her. His dark good looks and broad shoulders were
the antithesis of her husband's golden hair and great height. He
knelt on the rug in front of her, his brown eyes crinkling at the
corners.

"Why? What do you think he is going to do to
me?"

"Call you out?"

He grinned, displaying his white even teeth.
"Trust me; I'm not worth the trouble. I'm his land steward. Lord
Grayson would never stoop to killing someone in his service. It
wouldn't be the gentlemanly thing to do."
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