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        LADY HATHAWAY’S PROPOSAL

      

      

      
        
        She will do anything for a few nights in his arms.

      

      

      
        
        Twelve years have passed since Miranda Hathaway ended her courtship with Andrew Osborne and married the older, but much wealthier, Viscount Hathaway. It is only one week after her husband’s death and Miranda cannot ignore the temptation to have a taste of what she threw away all those years ago when she followed her parents’ wishes. But to entice the man she never stopped loving, she will have to act quickly.

      

        

      
        Now the Earl of Sanderson, Andrew is no longer the same man who once believed in love. When Miranda asks him to help her conceive a child—one whom she means to pass off as the next Hathaway heir—he sees her deceit as proof that she is not the same woman he once knew. However, he cannot ignore the temptation to finally have her in his bed.

      

        

      
        Miranda knows she is infertile, but her deception gives Her three weeks with Andrew. He plans to use that time to finally consign Miranda Hathaway to the past, while she hopes to build memories that will last her a lifetime.

      

      

      
        
        LORD HATHAWAY’S BRIDE

      

      

      
        
        If he can’t have her love, he’ll have her passion.

      

      

      
        
        A marriage of convenience…

        Sarah Mapleton has already had her heart broken once. When she finds herself compelled to marry the intriguing new Viscount Hathaway, she vows to protect her heart at all costs.

      

        

      
        He has her hand…

        After unexpectedly inheriting his uncle’s title, James Hathaway discovers that the one thing he wants above all else is Sarah. He hopes to win her love, but until that happens, he vows to have her passion.

      

        

      
        But can he win her heart?

        Sarah is surprised that her new husband can wring unexpected pleasure from her body. But she realizes too late that his kindness has also torn down her emotional barriers. Her determination to protect herself from being hurt again might have pushed James away permanently.

      

      

      
        
        CAPTAIN HATHAWAY’S DILEMMA

      

      

      
        
        To fulfill his duty, he must forsake his chance at happiness.

      

      

      
        
        When the man who saves his life during the Battle of Waterloo dies from wounds that were meant for him, Captain Edward Hathaway must live with the guilt of having survived and is determined to fulfill that man’s dying wish.

         

        Grace Kent only accepted her childhood friend’s proposal of marriage so he wouldn’t go off to war with a broken heart. But while she still grieves for her friend after learning of his death, she cannot resist her attraction to the handsome Captain Hathaway.

         

        He is determined to discharge his duty at the expense of his own happiness. She wants only one taste of true passion. Together, can they overcome the guilt that continues to haunt them both?

      

      

      
        
        MISS HATHAWAY’S WISH

      

      

      
        
        Emily Hathaway makes a special wish this Christmas...

      

      

      
        
        Emily Hathaway wants to marry for love, but after three unsuccessful seasons she's given up on finding the same happiness her brothers found in their marriages.

         

        Sir Jonah Stanton has returned to England after ten years abroad. A Christmas party at Hathaway Manor provides the perfect opportunity to ease back into English society. But one thing has changed since Jonah's been away. His friend's little sister is now a young woman, and he finds himself appreciating her in ways he'd never imagined possible.

         

        As Emily becomes reacquainted with Jonah, she discovers the feelings she'd attributed to friendship run far deeper. Is it possible Jonah might be the man she's been looking for all along?

      

      

      
        
        To learn about Suzanna Medeiros’s future books, you can sign up for her newsletter at

        https://www.suzannamedeiros.com/newsletter/
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        Twelve years have passed since Miranda Hathaway ended her courtship with Andrew Osborne and married the older, but much wealthier, Viscount Hathaway. It is only one week after her husband’s death and Miranda cannot ignore the temptation to have a taste of what she threw away all those years ago when she followed her parents’ wishes. But to entice the man she never stopped loving, she will have to act quickly.

      

        

      
        Now the Earl of Sanderson, Andrew is no longer the same man who once believed in love. When Miranda asks him to help her conceive a child—one whom she means to pass off as the next Hathaway heir—he sees her deceit as proof that she is not the same woman he once knew. However, he cannot ignore the temptation to finally have her in his bed.

      

        

      
        Miranda knows she is infertile, but her deception gives her three weeks with Andrew. He plans to use that time to finally consign Miranda Hathaway to the past, while she hopes to build memories that will last her a lifetime.
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      Until that morning the Earl of Sanderson would have said he was long past making a fool of himself for Miranda Hathaway, yet here he was, following her butler into the drawing room of her London town house. He told himself it was only curiosity that led him to accept her request for a meeting. After all, they hadn’t seen one another in twelve years, so why on earth would she want to see him now?

      He took in the room’s ornate furnishings as the butler bowed and left to fetch his mistress. Viscount Hathaway had always made a point of displaying his vast wealth at every opportunity, as was evidenced by the amount of gilt in the room. He wondered if Miranda approved of the decor, or if she, too, found it lacking in taste. The old Miranda would have believed the latter. Or so he’d thought at the time, but that was before she’d broken it off with him to marry the much wealthier older man.

      Unease settled in the pit of his stomach, and annoyed at the sign of weakness, he moved to the window and looked out onto the fashionable Mayfair neighborhood. It was early for a social call and the road was quiet. No doubt most of Miranda’s neighbors were still abed, recovering from whatever entertainments had kept them up the evening before. He would have been sleeping as well if Miranda’s message hadn’t arrived last night before he’d left for his club.

      He resisted the urge to turn around and leave, just as she had done that last time they’d seen one another. Once again, he was at a disadvantage with her. In her house, at her summons, no knowledge of what this meeting was about. He was not, however, the same untried youth he’d been back then. If Miranda assumed so, she would be more than a little surprised.

      He sensed her approach and turned in time to see her enter the room. He couldn’t help but notice she still moved with the same grace she’d possessed as a young woman, setting the ton ablaze during her first season with her beauty and unaffected charm. It had been inevitable that she’d captured his interest as well. But the new widow standing across the room from him now, clad in stark black, was far different from the girl of eighteen who’d worn only pale colors.

      That was a lifetime ago.

      “My lord,” she said, executing a fluid curtsey. Her expression gave no hint as to why she had sent for him.

      He inclined his head in acknowledgement and watched in silence as she sat on one end of the ornate settee. A chair was positioned at an angle from her and it was clear she expected him to use it.

      A need to ruffle her impassive bearing had him remaining silent and ignoring the chair. He moved past her and sat, instead, beside her on the settee. He left a respectable distance between them, but the way she stiffened told him she hadn’t expected him to sit so close. It was self-indulgent, but he felt a small measure of triumph at her discomfort.

      He watched, more than a little surprised, as she collected herself, smoothing away all signs of discomfort. Her body relaxed, her expression becoming one of polite cordiality as she held herself with an almost unnatural stillness. It appeared Miranda Hathaway had learned to control the youthful exuberance she’d once possessed. He wasn’t sure whether to applaud her for her newfound reserve or mourn the loss of that once vibrant, impetuous young woman.

      Silence stretched between them for several seconds before she turned to face him. He was struck once again, as he had been all those years ago, by her beauty. Her dark brown hair and the unrelieved black of her dress called attention to her pale coloring, making it seem as though she were carved from ivory. Her gray eyes were larger than he remembered, but she was also much thinner than when he’d known her. Almost painfully so. He almost asked if she was well but resisted the impulse. He had no desire to hear about how much she mourned the loss of the husband whose funeral had been only the week before.

      The curve of her breasts and her unfashionably plump mouth were the only things about her that were still full. His eyes flickered downward and he remembered with unexpected vividness just how those full lips had felt under his. He’d been with many other women since they’d parted ways, but he’d never enjoyed kissing anyone as much as he had Miranda. Thoughts of how she could put that mouth to another use sent a wave of unwelcome heat through him.

      He’d miscalculated. He’d wanted to set Miranda off balance, but being this close to her was having an unwanted effect on him.

      “Thank you for accepting my invitation,” she said, cutting through the uncomfortable silence. “I know it is early, but I can ring for tea if you haven’t eaten yet this morning.”

      His wayward thoughts under control, he met her emotionless gaze with one of his own. “I think we can dispense with the niceties. We both know this isn’t a social call.”

      Those luscious lips tilted ever so slightly at the corners. “I see you are still as direct as always.”

      “And I can see you’ve taken to hiding behind social conventions. You were never one to dance around a subject. You asked me to visit and, despite my reservations, I came. You clearly have something you wish to discuss with me.”

      He was surprised when she stood.

      “This was a mistake.” She took a step toward the doorway. “Forgive me for inconveniencing you.”

      After a brief moment of hesitation, he rose from the settee and moved to block her path. She stopped but kept her eyes averted.

      “Miranda.”

      She didn’t move. Against his better judgment, he placed a hand under her chin and tilted her face up to his. They stood that way for several long moments, during which he was painfully aware of the small woman before him. The woman who, he now knew, still had the power to make him want her. She, on the other hand, had the appearance of a cornered, frightened animal.

      He dropped his hand and kept his voice even, sensing she was a hairsbreadth away from bolting. “Why did you wish to see me?”

      She hesitated and then he saw the resolve form in her eyes.

      “Very well,” she said before taking a step back.

      She moved around him to the door, and this time he didn’t stop her—he knew she wouldn’t attempt to escape again. He expected her to ring for the tea she’d offered him and was taken aback when she closed the door and turned to face him again.

      He raised an eyebrow in question but said nothing. She leaned back against the door for a moment before straightening and looking at him directly. Just as she used to do.

      “You are aware my husband passed away last week.”

      “Yes,” he said simply. “Please accept my condolences.”

      He should have offered them when she’d first come into the room, but after a nod of acknowledgment, she continued as though she hadn’t noticed his breach in manners.

      “The reason I asked you here has to do with his passing.”

      “Oh? I’ll admit I have no idea why you’d want to see me.”

      Her smile was fleeting. “No, of course not.”

      She moved back to the settee and lowered herself onto it. This time when he followed, he didn’t repeat his mistake of sitting next to her. But if she guessed at his reason for choosing the chair, she showed no sign of it.

      “There is no delicate way to say this, so I must be blunt.”

      Her words, as well as her resolute manner, sent every one of his senses into high alert. He wasn’t sure if she was aware she’d used those same words all those years ago when she’d told him she was marrying someone else. He was starting to regret preventing her from leaving the room.

      “With my husband’s nephew due to inherit the entirety of his estate, I will have to rely on his generosity in future.”

      Andrew had stayed as far away as possible from Hathaway—had tried not to think about him outside of those times he’d had to see him in the House of Lords—so he had no way of knowing if he’d ever met the man’s heir.

      “Given how important Hathaway’s wealth was to you and your parents, surely you don’t expect me to believe provisions for your future weren’t made before your marriage.”

      She didn’t react to the sarcasm in his tone. “I won’t need to resort to begging in the street. But no one imagined I wouldn’t provide my husband with an heir, so the settlement outlined for that eventuality is a small one.” She hesitated and her eyes slid away from his before she continued. “I have spoken to our solicitor and he informs me that in cases where the widow is still of childbearing years, it is customary to wait a few months to ensure there is no heir on the way.”

      He couldn’t stop his gaze from moving to her abdomen, but given the loose fit of her gown, it was impossible to see if it concealed a small bump. The wave of bitterness that rose at her words caught him off guard.

      “I fail to see what this has to do with me.”

      He started to stand, but she reached across the small space that separated them and laid a hand on his knee. Her touch froze him to the spot and his awareness of the intimacy of their current situation intensified.

      She moved back and clasped her hands sedately in her lap, but she hadn’t been quick enough to keep him from seeing the telltale tremble in her fingers. “I am not with child,” she said as though nothing of import had just happened, “but I am hoping that will not be the case for long.”

      His mind was still on the unwanted rush of desire her touch had elicited, and so it took him several seconds before he realized what she was suggesting. Air rushed out of his lungs as the full implication of her words hit him. Why she’d summoned him here so early when no one would be about in the street to see his arrival. Why she’d closed the door to make sure the servants wouldn’t overhear their conversation.

      He welcomed the anger that rose swiftly within him, but he refused to let her see it. He wouldn’t give her the satisfaction of knowing she could command more than polite curiosity from him.

      “I am afraid I still do not know what any of this has to do with me. I am sure your solicitor would be able to advise you much better than I.”

      A hint of frustration crossed her face before she masked it. Despite her attempt to appear detached and businesslike, the revealing expression told him she was more emotionally invested in their conversation than she wanted him to know.

      “You were never one to be so obtuse, Andrew.”

      “You will excuse me, Lady Hathaway, if I ask for some of that bluntness you promised me.”

      Her control was slipping, for this time he clearly saw her wince when he’d used her title. The narrowing of her eyes was minute, but she hadn’t been able to hide it. She didn’t speak for several long moments, long enough for him to think he had won. He was surprised, therefore, when she straightened, drew back her shoulders and met his gaze squarely.

      “I want to have a child and I would like you to be the father of that child.”

      Disbelief almost robbed him of words. When he opened his mouth to tell her exactly what he thought of her proposal, she continued, forestalling him.

      “I am under no illusion that we can continue our former relationship. I will make no demands of you and no one will know the child is yours.”

      Disappointment tinged the anger burning within him as she spoke. The deceitful, conniving woman sitting before him now, the one who would blithely make plans to defraud the heir to her husband’s estate of his rightful inheritance, bore no resemblance whatsoever to the woman he’d once known and loved.

      And with that realization came the certainty that he was well and truly free of the hold she had once held over him.

      He started to refuse, but something held him back. He might no longer love Miranda, but he couldn’t deny that he was still very attracted to her. And despite everything, this new woman sitting before him was a mystery he found himself longing to unravel.

      “Can you have children? In twelve years you should have already had more than one.”

      She didn’t hesitate before replying. “Robert was older. Our marriage was not a physical one.”

      He scoffed at that. “I hope you’re not about to tell me you’re a virgin.”

      She closed her eyes for a moment and it seemed as though his question had embarrassed her. Given her former bravado and what she had just asked of him, her reluctance to discuss the details surrounding her outrageous plan was more than a little out of place.

      “No. In the beginning he visited me, but it was not long before he stopped.”

      “Why?”

      Annoyance flashed across her face.

      “How would I know why? I assumed he had a mistress, but I was not about to ask him.”

      He couldn’t keep himself from asking the obvious question. “How long has it been?”

      She looked back at him. “Long enough that I am certain I am not carrying his child.”

      Her answer was far from satisfactory, but since he didn’t want to hear the intimate details of her marriage, he didn’t press her further.

      They sat there for some time, holding each other’s gaze, but neither one willing to make the next move. As the silence lengthened, his awareness of Miranda grew. Images of the two of them in bed, his hands sliding over every inch of her body, her face contorted in ecstasy as she found release, crowded his mind.

      He didn’t love Miranda, but he still wanted her. Perhaps he wanted to punish her as well. Give her a taste of all she had cast aside when she’d casually dismissed him for a larger fortune.

      His lust for her wrestled with his conscience, but in the end it was his desire that won out, and he knew he would give her the affair she wanted. It would, of necessity, be of brief duration if she wanted to pass off his bastard as Hathaway’s heir. And God help his black soul, but the thought gave him a sense of grim satisfaction. He’d have his revenge on Miranda, ruin her for any other man, and even the score with Hathaway for stealing the woman he’d so desperately wanted all those years ago.

      If she wanted him to do this, however, she would have to work for it. She might have had everything she’d ever wanted fall neatly into her lap, but he was no longer willing to exert himself just because she crooked a finger in his direction.

      “Satisfy my curiosity about something,” he said, breaking the now oppressive silence. “Why me? I’m sure there are any number of men who would be willing to lie between your legs.”

      Her face heated at his deliberate crudeness, but he had to admire the fact that she didn’t lose her composure.

      “I know most men have no problem bedding whichever woman happens to be near at hand at the moment. I was young when I married, however, and have spent most of the last few years at our estate in Northampton. I never learned to be as casual as some women are about their bed partners. And…”

      For a moment Andrew would have sworn she looked uncertain. Vulnerable. But clearly that could never be said about a woman who planned to pass off another man’s child as the heir to a well-established title.

      “And what?” he prompted when she showed no signs of continuing.

      “You were once kind to me.”

      That was a vast understatement if ever he’d heard one. “Yes, well, kindness is the very last thing I feel for you now.”

      She said nothing to that. What was there to say?

      “Did you want to start here or should we go up to your bedroom?”

      That got a reaction. Her hand fluttered to her chest. “I’m not sure. Do you think it would be wise?”

      She licked her lips, a gesture, he remembered, that always indicated she was nervous. His groin tightened. He’d been trying to shock her, but it appeared she was quite willing to carry through with her proposition, and his body responded eagerly.

      Irritated she could still so easily rouse his desire, he lashed out at her. “Tell me, Miranda, did Hathaway kiss you and caress you before fucking you? Or did he simply raise your nightgown and grunt away on top of you while you congratulated yourself on the excellent match you’d made?”

      She didn’t try to hide the anger his words had roused. Good, he thought. This was the Miranda he wanted. The calculating, aggressive Miranda. He wanted no reminders of how young and innocent she’d once been.

      In reply, she stood. His innate manners had him beginning to stand, but she placed her hands on his shoulders to stop him. He leaned back in the chair and waited to see what she would do next. He wasn’t disappointed.

      She lowered herself onto his lap, leaned into him, and raised her hands to frame his face. He could feel the rapid rise and fall of her breasts against his chest and, in anticipation, his own breath quickened to match hers. She placed her mouth against his, and in that moment he wanted nothing more than to crush her against him and take what she so freely offered. Instead, he willed himself to remain still, letting her take the lead. She moved her mouth against his, but it soon became clear she’d acted out of bravado and not experience.

      When she drew back again, frustration had etched little lines above her nose. Despite the fact she had given him little more than a chaste kiss, she was not unaffected. Her gray eyes had darkened and her breathing was ragged. Aside from confirming the type of marital relations she’d shared with her husband, her kiss had given him another piece of vital information. He needed more, and he needed it now.

      When he stood, taking her with him, she gave a surprised gasp and wrapped her arms around his neck. He moved the two steps to the settee and lowered the two of them onto it. She remained on his lap, but now his arms were around her. Her eyes widened when she felt his erection pressing against her hip.

      “Right, no kissing,” he said, surprised to find his voice hoarse with his effort at controlling himself. “Let me show you how it’s done.”

      He claimed her mouth slowly at first. Touching his lips to hers and brushing them against hers in slow, tantalizing movements aimed at gaining her trust. It was not too dissimilar from the way she had kissed him, but she obviously took comfort from the fact he was now participating. She relaxed against him and the heat of her body, pressed against his, fueled his desire.

      He’d been all too innocent and eager to prove himself worthy of her when he’d courted her as a youth and so hadn’t kissed her the way he’d longed to. But now, with the confidence that came from experience, he intended to make up for his former restraint. When she sighed, he took advantage of the opportunity to deepen the kiss, tracing his tongue first against her lips and then entering her mouth. She stiffened, but only for a moment before matching his movement.

      The notion entered his mind that perhaps she’d been acting the innocent earlier, but he dismissed the notion as inconsequential. Did it really matter? He leaned back against the cushions and she followed, draping her body over his. He groaned as the kiss became more urgent, their tongues and mouths dueling for dominance. Blind to everything but the lust sweeping through him, he placed one hand on her backside and ground his erection against her hip. He lifted his other hand to cup her breast. She moaned low, arching into his touch as he covered her full breast and teased the hardened nipple with his thumb. She moved now, writhing against him. Without conscious thought, he shifted, reversing their positions so that she lay under him on the settee.

      When he had her exactly where he wanted, he started to raise her skirts so he could settle between her legs. It took him a few moments to realize that her hands had moved from clinging to his shoulders to trying to push him away.

      He lifted his head and looked down at her. Her lips were swollen from their heated kiss and a flush stained her cheeks and upper chest a rosy pink. She was clearly aroused. Behind the heat in her eyes, however, he detected a hint of uncertainty. Damn. How had he lost control so quickly? He closed his eyes, and took a deep breath before pushing himself away from her. He watched in silence as she struggled with her skirts before rising to sit on the other end of the settee. One hand moved to touch her bottom lip and he knew with certainty that neither her husband, nor any other man, had ever kissed her that way.

      “Are you…” Flustered, she stopped before starting again. “Does this mean you agree to my request?”

      Mere agreement was laughable when compared to the feelings warring within him. Desire. Lust. An almost desperate need to throw her back down and finish what they’d started. Oh yes, he would most definitely give her what she wanted. And at the same time he’d finally get Miranda Hathaway out of his system and be done with her. And if a child resulted… Well, he wouldn’t be the first man with a bastard. And in his case he knew his son would be well provided for as the next Viscount Hathaway. And a daughter would also ensure Miranda had claims to the next Viscount’s generosity.

      Schooling his features to mask his anticipation, he rose and moved to the door. With one hand on the knob he turned back to face her.

      “I’ll send word of where and when.”

      At her nod he opened the door and, anxious to be away from Miranda and his newly aroused need for her, showed himself out.
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      Andrew’s note came the following morning. It contained simply an address and a time later that evening and was signed with an S for his title—Sanderson. That formality told her everything. He wanted her to know that despite the heated kiss they had shared the previous morning, there was to be no real intimacy between them.

      That kiss had haunted her the rest of the day and had led to a night of passionate dreams. It had also served to make her feel like a fraud when acquaintances and family friends called on her to offer their condolences and see how she was faring. While she appreciated their show of support, the very last thing she needed was to be forced to act the part of the grieving widow when all she could think about was the fact she would soon be physically intimate with Andrew.

      The hours crawled by and when evening finally arrived, a swarm of butterflies had taken up permanent residence low in her belly. But despite her nerves, she could hardly wait for the appointed hour to arrive. Her brief meeting with Andrew had told her what she had always suspected—there was more to the intimate relations between a man and a woman than what she had experienced in her marriage. She knew men took great pleasure in that physical act, and if the way she’d felt when Andrew had touched her was any indication, she suspected there could also be great pleasure for a woman.

      When it was time to prepare for their encounter, she took great care to dress to her best advantage, choosing an outfit that would give her the confidence she’d need. Given the illicit nature of the errand she was on, she couldn’t bring herself to wear one of her mourning gowns. She chose, instead, a satin gown of deep red that had a simple row of buttons up the back that she could reach herself with a little effort.

      Her maid had been surprised when Miranda dismissed her after the woman had laced her corset, but it was vital that the servants believe she was going out to have a quiet dinner at the home of a family friend. If gossip started to spread about her activities, she would not be able to carry out her supposed ruse and Andrew would have no reason to see her. If that happened, she would never find another reason to entice him to make love with her.

      She left her hair in the simple knot her maid had created that morning and concealed her outfit with a black cloak before stepping out into the street. Her butler had been aghast when she’d told him she planned to walk, alone, to her destination, but it was only a few minutes away and he’d had no choice but to acquiesce to her insistence that she be alone. She’d felt a stab of guilt knowing he’d only backed down because he hadn’t wanted to upset her further during what was supposed to be a very painful time for her.

      To ensure no one would discover her true destination, she hired her first carriage a few blocks from her home and changed hansoms twice during her journey. When the third cab finally stopped at the address Andrew had provided, she was relieved to find herself at a small house on the outskirts of London.

      She paid the driver and stepped down from the carriage. Despite her nerves, she thought she’d managed to push aside the last of her misgivings. But standing before the front door of the nondescript house, she couldn’t help but wonder if she was making a mistake.

      Her husband had been ill for some time, but his illness hadn’t been a fatal one. After the shock of Robert’s unexpected death the week before had worn off, she’d been taken aback by how quickly the idea for her current plan had come to her. She’d tried to ignore it at first, but the need to see Andrew again, to recapture the emotions she’d once experienced when they had courted, wouldn’t leave her.

      Their courtship hadn’t ended well and it had been her fault. He’d been so young and earnest then, only a year older than her own eighteen years. They’d been in love. She might have been young and inexperienced, but she’d known he would never leave her and she’d felt the same devotion to him. Her confidence that they could have a future together had withered under her parents’ displeasure. Andrew had been next in line to be the Earl of Sanderson, but theirs was not a wealthy estate and everyone had expected it would be many years before he came into his modest inheritance. Her parents had, therefore, taken it upon themselves to promise her hand in marriage to the much older Viscount Hathaway.

      She couldn’t blame them for all that followed. They’d acted in what they considered to be her best interests and she’d relented. She knew in Andrew’s eyes it did not speak well to her character that she’d so easily acquiesced to her parents’ desires.

      And it hadn’t been a horrible marriage. She’d been content enough over the years despite the fact theirs had not been a marriage based on love. Robert had treated her like a pet he doted upon, and she’d done her best not to dwell on what might have been. Andrew had left for Europe just before her marriage had taken place, and she’d been grateful she didn’t need to worry about running into him in Town. And when she’d learned of his return a few years later, she’d fled, retiring to spend the majority of her time at Hathaway’s estate in Northampton.

      Over the years she’d managed to accept her lot in life, but she’d never forgotten him. When her solicitor had asked her if it was possible she was with child, she’d known she wasn’t. Robert had been eager to conceive a child with her and had visited her regularly over the years, but had stopped a few short months ago when he fell ill.

      That question, though, had sparked a ridiculous idea that wouldn’t leave her. Especially when she realized she now had an excuse to approach Andrew and attempt to fill the emptiness that had grown inside her since she’d let her parents convince her to give him up.

      She had no illusions that he’d been pining for her all these years, just as she was also under no illusion about her likelihood of falling with child from their time together. She hadn’t been able to conceive a child in the twelve years of her marriage, and since Robert already had an illegitimate daughter when they married, she knew the fault lay with her. Her courses had never come regularly, not like they did with other women, and as the years passed she had no other option than to accept the fact she was barren.

      But now she had an opportunity—an opportunity she would not so easily throw away as she’d done when she was a foolish girl of eighteen. She would finally learn what it was like to be physically intimate with the man she loved.

      She tested the door and, finding it unlocked, let herself in. Two oil lamps lit the hallway, but other than that the house seemed empty. In the unnerving quiet, her heart sounded loud to her own ears. She took an inventory of her surroundings and saw right away the rooms on the main floor were dark, but light beckoned from the second level. Unnerved by the silence and the gloom surrounding her, she made her way upstairs, the light serving as a beacon.

      The door to the room at the top of the stairs was ajar, and when she pushed it open, she wasn’t surprised to find herself in a bedroom. Most of the furniture was simple but for one notable exception—the bed. It dominated the small space, appearing a good deal larger than any she’d ever seen. The curtains at the windows were closed, the light from the fireplace and an oil lamp on the sole bedside table making the room seem cozy and welcoming. Miranda moved to the fire blazing in the hearth and held out her hands to warm them. It was still early enough in the spring that evenings were much cooler than during the day.

      Questions rose, unbidden, about just how many other women Andrew had brought here over the years, but she pushed the unwanted thoughts from her mind. She had no right to begrudge him the companionship of other women. Not after she had denied him her own.

      She spun around at the sound of a floorboard creaking behind her and found herself face-to-face with Andrew. He stood several feet away, his features in shadow, which somehow made the effect of his presence more intimate since it highlighted what they were both here to do.

      She had a moment of doubt, wondering if the now mature Earl of Sanderson could live up to her memories of the young Andrew Osborne she’d met and fallen in love with twelve years before. He was different, harder, but the years had been good to him. The attractive, charming young man had blossomed into a man of account.

      He wore his hair short now. She remembered how, when it was longer, the brown had been threaded through with blond highlights that had given him a tousled, almost boyish appearance. In its current close-cropped style, his hair looked much darker than its medium brown. His face had also lost its youthful appearance, the slight roundness gone. It was more angled than she remembered, his square jaw and cheekbones more prominent.

      His eyes, however, were the same. A medium green unlike any she had ever seen before or since. She used to adore gazing into them when they danced at those many balls that one season they’d had together. But now they mocked her. Gone was the warmth she’d once found in their depths.

      Her heart was racing… whether from fear or anticipation, she wasn’t sure. Probably a little of both. She did her best to keep her breathing even, however. Having made such an outrageous proposition as asking him to help her conceive a child, she could hardly act the part of a shy virgin. At any rate, she was far from being that.

      It seemed Andrew planned to just stand there, probably hoping to make her nervous, so she broke the silence. “I find it hard to believe we are both here, about to do this thing.”

      He raised a brow. “You cannot possibly be more surprised than I.”

      He bridged the last few steps that separated them, stopping only when their bodies were almost touching. She knew then he wanted to intimidate her. Gain the upper hand. She wouldn’t allow her nervousness to show, but she did feel at a disadvantage when she had to tilt her head back to look up at him.

      For one horrible moment she feared he expected her to act first. Relief flooded through her, therefore, when he took her hands in his much larger ones and brought them up, around his neck. He was so much taller than her that in this position her body was flush against his.

      Everything else faded away as they stood like that, she pressed against him, their eyes locked and the air of anticipation swirling around them. Gone were the memories of the many unsatisfactory couplings she’d shared with her husband. The panic she’d undergone when he’d died and she realized she was now truly alone in the world, for she would never again go back to her family and allow them to control her life. Even the desperation that had led her to proposition the Earl of Sanderson so she could finally feel, if only for a little while, what it was like to be happy again.

      For she was happy just being here with him. She hadn’t expected that.

      “I’m not going to ask if you’re still sure you want to do this,” he said.

      She had no second thoughts, but his statement surprised her. The Andrew she’d known had always been considerate to a fault.

      She spoke around a mouth that had suddenly gone dry. “Why not?”

      “Because I don’t want to know if you’ve changed your mind. You made your offer and I accepted. There’s no turning back now.”

      He’d lowered his head and his last words were spoken against her lips. When she opened her mouth to reply—she couldn’t say with what—he took it as an invitation to kiss her. This time there was no gradual buildup. The kiss was hot and hungry, and she dove into it without hesitation.

      Yes, this was what she wanted. Andrew holding her, kissing her as though he wanted to devour her. His hands moved to her backside and pressed her more firmly against his impressive erection. She realized she was making mewling sounds low in her throat. Perhaps she should have been embarrassed in case he believed her wanton, but she couldn’t bring herself to care. With this man only, she felt wanton. Deliciously so.

      He must have taken her physical response as the answer to the question he hadn’t wanted to ask and walked her backward until her legs bumped against the edge of that enormous bed. He moved away from her then, but only a fraction so he could lift her into his arms and deposit her in the center. He joined her there, covering her with the heat of his body, and she shivered with need. This was nothing like the rushed, emotionless couplings she’d shared with her husband.

      She expected him to raise her skirts and bury himself inside her, so was confused when he levered himself away to kneel on the bed beside her.

      “Is something the matter?” She was shocked at how hoarse her voice sounded to her own ears.

      “You’re wearing too many clothes.”

      She didn’t protest when he pulled her into a kneeling position before him and removed the cloak she’d only just realized she was still wearing. He made a strangled sound when he saw the red gown she wore with its very low bodice. She’d been uncertain whether to be so brazen when dressing, but now she was glad she’d chosen the provocative dress.

      “I promise to take time to appreciate you in that dress later, but for now, it has to go.”

      He shifted until he was behind her and started to work his way down the row of buttons. Her mind blanked. Surely he didn’t mean to actually disrobe her? Never, in all her years of marriage, had Hathaway removed her clothing. Then again, she’d always worn her nightdress when he came to her, so perhaps Andrew would stop when she was down to her chemise.

      Her wayward thoughts scattered when he loosened her stays. When the undergarment was held up only by the loosened bodice of her gown, he placed his warm hands on her shoulders and lowered her dress. She moved to take her arms out of the sleeves, but he pulled the garment tight around her again, stilling her movement. She remained that way, her arms trapped, her breathing quickening, while he drew the stays from her body. He pulled her back against him and cupped her breasts through her chemise.

      He groaned and the sound echoed deep within her. He completely surrounded her. The coolness of his satin waistcoat chilled her back through her thin chemise while his warm hands squeezed and played with her breasts. Not caring what he might think of her, knowing only that she needed more of what he was doing to her, she let her head fall back against his shoulder and thrust her breasts more firmly into his hands. When he tweaked her nipple between his thumb and forefinger, she moaned. Heat spread from his hands and traveled though her body, moving across her belly and settling lower, between her legs.

      She struggled against the constraints of her dress and he relented, moving away and helping her to remove her arms and allowing the dress to fall to the bed around her. She tried to turn and reach for him, but he wouldn’t allow it. He untied the tape at the top of her chemise and before she realized his intention, he’d dragged her undergarment down as well. She should have been embarrassed, kneeling on the bed, all her clothes pooled around her, but at that point she was far from caring about her modesty. She craved the touch of his hands on her body again, and the idea of lying bare-skinned with him was more exciting than she could have imagined.

      She expected him to touch her breasts again, waited almost breathlessly for it. With a low curse, he moved from the bed and started removing his own clothing. She watched, her attention riveted on his quick, efficient movements as he cast aside his topcoat and waistcoat, untied his cravat, and drew his shirt over his head.

      She’d known his chest was broader now—assumed it had happened when he’d shaken off the last of his youthful appearance—but she hadn’t realized he was so muscular. He looked back at her then and, catching her staring at him, let out a sound she could only describe as a growl.

      He made quick work of his shoes, trousers, and smallclothes, then stood there, fully erect before her, as though waiting for her to comment.

      “When you marry one day, your wife will be most fortunate.”

      At his scowl she realized it was the wrong thing to say, but she didn’t have time to examine why. He climbed back onto the bed, and when he eased her onto her back, she went willingly. He slid an arm under her hips, lifting her so he could strip her gown and chemise from where it had tangled against her legs. She could only stare at him, her breathing heavy, as he removed first one slipper, tracing his fingers along the high arch of her foot, then the other. He repeated the caress before smoothing his hands along her calves. When he reached her knees, she feared she’d stop breathing, but he continued until he reached her garters. They were red, like her dress.

      “Did you wear these for me?” he asked, stroking the skin above them.

      His eyes, when they met hers again, were a dark green, and the emotion she saw reflected there told her he was just as affected as she.

      In truth, she hadn’t expected him to see the garters, but she nodded in response. He rewarded her with quick kisses, high on each thigh, through her drawers, and she almost jumped out of her skin. He rolled the garters and stockings from her legs and cast the flimsy garments away. His smooth movements told her more than anything else that this was far from the first time he had performed such an intimate action with a woman.

      When he started to remove her drawers, panic surged through her. She grabbed his forearms, halting him.

      “Must you?”

      She’d barely managed the words as she felt the first real twinges of alarm.

      “All or nothing, Miranda.”

      She hesitated only a moment longer before nodding. She squeezed her eyes closed and lifted her hips while he removed the garment, unbearably self-conscious. She knew he was staring at her body, taking in the sight of her hips, which were as slender as a boy’s, and her most intimate of places. Not even her husband had seen her completely in the nude.

      He eased himself over her, and she moaned at the feel of his hot, hard body, pressing her into the mattress, his erection branding the outside of her thigh. She fought the urge to run her hands all over the smooth expanse of his skin.

      “Open your eyes,” he said, his voice rough. “When I take you, I want you to know who you’re with.”

      She could hardly mistake this man for her husband. The two did not even appear to belong to the same species. She opened her eyes and they stayed like that for what seemed a lifetime, his eyes ensnaring hers and their bodies touching from chest to thigh. She wasn’t sure who moved first, but their mouths met in a hot, urgent kiss.

      She brought her hands up to encircle his neck, her fingers weaving into his short hair and keeping his head right where she wanted it. Her mouth opened wide, allowing him full access. He took advantage, but she didn’t remain passive. Her tongue tangled with his and she gave as good as he.

      She allowed herself to explore him then, running her hands across his shoulders and down the muscles of his arms. When she snaked her arms around his waist, he made an almost-strangled sound and tore his mouth from hers.

      The next time his head dipped, it was lower than she’d expected. He placed his mouth on her neck, trailing warm kisses along its length. The heat of his breath caused an almost unbearable yearning within her. He didn’t stop there but moved even lower, nibbling playfully on her shoulder before proceeding to rain kisses down to her breast. He kneaded one breast while he trailed his tongue across the slope of the other. When he took the nipple into his mouth and sucked hard, she arched off the bed. He held her down, continuing to torture her with his mouth and hands as pleasure speared through her.

      She needed to have him inside her and opened her legs. The tip of his shaft slid along her wet folds and she moaned.

      “Shh. Not yet.” The words were softly spoken, but they seemed to echo in the room.

      He trailed more kisses down her abdomen, startling her. When he continued his downward path, she tried to close her legs. His hands on her knees easily prevented the movement.

      “Andrew, don’t…”

      She jumped when he slid his hands high up on her thighs and held her there, his thumbs almost touching her opening. “What are you doing?”

      He looked up and the naked lust in his eyes stole the rest of her protest.

      “You proposed this arrangement—it’s all or nothing. I want to do this.”

      He waited for her assent. She was uncomfortable with him seeing her so intimately, but at that moment she knew she would do anything for him. She also knew that despite what had happened in the past and how he had changed, she trusted him. If she hadn’t, she never would have approached him.

      She nodded and started to close her eyes but then, remembering what he’d said about giving him everything, kept her gaze on him. She had difficulty holding still when he placed a kiss high on the inside of her thigh. He stared at her there, between her legs, and she fought the urge to turn away from him. With his thumbs he held her open, which confused her. Why would he want to look at her down there?

      “I’ve imagined doing this to you.”

      Before she could ask what he meant, his mouth covered her intimately and she jerked in shock.

      His tongue swept along the place where she knew her center of her pleasure rested. Her husband had never touched her there—she’d had to discover it on her own. Having Andrew between her legs now, his tongue stroking her along that spot, was almost too much to bear. She was wetter than she had ever been, and the heat of his mouth, his tongue… Oh God, he entered her with two fingers and moved them in rhythm with his tongue.

      She could no longer bear it. She closed her eyes and light exploded behind her lids, her hips bowing up off the bed. She might have yelled, but she was too overcome, and too astonished, to be sure.

      He covered her in a flash. His manhood pressed against her and she opened her legs wider to welcome him. When he surged inside in a sudden, smooth thrust, she gasped in surprise. Surprise because there was no pain, only pleasure at finally being filled.

      “Look at me, Miranda.”

      And she did. He moved, his thrusts deep and steady at first. She panted but never broke eye contact. This she knew. She’d experienced this thrusting with her husband far too many times over the years. It had never been like this, however. With Hathaway she had only wanted it to be over quickly. But now she wanted it to go on forever.

      Instinctively, she wrapped her legs around his lean hips and arched up to meet each of his thrusts. Her breathing quickened. Staring deep into Andrew’s eyes, she almost felt as though she could touch his soul. What she saw there scared her a little. Desire, certainly, but also satisfaction. He knew she had never experienced such pleasure with her husband, and he reveled in the knowledge that he was showing her everything she had missed over the years by choosing Hathaway over him.

      She allowed him that satisfaction, for he’d more than earned it. Her entire world centered on Andrew in that moment. All that mattered was him.

      She climbed toward that same peak again and could no longer maintain eye contact. She threw her head back and panted each time he drove into her. His pace increased and he pressed his lips against her throat and murmured words she could not understand.

      “Now, Miranda,” he said, lifting his head again to look down at her.

      Unable to resist the command, she came apart in his arms. He continued to move inside her, drawing out the moment of ecstasy until, with a groan, he buried himself deep inside her and joined her with his release.

      He collapsed against her and they lay like that for some time. His heavy weight against her comforted her and she wished they could stay like that forever. But even as she tried to draw comfort from his warmth, bone-deep regret began to spread through her. She’d been a fool to let herself be so easily swayed all those years ago. She never should have allowed her parents to convince her to give up Andrew.
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      He needed to move. To get off her, get dressed, and leave. Instead, he rolled onto his side and drew her to him. She snuggled against him, hiding her face in his chest, and he hated how good it felt.

      Miranda had gotten what she’d wanted from him. No, she’d gotten more. He could tell she hadn’t expected to orgasm. He shouldn’t ask the question—he already knew the answer—but he couldn’t help himself. “Was it like that with Hathaway?”

      A full minute passed and he didn’t think she was going to reply.

      “No,” she said finally. Simply.

      Satisfaction filled him, along with a hint of relief that she hadn’t volunteered further details. He’d needed to know that at least in this one thing he’d surpassed her expectations. Lord knew, he hadn’t been enough for her in the past. He didn’t want to think about her in another man’s bed, however, so the less she said, the better for his peace of mind.

      They stayed like that for some minutes as their breathing slowed and their bodies cooled. Only when he began to harden again did he push her away. Without speaking, he gathered her clothes and tossed them onto the bed. The sight of her, hair disheveled, face flushed, and lips full, partially open… his eyes moved lower. Her slight body remained on display and he was sorely tempted to tie her to the bed and keep her there for a week.

      He had to call on his considerable self-discipline to turn his back and begin dressing. He heard her moving behind him, heard the rustle of fabric, but steeled himself not to turn around.

      “Andrew?”

      God, he had to get out of here. Now.

      “What?” His tone was more abrupt than he’d intended.

      “I require assistance.”

      He took a deep breath and, gathering all his reserve, turned to face her. She stood there in her chemise, her drawers and stockings back in place. He could see her nipples, the dark triangle of hair, and those damn red garters through the thin material of her chemise. His head started to pound and it took him a few moments to realize she was holding up her stays.

      “Turn around,” he said, the words almost strangling in his throat. She did, holding the corset against her front. He stared at her back, wanting nothing more than to strip the flimsy chemise from her body again and throw her back onto the bed. Somehow he kept himself from cursing aloud as he moved behind her and began lacing the strings of her stays.

      “You’ve done this before.”

      Did he detect a tremor in her voice? No, probably not. She appeared to be collected while he was a mass of desire and emotion.

      Anxious to be away from her, he didn’t reply. He gave the garment one last sharp tug, finished tying the knot, and went back to his own dressing.

      When he was done, more than ready by then to put distance between himself and Miranda Hathaway, he turned around. She’d donned her gown, but it gaped open and she was struggling to do up the buttons herself. This time he didn’t hold back his curse, and she looked up, startled.

      They stared at each other for several long moments before she turned and waited for his assistance, the very picture of patience. A hint of anger slithered though him. How dare she remain so unaffected while he could barely contain himself? Needing to ruffle her calm demeanor, he moved behind her and placed his hands on her waist. She stood almost unnaturally still.

      “What are you doing?”

      He smiled with satisfaction when he heard the unmistakable quiver in her voice. That was better.

      “Nothing. I was just wondering when you wanted to do this again. One time without precautions only suffices when one doesn’t wish to be with child.”

      His hands moved to the row of buttons and she waited until he had finished before turning to him. Her flush had deepened. Knowing she’d never been one to color with embarrassment, he could only surmise it was from desire and his body stirred.

      “What do you suggest? I don’t want to be an imposition.”

      He gave a bark of laughter at that. “Sweet, making love to a beautiful woman is never an imposition.”

      He froze when he realized he’d used his old endearment for her. If she noticed, though, she gave no indication. When she seemed at a loss as to how to answer, he continued.

      “When did you last have your monthly courses? And are they regular?”

      She looked away, clearly disconcerted by the question.

      “We are both adults here, Miranda. These things are natural, and when one is intimate with another the subject will arise.”

      She couldn’t conceal her surprise. “If you insist. I can tell you that in my experience, the subject was never once raised in my marriage.”

      He wondered at that. It was clear Miranda’s marriage hadn’t been a passionate one, but surely there must have been a time when Hathaway wanted his rights as a husband and she’d had to put him off.

      “You are evading the question.”

      She hesitated before replying. “My first day of bleeding was one week ago, the same day my husband died. How is that for a morbid twist of fate? And before you ask, I don’t expect it again for at least three and a half weeks.”

      He didn’t show it, but the news sent a surge of anticipation through him. Three weeks, at least. Surely he could slake his lust for Miranda Hathaway in that time and finally consign all thoughts of her and what might have been to the past, once and for all.

      “In that case, I suggest we meet daily for the next three weeks.” She balked, but he spoke over her protests. “You don’t have the luxury of trying for months on end. If you want others to believe the baby you carry belongs to your husband, you need to do everything within your power to conceive this month.”

      She took a shaky breath and licked her lips before replying, and he held back a groan, hoping she wouldn’t look down and notice he was already hard again.

      “Very well,” she said with a small nod.

      “Good. My carriage is waiting for me not too far away. I’ll arrange to have another carriage come to the house for you. There’s an extra key on the fireplace mantel so you can lock up when you leave.” He strode to the door, already anticipating what he would do to her the following evening. “Oh, and Miranda,” he said, turning when he’d reached the threshold, “fancy dresses really aren’t needed. I won’t care what you’re wearing since your clothing will be removed as soon as you arrive.”
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      Miranda took Andrew at his word and wore something simple the next night. She chose a sky-blue day gown to wear under her dark cloak, not having it in her to wear mourning colors. Despite the fact that she hadn’t been in love with Robert and the fact that theirs had not been a passionate marriage, she’d still cared for him. And he’d always been good to her.

      She tried not to think about how disappointed he’d be with her if he could see what she was doing. Her actions were the height of selfishness, but she knew that without the excuse of asking Andrew to help her sire an heir, she would never have had the courage to approach him for a traditional affair. Worse, she feared he would have laughed in her face. He’d been shocked by her proposal, but she’d counted on him wanting revenge against her husband. She’d hurt Andrew and it was human nature to want to lash back at the person who’d caused that hurt. Some might say she was being naïve, but she trusted that he wouldn’t hurt her, but he could strike back at the memory of her husband.

      The fact that he’d shown her passion beyond her wildest imaginings was something she hadn’t expected. After twelve years of marriage, and the increasingly frantic and frustrated couplings she’d been subjected to by Robert when she failed to fall pregnant
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