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        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.
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        November 1812

      

      

      Was she really going to do this? Marry a man she barely knew… a man who intimidated her more than she cared to admit?

      After a lifetime spent witnessing her parents’ unhappy marriage, Sarah Mapleton had vowed never to enter a loveless marriage herself. Yet here she was, about to marry a man she’d spoken with on only a handful of occasions.

      As she moved into place at the foot of the aisle by her father’s side, her gaze centered on her husband-to-be standing at the front of the small church. His back was to the congregation—to her—but she knew what she’d see when he turned around. Triumph. He’d won after all. After initially spurning his suit, here she stood, poised to marry him.

      She tried to calm her racing heart, struggled against the urge to turn and flee. Her father’s grip covered her hand like a vise where it rested in the crook of his arm, anchoring her to his side. Panic bubbled up within her when the organ began to play, and following her father’s unrelenting lead, she took her first step down the aisle.

      Her gaze settled on her mother and younger brother, who were seated in the first pew. Her mother turned to look back at her, and their eyes met. Her mother looked happier than Sarah had seen her in years, and her thoughts began to clear as she remembered why she had finally accepted James Hathaway’s proposal of marriage.

      After the stress and worry her mother had borne over the past year, stress brought on by how horribly her father had mismanaged their modest estate, Sarah had no choice but to relieve some of that stress by marrying well. She’d agreed to marry the new Viscount Hathaway for her mother’s and younger brother’s sake. And in doing so had doomed herself.

      Welcoming the numbness that descended over her, she forced her feet to move, telling herself that to get through the day, she needed to force down her emotions. But with each step she took, she had to struggle to keep her doubts from surfacing.

      Her only consolation was the fact that her instincts about people were rarely wrong, and her instincts told her that the viscount was not a cruel man. No, it wasn’t that she was afraid of him, certainly not the way her mother was intimidated by her father. But he was an unknown quantity. A man who exuded confidence and who wouldn’t be easily controlled.

      She’d learned this past year that she couldn’t count on love when the man she’d expected to wed, someone she had known her whole life, had tossed her aside. After that heartbreak, Sarah decided that if she did marry, it would be to someone who’d give her everything she wanted—comfort and security. Someone who wouldn’t demand too much of her time and attention. Instead, she was marrying a man who was giving her father everything he desired—his debts repaid and a titled husband for his daughter.

      She reached the top of the aisle, and Lord Hathaway turned to face her. She was struck again, as she normally was, by the sheer force of his presence. He was tall—much taller than anyone she knew—and much broader. Some men went to the trouble of padding their coats, but it wasn’t even a possibility that the breadth of Hathaway’s shoulders was the result of extra material.

      The man standing next to her didn’t spare her father a glance as he took her hand in his. Instead of the triumph she’d expected to see in his expression, there was heat in his gaze as his dark eyes caught and held hers. For a moment she felt as though she’d been seared, both from the inside and from the touch of his hand through their gloves.

      She’d caught glimpses of that expression before, although he usually masked his emotions behind a wall of civility. It came as a surprise that a small part of her, hidden so deep she hadn’t even known it existed, responded to that heated glance.

      While they stood like that, her hand in his much larger one as they continued to stare at one another, she found herself beginning to lean toward him. Embarrassed by her unexpected and unwelcome reaction to her future husband, she looked away and gently pulled on her hand. She feared he wasn’t going to release it, but after a moment he did and they both turned to face Reverend Meeks.

      Sarah found it impossible to concentrate on the wedding service. She was trapped inside her own thoughts, chief among them disbelief that she was actually getting married and not to the man she’d hoped to wed. Time and again she tried to force herself to pay attention to what the minister was saying, but the task proved to be beyond her ability.

      She lost track of time, and when Hathaway reached for her hand again, she jumped. Something flared in his eyes, but he didn’t betray any annoyance as he recited his vows and slipped a ring onto her finger. She stared down at her hand and hesitated before finally collecting herself and repeating her own vows. Somehow she managed to keep her voice even.

      When the minister declared them husband and wife, it was impossible to miss the satisfaction on Hathaway’s face. In that moment she had to struggle against the constraining feeling that the door of a cage had closed behind her.
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        * * *

      

      The morning of James Hathaway’s wedding should have been a happy one. After all, he now had everything a man could desire.

      Despite his uncle’s best attempts to sire a son, he had died without an heir. Upon his death, the title of Viscount Hathaway had passed to James, and with it had come a great deal of land and wealth.

      He hadn’t expected to inherit, and so he’d never given more than a passing thought to the title and all that would come with it before his uncle’s passing. But the title had gained him the one thing he’d recently discovered he desired beyond all else—his new wife.

      Her father, a baronet living near Hathaway Park in Northampton, had paid James a call when he’d taken up residence. Sir Henry Mapleton had made not-so-subtle references to his daughter during that visit, but by that point James had already become accustomed to the seemingly unending parade of mothers and fathers who made no pretense about throwing their unmarried daughters at him. Daughters whom he had no intention of courting.

      Then he’d met Sarah Mapleton.

      He’d done everything in his power to try to engage her regard, but she’d barely even looked at him whenever their paths crossed—and her father had taken every opportunity to ensure that happened often.

      James knew she’d only accepted his suit because her father had pressed her to. He hoped that with time and patience she would come to accept him fully, but as he watched her during the wedding breakfast, it was clear to him that it would not be that day.

      The wedding ceremony had been an intimate affair. From his side, there was only his mother and younger sister, his uncle’s widow and the man he knew would be her husband when her official mourning period was over. He wished Edward were there, but having recently been promoted to the rank of captain in the British army, his brother was engaged on the continent.

      Sarah’s immediate family was equally small—her parents and a younger brother, George, who’d come down from Eton for the day. But the wedding breakfast was a different matter. They’d opened the house to friends and neighbors in Northampton, which meant that strangers, few of whom he’d even met before that morning, now flooded several rooms on the main floor of the manor.

      Sarah sat next to him during the actual meal, but she’d spoken only a few words. In fact, she’d hardly glanced at him, doing so only when he forced her attention by addressing her directly. From her demeanor when he’d begun to court her, he’d originally thought her shy. He’d since witnessed her several times in other company and had come to realize that she was only reserved with him.

      Leaning against one wall of the large dining room, he watched her flit from guest to guest, showing them the outgoing side of her personality that she kept hidden from him. Despite her efforts, he saw enough to realize she was acting a part for their guests. His wife certainly looked the picture of a beautiful, happy bride. Her silk dress of white seemed to shimmer as she moved about the room, her blond curls bouncing as if they, too, had been ordered to appear happy and confident. But he couldn’t help noticing that she laughed just a little too loudly, smiled a little too stiffly. He wondered if it was as obvious to everyone else that his new bride would rather be anywhere else than here, celebrating their marriage.

      He also didn’t miss the way one young man kept looking at Sarah, trying to find opportunities to speak to her, and how she went out of her way to avoid him. Robert Vaughan. James had made it his mission to learn his identity, and it hadn’t comforted him to discover that many had once thought he and Sarah would make a love match.

      His thoughts were diverted by yet another person demanding his attention. Never good with names under even the best of circumstances, James could have told the portly older man that his effort at currying favor while he was surrounded by so many new faces was unlikely to bear fruit.

      After ten minutes of tedious conversation about politics and current happenings on the continent that served only to make him worry more about his brother, James made some vague excuse about being needed elsewhere and went in search of his wife, who had disappeared. Leaving the dining room, he made his way through the other open rooms on the main floor.

      He found Sarah in the drawing room, seated on the settee next to a young woman he didn’t know. His wife’s posture was stiff, her brows drawn together in a slight frown. Feeling the need to rescue her, he crossed to where they sat on the far side of the room. He was almost upon the pair when the other woman’s whispered words reached his ears.

      “…can’t believe you were actually forced to marry someone so common. He may have inherited the title, but there can be no mistaking that he doesn’t come from the same noble stock as the old viscount. How can you stand it?”

      He froze in place, waiting to hear his wife defend him. But instead she looked down at her hands, which were clasped tightly in her lap, and shrugged. Disappointment surged within him.

      The other woman looked up then and made a strangled noise of dismay. James didn’t even glance at her, all his attention focused instead on Sarah. His wife looked up at that moment to see what had alarmed her companion. Their gazes met and clashed.

      “It was so nice to have a few minutes to talk to you,” the woman said, stumbling over her words and rising with unseemly haste. He didn’t look at her as she fled from the room.

      Sarah tore her gaze from his and rose as well. He supposed he should have been angry, but given how tense things were between the two of them, he wasn’t surprised. He couldn’t think of anything to say that wouldn’t make the situation worse, and since the room had become more crowded since he’d entered—were people actually following him?—he murmured something about wanting to introduce her to his mother and sister. She nodded, managing a small, tense smile for the benefit of those who were unabashedly watching them, and took his arm.
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      It was midafternoon when the last of the guests finally departed. With them, it appeared her new husband had also disappeared. Even his mother and sister had left, insisting that they were comfortably settled in the dower house. She found it odd that they hadn’t taken up residence in the manor. Heaven knew it was more than large enough. If she hadn’t seen for herself the affectionate manner with which her husband treated his family, she would have assumed a familial rift existed between them. But watching them interact, there clearly was no such conflict.

      Sarah was grateful for the time alone as she struggled to come to terms with the fact that her life had completely changed. It hadn’t helped to see Robert at the wedding breakfast. She had no idea why he’d chosen to attend, but she hoped he hadn’t realized she wasn’t happy. She didn’t want him to know that her heart still hurt when she looked at him.

      Avoiding her bedroom lest Lord Hathaway decide to join her there before evening, she decided to explore the house. It was much larger than her parents’ modest home. As she made her way to the second floor, she was amazed by the signs of wealth on display everywhere she looked. She’d never been inside the Hathaway manor house before but had expected it to be dark, its walls lined with rich woodwork. Instead, she was surprised to find the house was almost unnaturally light. Pale walls were set off by accents heavy with marble and gilt. The great number of candle sconces everywhere told her the effect would carry over well into the evening.

      She’d heard others speak of the former viscount’s great wealth, but even though his heir had paid off her father’s not-inconsiderable debts, she hadn’t quite believed it. She did now.

      A footman had told her that the master suites were in the east wing, so at the landing she turned right and headed in the opposite direction. She wandered past many closed doors but ignored them, assuming they were bedrooms that were closed off.

      Curiosity led her toward the open door at the end of the hall where light spilled out into the hallway. When she crossed the threshold, she could see why. Tall windows lined one entire wall, and there were no curtains to block the sunlight. The room was long and wide, the wall opposite the windows lined with paintings. Not just paintings—portraits.

      She was in the gallery. She knew that manor houses of the nobility often possessed such rooms dedicated to showcasing the family’s lineage, but she’d never actually been in one.

      Her interest captured, Sarah moved toward the first painting. An inscription below proclaimed it to be a portrait of the first Viscount Hathaway. She was surprised to see that he’d been granted the title less than 150 years earlier. The previous viscount, her husband’s uncle, had always seemed so imperious, as though countless centuries of noble blood ran through his veins.

      As she examined each of the portraits, she couldn’t help but notice the marked similarity in the appearance of the various viscounts over the generations. Every single one of them possessed fair hair and a slim build. There wasn’t a painting of her husband, but he was so different that it was almost impossible to believe he belonged to the same family.
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        * * *

      

      James found her in the gallery, frowning at the row of portraits of the previous men who had held his title. His stomach clenched. He knew exactly what she was thinking. He’d hoped never to have this conversation with her, and especially not on his wedding day. But no one had ever accused him of being a coward, and he wouldn’t shy away from the truth now.

      “I see you’ve discovered the family’s deepest shame.”

      He winced as the words left his mouth, realizing that they sounded bitter. He’d been aiming for levity.

      She turned and waited for him to reach her before replying. “It is a shame to be fair-haired?”

      “No, it is an embarrassment that I am not. Something that my uncle never let me forget on those few occasions he deigned to speak to me.”

      He could almost see her mind ticking away, weighing the implications of his words. His new wife was a clever woman. If she hadn’t suspected the truth before, she’d know now. He only hoped she wouldn’t be too scandalized.

      She licked her lips before she spoke, and he almost groaned at the slight movement. He’d wanted Sarah for his own since first setting eyes on her. It was killing him to exercise restraint and keep his distance in the face of her obvious unease in his presence.

      “I was of the belief that illegitimate children couldn’t inherit.”

      He inclined his head. “And you would be correct. My father wasn’t illegitimate, but I don’t think anyone had any doubt that he and my uncle did not share the same father.”

      She nodded, apparently accepting his words without censure.

      “Your grandmother would hardly be the first woman to bear a child from a lover and raise him together with her other children.”

      She spoke so calmly that for several moments he was speechless as he wrestled with the implications of her acceptance. Was it possible she was already with child? Or perhaps she was thinking of the day when she, too, would take a lover. Her ready acceptance of his familial history would certainly explain why she’d agreed to marry him despite the fact that she could hardly seem to stand being in his presence.

      Jealousy speared through him at the thought, the emotion so intense and unexpected that he almost recoiled.

      “Tell me you’re not already increasing.”

      Color drained from her face at his words, and for
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