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            Chapter 1

         
         
            Havisham Hall, Devonshire

            Spring 1882

         

         Killian St. John, Viscount Locksley, strode past the silent sentinel standing in the hallway without giving the oak inlaid
            clock much thought. He’d been six when he’d first learned that the hands were supposed to move, that the clock’s purpose was
            to mark the passage of time. But with the death of Locke’s mother’s, for his father at least, time had come to an abrupt standstill.
         

         
         When a child doesn’t know any differently, he accepts what he knows as the absolute truth for how things are done. He had
            believed the only rooms that servants of any household ever tidied were the ones in use. At Havisham Hall they straightened
            the bedchamber in which he slept, the small dining room in which he ate, the chambers occupied by his father, and the library
            in which his father sometimes worked at his desk. The remaining rooms were mysteries shrouded behind locked doors.
         

         
         Or they had been before the Duke of Ashebury and the Earl of Greyling, along with their wives, were killed in a horrific railway
            accident in 1858. Shortly afterward their young sons had been brought to Havisham Hall to become the wards of his father.
            With their arrival so, too, had arrived all manner of knowledge, including the confirmation that his father was stark raving
            mad.
         

         
         Now Locke entered the small dining room and came to an abrupt halt at the sight of his sire sitting at the head of the table,
            reading the newspaper that the butler dutifully ironed each morning. Normally the older man took his meals in his chambers.
            More astonishing, his usually disheveled white hair had been trimmed and brushed, his face shaven, and his clothes pressed.
            Locke couldn’t recall another time when his father had taken such care with his appearance. On the rare occasion when he wandered
            out of his sanctuary, he more closely resembled a scraggly scarecrow.
         

         
         With Locke’s arrival, the butler poured coffee into a delicate bone china cup before departing to retrieve his plate. As customarily
            he was the only one to dine in this room, he kept his meals simple and small. No sideboards with assorted offerings from which
            to choose. Just a plate bearing whatever fare Cook was of a mind to prepare brought up from the kitchens.
         

         
         His father had yet to notice him, but then the lord of the manor tended to spend much of his day and night absorbed in his
            own private world where memories of happier times flourished.
         

         
         “Well, this is a pleasant surprise,” Locke said as he took his seat, striving to shake off his lingering concerns over the
            estate’s dwindling finances. His apprehensions had rousted him before dawn and resulted in his sequestering himself in the
            library for more than two hours searching for an answer that continued to elude him. He’d decided sustenance was needed to
            sharpen his mind. “What prompted your change in routine?”
         

         
         His father turned the inked page, rattled his newspaper, then straightened it with a snap of his wrist. “Thought it best to
            get up and moving about before my bride arrived.”
         

         
         His cup halfway to his mouth, Locke slammed his eyes closed. His father’s memories had become increasingly foggy of late,
            but surely he was not sitting there awaiting his mother’s arrival; surely he didn’t believe it was his wedding day. Opening
            his eyes, returning the cup to its saucer, Locke studied this odd fellow whom he loved in spite of all his eccentricities.
            He looked like any other lord beginning his day. Unlike any other lord, however, he believed his dead wife haunted the moors.
         

         
         The butler returned and set the plate heaped with eggs, ham, tomatoes, and toast in front of Locke. Before he could return
            to his station at the wall, Locke looked up at him. “Gilbert, did you assist my father in dressing this morning?”
         

         
         “Yes, m’lord. As he has no valet, I was more than honored to handle the duties.” He leaned down and whispered, “He insisted
            upon bathing as well, m’lord, and it’s not even Saturday.” He raised his white bushy eyebrows as though that was grand news
            indeed, then straightened his spine, seeming rather proud of the fact that he had bathed the marquess midweek.
         

         
         “Do you know why he went to such bother?”

         
         “Yes, m’lord. He’s getting married this afternoon. Mrs. Dorset is preparing the wedding feast as we speak and Mrs. Barnaby
            was up early cleaning the front parlor, since the vows are to be exchanged there. It’s a splendid day indeed, to once again
            have a lady taking up residence within Havisham.”
         

         
         Only there was no lady except in his father’s twisted and demented mind. “Has she a name?”

         
         “I’m rather certain she does, m’lord. Most do.”

         
         Locke had long ago learned that patience was required when dealing with the few staff members who had remained through the
            years. Positions were never replaced with newcomers, but as deaths or retirements occurred so others had moved up in rank.
            Nevertheless, perhaps it was time to consider hiring a younger butler, except it was difficult to envision Havisham Hall without
            Gilbert at the helm. He’d been the under-butler before taking over when the previous butler passed in his sleep nearly twenty
            years ago. Besides, few were better suited to working with and accepting the strangeness that went on within these walls.
            “Would you happen to know what it is?” Madeline Connor, perhaps? My mother?

         
         “If you want to know about my bride,” his father snapped, folding up his newspaper and slapping it down on the table, “why
            don’t you ask me? I’m sitting right here.”
         

         
         Because he didn’t relish the sorrow that would overtake his father when he realized the truth of the matter: his bride had
            been gone for thirty years now. She’d perished the night she’d fought so valiantly to bring his only child into the world.
         

         
         “When does she arrive?” he asked indulgently, out of the corner of his eye watching Gilbert retreat to his corner.

         
         “Around two. The wedding will take place at four.” He lifted his hand, wiggled his gnarled fingers. “I wanted to give her
            a bit of time to get to know me.”
         

         
         Odd that. His parents had met as children, fancied each other from the start, at least according to his father. He arched
            a brow. “So you don’t know her?”
         

         
         He lifted a slender shoulder. “We’ve corresponded.”

         
         It occurred to Locke there could be something remarkably more upsetting than his father believing he was residing thirty-odd
            years in the past and on the cusp of marrying Locke’s mother. “Pray tell, what is her name?”
         

         
         “Mrs. Portia Gadstone.”

         
         Locke couldn’t help but stare. This development was worse, far worse, than he’d anticipated. “A widow, I presume.”

         
         “No, Locke, I’m taking to wife a woman who already has a husband. Think, boy. Of course she’s a widow. I don’t have time for
            skittish girls who require patience and educating. I want a woman who knows her way well around a man’s body.”
         

         
         He could scarce believe that he was having this ridiculous conversation with his father. “If sexual gratification is what
            you’re seeking, I can bring you a woman from the village. Why go to all the bother of marriage?”
         

         
         “I need an heir.”

         
         Although it was unseemly for a lord to drop his jaw, Locke did so anyway. “I’m your heir.”

         
         “With no plans to marry.”

         
         “I never claimed I wouldn’t marry.” He insisted he would never love. Knowing his father had descended into lunacy after losing
            the love of his life, he had no desire whatsoever to give any woman his heart and risk traveling the same path.
         

         
         “So where is she, this woman you will wed?” his father asked, looking around as though he expected her to materialize in a
            corner at any second. “You reached your thirtieth year two months ago. I was married at twenty-six, a father at thirty. Yet
            you’re still out sowing wild oats.”
         

         
         Not as much as he once had, and if he took his responsibilities any more seriously he was likely to go mad as well. “I will
            marry. Eventually.”
         

         
         “I can’t take that chance. I require another heir. I’ll be damned if I’m going to let my greedy cousin Robbie and then his
            drunkard of a son inherit. I’ll not have my title traveling down that branch of our family tree, I promise you. And neither is Havisham Hall. You’ll inherit first, yes, but when you draw your
            last, your brother, at least thirty-some-odd years your junior depending upon the fertility of this girl’s womb, will be around
            to step in. Hopefully he won’t have your aversion to marriage and will already have the next heir lined up.”
         

         
         His father was breathing heavily as though he’d run around the room while delivering his diatribe. Locke came to his feet.
            “Father, are you ill?”
         

         
         He waved his hand. “I’m tired, Locke, I’m simply tired, but I must secure my legacy. I should have married before now, provided
            a spare. But I was encumbered by grief.” He sank against the back of the chair as though little strength remained to him.
            “Your mother, bless her, should have gone on to her just reward instead of waiting around here for me.”
         

         
         Statements such as that one always tore at Locke, made dealing with his sire that much more challenging. His mother wasn’t
            out on the moors waiting. His father simply refused to let her go.
         

         
         “I will marry, Father. I will provide an heir. I won’t let your titles or your estates go to Cousin Robbie. I simply have
            to find the right woman first.” A woman with a churlish disposition he could never, ever love.
         

         
         “Mrs. Portia Gadstone could be the one, Locke. I daresay, if you like her when we meet her, I shall be a gentleman, step aside,
            and give you my blessing to marry her this very afternoon.”
         

         
         As though Locke were open to that happening. Unfortunately for Mrs. Gadstone, when she arrived, he would be showing her right
            back out the door.
         

         
          

         
            The Marquess of Marsden is in need of a strong, healthy, fertile woman to provide an heir. Send queries care of this publication.

         

         As the coach bounced over the rough road, Portia Gadstone folded up the advert she had clipped from the newspaper and slipped
            it back into her reticule. Turning her attention to the bleak countryside she reflected that it wasn’t nearly as bleak as
            her life. Agreeing without compunction or remorse to marry a man whom all of London knew to have lost his sanity pretty much
            said it all.
         

         
         Her life was in shambles, she was penniless, and she had nowhere else to turn.

         
         But marriage to the marquess suited her plans beautifully. Havisham was a large estate in Devonshire at the edge of Dartmoor.
            Isolated. No one ever visited. The marquess never left. It was unlikely that anyone would think to look for her there. But
            if they did, she would be a marchioness, a woman who had gained power—power she was willing to wield if necessary, to protect
            herself and all she loved.
         

         
         The marquess had sent her funds for her journey, but fearing discovery of her escape, she’d purchased neither railway nor
            coach ticket, opting instead to travel in a mail coach. The driver, a big burly fellow, was kind enough, didn’t bother her,
            and hopefully, after delivering her to her destination, would forget he’d ever set eyes on her.
         

         
         Reaching into her reticule she removed a hard peppermint sweet from a paper sack and popped it into her mouth. She’d been
            traveling for far too long, was tired and hungry, but nothing good ever came of complaining. Best to just get on with the
            task no matter how unpleasant it might be, and she was fairly certain that today would be filled with naught but unpleasantness.
            But she would push through and ensure the marquess never regretted taking her to wife.
         

         
         As they rounded a curve, she saw the monstrous building—black as Satan’s soul, with towers, turrets, and spires reaching for
            the heavens—looming before her, growing larger each time the horses’ hooves hit the ground. It could be no other than Havisham
            Hall. A chill skittered down her spine. If she had any other choice—
         

         
         Only she didn’t.

         
         With her marriage to the marquess she would step into the aristocratic circle. Marchioness of Marsden. She would garner respect
            simply because of her position at his side. And the child she delivered to him would be safe, under his protection.
         

         
         No one would dare harm the child. No one would dare hurt her.

         
         Ever again.

         
          

         Standing at an upper-floor window, gazing out on the drive, Locke laughed aloud at the scene below him. She’d arrived in a
            mail coach. A mail coach, for God’s sake. Could this farce get any more ludicrous?
         

         
         He couldn’t get a good impression of her. She seemed rather small, petite. Ample curves. She wore black. That didn’t bode
            particularly well for the success of a marriage. A ridiculously large black hat covered her head, a veil draped over her face.
            He thought she might have dark hair. Difficult to tell.
         

         
         The burly driver struggled to get a large trunk down from the top of the coach and set it at the woman’s feet. He tipped his
            hat, climbed back up to his seat, and was gone. No one tarried at Havisham.
         

         
         She spun on her heel and began marching with purpose toward the residence. Locke dashed down the stairs. He had to put an
            end to this madness posthaste.
         

         
         A banging echoed through the foyer just as he reached it. She was certainly determined to make use of the knocker. He swung
            open the door. She’d lifted the veil, and he found himself staring into the most unusual shade of eyes he’d ever seen. The
            color reminded him of whiskey, full of temptation, intoxicating, and threatening to bring a man to ruin.
         

         
         “I’m here to marry his Lordship,” she said in a throaty voice that caused everything below his waist to come to immediate
            attention. Damn it all to hell. Instead of securing a village wench for his father, he should consider securing one for himself.
            Obviously he’d gone too long without a woman if it took merely her voice to get a rise out of him. “Fetch my trunk.”
         

         
         Straightening, he drew himself up to his full height, which had him fairly towering over her. “You presume me to be the footman?”

         
         She gave him a slow once-over that caused his skin to tighten as though her fingers were trailing along wherever her eyes
            touched. When her perusal was complete, she turned up her pert little button of a nose. “Butler, footman, it doesn’t matter
            to me. Trunk needs to be brought in. Bring it in.”
         

         
         “You also presume that Lord Marsden is going to give you one look and still wish to marry you?”

         
         “I have a contract with him. He’ll be marrying me or he’ll pay a pretty penny.”

         
         His father might have mentioned that little fact. Obviously Locke had misjudged all the trouble his father could stir up from
            within his chambers. He’d thought he did little more than gaze longingly out the window, hoping to catch a glimpse of his
            love frolicking over the moors.
         

         
         “My dear,” his father announced, suddenly at Locke’s side, taking her hand and pressing a kiss to it, even as he managed to
            artfully skirt her past Locke and into the foyer. “It’s such a pleasure to meet you.”
         

         
         Lowering herself into a graceful deep curtsy, she smiled up at his father as though he were the answer to every childish wish
            she’d ever made. “My lord, I’m delighted to be here, more than I can say.”
         

         
         Locke narrowed his eyes. Why would anyone on God’s earth take any delight whatsoever in being delivered to hell’s small corner
            of the world? And yet there was an intriguing honesty to her tone that he couldn’t deny. Was she that good of an actress?
         

         
         “Locke, fetch her trunk, then join us in the parlor.”

         
         His father appeared absolutely besotted. Not good, not good at all if Locke had any hope whatsoever of squelching this arrangement.
            “I’ll join you in the parlor first. The trunk is perfectly safe where it is. No one is going to wander off with it, and I’ll
            be damned if I’m going to miss a single word of this conversation.”
         

         
         “You’re rather impertinent for a servant,” she chastised, with enough edge to indicate she was securing her position as mistress
            in the manor and reminding him of his place within it.
         

         
         “I would agree—if I were a servant. As I’m apparently to become your son before the afternoon is done, allow me to introduce
            myself: Killian St. John, Viscount Locksley, at your service.” He mockingly made a sweeping bow. She had to be as mad as his
            father. Or a woman intent on taking advantage of another’s madness. He’d wager on the latter. There was a calculating sharpness
            in those eyes. He didn’t trust them—or her—one whit.
         

         
         Again she curtsied deeply, elegantly, but for him there was no smile, no emotion whatsoever. The swiftness with which she’d
            donned her armor fascinated him, more so because she’d accurately judged him a threat. She was no fool, this one. “It’s a
            pleasure, my lord.”
         

         
         Oh, he very much doubted it would turn out to be that.

         
         “This way, my dear. We have very little time to get acquainted before the nuptials.” His father led her into the parlor, situated
            her in a plush chair near the fireplace. Dust rose up as she settled onto the plump cushion. So much for the housekeeper’s
            cleaning abilities.
         

         
         His father took the chair opposite hers. Locke dropped onto the sofa, sitting on the far end so as to procure the best angle
            for observing her. She was young, couldn’t be much older than twenty-five. Her clothing was well made, in excellent condition.
            No fraying, no tatters.
         

         
         She lifted her arms, reaching for her hatpin, and her pert breasts lifted as well. They were the perfect size to fill the
            palms of his hands. Those very same hands could span her waist, close around it, draw her up against him. Why the devil was
            he noticing things that had no bearing on his strategy?
         

         
         She swept the hat from her head, and his breath caught. Her hair was a fiery red that rivaled the flames in a hearth for brilliance.
            The strands appeared heavy, abundant, and in danger of tumbling down at any moment. He wondered exactly how many pins he’d
            have to remove to make it do just that. Not many, he’d wager. Two, three at the most.
         

         
         Shifting to ease the discomfort of his body reacting as though he hadn’t been near a woman since he’d left the classroom,
            he draped his arm along the back of the sofa, striving for a nonchalance he wasn’t feeling. He didn’t care about her hair,
            her eyes, or her figure. Or those plump, full lips the shade of rubies. He cared about her motives. Why would a woman as young
            and enticing as she was be willing to marry a man as old and decrepit as his father? She had to have young bucks fawning over
            her. She drew attention. So what did she hope to gain here that she couldn’t gain elsewhere?
         

         
         “Now, my dear—” his father began, leaning forward.

         
         “Here we are, m’lord!” Mrs. Barnaby sang out as she bustled in, carrying a tea service. Her hair, more white than black, was
            pulled back in her usual tight bun, her black dress pressed to perfection. “Tea and cakes, just as you requested.” After setting
            the tray on the small table that rested between the two chairs, she straightened, cocked her head to the side as she studied
            their guest, her brow furrowing. “She is rather young, m’lord.”
         

         
         “An old woman isn’t going to give me an heir now is she, Mrs. Barnaby?”

         
         “I suppose there is that.” She gave a little curtsy, her arthritic knees creaking as she did so. “Welcome to Havisham, Mrs. Gadstone.
            Shall I pour the tea?”
         

         
         “No, I’ll see to it, thank you.”

         
         “Oh.” Mrs. Barnaby’s shoulders slumped. She was obviously crestfallen to be dismissed before hearing anything of note she
            could share below stairs.
         

         
         “That’ll be all, Mrs. Barnaby,” his father said gently.

         
         Heaving a huge sigh, she turned to go. Locke held out his hand. “I’ll have the keys, Mrs. Barnaby.”

         
         She slapped her hand over the large ring dangling from her ample waist as though he’d asked for the Crown Jewels and she was
            determined to guard them with her life. “They’re my responsibility.”
         

         
         “I may have a need for them. I’ll return them to you later.” His need depended on how this conversation went.

         
         With a mulish expression, she reluctantly handed them over before marching from the room with righteous indignation shimmering
            off her in waves. He didn’t know why she clung to them so tenaciously when they were more ornament than use. He supposed because
            they heralded her vaunted position in the household, one she’d acquired because she’d stuck around when many of the parlor
            maids had gone in search of greener pastures. Or ones less haunted.
         

         
         Returning his attention to Mrs. Gadstone, he watched in fascination as she slowly peeled off a black kidskin glove as though
            she reveled in exposing something forbidden. Quarter inch by frustrating quarter inch. Yet he seemed unable to look away as
            her smooth unblemished hand was revealed. No scars. No calluses. No freckles. She took the same care with uncovering the other,
            and he fought against envisioning those small, perfect, silken-looking hands gliding leisurely over his bare chest. With care,
            she set the gloves primly in her lap as though completely unaware of the effect her slow unveiling could have on a man. Although
            he would wager half his future fortune that she knew precisely what she was about.
         

         
         “Lord Marsden, how do you prefer your tea?”

         
         Her raspy voice shimmied down his spine, settled in his groin, damn it all. She sounded like a recently sated woman.

         
         “An abundance of sugar, if you please.”

         
         Locke watched as she poured, added several cubes, stirred, and offered the teacup and saucer along with a tender smile to
            the marquess, who smiled back as though grateful for the offering when in fact he detested tea.
         

         
         “And how do you prefer your tea, Lord Locksley?”

         
         “Surely as my mother, you should call me Locke.”

         
         Her gaze came to bear on his, her eyes as sharp as a finely honed rapier. God, she was willing to slice him to ribbons. He’d
            like to see her try. “I am not yet your mother, Lord Locksley, am I? Have I done something to offend you?”
         

         
         Leaning forward, he dug his elbows into his thighs. “I’m simply striving to determine why a woman as young and lovely as yourself
            would be willing to lie on her back so a man as shriveled as my father can slide on top of her.”
         

         
         “Locke!” his father bellowed. “You’ve gone too far. Get the hell out.”

         
         “It’s quite all right, my lord,” she said calmly, never taking her challenging gaze from Locke’s, not flinching, not blushing,
            not so much as arching a thinly shaped eyebrow at him. “I don’t see that your father’s preferred position for coupling is
            really any of your concern. Perhaps he will take me standing while coming in at me from behind. Or on my knees. Or upside
            down. But I assure you, he will not be shriveled.” Then she slowly lowered those damned whiskey eyes to his lap, and he cursed
            his cock’s betrayal. With startling detail, images of him with her in all those positions had flown through his mind. He’d
            grown so hard and aching that he couldn’t have gotten up and walked out if he wanted.
         

         
         And she bloody well knew it.

         
         “Tea. My lord.”

         
         “No.” The word came out strangled. It seemed every facet of his body was intent on betraying him.

         
         Her luscious lips turned up into a smug, triumphant smile. She turned to his father. “May I interest you in a tea cake, Lord
            Marsden?”
         

         
         Despite the innocence of her words, all he wanted to do was drag her up against him, claim her mouth as his own, and see if
            it tasted as tart as it sounded.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         “Bravo!” Marsden exclaimed, clapping, his green eyes lively. “I daresay, Mrs. Gadstone, you certainly set my son in his place.
            Well done!”
         

         
         “Please, you must call me Portia.”

         
         While standing up to Locksley had gained her some favor with Marsden, it still took everything within Portia to keep her hand
            from shaking as she handed the marquess a cake. Tremors were cascading through her like a never-ending waterfall. It wasn’t
            just righteous indignation that was causing her to tremble. It was a strange and unwanted attraction to Viscount Locksley
            that was igniting every damned nerve ending she possessed.
         

         
         Although she had never met him, she’d heard enough stories about him, listened as women waxed on about his good looks, that
            she’d known who he was the moment he opened the door. She’d been unprepared for the magnetism that his incredible emerald
            eyes had sparked within her or the desire that had hit her with such force that she’d nearly spun on her heel and gone racing
            after the coach. His hair, black as midnight, longer than was fashionable, served to make the brilliant hue of his eyes stand
            out all the more. She’d never in her life had such an immediate visceral reaction to any man. That she found him so incredibly
            alluring was distracting beyond measure, entirely unacceptable, and remarkably dangerous.
         

         
         In spite of the rude and off-putting manner in which he was doing it, she knew he was striving to protect his father and couldn’t
            help but respect and admire him for it. Unfortunately for him she had someone to protect as well and she was going to do it
            at any cost, with any means available to her. Her mind, her body, her soul. She would use them all, in any manner required—no
            matter how unpleasant or unsavory—to accomplish her goal.
         

         
         Out of the corner of her eye, she watched as he reached a large hand inside his jacket and withdrew something from a breast
            pocket. A newspaper clipping that he began to unfold. Based on its size, she knew exactly how it would read. It seemed he
            was preparing to fire the next volley in this silently declared clash of wills. She shored up her defenses.
         

         
         “Do you find the countryside to your liking, Mrs. Gadstone?” the marquess asked kindly. She would have liked to have known
            him when he was younger. She suspected he’d been quite the charmer.
         

         
         “Strong,” Locksley declared before she could answer.

         
         Unlike his son, who was sadly lacking in charm. Although one wouldn’t know it based upon all the tittering about him the females
            of London did. He’d swept half of them off their feet and into his bed if stories were to be believed.
         

         
         Marsden sighed with obvious annoyance. “I shared my advert so you would know the qualifications I sought, not so you could
            use it against Mrs. Gadstone. She and I have already corresponded several times. I know she meets all the requirements I seek
            in a woman to provide me with an heir.”
         

         
         “Surely then there can be no objection to my reassuring myself.” His narrowed gaze landed on her like a weighty thing that
            could crush a weaker woman. “Strong,” he repeated. “You must forgive my impudence, Mrs. Gadstone, but you don’t look as though
            you have the strength to shove that chair from one side of the room to the other.”
         

         
         “I do, however, have the strength to call in a footman to do it for me.”

         
         “How many households have you visited where the head housekeeper serves the tea?” He held up the keys he’d procured earlier
            and gave them a little shake, their tinkling echoing between them. “Our indoor staff includes only the butler, the cook, and
            the housekeeper.”
         

         
         “Surely you have the means to provide for more staff.”

         
         “We do, but my father is more comfortable with the staff we have.”

         
         She smiled tenderly at Marsden. “Then I shall be so as well.”

         
         “Hire as many as you like.”

         
         Locksley’s jaw clenched, and she fought to keep her expression neutral. It seemed he wasn’t only engaged in a battle of wills
            with her. There was a sharpness to Marsden that belied the rumors claiming he was mad. Already his protectiveness of her reassured
            her that she’d made the correct decision in answering his advertisement.
         

         
         “Healthy,” Locksley barked.

         
         This time, she didn’t hold back the smugness. “I have never been ill a day in my life.”

         
         “Even as a child?”

         
         “Even as a child. I was never colicky. Never fevered. I still have all my teeth, so they’re healthy as well. Would you care
            to count them?” Regretting that last offer when his eyes darkened as though he’d count them by running his tongue over them,
            she waited with bated breath for his retort, grateful when he merely clucked his tongue and gave his head a small shake.
         

         
         “I’ll take your word for it.”

         
         She was actually surprised that he would take her word for anything. As he studied her, she waited, dreading the last one,
            hoping he might spare her—
         

         
         “Fertile?”

         
         Bastard. Here was the tricky part.
         

         
         “There was a son. A dear sweet thing. He died before his first year.”

         
         Locksley flinched, his eyes filling with regret as though he wished he hadn’t asked as much as she did. “I’m sorry for your
            loss. It was not my intent to cause you pain.”
         

         
         At least he possessed some compassion, even if he was putting her through her paces. She should stop here but she’d come too
            far to leave any doubt as to her suitability. While she was marrying the marquess, it was evident that his son would play
            a large part in their lives, and he was the heir apparent. She would be providing the spare. It was imperative that she and
            Locksley not constantly be at odds.
         

         
         “The boy was healthy and strong. He died through no fault of his own. The woman who was supposed to see to his care . . .
            was negligent.” She turned to Marsden. “I will hire neither a nanny nor a governess to oversee your son’s care. I will tend
            to him myself. He shall grow to maturity, good and noble, deserving of your family name.”
         

         
         “I never doubted it, my dear.” He raised an eyebrow at his son. “Finished with your inquest? We have only an hour before the
            vicar arrives.”
         

         
         She wondered how he knew that without looking at his watch. The clock on the mantel was obviously broken. It had shown the
            time as forty-three minutes past eleven when she walked in, continued to reflect the same hour and minutes even though she
            felt as though an eternity of interminable seconds had ticked by.
         

         
         “I’d like a few moments alone with Mrs. Gadstone to ensure she understands exactly what it is to which she is agreeing.”

         
         “As I mentioned, she and I have already corresponded. I’ve told her everything.”

         
         “I’m sure you have. But sometimes a different perspective can cause enlightenment.”

         
         “I don’t want you chasing her off.”

         
         His gaze slid over to her. “She doesn’t strike me as someone who is easily chased off.”

         
         Was that respect she heard in his voice? Or a challenge?

         
         Picking up the ring of keys, he unfolded his long, lean body. “Allow me to show you what will become your new home, Mrs. Gadstone.
            I swear to you that I shall behave as a proper gentleman.”
         

         
         She didn’t want time alone with him, and it wasn’t because she feared he’d misbehave. She was relatively certain he wouldn’t.
            Her concern was that he was too handsome by half, too tempting, too masculine. She knew from the gossips that he did not live
            a life of complete leisure, but was prone to traveling in barbaric, challenging parts of the world. He was broad of shoulder
            and muscled, but not overly so. There was a sleekness to his form. She could envision him slicing through water, galloping
            over the moors, hefting an ax to chop wood with equal measure.
         

         
         She should decline, assure him it wasn’t necessary. Her mind was made up. As though deducing the path of her thoughts, he
            angled his chin down slightly, his gaze penetrating. A challenge. Drat him!
         

         
         Slowly she tugged on her gloves. If he offered his arm, she was going to want the extra layer of material separating her skin
            from his. Rising to her feet, she took a deep fortifying breath. “I would be delighted to have you give me a tour of the place.”
         

         
         “You don’t have to go with him,” Marsden said.

         
         “Not to worry. I’m sure he’ll behave. And I do want your son and I to become fast friends.” She looked at the son from whom
            she knew she was best served keeping her distance. “Shall we be off?”
         

         
         He walked over and extended his arm. Swallowing hard, she placed her hand on his forearm. She’d been wrong. The kidskin offered
            no protection whatsoever from the heat of his flesh, firmness of his muscles, and raw masculinity that radiated through him.
            If she didn’t think he would dub her spineless, she’d step back and tell him that she’d changed her mind. But the one thing
            she could claim with certainty was that she’d never been a coward.
         

         
         She could hold her own against him, keep a distance between them.

         
         The problem was, she wasn’t certain she wanted to.

         
          

         When she placed her hand on his arm, his body reacted as though she’d placed her entire naked form against his. What the devil
            was the matter with him to have such a strong reaction to her nearness? Blast it all, he would be going to the village this
            very night. He could not stay in this residence, envisioning her in his father’s bed—
         

         
         He clenched his back teeth together until his jaw ached. He was not traveling that path in his mind.

         
         Leading her into the hallway, he cursed each breath that filled his nostrils, his lungs, with her jasmine fragrance. No common
            rose scent for her. Nothing about her was common. But still he couldn’t fathom why she would marry an old man when she could
            have a young swain.
         

         
         “I wish to apologize for my insensitivity in questioning your fertility. I didn’t mean to bring forth such devastating memories.”
            The pain glazing over her eyes as she talked about her son had hit him like a punch to the gut. If he could have gone back
            and cut out his tongue before he began his asinine inquisition he would have.
         

         
         “The boy is never far from my thoughts, Lord Locksley. His death haunts me and guides my actions. Which you see is to your
            benefit as it makes me empathetic to your cause. I know you are striving to protect your father from someone who would take
            advantage of him. I assure you that I wish him no harm.”
         

         
         “Still, Mrs. Gadstone, I am flummoxed as to why you would not seek out love but would be willing to marry a man who is at
            least thirty-five years your senior.”
         

         
         “I’ve known love, my lord. It provided little security. Now I am in want of security.”

         
         “How long were you married?”

         
         “We were together for two years.”

         
         “How did he die?”

         
         She sighed. “Illness. He took a fever.”

         
         “Again, my condolences. How long ago?”

         
         “Six months.” She peered up at him, a slight lifting to her lips. “You should ask your father to let you read our correspondence.
            All your questions would be answered.”
         

         
         He doubted that. He suspected a lifetime would not be long enough to get the answers to the myriad questions he had about
            her.
         

         
         “Are all the clocks in the residence broken?” she asked as they passed a tall one standing in the hallway.

         
         He began escorting her up a set of stairs. “As far as I know none of them are. They were all simply stopped at the hour of
            my birth and the moment of my mother’s passing.” Half an hour was all the time she’d been given to hold him, all the time
            he’d been given to know her love.
         

         
         “How did your mother die?”

         
         “I killed her.” At the top of the stairs, he turned and faced her, surprised to see horror etched over her finely formed features.
            Apparently his father’s correspondence to her didn’t answer all questions. “During childbirth. Why do you think he named me
            Killian?”
         

         
         Her eyes widened slightly. “I’m sure it’s only coincidence. He wouldn’t be that deliberately cruel to a child, to label him
            a killer.”
         

         
         “I’m not certain cruelty was his intent. He merely wanted to ensure that neither of us would ever forget. I believe it’s important
            that you understand what life here at Havisham Hall entails. Let’s begin here, shall we?” Sorting through the keys on the
            ring, he found the one he required, slipped it into the lock, turned it, and swung open the door. He swept the cobwebs away
            before extending his arm toward the massive room, with its mirrored walls that stood two floors tall. “The grand salon. They
            hosted a magnificent ball here the Christmas before my mother died.”
         

         
          

         Portia hesitated only a second before stepping over the threshold and onto the landing that led to the stairs descending into
            the musty-scented room. Cautiously, expecting the dull floor to give way beneath her feet with each step, she walked to the
            railing. She wanted to wrap her hands around it, allow it to provide some sort of support, but it was covered in a thick layer
            of dust. As far as she could see, everything was adorned in powdery film, decorated with lacy cobwebs. At the grimy windows
            that lined one wall, the faded red draperies were drawn back, revealing dust motes waltzing in the afternoon sunlight that
            filtered in to touch the vases filled with withered and dried stalks of flowers, their blooms long gone.
         

         
         “On our way here, we passed several rooms with closed doors. Are they all neglected such as this one?” she asked softly, almost
            reverently. The setting seemed to call for quiet.
         

         
         “Yes. After my mother passed, my father ordered that nothing be touched, that everything in the residence be left just as
            it was when she died.”
         

         
         Trying to fathom what sort of impact growing up in a house like this might have on a lad, she looked over her shoulder at
            him. He stood tall and erect, his face reflecting no sadness, no happiness, no joy, no sorrow. He was accustomed to this bizarre
            attempt to keep everything as it was. “But nothing stays the same, nothing goes unchanged.”
         

         
         “No, it does not.”

         
         “You’re grown now. I have the impression you’re the one managing things. Why don’t you have the rooms tidied up, restored
            to what they were?”
         

         
         “Because it would upset my father, just as hiring additional staff, having new faces walking through the residence, would
            unsettle him.”
         

         
         So he lived in this dreary house filled with its empty memories. For his father. She couldn’t help but believe that he was
            a man capable of great love, great compassion. She had a fleeting thought that if she confessed all to him, he would make
            it right. What a silly lass she was to think he would look at her with anything other than disgust. No, she was on her own
            in this matter, had to see to her own needs, protect what was hers.
         

         
         “You can’t compete with her, Mrs. Gadstone. My mother.”

         
         “I have no intention of trying. I know what your father requires, what he wants of me. I accept what the limitations of our
            relationship shall be.”
         

         
         “Why are you willing to settle for so little?”

         
         Because it was her only opportunity to gain so much. “The son I give him will be a lord.”

         
         “He will be the spare. He will not inherit until I die.”

         
         In truth, she doubted he would ever inherit. Locksley would marry, gain his own heir. “Still, he will be Lord Whatever-We-Name-Him
            St. John. He will move about in the right circles, have opportunities, marry well. As for myself, I will be a marchioness,
            also move about in the right circles, and be very well provided for. He has promised me a dower house.” She looked over the
            railing. “May we go down?”
         

         
         “If you like.”

         
         It wasn’t so much that she liked, it was more that she needed to distract herself from the doubts that had begun to surface.
            If there was another way to save herself, she couldn’t see it.
         

         
         He offered his arm; she nearly refused it, except she was averse to using the dusty and cobwebby banister. As he began leading
            her down the stairs covered in the faded red carpeting, she didn’t like noticing how sturdy he was, how strong. Or that he
            smelled of sandalwood tinged with oranges.
         

         
         Once they reached the center of the room, she reclaimed her hand, turned in a slow circle, and imagined all this room had
            once been with an orchestra playing in the balcony, guests waltzing, Lord and Lady Marsden entertaining.
         

         
         “What will you do after he’s gone?” she asked quietly.

         
         “Pardon?”

         
         Twisting around to face him, she realized by his blank expression that while he might consider his father old and shriveled, he hadn’t truly accepted that he was in the winter of his years, would not be here forever. “When your father dies, will
            you restore this manor to its magnificence?”
         

         
         “I hadn’t given it any thought.”

         
         He truly hadn’t. She could see it in his eyes, and she liked him for it. What must it have been like to grow up here, alone—

         
         Only he hadn’t been alone. “The Duke of Ashebury and the Earl of Greyling were wards of your father, lived here when they
            were children.”
         

         
         “That’s correct.”

         
         “They refer to all of you as the Hellions of Havisham.”

         
         He arched a dark brow, his gaze intensified as though he could see straight into her soul and read every story etched there.
            “It seems you already move about in the right circles.”
         

         
         Damn it. She wasn’t being as cautious as she should be when speaking with him. “I read the gossip sheets.” Needing to distract
            him, she gave her full attention to the wall of windows, the glass doors that led outside. “May we go out onto the terrace?”
         

         
         “I insist. It’s part of the tour.”

         
         He led the way, flicked a bolt, and swung open the door. “After you.”

         
         She stepped onto the stone veranda, wandered over to the wrought-iron railing, and stared at what had obviously long ago been
            gardens but had since been reclaimed by nature. Still here and there remained evidence that great care had once been taken
            with it. “No gardener.”
         

         
         “No. Our outside staff is comprised of a head groomsman who also serves as coachman, and a couple of stable lads.”

         
         “A pity. I so enjoy gardens and flowers. Does your father never leave the residence then?”

         
         “Was the answer not provided in his correspondence?”

         
         She shifted her gaze over to him. “I didn’t think to ask.”

         
         Crossing his arms over his chest, he leaned his hip against the railing, painting quite the picture of raw masculinity. “I
            wonder what else you might not have thought to ask.”
         

         
         “I was striving to make conversation, my lord. I don’t care whether he goes out. I obtained the answers to the questions that
            mattered to me.”
         

         
         “Perhaps I should read your correspondence. I’d like to know what questions mattered to you.”

         
         “I’m an open book, my lord.”

         
         “I very much doubt that.”

         
         “You are a suspicious sort.”

         
         “Am I wrong?”

         
         No, he wasn’t. She had secrets she would keep carefully guarded from him, from his father. She doubted the marquess would
            mind, but she suspected his son would care a great deal. Marsden merely wanted an heir. Locksley wanted to understand her.
            “I assume you go to London for the Season.”
         

         
         She would welcome the months he was away.

         
         “Occasionally. Not as often as I should. I don’t like leaving my father alone. Although it appears he can get into as much
            mischief when I’m here as he can when I’m gone.”
         

         
         “With me about, you won’t be leaving him alone. You can go to London as much as you like. I’ve also heard you enjoy traveling.
            Where do you plan to venture off to next?”
         

         
         “I haven’t journeyed anywhere in a couple of years now. Have no plans to in the near future.”

         
         “But again, with me here, you’re free to do whatever you wish, go wherever you want.”

         
         “Why am I left with the impression that you’re striving to be rid of me?”

         
         Because she was and he was no fool. Still, she knew the value of a good bluff. “I’m simply trying to be a suitable mother to you. Give you some freedom. Lessen your burdens.”
         

         
         Unfolding his arms, he stepped forward and touched his thumb to her lips, before very slowly outlining them, his gaze homed
            in on her mouth. Heat slammed into her. While he was only caressing the edges, it felt as though he was tracing his thumb
            along the very essence of her.
         

         
         “I have to confess, Mrs. Gadstone, that I’m going to have a very difficult time viewing you as my mother.”

         
         “You promised to behave.” Sounding breathless, her voice raspy, every aspect of her body attuned to his, she cursed him for
            his ability to stir to life what she was striving so hard to keep banked.
         

         
         “So I did. But you are not yet wed. It seems like we should at least have a taste of each other before you are.”

         
         He moved in. Her hand shot up to the center of his chest, his firm hard chest. Beneath her fingers she could feel the steady
            thudding of his heart, the tension riffling through him. “No.”
         

         
         His eyes became heavy lidded, slumberous. “Afraid you’ll like it too much?”

         
         Terrified that she would indeed be enamored of it. Although he was no doubt testing her loyalty. “I’m betrothed to your father.”

         
         He angled his head slightly. “Betrothed is a bit of a stretch, isn’t it? You answered an advert. It’s not as though he caught
            sight of you across a ballroom floor, became ensnared by your beauty, and courted you. Before today, you’d never met.”
         

         
         “Still, we are to marry.”

         
         “What can it hurt to simply have a sample?” In spite of her hand pushing on him, he managed to lean in until his breath skimmed
            over her cheek. “He’ll never know.”
         

         
         “I’ll know.”

         
         “So you are afraid. I’d wager you’re as aware of me as I am of you.”

         
         “You’d lose that wager.”

         
         “Prove it.” His lips, soft and warm, landed at the corner of her mouth. “Prove you’re not drawn to me, that there is naught
            between us.” He pressed his lips to the other corner. “Surely your resolve to marry my father will not be undone by one kiss.”
         

         
         It was dangerous, so very dangerous. She needed to shove him away, knew it was the wise course, but her strength seemed to
            leave her while he nibbled on her lower lip. Her eyes slid closed as the heat swamped her. His tenderness took her off guard.
            It had been so long since anyone had shown her any tenderness, since anyone had enticed her with a light lapping at the seam
            of her mouth. She couldn’t prevent the moan from escaping, and in the sound he must have heard her surrender, because the
            gentleness receded and his mouth came down on hers, hot and hard, hungry and greedy. She should push him aside, kick him,
            step on his foot, but the awareness had been shimmering between them since he’d opened the door. He was young and virile.
            Where was the harm in one last kiss of youth, of being held in strong, sturdy arms, of having her breasts flattened against
            a firm, broad chest? Everything within her screamed that she should run. But his mouth was working its delicious, glorious
            magic.
         

         
         And she melted against him.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         It was the very worst mistake he’d made in his life. Worse than the time he’d angered a tribal warlord by flirting with his
            daughter or gone swimming in the Nile and nearly become a crocodile’s main course or misjudged the weather and gotten caught
            in a snowstorm in the Himalayas.
         

         
         He knew he’d made a grave error in judgment, egging her on until she finally opened her mouth to him and welcomed his assault.
            If he’d thought for one minute that his father held sincere affection for this woman, if he thought he viewed her as anything
            other than a means to an end, he wouldn’t have indulged, he would have kept his distance, would have been true to his word
            to remain a gentleman.
         

         
         But those luscious lips that spouted such tart rejoinders, that tipped up only slightly when she smiled, that promised pleasure
            would be found within her arms, were simply too tempting for any mortal man to resist. He’d merely wanted a taste, one little
            taste, and then he could move on to a tavern wench this evening.
         

         
         Only now he knew that was going to be nigh on impossible. She tasted of peppermint, and he suspected if he riffled through
            her reticule that he’d find a little stash of the hard sweets. She’d no doubt sucked on one just as she was now sucking on
            his tongue, driving him to distraction, causing him to clamp his arms around her all the tighter. She was bold, daring, as
            adventurous as he. His father wanted a woman who knew her way around a man’s body.
         

         
         He had a feeling that Mrs. Portia Gadstone could turn a man inside out, wring him dry, and have him gratefully asking for
            more.
         

         
         Tearing his mouth from hers, he stared down at her. Her eyes were heated, her breaths shallow. Shoving on his shoulders, she
            stepped back, leaned against the railing, and met his gaze head on as though she’d done nothing of which to be ashamed.
         

         
         “I hope you enjoyed your taste, my lord. Once I’m wed to your father, there will be no more sampling of the goods.”

         
         So cool, so calm, but the flush in her cheeks gave her away. She had not been as unaffected by the kiss as she was striving
            to appear. What had caused her to learn to shield her emotions like that? What had transpired to make her so wary of revealing
            how she truly felt?
         

         
         She gave nothing away, this one. He doubted he’d learn anything about her by reading the correspondence, at least nothing
            that went below the surface. Every word she spoke was calculated to reveal only enough to satisfy. But then he, too, was a
            master at keeping his distance, giving little away. He wanted to know no one well, wanted them to know him even less. The
            heart was better protected that way. If no one mattered, no one could cause him to sink into despair. Protect his sanity at
            all costs, that was his mantra. “I assure you, you have nothing to worry over. I’d never cuckold my father. And married women
            have never been to my taste. I have no respect for those who engage in deceit.”
         

         
         He thought he caught sight of the barest of flinches. Although perhaps it was simply relief washing through her to know that
            once the vows were exchanged he would give her a wide berth.
         

         
         With a sigh, she glanced around. “I believe I’ve seen enough, Lord Locksley. Your father is no doubt beginning to worry. I
            should return to him.”
         

         
         “Surely after such an intimacy, we can be a bit less formal. Please call me Locke.” He offered his arm.

         
         “I believe I can make my own way.” As though to prove it, she charged forward, her heels clicking over the stones, then the
            wood as she crossed the threshold.
         

         
         While he followed at a discrete distance, he enjoyed this view of her, the rigid set of her spine, the enticing swaying of
            her narrow hips. He closed the door to the terrace, followed her up the stairs, and began locking the entrance to the grand
            salon.
         

         
         “Is that really necessary?” she asked. “With only adults living here, surely it is enough to simply tell them not to open
            the doors.”
         

         
         After securing the door, he turned to her. “Apparently my mother’s ghost can’t travel through locked doors, so the more of
            them that are locked, the more likely it is that she will remain out on the moors.”
         

         
         She gaped at him, her eyes rounded with surprise.

         
         “Here now, in all the exchanged correspondence, did my father neglect to mention that the estate is haunted?”

         
         “Surely you don’t believe that.”

         
         “Of course I don’t. But he does. I’m sure once he’s visited your bed tonight that he’ll warn you to lock your door after he
            departs and to never sleep with a window open. Never go out on the moors at night. She’ll snatch you up.”
         

         
         “Cautions to make young lads behave.”

         
         “But I am no longer a young lad, yet the cautions remain.”

         
         “I suppose I should be relieved then that I don’t believe in ghosts either.” Pivoting on her heel, she headed down the stairs.

         
         He liked this view very much indeed, had to enjoy it while he could. He had told her true. He would not cuckold his father.
            Once they were married, he was going to avoid her as though she carried the plague.
         

         
         He caught up to her in the foyer, with only a few inches separating them as she strolled into the parlor. His father was slumped
            in the chair, eyes closed.
         

         
         Her hand went to her chest. “My God.” She turned to Locke, panic reflected in her eyes. “Is he dead?”

         
         She seemed genuinely concerned, but then with his untimely death before the vows were exchanged, she would lose the dower
            house and anything else his sire had promised her. His father released a thundering snore. With a little screech, she hopped
            back.
         

         
         Chuckling, Locke moved past her. “For someone who doesn’t believe in ghosts, you’re awfully skittish.”

         
         “I feared he was dead.”

         
         “Not yet; he’s simply prone to falling asleep at odd times.” He knelt beside the chair, curled his hand around his father’s
            shoulder, and gave him a little shake. “Father, wake up.”
         

         
         His father’s eyes fluttered open, unfocused, distant. “Is Linnie calling for me?”

         
         His pet name for Locke’s mother, Madeline, who apparently had detested being called Maddie. “No.”

         
         “Good. I have time to get ready for dinner. She despises when I’m late for dinner.”

         
         “Mrs. Gadstone is dining with you this evening.” Easier to bring him into the present than crush him by making him face the
            truth of his past.
         

         
         “Mrs. Gadstone? I don’t know a Mrs. Gadstone.”

         
         Locke looked back over his shoulder and arched a brow at Portia. See what you’re getting yourself into?

         
         She stepped in front of the marquess. “I’m Mrs. Gadstone, my lord. Portia Gadstone.”

         
         His father’s face lit up, and he snapped his fingers. “Of course, of course. I remember now. Did you enjoy your tour of the
            residence, my dear?”
         

         
         “It was very enlightening.”

         
         Tactfully put, Locke thought.

         
         “Take a seat and tell me all about it, but first where’s the vicar? He should be here by now.”

         
         “I’m certain he’s on his way,” Locke assured him. If you did indeed inform him that he needed to be here. He was hoping he’d only done it in his mind.
         

         
         Portia returned to her chair. Locke sat on the end of the couch, nearer to her this time, although he couldn’t comprehend
            why he wanted less distance between them. “Father, it occurred to me that it might be best to wait a few days before proceeding
            with the wedding, give Mrs. Gadstone an opportunity to become more accustomed to what her life here will entail.”
         

         
         “Neither frugal nor practical, Locke. I agreed to pay her a hundred pounds each day the wedding is delayed.”

         
         “I beg your pardon?”

         
         “I signed a contract. If she doesn’t marry today, I have to pay her a hundred pounds every day until she is wed. If I call
            off the wedding completely I have to pay her ten thousand quid.”
         

         
         Locke bolted to his feet. “Have you gone mad?” Of course he had. He’d gone mad years ago.

         
         “I had to give her some sort of reassurance that she wasn’t making this trip for nothing. That my intentions were honorable.
            That I wasn’t seeking to take advantage.”
         

         
         But she was. Locke shifted his gaze to Portia, who was wearing a beguiling yet almost innocent smile, her eyes on him, screaming
            satisfaction, as though she had bested him. The little witch. She’d mentioned the contract. Had known when she walked through
            the door that no matter how much he might not wish it so, this marriage was going to take place, or he was going to pay her
            a hefty purse. She’d said as much.
         

         
         He’d been so intrigued by her damned eyes that he hadn’t thought to question it then. “I want to see this damned contract.”

         
         “I thought you might,” she said sweetly. Reaching into her reticule she withdrew a small leatherette, untied the cord, and
            removed several folded sheaves of paper. He snatched them out of her hand and proceeded to scour the contents.
         

         
         “Tearing them up won’t help,” she said blithely. “My solicitor has a copy.”

         
         “I have a copy as well.”

         
         Not helping, Father.

         
         He read the words carefully. The Marquess of Marsden might be mad, but he wasn’t an idiot. He’d have provided himself with
            some avenue of escape. And there it was, carefully hidden among a gibberish of words. Locke almost laughed aloud, the wily
            old bugger. He was clever.
         

         
         Locke slid his gaze over to Portia Gadstone and, for the first time, clearly saw her for what she truly was. A mercenary,
            a title chaser, someone wanting to rise so badly above her station she would use any means necessary to accomplish her goal,
            including taking advantage of an aging gentleman. The sort of woman he could never grow to care for, could never love, could
            never give his heart to.
         

         
         She was bloody perfect.

         
         “I’ll marry her.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         In horror, still reeling from Locksley’s proclamation, Portia watched as he turned to Marsden. “I assume you have no objections.”

         
         The marquess smiled. “None whatsoever. I was rather hoping for this outcome when all was said and done.”

         
         Locksley turned back to her. “What say you, Portia? Much better to be my wife than my mother, don’t you think?”

         
         “No.” The word came out harsh, abrupt, but inside she was screaming, No, no, no, no, no! She could not marry the viscount. Absolutely could not. She was here to marry the marquess. An old man who thought he needed
            an heir when he already had one.
         

         
         Not his strapping son, who caused her insides to flutter every time he looked at her, her body to warm when he touched her,
            her entire being to dissolve into a heated puddle when he kissed her. She could not, would not, marry him.
         

         
         “No,” she repeated with the authority of her conviction.

         
         With a cluck of his tongue, he tossed the papers onto her lap and settled against the sofa in an insolent lounge, his arm
            resting along the back of it, his fingers tapping merrily. “Then the contract is null and void and we’re done here.”
         

         
         “No.” She looked imploringly at Marsden. “You and I are to marry. That’s what we agreed to.”

         
         He gave her a sad smile, the wrinkles shifting over his face. “That’s what we discussed in our correspondence, but the contract
            is worded a bit differently. It states you must provide me with an heir.”
         

         
         “I can’t provide you with an heir if I’m not married to you.”

         
         “You provide him with an heir by providing me with one,” Locksley said, his voice teeming with arrogance.

         
         Jerking her attention to him, she wanted to snatch that smug, self-satisfied smile right off his gloriously handsome face.
            He thought he’d won, when he didn’t even know what she was battling for, what was at stake. If she told him . . . God, if
            she told him he wouldn’t be sympathetic, he wouldn’t understand. He’d cast her out as brutally as her family had.
         

         
         “The contract states that you marry and provide the Marquess of Marsden with an heir. It doesn’t specify whom you marry. If
            you give me a son, you have in essence provided him with his heir. And actually much tidier. If you give my father a son,
            you’ve merely given him a spare. Who may or may not inherit. Give me a son, and you’ve provided the next heir apparent. Honestly,
            Portia, I don’t understand why you’re not throwing yourself at me. That’s what you want, isn’t it? A son who will inherit
            titles, estates, power, wealth. Is it that you object to being merely a viscountess rather than a marchioness? The marchioness
            title will come eventually, but perhaps not soon enough for your aspirations.”
         

         
         She heard the disgust, revulsion in his voice. How could marriage to him be pleasant when he hated her before the vows were
            even exchanged?
         

         
         But if she said no, where would she go? What would she do? How would she survive? She could not return to what her life had
            been. It would destroy her. He would destroy her.
         

         
         She rose to her feet and turned to the fireplace. Cold, so cold. She wished there was a fire, but she doubted even that would
            warm her, as she was chilled to the very marrow of her bones. She needed to find a reason for him to cast her aside, while
            ensuring that Marsden would still want her. “But surely you want a noble woman, someone with a proud lineage to stand by your
            side.”
         

         
         “It wasn’t one of my father’s requirements. No need for it to be one of mine.”

         
         “He’s a good man, my son,” the marquess said. “You couldn’t want for better.”

         
         “Oh, I suspect she could. Why don’t you go outside and see if you can catch sight of the vicar arriving, tell him we need
            a little more time?”
         

         
         “Jolly good idea. Give you two a moment alone to sort things out.”

         
         She heard the creak of his bones as he got up, the shuffling of his footsteps as he made his way out. She didn’t want to be
            alone with his son. Never again did she want to be alone with him.
         

         
         She
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