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To some dear, dear American Shetland Pony friends:
 PAT MICHIELSSEN for all the laughter and pony tales
 we’ve shared over the years and JIM CURRY
 for all the same, as well as advice and the WINS
 we’ve shared. American Shetlands Rule!

 


And

 


To HOWARD, oh, just for everything!




Prologue

Devon, England 
Spring, 1795

 


 


“Why won’t you give it to me?” Isabel demanded, hands fisted on her small hips in a most ungenteel manner. “It’s not as if the money doesn’t belong to me. It’s mine! You have no right to hoard it.”

A shaft of late afternoon sun shone in through the long windows of the library, transforming her red hair into a halo of fire and Marcus was struck again at how often his seventeen-year-old ward reminded him of fire. Sometimes she resembled nothing more than an appealing, cheerful little fire and other times, as now, despite her diminutive stature, a dangerous tower of flames ready to burst into a conflagration that could leave him seared to the bone. Already feeling as if his skin was singed, he very much feared that today was going to end with a conflagration.

The discussion, if one dared to call it such, was taking place in the comfortable library at Sherbrook Hall, Marcus’s country estate in Devon, and had begun some ten minutes earlier when Isabel had burst into the house demanding to see her guardian. At once! Since Miss Isabel had run tame through the Hall all her life, the butler, Thompson, with unruffled aplomb, had promptly shown the young lady into the library and gone in search of the master of the house. The instant Marcus had stepped into the room, Isabel had launched her attack and he had been attempting, not very successfully, to defuse another explosive situation with his tempestuous ward.

“I have every right,” he said patiently. “I am your guardian and as such it is my duty to see that you do not squander your fortune before you come of age or marry.”

Isabel stamped her foot. “You know very well,” she said hotly, “that my father never intended for you to be my guardian! Uncle James should be my guardian—not you.”

Which was true, Marcus admitted to himself. Isabel’s father, Sir George, had been nearly seventy when he had stunned the neighborhood by marrying a woman young enough to be his granddaughter and had promptly fathered a child. To Sir George’s joy, Isabel had been born a scant ten months later. His death at eighty, when Isabel had been ten years old, had come as no great surprise to anyone. It was the death of Marcus’s own father some four years ago that had come as a shock to everyone. At the age of fifty-nine, the elder Mr. Sherbrook had gone to bed one night full of rude health, never to awaken the next morning. Numb with grief and disbelief, he had been informed by his solicitor several weeks later that in addition to inheriting his father’s wealth and estates, he had also inherited the guardianship of Sir George’s only child, thirteen-year-old Isabel. Marcus had been aghast, assuming like everyone else that Sir George’s younger brother, James, would become Isabel’s guardian. But such was not the case. At the time the agreement had been drawn up, Sir George had not felt that James, a committed bachelor living in London, would make a good guardian for his daughter. A much better choice, he had decided, would be his dear friend and neighbor, Mr. Sherbrook. Unfortunately, Sir George had not distinguished between the elder Mr. Sherbrook and the younger Mr. Sherbrook and had made no provision for the death of Mr. Sherbrook senior. Consequently, though everyone knew Sir George had never envisioned the son of his best friend being his daughter’s guardian, that is exactly what happened. Even now Marcus felt a wave of incredulity flood through him. He had been only twenty-three years old at the time. What had he known about being the guardian of a young woman? Not much more, he thought wryly, than I know at this very moment.

“Don’t pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about,” Isabel said, when he remained silent. “You were not meant to be my guardian.”

“I’ll grant you that,” Marcus replied, “but since your father made no other provisions for your welfare before he died and no one expected my father to die so unexpectedly, I’m afraid that we are, er, stuck with each other.”

Isabel shrugged. “I know all that and, generally,” she admitted grudgingly, her quick temper subsiding a trifle, “you’re not so very bad. I just don’t understand why you have to be so, so stubborn about this one thing. It is not as if I am even asking for such a huge sum. Your new curricle and that lovely pair of blacks you bought cost more than I am asking you to give me.” Her eyes narrowed. “And it is my money. Not yours.” When Marcus said nothing, she muttered, “And it would not be squandered.”

“That is a matter of opinion,” he said. She scowled at him and he grinned. “Come now,” he coaxed, his cool gray eyes full of amusement, “you know that as your guardian there is little that I deny you, but it would be remiss of me in this instance to allow you to spend a small fortune on a horse.” He shook his head. “Especially that horse.”

Her temper flared and her topaz-colored eyes narrowed. “And what, pray tell, is wrong with Tempest?”

“There is nothing wrong with him. The price Leggett is asking for him, while high, is not exorbitant. And I’ll agree that the stallion is beautiful. His bloodline is impeccable and anyone with an eye for good horseflesh would be proud to own him.”

Her black expression cleared instantly and a blinding smile crossed her small, vivid features. “Oh, Marcus, he is a wonderful stallion, is he not?”

Marcus nodded, bemused, in spite of himself, by that smile. “Yes, he is.” Recalling himself, he added, “But he is not for you.”

The smile vanished like the sun behind a thundercloud. “And why not?”

“Because,” he said bluntly, “you don’t have the strength or the experience to handle an animal of that size and spirit right now.” He smiled faintly. “You’re both young and untrained and you’d probably kill each other within a week.” At her gasp of outrage, he held up a hand. “But there’s another reason I won’t fund this latest fidget of yours. How many times have you concocted one outrageous scheme after another, only to lose interest within a fortnight? Remember when you were going to breed goats? Or you were certain that you wanted to raise chickens? If memory serves, the goats nearly ate your aunt Agatha’s rose garden to the ground before they could be sent to market and as for the chickens.... Wasn’t there something about a rooster and the rosewood newel post of the main staircase in Denham Manor?” Ignoring the storm gathering in her eyes, he continued, “Now you say you want to breed horses, but what about next month or next year? Something else to consider: what will happen to your horses, all your plans, when you go to London next year for the Season?” He shook his head, smiling at her. “I know you. By summer your head will be full of nothing more than ball gowns and all manner of fripperies, the parties and the balls that you will be attending next spring, and the gentlemen you will have falling at your feet. And when you marry, as you surely will, brat, you will have no time or thought of horse breeding. The expenditure for Tempest will have been wasted.”

Her ready temper returned in an instant and her small hands clenched into fists. “Unfair!” she protested furiously. “I was eleven years old when I wanted the chickens and it wasn’t my fault the rooster flew into the house; Papa’s old dog, Lucy, chased him there,” she said defensively. “It’s true the goats ate Aunt Agatha’s roses last fall, but it was good for them. This year you can’t even tell that the goats had ravaged them and the bloom has been spectacular. Even Aunt Agatha said so.” She shot him a look of dislike. “And it wasn’t all of the roses, just some of them.”

Ignoring her outburst, Marcus said, “My point is that you haven’t a very good history of following through with these fancies that take you. How do I know that Tempest and your scheme to raise horses isn’t just another case of goats in the roses and roosters in the house?”

She glared at him, rage and hurt mingling in her breast. Why couldn’t he understand that Tempest and the grand stud farm she imagined had nothing to do with goats and roosters! Her wretched guardian knew very well that she loved horses, had loved them all her life and, she thought resentfully, was very good with them; everyone said so. Even Marcus admitted—when he wasn’t being so aggravatingly mule-headed!—that she had an uncanny ability with horses. It was unfair and unkind of him to throw her disasters with the goats and chickens in her face. Those were childish pastimes. She was an adult now, making adult decisions. Why, oh why, couldn’t he see that? Why did he persist in seeing her as a child? Still think of her as a child to be petted and indulged and sent away when convenient?

Isabel had only to take a glance in the cheval glass in her room to know the answer to that question, she thought miserably. She still looked a child. Barely five feet tall and fashioned upon a slim, fairylike frame, and to her great disappointment, with no bosom to speak of, it was likely that decades would pass before her family and friends stopped thinking of her as a child. It didn’t help that fate had given her a mop of unruly red hair and—gasp!—a sprinkling of freckles across her nose that no amount of buttermilk or cucumbers could erase. She found no fault with her nose itself; it was, she had decided a few months ago, a rather nice nose, finely formed with a saucy tilt to the tip. No one denied that her eyes, large, lustrous, and framed by dark lashes of marvelous length and thickness, were her best feature. But fine eyes or not, nothing, not even the fact that she had left behind the schoolroom weeks ago, was going to make anyone view her any differently as long as she remained the size and shape of a ten-year-old boy! Especially not Marcus Sherbrook. With a painful twist in her heart she realized that she wanted him to see her as a young woman. He never would, though—not as long as she was trapped in this childish, boyish body, she thought bitterly. Misery welled up inside her. She was never going to be a tall, stately beauty; she was condemned to spend her life short, flat chested, and freckled! It was so unfair!

Fighting back the urge to burst into tears, she lifted her chin and said with commendable calm, “You have every right to believe that Tempest is merely a whim of mine, but if, as you said, he is an animal that anyone would be proud to own, then there is no reason for me not to buy him. If, as you think will happen, I grow tired of him in a few months, he should be able to be sold for the same price I paid for him. I would lose no money on the transaction.”

Marcus regarded her steadily for several moments. Isabel had always been hard for him to resist, and as the years had passed and she had blossomed into an appealing young woman, he’d found it more and more difficult not to indulge her every wish. And he cursed this blasted guardianship that frequently put them at daggers drawing. It hadn’t always been so. There’d been a time that, like a precocious kitten, she’d scampered at his heels and he’d been happy for her to do so. He couldn’t explain it, but from the moment he’d seen her, a babe in arms, with that red hair so bright and vivid that he’d been astonished his fingertips hadn’t been burned when he’d touched the silky nap, she’d held a special place in his affections.

Though Isabel had been born to wealth and position, Marcus was very conscious that her life had not been without problems. Her mother had died tragically before Isabel’s second birthday and, despite a doting father, it couldn’t have been easy for her to grow up without a mother. She had adored her father; oddly enough the two of them rattled around happily in Denham Manor, completely satisfied with each other’s company. His death had hit her hard. Sir James, her uncle, wasn’t unkind, but he couldn’t replace Sir George in her affections, and his wife, Agatha ... Marcus’s jaw clenched. Talk about history repeating itself! Sir James had followed in his brother’s footsteps in more ways than one. Stunning the neighborhood once again, two years ago he had tossed aside his bachelorhood and married a woman half his age: Agatha Paley, Isabel’s governess!

Marcus had never liked Miss Paley, not even when his mother insisted that she was an exceptional governess and precisely what Isabel needed. At the time she’d been hired, he’d thought her too strict, too cold and unfeeling for someone like Isabel, but to his regret, he’d allowed his mother to override his objections. It had not been a good match: Isabel, impetuous and spirited, and Miss Paley, cold and rigid. He’d known that Isabel had been dreadfully unhappy, but before he could change the situation, Miss Paley had stolen the march on him and married Sir James. He still wondered how she had brought that about, but it didn’t matter; what mattered was that the former Miss Paley was now Lady Agatha, Isabel’s aunt, and the former governess made certain that everyone knew she ruled Denham Manor. His expression softened as he stared down into Isabel’s face. Poor little mite. Living under Agatha’s icy fist couldn’t be pleasant.

He grimaced. Who was he to deny Isabel something that made her happy? As she’d said, if she lost interest, the stallion could always be sold. He worried, though, about the danger. Tempest was aptly named; he was a big, powerful two-year-old stallion. Marcus knew. He’d seen the horse. The moment he’d gotten wind of Isabel’s interest, he’d made it his business to look into it. Despite himself, he’d been impressed when Leggett, a man known for his excellent horses, had led out the magnificent chestnut stallion with the nearly white mane and tail and four white stockings. If Isabel had not already spotted the horse, he’d have purchased him on the spot. He couldn’t argue with the animal’s quality, pedigree, or price, and Isabel was right; the horse could always be sold if her interest waned. He took a deep breath, hoping he wasn’t making a mistake.

Her eyes fixed anxiously on Marcus’s dark face, Isabel felt despair roil through her. He was going to say no. She just knew it. Neither defeat nor patience were her best-known virtues and she took refuge in that volatile temper of hers. “If I want to throw it away on a bloody horse it is my right,” she declared furiously. “Furthermore, you’re a mean-spirited beast and I hate you! Do you hear? I hate you! Oh! I cannot wait until I am no longer your ward and no longer have to deal with a clutch-fisted miser like you.”

The words he had been about to speak died in his throat and, his own temper spiking, Marcus snapped, “Believe me, you little devil, I live for the time that you are no longer an albatross forever hanging around my neck! No more than you do I live for the day I am relieved of this abominable guardianship.” Grimly, he added, “But until you come of age or marry, I am your guardian and control your fortune.”

“Well, we’ll just see about that, won’t we?” she taunted, temper riding her hard. “It’d serve you right if I married the first man I saw just to spite you.”

“If you could find a man mad enough to take on a viper-tongued little shrew like you, I’d shake his hand and congratulate him!” he snarled before he thought about it. Even as the words left his mouth, he wanted to snatch them back, but the damage was done.

“Viper tongued? How dare you!” She dashed away tears of hurt and fury. “You’ll be sorry,” she promised fiercely, rushing toward the door that led from the library. “You’ll see. You’ll be sorry.”

Flinging open the door, she rushed from the room.

Stillness descended upon the room with the power of a thunderclap and Marcus stared dazed at the open doorway through which Isabel had disappeared. Torn between the urge to go after her and tell her she could have the bloody horse and the determination not to let her see how easily she could manipulate him, he stood rooted to the spot.

He took a deep breath and shook his head. Isabel could be explosive, but sometimes, as now, dealing with her was like grappling with a tornado. She swept in without warning, blasted everything in her path, and then—poof!—stormed away to wreak havoc somewhere else.

As Marcus stood there, staring blankly at nothing at all, a tall, striking woman, wearing a narrow-skirted gown of dove-gray muslin trimmed with black corded silk, walked through the door and into the room. Her silver-dusted black hair was caught up in a chignon at the back of her head and she wore a necklace of jet beads around her throat.

Seeing the baffled, angry bewilderment on her son’s handsome face, she smiled. Amused understanding in her brilliant green eyes, she asked, “Isabel?”

Marcus flashed her a quick smile. “Who else? She has her heart set on buying that horse. I cannot feel that it is wise.” He shook his head. “But I was about to tell her she could, when she gave me a tongue lashing I am not likely to forget and charged from the room.” He sent his mother a helpless look. “What am I to do with her? I know nothing of being a guardian to someone like Isabel.”

Seating herself on the sofa before a black marble fireplace and arranging her muslin skirts to suit her, Mrs. Sherbrook said, “Give her a little while to vent her temper and then I am sure if you talk to her, you will be able to make your peace with her. You know that Isabel’s temper tantrums never last long and that she is always contrite afterward.”

Marcus looked uneasy. “I don’t know. She was very angry.”

“She may have been, but since she is a sweet child—” At her son’s snort, she amended, “Usually a sweet child, the next time you see her, you will discover it was nothing more than a tempest in a teapot and you will be able to put this incident behind you.”
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If Mrs. Sherbrook had known just how hurt and furious Isabel was she might not have been so sanguine. Wiping angry tears from her eyes, Isabel raced down the broad steps of Sherbrook Hall and snatched the reins from the Sherbrook groom holding her horse. In one swift movement, she mounted the horse and kicked the startled gelding into a wild gallop. Heedless of anyone that might have been unfortunate enough to meet her, she careened down the long driveway that led from Sherbrook Hall and onto the main road. Reaching the wider thoroughfare, common sense asserted itself and she pulled the bay into a more sober pace and in the waning April sunlight rode toward Denham Manor.

So I’m a viper-tongued shrew, am I, she thought wrathfully. And no man would want to marry me, would he? Her lips thinned. We shall see about that!

Her head full of schemes to show Mr. Marcus Sherbrook just how badly he had misjudged her, she finished the journey. Tossing the reins to the groom who met her at the stables, she slid from her horse. Nursing her wounds and not wishing to face Aunt Agatha or her uncle, Sir James, she set off toward the lake that divided the Denham property from their neighbor, Lord Manning.

She often walked to the lake when she was angry or troubled; something about the placid blue waters and the green forest with its sprinkling of artfully planted flowers and shrubs that meandered along its curving length gave her solace and soothed her raging emotions.

Stepping from the woods, she noticed a small boat on the lake and, too unhappy to make pleasant company, she was about to disappear back into the trees when a hearty male voice called out her name.

Recognizing Hugh Manning, Lord Manning’s youngest son, at the oars, she waved half-heartedly and watched as he began to row toward the Denham side of the lake. Until the previous winter she had hardly known Hugh; he had left the neighborhood prior to her father’s death and sailed to India to begin his career with the East India Trading Company. His return in September for a long sojourn at home before returning to his post in Bombay had put the entire area in a dither. For weeks following his return there were parties and dinners in his honor, everyone agog to hear tales of that far-off mystical place, India. Isabel found his company enjoyable and, coupled with the friendship between her uncle and Lord Manning, an easy intimacy had sprung up between them. Even if Hugh was nearly thirty, the fact that he was a personable, charming young man had not escaped her notice and she understood completely why the squire’s daughter thought him very handsome with his darkly tanned skin, fair hair, and deep blue eyes.

Since January, Hugh had been traveling about England and had only returned a week ago and within days was preparing to sail back to his post in Bombay. Isabel knew that Lord Manning was dreading his departure; Hugh was not likely to return from India again for years and Lord Manning feared he might never see his youngest son again. He’d said as much one evening last week when he’d come to dine at Denham Manor.

Reaching shore, Hugh leaped nimbly onto the muddy ground. After pulling the boat aground enough so that it would not float away, he turned and smiled at Isabel.

“It’s been a lovely day, hasn’t it?” he said. He glanced up at the blue sky and added wistfully, “There is nothing like an April sky in England. I think what I miss most in India is a sky just that particular shade of blue.” He took in a deep breath. “And the scents of an English spring—daffodils, roses, and lilacs in bloom.”

Bruised and wounded from her exchange with Marcus, she didn’t want any company, but when Hugh suggested that they sit on one of the stone benches nearby, she agreed.

It didn’t take Isabel long to realize from his long face and comments that Hugh Manning was nearly as unhappy as she was. A frown between her brows, she asked, “Don’t you want to return to India? I thought you were looking forward to going back.”

His gaze on the lake, he said, “I’d rather join a regiment and fight against the French,” he said. “With the war on the continent going so badly, England needs all the fighting men she can gather.”

Isabel stared at him. “I didn’t know that you wanted to be in the Army.”

“Army, Navy, it wouldn’t make any difference,” he said carelessly. Glumly, he admitted, “I’ll be honest, Izzy, I’m finding the prospect of returning to Bombay unappealing. At least the military would provide an opportunity for adventure. What I wouldn’t give to be with Hood’s fleet in the Mediterranean!” He cast her a miserable glance. “Once the exoticness dissipates, you do not know how boring life in India can be. Everything is the same day after day. I’d like a bit of excitement.”

“I would think living in a land where one can ride elephants and see monkeys and tigers roaming about would be exciting enough!”

He shrugged. “Oh, there are moments to be sure and generally I am happy with my lot, but I had hoped to ...” He took a deep breath. “I had hoped to take a wife with me when I returned. I have done well in Bombay and I now have the assets to support a wife and family in style and comfort.” Hugh laughed bitterly. “I had it all planned: I’d come home, find a bride, and return to Bombay with my wife by my side, ready to start my family. Instead, in less than three days I sail alone back to India.”

Isabel nearly jumped out of her skin at his words, staring at Hugh with large, wondering eyes. Had fate sent her an opportunity? An opportunity not only to show Marcus how very wrong he was, but an opportunity to escape once and for all from a home she no longer thought of as hers, from a woman whose sole purpose seemed to be to make her miserable. “D-d-did no one suit your fancy?” she forced herself to ask.

His eyes on the shore of the lake, he muttered, “There was a young lady... . She’s the reason I have been away for so long. I offered for her, but her father turned me down.”

“But why?” Isabel cried, upset for him. “Surely you explained your situation to him? And told him that you are Baron Manning’s son?”

“Oh, I did all that,” he said, “but Mr. Halford didn’t want his daughter buried alive in India. He has a nice local gentleman all picked out for her, one who will inherit a title.”

“And she? What did she want?”

“What difference does it make,” he snapped. “Her father said no and Roseanne wouldn’t stand up to him.”

Her tender heart aching for him, feeling his pain, she slipped her little hand into his. “I’m very sorry, Hugh,” she said softly.

His fingers tightened on hers and he looked down at her. “Thank you, Izzy. You’re the only one I’ve told about Roseanne.” He brushed back a lock of her unruly hair. “Did you know that she has red hair, too? Not as dark as yours and her eyes are blue ... blue as the English sky.”

He frowned, noticing for the first time the signs of tears on her cheeks. “What is this?” he asked. “Have you been crying? Who has been making you unhappy? I’ll run him through for you, if you like.”

She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter.”

“But it does,” Hugh argued gently. “I don’t like seeing my little friend upset. What can I do to make you happy again?”

The words popped out before she had time to consider them. “You could marry me and take me to India with you.”

Goggle-eyed, Hugh stared at her. “Marry you! What put that bee in your bonnet?”

Averting her face, she said stiffly, “Never mind. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

“But you did. Why?” he persisted, looking at her as if he’d never seen her before.

“Because you want a wife and I-I-I can’t bear to be treated like a child anymore by Aunt Agatha. And Marcus—!” Anguish and temper coiled in her breast and she exclaimed, “Oh, how I wish I was a thousand miles away from here!” Her eyes locked on his, she said desperately, “If we were to be married, we’d both get what we want.”

They stared at each other for a long time, Hugh thinking of the lonely years in India without the benefit of a wife at his side; Isabel ignoring that little voice that shrieked in her ear that she was being reckless and foolish—just as Marcus always scolded. What did she care? she thought painfully. There was nothing in England for her.

“Are you certain?” Hugh asked, knowing he shouldn’t carry this conversation further, yet unable to help himself. This was madness. There were many reasons why he should get up and walk away but he remained firmly where he was. Isabel wouldn’t be the wife of his heart, but he’d be good to her and who knew? In time they might love one another, but if they did not, surely liking and respect would carry them through? And he wouldn’t face years, decades, alone in India.

His expression troubled, Hugh asked, “What of your aunt and uncle? What will they say of this?”

Her eyes met his steadily. “They will say that I am too young. That I don’t know my own mind.”

“Oh, well, then,” he said dispiritedly, “it wouldn’t work.”

“But it will,” cried Isabel. “It doesn’t matter what they will think. Once we are married there is nothing Marc—they can do.” Her eyes fixed beseechingly on his, she said, “Oh, please, Hugh. I promise you I shall be a good wife. Please!”

Lost in her great golden eyes, Hugh’s good sense wavered. She was a fetching little thing.... He liked her... . He pictured his empty bungalow in India and saw the years stretch out emptily before him with only hard work and plenty of it to give him satisfaction; Isabel could change all that.... There would be children... .

His decision made, Hugh stood up and paced in front of her. “If your aunt and uncle disapprove, it will have to be a runaway match. We can be married in London by special license before my ship sails.” He looked uneasily at her. “I don’t know if I can arrange passage for you, and I must be on that ship, the company is expecting me back by a certain date—I cannot delay. You might,” he warned, “have to remain in London with your maid for several weeks before another ship will be sailing for India. You could stay at m’father’s townhouse; he keeps a small staff in residence, so they would see to your needs.” He paused. “That might not be a bad idea. I can sign the necessary papers and leave instructions with my solicitor to get your affairs in order. And you will have time to shop for necessities. I’ll prepare a list for you.” He looked down at her, doubt still lurking in his blue eyes. “I plan to leave tomorrow, just after daybreak. If this is really what you want, you must gather your things and slip out of the house; I will meet you at the gates of Denham Manor. By the time anyone knows you’re gone, we’ll be well on our way to London.”

Captured by the knowledge that in one fell swoop she’d be escaping from everything that made her unhappy, Isabel nodded. The sudden prospect of traveling to way-off India, of seeing live tigers, elephants, and who knew what other magical creatures dancing in her brain, took her breath away. She leaped to her feet and flung her arms around Hugh’s neck. “I promise I will be a good wife and never make you regret this moment,” she vowed passionately. Ignoring the tiny pang in the region of her heart when Marcus’s handsome face flashed before her gaze, she hugged Hugh even tighter, pushing the image away. “I promise.”

Hugh took a deep breath. “Well, then, my dear, it appears before we are much older, we shall be man and wife—and on our way to India!”




Chapter 1

Devon, England 
Spring, 1808

 


“That woman!” Marcus Sherbrook snarled in tones of ill-concealed temper as he paced the library of Sherbrook Hall.

His mother looked up from her embroidery, a faint smile on her lips. “I presume you are speaking of Isabel Manning?” At his curt nod, she asked, “And what has poor Isabel done now to put you in such a taking?”

Stopping his perambulations before one of the long windows of the library, he stared out at the impeccable expanse of grounds, garden, and wooded area. April was a lovely month in England and this April was proving to be no different. The roses were budded, some blooming; pansies in a bright array of purple, yellow, blue, and white turned their sweet faces up to the sun; and in the distance he could see the white and pink clouds of blossoms that ringed the apple trees in the orchard.

It was a tranquil view, a view worthy of a wealthy gentleman’s estate, the carefully planned garden and woodland rolling out serenely to meet the undulating Devon hills green with spring grass. Normally he took pride and satisfaction in the view but not today. Today, Isabel had managed to once again disrupt his orderly life and he wished, not for the first time, that having made a runaway match with Hugh Manning thirteen years ago and blithely sailing away to India that she’d had the good sense to stay there.

Marcus’s fists clenched at his sides, a faint memory of searing anguish sliding through him. He never again wanted to feel the ripping pain he experienced when he realized that it was true: Isabel had run away and married Hugh Manning. He’d been dazed, full of disbelief when he’d first learned the news from her agitated uncle, Sir James, but as the truth had become known, something deep within him, some fragile emotion he hadn’t been aware of, shriveled and died. Fury had come later, and he had spent several months after Isabel’s marriage hating her and damning her to hell. Eventually, his own good common sense had asserted itself. In command of himself once more, he reminded himself calmly how much he had loathed the guardianship and in time convinced himself that he was quite satisfied with the way the affair had turned out. His tiresome ward was safely married to an honorable man; her fortune was in Hugh’s capable hands and they were half a world away from him. Where she should have damn well stayed, he thought bitterly.

Marcus winced. He wasn’t being fair and he knew it. One would think, he admitted, in the decade since Hugh had died and Isabel had returned to England, her two-year-old son toddling at her side, that he would have become accustomed to Isabel living right under his nose. He hadn’t, and he’d discovered almost immediately that the easiest way for him to deal with Isabel’s disruptive presence in the neighborhood was simply to ignore her. It wasn’t hard for him to do. At any social affair that they both attended, after doing the polite thing—and Marcus was always polite—he promptly disappeared into the card room set aside for the gentlemen. He did not reappear until time to bid his host good night, and if his mother had accompanied him, and she often did, escort her home. He had also become adept at avoiding any small gathering in which he would come face-to-face with Hugh’s widow. He couldn’t explain his tactics, but he wasn’t unaware that it had something to do with the gaping wound her marriage had caused him. Stunned by the depth of pain he’d felt at that time, he was determined to never feel that way again, which meant he kept Isabel as far away from his well-ordered life as possible.

Avoiding Isabel Manning had become habitual for him and it helped that he was frequently out of the area, sometimes gone from home for weeks or months at a time. Unlike Isabel, whose movements were hampered not only by the simple fact that she was female, but by her son’s need of her as well, Marcus could and did come and go as he pleased. He was most comfortable in his own home but he often traveled to visit friends and relatives and even undertook the occasional brief trip to London when it suited him.

One of his favorite places to visit was the home of his cousin, Julian, the Earl of Wyndham and his charming countess, Nell, and their growing brood of children. Another of his cousins, Charles Weston, lived near Julian and, while there had been some constraint between Charles and Marcus in the past, these days he found Charles’s company very agreeable. In fact, he had returned not long ago from attending Charles’s wedding to a charming young lady in Cornwall. Everyone who knew him agreed that Charles’s marriage to Daphne Beaumont would be the making of him. After the wedding, while most of the guests had departed, Marcus, Julian, and Nell had remained at Beaumont Place for an extended visit with the newlyweds. Thinking of that visit and what they had uncovered in the bowels of the ancient house, once a Norman keep, caused a ripple of unease to pass through him. There had been some ugly events that he would not ever forget, and as for the ghosts ... He shook himself. Here at home, surrounded by the calm and familiar, the normal, Marcus wondered if his memory of what had transpired during those last days of his visit wasn’t a bit faulty. Living at Beaumont Place, with Charles and Daphne insisting it was true, it had not been difficult to believe the place was haunted by a pair of ghosts, but staring out at the sunny expanse before him that belief was shaken. Did he really believe in such things? Spirits of the dead capering about? Ghosts floating mistily in the air? Before his visit to Beaumont Place he would have sworn not, but ...

A sudden vision of Isabel’s vivid face flashed across his mind. She wouldn’t have hesitated a moment in believing that Beaumont Place was haunted. She would have enjoyed immensely grappling with ghosts and such. He almost smiled as he pictured the excitement that would have glittered in her eyes but then he remembered that he had a grievance with Mrs. Hugh Manning and scowled. Why the devil couldn’t she stay out of his life?

She’d hated being his ward and he’d not found the experience an unalloyed pleasure either. At least when she’d returned to England and stepped off the ship from India a decade ago, he reminded himself, she hadn’t been his responsibility any longer. In those days old Lord Manning had had the joyless task of dealing with her fits and starts and thank God for that, he thought with suspect piety.

Of course, Manning didn’t consider having Isabel and her son underfoot a burden. Their arrival, Marcus admitted, had probably saved the baron from simply wasting away with grief. Through a series of dreadful events, Lord Manning lost his eldest son, Robert, and his son’s pregnant wife in a boating accident and then, not four months later, news of Hugh’s death in India reached him. The letters, each with their terrible news, had likely crossed each other on the ocean. The old man had been shattered and Marcus feared his will to live had died with his two sons.

Isabel and Edmund’s return to England had brought about a remarkable change in Lord Manning. Though grieving over Robert’s death and Hugh’s demise from a cobra bite while in the back country of India inspecting goods destined for the East India Trading Company warehouses in Bombay, Lord Manning had been beside himself with joy to welcome Hugh’s widow and only child into his home. Isabel’s fortune would have allowed her to live where she pleased, but there had never been any question of her living anywhere but at Manning Court with her late husband’s father. She’d wanted to return to the neighborhood of her youth, and her son, Edmund, was the elderly baron’s heir and sole link with his dead son; he adored the boy. And there was no denying that Edmund was the very picture of his father at the same age. Marcus’s expression softened and his mouth twitched. And as charming a blond-haired, blue-eyed scamp as he’d ever seen, he thought affectionately.

When she wasn’t disrupting his well-ordered life, and putting aside the tragic loss of her husband, Marcus considered Isabel’s return to the neighborhood ten years ago a happy occurrence for his neighbor. Like a welcome spring breeze, she and Edmund had swept into Manning Court and pushed out the crushing sadness and heavy shadows that would have, no doubt, sent Lord Manning to the grave. Within weeks of her arrival, there was a spring in milord’s step once again and a twinkle in his faded blue eyes and Marcus was grateful for that. He scowled. But he bloody well wasn’t grateful for Isabel’s unwarranted intrusion into his carefully arranged life!

“Are you going to tell me what Isabel has done?” asked his mother, interrupting his thoughts, “or are you simply going to stand there glaring out the window?”

“I was not glaring,” Marcus said austerely. “I was merely admiring the view.”

“Of course you were,” his mother agreed, smiling. “But tell me: what has Isabel done now to put you in such a taking?”

He sighed, his anger dissipating “It’s that horse of hers—Tempest. He jumped the fences, the same fences I have warned her needed to be raised if she was going to keep a stallion in that paddock, and I found the beast this morning sporting with a half dozen of our mares. Worse, Jasmine, the chestnut with the wide blaze that I intended to have bred this afternoon to Nonesuch, had already fallen to his charms. It’s possible Tempest may have covered another mare or two, there’s no telling at this point.”

His mother kept her eyes on her needle. “I seem to remember, oh, years ago, you mentioning that you wished you’d bred him a few more times before you sold him to Isabel when she returned from India.”

He shrugged. “I would have, but once she returned to England, I didn’t have much choice but to turn him over to her—immediately!”

“Well, it was the only fair thing to do; after all, she did discover him first.”

“I know that, Mother,” he said dryly. “I would have suggested she buy him from me myself once she settled into Manning Court, if she’d given me a chance to do so.”

Something suspiciously like a giggle escaped Mrs. Sherbrook. “If you could have seen your face when she found out you owned him and stormed in here accusing you of stealing him while her back was turned.”

Marcus grinned. “She was in rare form, wasn’t she? I had to feel the top of my head afterward to make certain I still had hair and that I hadn’t been scorched bald.”

Selecting a pale green thread, his mother rethreaded her needle. “What did she say when you told her about Tempest, ah, sporting with your mares?”

His lips thinned. “She was not a bit sorry or contrite! Looking down her nose at me, she very graciously told me that if any of the mares turned up in foal that she’d be happy to either buy any mare that became pregnant from Tempest’s, ah, visit or the foal when it was weaned—whichever I preferred.”

“And you told her?”

He sent his mother a look and this time she did giggle. “Oh, Marcus! If you only knew how happy I am to know that something can shake the stuffiness from you.”

“Stuffy!” he exclaimed, ruffled. “Why is it that just because I don’t flaunt a different opera dancer on my arm every week, habitually drink myself under the table, gamble my fortune away, or spur my horse up the steps of the chapel, that everyone thinks that I am a dull fellow? Is there something wrong with preferring a calm, well-ordered life? Or something deviant to liking peace and tranquillity and seeking not to have one’s life constantly in an uproar?”

He looked so mystified that Mrs. Sherbrook shook her head in despair. Her tall, handsome son was nearly forty years old, and even she thought it unnatural that he had never caused her a moment’s despair. There had been no wild scrapes or daring romps even when he had been a young man. He had been ever affectionate, courteous, and dutiful and could be depended upon to do the right thing and keep a calm head in the midst of crisis, for which she was devotedly thankful ... most of the time. He was a son to be proud of, and she was. Very. The problem was that she rather thought that he should have, at least once in his life, thrown caution to the wind and plunged into some sort of scandalous escapade. Not so very scandalous, she reminded herself cautiously, just enough to add a little excitement to his life and shake him from the staid, stolid path he seemed destined to follow. When he continued to stare at her with that same mystified expression, she admitted, “No, there is nothing wrong with wanting the familiar. And I am truly blessed that you have never caused me to hide my face in shame. Quite the contrary, I have always been very proud of you, but Marcus, you are not in your dotage. Yet you have always behaved and acted like someone twice your age.” Almost wistfully she asked, “Have you never wanted to escape from the humdrum of country life? Ever longed for adventure or felt a need to kick over the traces and leave behind the common, the routine?”

“Are you saying you want me to be a libertine?” he demanded incredulously. “Shall I set the neighborhood gossiping by risking life and limb by racing my curricle against the mail coach and fill the house with rakes and gamesters and squealing bits of muslin while you hide yourself away upstairs to avoid being accosted in your own home? A fine fellow I should look!”

“No! Oh, no,” cried Mrs. Sherbrook, horrified by the image he conjured up. “Of course not,” she said more calmly a second longer. “It is merely that you have always been such a good son—I could not ask for one better—but your father’s death when you were so young and the responsibilities it placed on you ...”

“I was twenty-three, Mother, not a schoolboy.” He smiled at her. “Old enough to know my own mind. If I had yearned for the delights of London there was nothing stopping me from enjoying them.” He grinned at her. “And I have from time to time. Enjoyed them immensely.” He sat down on the sofa beside her. Taking one of her hands in his, he kissed it. “Mother, why is it that you, everyone—Julian and Charles included—find it so hard to believe that I am quite content with my life?” he asked, puzzled. “Understand me: if I were not, I would change it. You must believe me when I swear to you that I enjoy living in the country. I even enjoy escorting you on your yearly trek to London for the Season and—”

“And you hotfoot it back to Sherbrook Hall just as soon as you decently can,” his mother murmured.

“Guilty! But the whirlwind of parties and balls that so appeal to you bore me to death. And as for chasing after opera dancers or playing deep in some hell on Pall Mall or drinking myself under the table ...” He snorted. “Those rakish pastimes have never held any allure for me.” He smiled whimsically at her. “Don’t you see—I’m content with my life.”

Her gaze rested thoughtfully on him. “I don’t know that I’d want to settle for ‘content,’ if I were you.”

“What? You would have me miserable?” he teased. “Dissatisfied? Unhappy?”

She sighed inwardly. Marcus was everything a mother could hope for: affectionate, generous, honorable, a most worthy man, but ... One could be too worthy. Staring at him, her heart couldn’t help but swell with love and pride. He was tall and broad-shouldered, yet leanly built, and she knew he commanded attention whenever he entered a room. Women admired him; she’d seen the speculative glances sent his way, glances he wasn’t even aware of, she thought dispiritedly. But for all the attention he attracted, he was not traditionally handsome. His features were too bold, his jaw and chin remarkably determined, but the frankly carnal curve of his full bottom lip made the female of the sex forget about those imperfections and dwell on the implicit promise of that tempting mouth. His mother often thought it a shame he hadn’t inherited the color of her own emerald eyes, but looking into those intelligent gray eyes his father had passed on to him, she was not displeased; they were striking in his dark face. But for all the intelligence in those gray eyes, he couldn’t see that there was something very wrong about a handsome, virile man being “content” to live the life of a monk, buried in the country! Her gaze narrowed. Of course, she could be wrong about the monkish part; her son, for all his virtues, was hardly likely to tell her if he kept a mistress in town.

“Oh, this is a silly conversation,” she said abruptly, putting aside her embroidery.

“And who, may I ask, started it?” Marcus asked, a twinkle in those gray eyes, as he stood up.

She smiled. “My turn to cry guilty.” Getting to her feet and shaking out the skirts of her gown, she asked, “Is it all arranged for us to leave next week for London? I received a letter from Lady Bullard yesterday. She writes that Parliament is in session and that the Season has already begun. I do not wish to delay our departure too long.”

“I have everything well in hand,” Marcus replied as he accompanied her from the room. “Provided you have all your gowns packed and the weather holds we should leave on Tuesday.”

 


 



Events went as Marcus had planned. The following Tuesday, he escorted his mother, her companion, Mrs. Shelby, and several of the estate servants to London and saw them comfortably settled in the Sherbrook townhouse. The annual trip by his mother to town gave him an opportunity to visit his tailor and his boot-maker, resupply himself with those articles that could only be obtained in London, and show his face at White’s and a few other gentlemen’s clubs that he belonged to. He hadn’t lied when he said he enjoyed escorting his mother to London. He did, just as he enjoyed the clamor of the city, the color and the bustle; enjoyed greeting old friends and hearing the latest on-dits and even casting a considering eye on the latest crop of well-born females to flood the Marriage Mart. But a fortnight in the city was about all he could endure and late April found him once more at Sherbrook Hall.

Jasmine, the blaze-faced chestnut mare, and a sleek black mare that traced her ancestry directly to the Darnley Arabian, had not come back into season and Marcus accepted the fact that next March a pair of Tempest foals would be born on his estate. Despite his plans to breed the mares to his own stallion, Nonesuch, he was not displeased, but he was uneasy. There was no telling the outcome when dealing with Isabel.

Walking back from the stables to the main house that warm April morning, he considered his options. He could leave her in ignorance until after the foals were born or he could write her a note telling her that, if all went well, there would be two extra Tempest foals on the ground next year. Or, he could simply ride over to Manning Court and tell her in person. The note, he thought cravenly. The note would be easiest.

Yet when he found himself seated in his office, the blank page of paper before him, the quill in hand, he discovered a disinclination to hide behind a mere note. Placing the quill in its stand, he pushed back from the cherrywood desk and stood up.

The day was pleasant, perfect for a ride, he told himself. There was no reason why he couldn’t ride over to Manning Court and tell Isabel the news. A faint smile lurked at the corners of his mouth. And watch her antics as she tries to bamboozle me out of the two mares.

Whistling cheerfully, he left the office and headed to the stables. Shortly, astride a handsome black gelding, he rode through the rolling countryside, enjoying the sound of the songbirds and the dappled shade afforded by the ancient oaks.

The Manning and Denham estates both adjoined the Sherbrook lands and the three families had always been good friends as well as neighbors. Lord Manning was Marcus’s neighbor on the north and Sir James, Isabel’s uncle, on the east, and beside the public road there were several private pathways crossing from one property to the other. Taking a shortcut through the forest, Marcus was soon riding on Manning land.

He was still some distance from the main house when he heard the sound of raised voices. He recognized Isabel’s voice instantly, even if the words were not clear. By the sound of it, she was angry and ringing a peal over some poor unfortunate, but there was something in her voice, some note that made Marcus kick the gelding into a trot.

As he rode nearer he heard Isabel say clearly, “And that’s the end of it! Do not approach me again. Next time, I’ll set the hounds on you and the devil be damned!”

There was the low growl of a man’s voice and then Isabel cried, “How dare you! Unhand me, you blackguard!”

Marcus rounded the bend in the narrow, leafy lane and came upon Isabel and a burly fellow he did not recognize standing in a small clearing off to one side. He recognized the type, though: former military, if the cut of his hair and jacket and the arrangement of his cravat was anything to go by. A pair of horses was tied to a nearby tree.

It was immediately apparent to Marcus that this was no mere chance meeting. The two combatants were concentrating on each other and for a second neither was aware of Marcus’s approach. The man had one hand wrapped tightly around Isabel’s upper arm and she was struggling to escape. From the glimpse Marcus had of her face, she was more furious than afraid and yet there was something in her features that made Marcus’s gut tighten and aroused all his protective instincts.

His calm demeanor at odds with the spurt of hot rage that raced through him at the sight of the stranger’s grip on Isabel’s upper arm, Marcus said brusquely, “I believe that the lady made a request. I would suggest that you follow it. Now.”

Isabel’s gaze jerked in his direction and her eyes widened when she saw him just a few yards away sitting astride the big black horse. Embarrassment mingled with fear flitted across her features before she mastered herself and schooled her face into a polite mask. The embarrassment Marcus understood. But fear? Good God! She had no reason to fear him.

The stranger took Marcus’s measure, and whatever he saw in Marcus’s face made him drop his hand from Isabel’s arm and take a step away from her. Smiling, the stranger said, “There is no reason for you to be staring daggers at me. This is merely a misunderstanding between old friends.” He looked at Isabel and prompted in a silky undertone that raised Marcus’s hackles even more, “Isn’t that right, my dear Mrs. Manning?”

Isabel nodded, her eyes not meeting Marcus’s. “Y-y-yes. Major Whitley w-w-was Hugh’s friend in India. He was stationed near us in Bombay for a number of years.” A flush on her cheeks, she added hurriedly, “He recently retired from the Army and was visiting friends in the neighborhood. When he learned that I lived nearby he came to call.”

Isabel had never been a very good liar, but Marcus gave her full marks for trying. He didn’t doubt that some of what she said was true, perhaps all of it, but she was leaving a great deal unsaid and that aroused his curiosity—that and Major Whitley’s threatening manner. He might bully Isabel all he pleased, Marcus decided instantly, but he damn well wasn’t going to allow anyone else that liberty. Swinging down from his horse and holding the reins lightly in one gloved hand, he walked up to where they stood.

Stopping a few feet from Whitley, Marcus drawled, “Ah, so you knew Mr. and Mrs. Manning in India, did you?”

Whitley inclined his head, his dark eyes watchful. “Yes. Hugh and I met while I was stationed in India.” He sent Marcus a man-to-man smile. “We were merry bachelors together in those days and I considered Hugh one of my boon companions. His marriage did not change our friendship and once Mrs. Manning joined him in Bombay, she frequently invited me to dine at their home.” He flashed a glance at Isabel. “For which I am forever grateful. Mrs. Manning was a most gracious hostess to a poor bachelor officer. She and Manning often entertained several of us stationed there.”

Whitley was a big and burly man and his dark hair was lightly peppered with silver. His black eyes were set under well-marked brows and at one time he might have been considered quite handsome, but lines of dissipation blurred and distorted his once chiseled features. Marcus disliked him on sight.

“An Army officer,” Marcus remarked politely. “Retired. Recently.” He looked perplexed. “How very odd. With Castlereagh at the War Department again and the gossip buzzing ’round the country about a possible invasion of the continent by Sir Wellesley this summer, I would have thought that the military would have use of an experienced officer like yourself. I vaguely remember a friend in the Army saying not long ago that the war with France was making advancement up the ranks easier and that for a career man it was a capital time to be in the service.”

Whitley ignored the implication that there was something unseemly about the timing of his retirement and shrugged. “I regret I won’t be part of the force that finally beats Napoleon, but after over twenty years in the military, I felt the need for a change.”

“Ah. And this, er, need for change brought you to Devon?” At Whitley’s nod, Marcus asked, “Do you intend to visit long in the neighborhood?”

Whitley’s eyes slid to Isabel. His gaze returning to Marcus, he smiled and said, “My plans are not firm yet. I find that there are, ah, certain attractions in the area not to be found elsewhere.”

“Really?” Marcus murmured, his skepticism insultingly overt. “Now, that I do find most odd, indeed! We have no particular geographical sites of interest nearby and while the Devon coast is spectacular in places, we are situated some miles inland from its charms.” The expression in his gray eyes unreadable, he said in a voice just shy of sarcastic, “Do you know, I have lived here all my life and I cannot at the moment call to mind those, er, ‘certain attractions’ that would hold the attention of a seasoned traveler like yourself. Perhaps you would care to share specifics with me? Especially since I seem to have overlooked them.”

Whitley did not like either Marcus’s tone or the persistent questioning, but he wasn’t going to let the other man rattle him. Seeking guidance in dealing with this tall, formidable gentleman, he cast Isabel a glance. But there was no guidance to be found from that quarter; her pretty mouth half open, her eyes wide and startled, Isabel was staring at Marcus as if she had never seen him before.

If she didn’t know better, Isabel thought incredulously, she’d swear that Marcus—staid, sober, excruciatingly polite Marcus—was determined to provoke a fight with an utter stranger! Uneasily, she stared at that rigid jaw and those cool gray eyes, wondering where the cordial, amiable, oh, and sometimes infuriating, gentleman she had known most of her life had gone.

Since Isabel was no help, Whitley said lightly, “I find that strangers to an area are more likely to see gems all around ... gems that are overlooked by those who pass them by every day.”

“That may be true,” Marcus agreed. “But I’d still like to know of which gems you speak.”

Whitley’s lips tightened. Was the man obtuse? In no mood to continue to exchange veiled remarks with an irritating stranger, Whitley considered his next move. Ordinarily, in the face of the blunt hostility radiating from the stranger, he might have retreated and returned at a better time, but Isabel’s show of spirit needed to be dealt with immediately. If she thought she could fob him off so easily, she would soon learn to her cost that such was not the case! He slanted another assessing look at the newcomer and stifled an oath. Unless he missed his guess the fellow wasn’t going to give ground anytime soon. So who the devil was this country bumpkin? Realizing that the stranger had never introduced himself, Whitley said, “I’m sorry, but I don’t believe you gave me your name.”

“I am Marcus Sherbrook,” Marcus answered, no sign of his normal friendliness in his voice.

“Not the ‘clutch-fisted, monster guardian’ who drove our dear Mrs. Manning from England?” exclaimed Whitley, an expression of astonishment crossing his face.

Unsmiling, Marcus glanced at Isabel, who dropped her eyes and had the grace to blush. Looking back at Whitley, he bowed and said coolly, “The same. Although, I believe that ‘former clutch-fisted, monster guardian’ would be the correct title these days.”

“I must say,” Whitley remarked, “that I am most happy to make your acquaintance. Since my dear Mrs. Manning spoke of you so often, why, I feel that I know you already.”

A derisive gleam in his eyes, Marcus murmured, “How fortunate for me that my reputation goes before me.” And if this black-eyed knave, Marcus thought grimly, calls Isabel “my dear Mrs. Manning” in that smarmy tone of voice one more time ... His hand formed into a formidable fist and the satisfying image of that same fist smashing into Whitley’s face whipped through his mind.

Unaware of how close he was to having his claret drawn, Whitley laughed. “Having met you I see now that the picture Mrs. Manning painted of you as an absolute ogre was misleading.”

An edge to her voice, Isabel joined the conversation. “If you will remember I was very young at the time I made those remarks.”

“Very true,” said Whitley, “but you were quite adamant about it. I remember listening to numerous complaints about your wretched guardian’s unreasonable behavior and his selfish habit of forever thwarting your plans.”

Isabel risked a contrite glance at Marcus’s face. “It was a long time ago and has no place in this conversation,” she said tightly.

“But it is so delicious, my dear,” Whitley said, staring at Isabel with a small, spiteful smile. “From your comments I was expecting to meet a veritable monster and instead I see before me a sensible gentleman.”

“As Mrs. Manning stated, it was a long time ago,” Marcus said flatly, not liking Whitley’s malicious enjoyment of Isabel’s embarrassment and disliking even more the furtive apprehensive looks Isabel flashed Whitley whenever she thought herself unobserved. She was afraid of the man, Marcus concluded ominously. But why? He realized that the why didn’t matter: what mattered was that Isabel was frightened of this “friend” from her past and that it was in his power to shelter her from whatever threat Whitley represented. Abruptly, Marcus said, “It has been, ah, an enlightening meeting but if you will excuse us now, Mrs. Manning and I have business to discuss.”

Whitley stiffened. “I do not wish to be rude, sir, but I believe that you were the one who interrupted my business with Mrs. Manning.”

A glint leaped to the gray eyes. “Perhaps you misunderstood me,” said Marcus icily. “I have asked you politely to leave. I suggest you do so before I forget my manners.”

Major Whitley had not survived twenty years in the military without recognizing the need for a strategic retreat. He had no idea how much of a threat Sherbrook represented, but it occurred to him that a wise man would abandon the field at this point. He looked at Isabel. There would be other meetings. Meetings that did not include the overbearing Mr. Sherbrook.

It went against the grain, but Whitley smiled and murmured, “Ah, it appears I did misunderstand. Forgive me.” Meeting Marcus’s cool gaze, he added, “Until we meet again, Mr. Sherbrook.”

Turning to Isabel, Whitley took her hand in his and bowed. His bow completed, he stood before Isabel and smiled. Not a nice smile. “It has been a pleasure renewing our acquaintance,” he said. “I look forward to seeing you again. We have much to discuss about the old days in Bombay, don’t we, my dear.”

Marcus watched the exchange closely, frowning. Surely the damn fellow wasn’t threatening Isabel? But even more telling was the slight shrinking away of Isabel’s body from Whitley’s and the swiftly concealed flicker of fear he glimpsed in her eyes. His own eyes narrowed. It appeared he was going to have to take decisive action and he could think of only one way that would rout the fellow and ensure Isabel’s protection from further advances.

Marcus strolled over and, taking Isabel’s hand from Whitley’s, he held her cold little fingers in his, and said, “Mrs. Manning and I will let you know when it will be convenient for you to call.”

“I think that Mrs. Manning can issue her own invitations,” Whitley snapped. “She doesn’t need your permission.”

“Ah, you’re wrong there,” Marcus said. Smiling warmly down at Isabel, he lifted her hand to his lips and pressed a kiss on her knuckles. Looking back at Whitley, he added, “You see, Mrs. Manning has recently done me the honor of accepting my proposal. As her future husband, Mrs. Manning will be asking my permission for a great many things.”




Chapter 2

“Pray tell me,” Isabel demanded sarcastically, “what maggot has gotten into your brain? How dare you tell Whitley that we are engaged! Of all the nonsensical notions!” Her entire body vibrating with suppressed emotion, she glared at him and Marcus correctly deduced that it was not delight that caused her reaction.

Once Whitley had taken his abrupt leave from the newly betrothed pair, in an uncomfortable silence they had ridden to Manning Court. They were presently standing in the handsome office in the main wing of Squire Manning’s impressive stables, the heavy mahogany door firmly shut behind them. Yellow sunlight poured into the room from the bank of narrow windows that overlooked several paddocks in which long-legged Thoroughbred mares and foals gamboled on the lush green grass.

Arms crossed over his chest, his admirable shoulders resting comfortably against the doorframe, Marcus regarded her thoughtfully. Now why, he wondered, did I even entertain for a second the idea that she might be grateful for my intervention? He grimaced. How could he have ever forgotten that stubborn streak of independence? It had led to many a wrangle between them in the past and it appeared that nothing had changed. In his own mind, he had acted in a responsible manner, honorable even, and Isabel was furious with him. Why wasn’t he surprised?

His appreciative gaze followed her trim little form as she stalked around the office. In an amber-colored riding habit trimmed in bronze braided silk, her red hair caught back by a green and brown plaid bow at the nape of her neck, a few bright tendrils brushing her cheeks, she made a fetching sight. Or would have, he admitted, if she hadn’t been scowling so dreadfully.

Isabel flounced down in the padded leather chair behind a massive oak desk and, leaning her elbows on the top of the desk, buried her head in her hands. In muffled tones, she asked, “How could you have done something so reckless and irresponsible? Good God! What were you thinking?”

That was a very good question, Marcus admitted. He had no idea what he had been thinking when he’d made his bold announcement. Not true, whispered a part of his brain; he knew very well what he had been thinking. It had been apparent to him from the first that Isabel was frightened of Whitley and had needed protection from whatever danger the fellow represented; the announcement of her betrothal to himself had provided it. Certainly, it had rocked the major onto his heels and cut the ground beneath him, Marcus thought contentedly, recalling the look on the major’s face. Marcus didn’t usually take pleasure in another person’s discomfort, but he was forced to admit that Whitley’s stunned expression and rapid retreat had given him a great deal of pleasure. The only thing that would have given him greater pleasure, he decided, would have been to draw the major’s cork and he was hopeful that the major would give him another opportunity to do just that.

Whitley may have retreated but Marcus did not delude himself that he had heard the last of the man. Whitley had some hold over Isabel; that had been obvious to him, not so much from what Marcus had overheard, although that was damning in itself, but from Isabel’s reactions. He had not mistaken the fear in her eyes or her uncharacteristic reaction to his sudden announcement of their betrothal.

She had not said a word, merely flashed him a complicated look of mingled astonishment, relief, dismay, and consternation before dropping her gaze. Isabel knew as well as he that he had been lying through his teeth, but she had not denied to Whitley that such a betrothal existed and that was curious. Isabel was perfectly capable of tearing a strip off him, several strips if she was angry enough, Marcus admitted, wincing, certain memories of past conflicts when they were much younger rising up in his mind, but she had stoically allowed his words to stand. There had been no outcry, no outrage, and no explosive denial—and he’d been halfway prepared to have his words hurled back in his face. But she had said nothing, even her expression giving nothing away, yet he remembered distinctly her fingers tightening on his and the nearly imperceptible movement of her body nearer to his. Whatever she might be saying now, she had been grateful for his intervention. And was probably furious with herself, he thought wryly, for feeling so.

Pushing himself away from the doorjamb, Marcus wandered around the office. “I wouldn’t worry overmuch about it,” he said finally. “It’s not as if I’d sent a notice to the Times.”

Her head snapped up, her angry gaze boring into his. “Since it was to Whitley that you made your outrageous announcement, you won’t need to send a notice to the Times; he is the biggest gossip alive. Have no fear, half of Devon will know before nightfall.” Her gaze fell and she said bitterly, “One of the reasons for his popularity in Bombay with all the hostesses was that one could be assured of learning the latest rumors and tittle-tattle. He had the knack of knowing everything the moment it occurred.”

“And does he know something about you?” Marcus asked quietly.

“Of course not!”

She said the words with enough vehemence to almost convince Marcus. Almost. He frowned. Not only was she frightened of Whitley but she wasn’t willing to talk about it. And how could he help her, Marcus wondered acidly, if she wouldn’t share with him whatever it was Whitley held over her head?

He studied the elegant little profile presented to him as she stared out of the windows. Thirteen years had passed since they had confronted each other that fateful morning at Sherbrook Hall, but Isabel’s face showed few signs of the passing years. It was true she no longer looked the child she had been then; she was a woman now; she had been a wife, a mother, and a widow. Those events had not left her untouched, but the passing milestones in her life had only refined and honed the character and steel beneath the soft youthfulness. There was a mature beauty to her face that had not been there thirteen years ago and, though her gaze was averted from him, Marcus was conscious that her eyes, once so innocent, these days held worldly knowledge, adult awareness . . . and tightly held secrets.

They knew each other so well, yet not at all, he admitted. Though she had lived all of her thirty years, except for the time in India, within just a few miles of him, in recent memory they had had little contact, beyond the few social affairs that they had both attended. He knew her son better than he did Isabel, having traveled with the old baron and Edmund to Scotland for an annual fishing trip the past five years. Those weeks in Scotland with Edmund traipsing at his heels had been most enjoyable and he had developed a strong fondness for the boy. Though his contact was mostly with her son and father-in-law, Marcus could not help but hear of Isabel’s doings from time to time from his mother and other friends in the neighborhood, and Lord Manning frequently mentioned events in the Manning household, which naturally included information about Isabel. But for all Marcus knew of Isabel’s life at Manning Court, he did not know her, not as he had known the much younger Isabel, and he suddenly regretted that fact.

This was a woman before him now, with a woman’s cares and concerns, and he had not the first clue as to what went on in that lovely head of hers. Marcus sighed. Nothing would convince him that she didn’t have a serious problem in the burly form of Major Whitley but it was apparent she was not going to share whatever that problem was with him. At least not yet....

Wandering over to the windows, Marcus stared out at the mares and foals in the paddocks in front of him. “Whitley is a stranger to the area,” he said, “and though he intimated he might visit longer, I suspect that my announcement today will send him about his business.” He sent her a long look over his shoulder. “I don’t think that Major Whitley will be a problem for you any longer.”

“I didn’t have a problem with Whitley,” she said evenly, “but your actions today have certainly created one for us.”

Turning away from the window, Marcus walked over to stop in front of the desk. Looking down at her, he said, “I doubt it. Only the three of us know what I said.”

“And you think Whitley will keep his mouth shut?” Isabel asked incredulously. She snorted. “I told you he is the biggest gossip alive. Even if he thought your statement untrue, he will pass it along the first chance he gets—if for no other reason than to cause trouble. You must believe me: he delights in throwing the cat amongst the pigeons.”

Marcus shrugged. “I wouldn’t worry overmuch about what a stranger just passing through the neighborhood has to say. We can deny his words and let it be known amongst our friends and family that the major misunderstood. As long as we give it no credence, others will follow suit.”

For a minute Isabel looked hopeful, then her face fell. “It won’t do. Think of the gossip.”

“Gossip will pass. We can stand the nonsense.” Growing irritated by her manner—after all, he’d only been trying to help—he said, “I don’t know why you must turn this into a Siddons tragedy.”

“Perhaps because I don’t relish being the subject of gossip and speculation?”

She had a point and he was beginning to wish he’d simply written her a damn note about Tempest and the foals. If he’d done that, at this moment he’d be comfortably at home and would never have come across the ugly little scene between Whitley and Isabel and felt compelled to interfere. So why had he interfered ... and in such a dramatic manner? He knew better than to tangle in Isabel’s affairs. Yet with no thought of the consequences, he had leaped willy-nilly into the fray and, even more astonishing, he was not sorry. The reason for his unprecedented behavior remained: Isabel had needed his protection and he had provided it.

He didn’t see that there was such a problem. Even if Whitley did blab, everyone who knew them would think the idea of a betrothal between them a huge jest. Why couldn’t she see that no one in their right mind would think that they would make a match of it? Good Lord! They’d barely spoken to each other in years. The whole idea was ludicrous!

Testily, he said, “If you don’t like denying it, we shall claim that it is true and in a few weeks you can cry off. Say we don’t suit or something.”

“What? You would have me be the jilt?” she demanded indignantly.

“Well, I can’t be the one to cry off,” he argued. “Bad ton! Everyone would think me a scoundrel.”

“At the moment,” she snapped, “I think you are a scoundrel!”

“Thank you very much for that,” he said bitterly. “I do you a favor and this is the thanks I get for my efforts.”

“If you will remember,” she said from between gritted teeth, “I didn’t ask you to grant me any favors.”

With an effort Marcus held on to his temper. In hindsight, he agreed that his way of protecting her from Whitley had been poorly conceived, outrageous certainly, and he marveled that he acted so precipitously. Though he showed no signs of it, he was a trifle stunned by his wildly uncharacteristic behavior. Marriage had never crossed his thoughts until he had uttered those fateful words, and the mind fairly boggled at the notion of his being married to Isabel. Bloody hell! To any woman, for that matter, he thought candidly, but especially to Isabel! Most unsettling, however, was the knowledge that he had not spared one thought to the consequences of what he was doing. He had simply reacted to the situation. And just look where it had gotten him.

Reviewing the situation, Marcus saw that there were ... difficulties, problems even, arising from his hasty and ill-thought-out actions, but he was confident that they could brush through the affair fairly easily. If they kept their heads about them and didn’t do anything foolish, all would soon be right and tight.

A huge chasm suddenly yawned before Marcus as it occurred to him that if the major was friends with one of his mother’s boon companions such as Lady Carver, the formidable wife of Viscount Carver, or Squire Bassett and his wife, they might not escape unscathed. Another equally uncomfortable thought occurred to him. What if Whitley was an intimate of Garrett Manning, Lord Manning’s nephew? If Garrett learned of the engagement, it would only be a short time before Lord Manning did. The horrifying possibility of marriage to Isabel loomed large in his mind and a hunted expression crossed his handsome face as the enormity of what he had done hit him like a cannon ball.

In a feeble voice, Marcus asked, “Er, who are the friends that Whitley is visiting?” He swallowed and said more firmly, “The outcome will depend upon who they are and their consequence in the area—and how likely they are to be believed.”

Isabel hesitated, then muttered, “He is staying at the Stag Horn Inn.”

Marcus frowned. “I thought you said he was visiting with friends?”

She sent him a look. “It seemed the simplest explanation at the time. I didn’t realize then that you were going to end up announcing that we were betrothed.”

Marcus ignored the last part of her statement. Hopefully, he asked, “So he doesn’t actually know anyone in the neighborhood?”

“No. But before you think we’ve gotten off scot-free I would remind you that Keating’s youngest boy, Sam, is Edmund’s boon companion and that the eldest son, Will, is one of my uncle’s footmen at Denham Manor. Don’t forget: Keating’s wife is a bosom friend of Lord Carver’s Cook. If any one of the Keating family hear of the engagement ...”

Her words dashed the faint flicker of hope the information that Whitley was a stranger in the area had aroused. Marcus was well acquainted with Keating, the voluble innkeeper of the Stag Horn, and his gossipy wife. If they learned of the betrothal from Whitley ... He closed his eyes as if in pain.

Isabel watched him closely and smiled maliciously. “Exactly. All Whitley has to do is breathe one word to Keating and the cat will be out of the bag.”

Opening his eyes, Marcus shuddered and nodded. “And of course, Whitley, being a nosy sort, will no doubt make inquiries, or at the very least make mention of the engagement. Even as we speak, the news is probably already spreading through the servant grapevine.”

“And from there it is only a matter of hours before it travels from the servants’ hall up to the master and mistress of the household,” Isabel said wearily.

Bleakly they regarded each other. Isabel’s eyes were the first to drop. She was furious with him, yet she could not prevent the skip of her pulse or the sudden leap of her heart whenever their eyes met. Even as angry as she was with him, she could not deny that he was still the handsomest man she had ever met. Nor could she pretend that, at least initially, she had not been grateful for his intervention. For that first split second after he had made his astonishing announcement, she had allowed herself to feel safe and protected—emotions she had not felt for a very long time.

From beneath lowered lashes she considered that dark, dearly familiar face, her heart aching as she wondered why she had found his guardianship so onerous. She could admit now that Marcus had never been anything but fair and kind to her, and she had been too full of herself, too stubborn, too young to see it. In those long-ago days, he had only to suggest one thing for her to immediately want the opposite. At every turn, and with great relish, she had defied him and fought him, heaping scorn and insult upon him in the process. It wasn’t surprising that in the decade since her return to England he had avoided her like the pox. She’d certainly given him no reason not to, she thought mournfully. And now ...

Marcus’s words broke into her thoughts. “I am sorry,” he offered gently. “I only meant to help you, not create this sort of complication.”

“Complication?” Isabel asked, torn between temper and tears. Didn’t the man understand? Whatever his motives, he had completely overset her life. “A complication,” she explained tartly, “is having accepted two different invitations for dinner! Not embarking upon marriage with a woman you loathe!”

“I don’t loathe you,” Marcus said sharply. “You can be an infuriating little devil at times, but I have always had a fondness for you.”

“Not a very good basis for marriage,” she said miserably, staring blankly at her hands where they rested on the desk.

Marcus moved to her side, his big hand warmly covering hers. “But not such a bad one either, poppet.” She glanced up at him, her golden-brown eyes swimming in tears. His breath caught, pain knifing through him at the sight of those tears. He could never bear to see Isabel unhappy, even when she had made him furious. Brushing aside one of those bright tendrils of hair near her cheek, he said bracingly, “Come now! Cheer up! I have it on good authority that marriage, even between strangers, is not the end of the world. We are not strangers.” He smiled at her. “We have known each other all our lives, surely that gives us an advantage? And our marriage is not a sure thing; Whitley may hold his tongue.”

Isabel shook her head. “Not he. Believe me, he will snoop about and not rest until he finds out what he wants to know.” Her voice thickened. “It is what he does best.”

Frowning, Marcus said, “Isabel, don’t you think it’s time for you to tell me what is really going on here?”

She tried to jerk her hand away but he held on tight. “No,” he said, “you are not running away and you are not throwing a tantrum. What does Whitley hold over you?”

“N-n-nothing! You have mistaken the situation.”

“I did not mistake your fear of him, nor did I mistake your dislike of him. If there is no reason for you to be beholden to him, why did you meet him this morning? Why didn’t you send him away with a flea in his ear?” His voice sharpened. “And don’t try to lie to me.”

“You are mistaken,” she repeated stubbornly.

“I didn’t see him holding you against your will?” he asked dryly. “Nor, I suppose you’ll tell me, did I hear you threatening to set the dogs on him if he didn’t leave you alone?”

Finally freeing her hand from him, Isabel jumped to her feet. Putting half the room between them, she said, “Major Whitley was presumptuous. He thought to make more of our friendship in India than there actually was. When he overstepped the bounds, I gave him a well-deserved set down. There was nothing more to it.”

She was lying through her pretty little lips, but Marcus knew from past confrontations that pushing her would gain him nothing. If she didn’t want to tell him the truth, she damn well wouldn’t, and the more he pushed, the more she’d dig in her heels. Sighing, he said, “Very well, have it your way.” He leaned a hip onto the corner of the desk and, staring at his booted foot, he said, “It would seem that my intervention was unneeded and I apologize for that, but it doesn’t solve our problem.”

“And we wouldn’t have a problem,” she reminded him sweetly, “if you hadn’t interfered in matters that are none of your business!”

“True, but I did interfere and, unfortunately, we must deal with the results.” Still staring at his gleaming boot, he said, “We have a few options though none are foolproof. We can hope that Whitley says nothing and the problem simply vanishes; or the moment we are faced with it, we can ridicule any notion that we are actually engaged and hope we convince our family and friends, or ...”

“Or we can make the announcement ourselves and marry each other,” Isabel said flatly.

“Unless, of course, you wish to follow my earlier suggestion and cry off in a few weeks?”

She sent him a burning look. “I told you I do not wish to be labeled a jilt.”

“Then what do you want to do?” he asked patiently. “Since this is my doing, I am willing to follow your lead.”

“You are being far too amiable about this whole affair,” she said suspiciously. “Don’t you realize that we may very well find ourselves married to each other?”

Marcus was trying very hard not to think of that option, but as the minutes ticked by, he suspected that before much longer he would find himself truly engaged to Isabel ... and at some point in the future, married to her. He closed his eyes and shuddered, the earthshaking upheaval marriage would cause in his life looming before him. Good God! What had he done? If the marriage came to pass, Isabel and her son would live at Sherbrook Hall and his well-ordered, comfortable existence would be a thing of the past. In a matter of months, he would no longer be the carefree bachelor able to arrange his life as he saw fit; he would be a married man with a stepson! Married, he thought, horrified. To Isabel.

Marcus couldn’t explain it, but he was aware that underneath his horror and undeniable panic there lurked a curious sensation of excitement and anticipation. Given the choice, he might have wished there was some other way out of the dilemma his hasty words had created, but he wasn’t even certain of that. His gaze traveled down her slim form and for the first time he saw her, really saw her. She was, he realized astounded, a fascinating female ... a female he would enjoy taking to bed. In that instant memories of his once irritating ward or the to-be-avoided-at-all-costs widow of Hugh Manning vanished. Feeling as if he’d been struck by a bolt of lightning, he stared awestruck at her, aware that she was an immensely attractive woman, a very attractive woman whose sweetly rounded body held all sorts of secrets he wanted—no, needed—to learn. His eyes on her small, high bosom, he imagined their softness and weight in his hands, their taste upon his tongue; desire flared. In that second, he wanted nothing more than to close the short distance between them, take her into his arms, kiss that saucy mouth, and caress those tempting breasts. His breathing thickened and, suddenly conscious of the indecent bulge in his breeches, Marcus stood up and retreated to the window.

Keeping his back to her, he fought to control his unruly body, but his awareness of Isabel as a woman would not go away. His body one long ache of desire, he stared doggedly out at the foals and mares and concentrated on not giving in to the urge to discover the silky flesh he knew lay under that fashionable riding habit.

His voice harsher than he intended, he said, “If we have to marry, we have to marry.”

Marcus heard her quick steps as she came up beside him. “Don’t you understand, you big dolt?” she said furiously. “I do not wish to be married! Not to you or anyone!”

Frowning, he half-turned to look at her. “Did you love him so much?”

Isabel made a vexed sound. “What was between Hugh and me is none of your business. I simply do not wish to be married again.”

“Well, then,” Marcus said slowly, “you have to choose which of our not-very-attractive options will suit you best.”

Isabel glared at him. “And I wouldn’t have to if you’d minded your own business.”

“I’ve apologized already,” he reminded her. “I can do no more than that.”

Spinning on her heels, Isabel walked over to the desk and once more sank down into the chair behind it. Elbows on the desk, she buried her head in her hands again and muttered, “It isn’t just a matter of which option would suit me best, but which option will cause the least amount of trouble and gossip. I have my son to think of—and my father-in-law, both of whom would be delighted if I did marry you.”

“Really?” Marcus asked, smiling foolishly and inexplicably pleased.

She raised her head enough to send him a speaking look before dropping it into her hands again. “Yes, Edmund thinks you are top-of-the-trees and my father-in-law has hinted recently how fortuitous it would be if I were to marry again ... to, say, a neighbor or someone who didn’t live very far away so that he could see his grandson whenever he wanted.”

He almost said “really” again, but caught himself in time; instead, he said, “I had no idea that Manning wished for you to marry again.” Frowning, he added, “I would have thought marriage would be the last thing he’d want for you.”

“It may have escaped your notice, but this past year or so,” she began tartly, “my father-in-law and Mrs. Appleton have been coyly circling each other. You’d have noticed if you didn’t always disappear into the card room.”

Marcus was acquainted with Clara Appleton. A plump, easy-going matron his mother’s age, she was also one of his mother’s circle of friends and a frequent guest at Sherbrook Hall. Mrs. Appleton’s husband, a retired admiral, had died five years ago and had left her comfortably situated and Marcus hadn’t been aware that the lady had been looking to marry again. Certainly his mother had never mentioned it, or that the baron was thinking of marriage. But it wasn’t his business, so he shrugged and said, “If he wants to marry her, why doesn’t he? What does your marriage have to do with it?”

“He hasn’t discussed it with me,” Isabel explained, “but I think he’s hesitant to ask her to marry him while Edmund and I are living at Manning Court. He doesn’t want me to feel pushed aside, nor does he want his new wife to have to deal with another woman in the house. If I were to marry you, it would solve all his problems. He could marry Mrs. Appleton and yet Edmund and I would be living right next door.”

Something occurred to Marcus. “Does my mother know all this?”

“I assume so. She and Mrs. Appleton are great friends and your mother and my father-in-law have always been neighbors as well as friends. I’d be surprised if she didn’t know.”

“Er, do you think your father-in-law has mentioned to her his hopes for you and me?”

“Probably,” she admitted with a faint smile. “I often find them with their heads together and yet the moment I come up to them, the conversation stops.” She eyed him curiously. “Why do you ask?”

Marcus rubbed his jaw. “Before my mother left for London she seemed mightily concerned about the state of my life. Now I know why.”

“She said something about it to you?” Isabel asked, astonished.

Marcus shook his head. “No.” Grinning, he added, “She just seemed fixated on the idea that I couldn’t possibly be happy doing just as I pleased. Thought I needed a little excitement or some such.”

“So that’s why you acted so outrageously!” exclaimed Isabel, her eyes darkening with temper. “You thought you’d liven up your existence by destroying mine.”

“No, it ain’t!” protested Marcus, although now that he thought of it, he did wonder if that hadn’t been part of the reason. Had his mother’s words been at the back of his mind? He considered it, then dismissed it. No, his announcement had had nothing to do with his mother’s concerns and everything to do with the need to spike Whitley’s guns and provide cover for Isabel.

For a moment they regarded each other, and then Isabel asked miserably, “What are we going to do?”

Marcus shrugged. “I’ve given you our options, unpleasant though they may be.”

She leaned forward intently and said, “You do understand that marriage between us is out of the question?” Her gaze dropped and she said thickly, “After Hugh died ...” She swallowed. “After Hugh died I swore that I would never marry again. It has nothing to do with you. It is just that there are ... reasons why marriage to you or anyone is impossible. I will not marry again.”

Studying the top of her down-bent head, Marcus scowled. Upon Hugh’s death, Isabel had taken a vow of chastity? Now that was just plain silly. She was a lovely young woman. She had much to offer a man and there was no earthly reason for her to lock herself away like a novice in a nunnery. The more he thought about it, the more annoyed Marcus became. Hugh Manning had been a fine young man, but he couldn’t bring himself to believe that Isabel had loved her husband so much that she could not even bear the thought of marriage to another man. It was, he decided, downright insulting. Why, he had as much to offer a wife as Hugh! How the devil did she know that he wouldn’t prove to be an even better husband than Hugh had been?

Hastily reminding himself that a comparison between his husbandly virtues and a dead man’s wasn’t the point, Marcus cleared his throat and said, “Since you are determined not to marry me, we have only two choices.” He ticked them off on his fingers. “One, if word of a betrothal between us becomes public, we deny it and paint Whitley as a malicious spreader of gossip, or, two, we confirm it and at some later date, you will have to cry off.” Dryly, he added, “Since you refuse to marry me, I’m afraid you may have to face being labeled a jilt after all ... and please remember that it is your choice. I did offer to marry you.”

Softly she said, “Yes, I’m aware of that and I appreciate it. And if the worst happens and I am labeled a jilt ...” Her jaw clenched. “It will be unpleasant for a few weeks or months and I can only hope that my father-in-law and Edmund do not suffer from the gossip and speculation.”

“So what do you propose we do?” Marcus asked. “Deny or confirm, if the question arises?”

They discussed the matter for several minutes longer, before Isabel said, “We can do nothing until we learn what Whitley will do with the information.” She bit her lower lip. “He might, though I doubt it, say nothing, but that would be totally out of character for him. I think we have to simply wait to see if he does spread the word... .” She made a face. “And if he does, then we shall confirm our engagement and a few weeks later, I shall cry off.”

Reluctantly, Marcus agreed and shortly he took his leave of her and rode toward Sherbrook Hall. His thoughts heavy, Marcus had much to consider. Whitley had some power over Isabel. Whatever it was, and Marcus didn’t doubt that it was serious indeed, she was unwilling to tell him what it was or let him help her. He supposed he should be offended that she was willing to face social disgrace and rampant gossip rather than marry him. He half smiled. How could he have expected any other reaction from Isabel? She’d been confounding him since birth.

But the situation with Whitley was no smiling matter and, thinking of the major, his expression darkened. He would have to deal with Whitley. Isabel might refuse to marry him, but she could not prevent him from doing just as he pleased in the matter of Major Whitley. Whatever power or secret Whitley held over Isabel had to be discovered and destroyed and he was just the man to do it. A lethal, dangerous glitter lit his eyes. Julian or Charles would have instantly recognized that glitter and applauded its appearance with relief and enthusiasm. The tiger that both cousins knew had to live within the cautious and amiable Marcus Sherbrook had finally awakened.
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