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Chapter 1

 


 


April, 1810

London, England

 


Lady Phoebe Johansen stood
at the top of the grand marble staircase and looked down on the
throng of people mingling at the Sanderson Ball. There were well
over one hundred people in the room. Her stomach clenched and her
fingers tightened on the arm of her step-brother, Noah, Marquis
Felding. He patted her gloved hand in what she assumed he probably
thought was a comforting manner. It wasn’t and Phoebe feared she’d
be ill. It would not do to cast up one’s accounts in front of
the ton at the
first ball of the Season. On the other hand, she would be noticed,
and ruin any chances of securing a husband. Perhaps becoming ill
had its benefits.

An array of colors swarmed
before her eyes. Pastels on the pretty, young debutantes, and
bolder colors on the matrons. Phoebe longed to wear a gown of deep,
emerald green, but it would be scandalous to do so at the age of
twenty while still unmarried. If she ever did marry, that would be
one of her first purchases. The problem lay in the
if. Noah promised not to
force a union with a man who cared only for her dowry. Her mother
added that unless Phoebe curbed her reckless nature, Noah may not
have a choice.

It wasn’t that she was against the
union, and children would be wonderful, it just wasn’t practical.
Who would take care of Mother and Phillipa, her youngest sister,
once Noah and her other sisters married? Someone needed to remain
home and she would not leave the care of her family in the hands of
servants. If only Noah and her mother would agree, she could simply
enjoy her Season and get on with her life.

Noah squeezed her hand and she looked
up at him. “Are you ready?”

She wanted to scream no, and run from
the room. “Don’t forget your promise to me.” She wanted that last
assurance before she stepped into the lion’s den, that he would not
make a contract without her input. She also idly wondered if her
father would have given her the same promise, but he died little
over a year ago, right before she was originally to make her debut.
Also, if her father were still here, her concerns would be more
focused on finding the right husband and not so much on her
mother’s and sister’s futures.

“Do you promise to heed
Victoria’s warning?” He countered as he began to lead her down the
stairs.

Noah’s father had married Victoria
when Noah was only seven and she insisted Noah call her by her
first name because she never wanted him to think she was trying to
take the place of his own mother. “Of course,” she snapped.
“Besides, what could possibly happen at a ball?”

Noah stopped and turned to her. “Do
not make light of anything your mother warned of.”

The urgency and seriousness of his
tone took her back. “I promise, I don’t. I’ll try and remember all
the rules mother drilled into my head these last weeks.”

“See that you do.” Once
again he began to lead her down the stairs. An attractive couple
stood at the bottom and watched their approach. As they came
closer, Phoebe amended her opinion. The woman wasn’t just
attractive, she was beautiful. Her auburn hair and clear blue eyes
gave her a striking appearance. The gentleman beside her was tall,
his dark hair streaked with grey, though his face was as youthful
as Noah’s. As Phoebe was introduced to the Earl and Countess of
Meadows, the woman leaned in. “You can call me Janine and this is
Martin.” She bestowed a warm friendly smile on Phoebe, her eyes
glittered.

The Earl took her hand and bent to
kiss it. Janine linked their arms, led Phoebe away from her
brother, and began introducing her to the haute monde.

 


* * *

 


Taylor Qualls, Lord Sandlin, stood
with a group of friends, waiting for Felding to make an appearance
with his reckless sister. When pressed, Felding simply explained
that Lady Phoebe was naïve, saw only the best in everyone and that
he was afraid she wouldn’t recognize the danger of a situation
until it was too late. Felding was probably just overly protective
since this was his first of four younger sisters to be presented,
all for whom he was responsible.

“They are finally here,”
Meadows muttered and pulled his wife away to go greet Lady Phoebe.
Taylor looked up the stairs to see his friend and his breath
caught. That was
Felding’s younger sister? He couldn’t take his eyes away from the
dark-haired, porcelain skinned, petite beauty as she made her way
down the wide staircase into the ballroom.

Felding led her to Martin
and Janine, who waited at the foot of the stairs. At the greeting,
Lady Phoebe smiled brightly, warm and welcoming. An unusual
expression amongst the ton. Meadows made a grand show of
bending with a flourish over Lady Phoebe’s hand before releasing
her to his wife.

A smile pulled at Taylor’s mouth as he
watched Felding watch his sister. If she were his sister, Taylor
wasn’t so sure he would let her roam too far away. Not in a venue
full of gentlemen who would first note her beauty and consider her
connections and worth later. Felding remained in his spot a moment
longer before he and Martin turned in his direction.

“I daresay, Felding, you
had best have a drink.” Sir Richard Lavins handed Noah a glass of
champagne when he reached their group.

Felding tossed it back, practically
swallowed the contents in one gulp before he glanced at their group
of friends, Lavins, Dillon Chambers, Marius Parker and Taylor. They
had known each other since Eaton and attended Oxford together.
There were few secrets between them and Taylor knew Felding counted
on these very friends to protect his sister.

“Thank you,” Felding
grunted and turned to study the occupants in the room. Taylor
followed his line of vision and soon began observing as well. As he
anticipated, several men, young and old alike, had taken interest
in the new arrival. The young woman in question appeared oblivious
to it all, for not once did she show favoritism when introduced or
even seem to notice the many pairs of eyes watching her proceed
around the perimeter of the ballroom.

“You could have warned us,
you know,” Parker offered, barely keeping his chuckle
hidden.

“I told you gentlemen may
find her attractive,” Felding retorted, not bothering to look at
his friends.

“Exactly,” Dillon Chambers
agreed. “You just didn’t explain how attractive.”

Felding turned sharp eyes on him.
“Exactly what are you saying?”

“Your sister might be one
of the loveliest young ladies yet to be presented. I fear your
brotherly affection makes it impossible for you to see her for the
beauty she is.”

“Am I going to have to
worry about you as well as the others?” Felding asked, without any
humor.

“Not at all.” Dillon threw
up his hands and took a step back. “I have no wish to become leg
shackled. I was merely pointing out a fact that you appear to be
unaware of.”

Taylor watched the exchange. While
Dillon may not wish to be married, it was a requirement for Taylor.
He returned his attention to the ladies crowded into the ballroom
once again and wondered which one he would make his Countess at the
end of the Season. He had no choice in his fate, only who would
share it with him.

The orchestra tuned their instruments,
prompting the gentlemen to begin their hunt. Taylor lifted a glass
off the servant’s tray closest to him and moved to his designated
section of the room – the doors leading to the back gardens. At one
point in his life Taylor had wished for siblings. Now, after
witnessing Noah’s tense stance and clenched jaw, he was rather glad
he was an only child. Noah’s usual good humor disappeared in the
face of the many gentlemen who asked for an introduction to Lady
Phoebe.

A country dance began and a young man
led Phoebe to the dance floor. Taylor leaned back against a marble
column and checked on the actions of his friends, and noted they
had all moved to separate doorways or alcoves as ordered. Each of
them had been assigned an area to watch, in the event Lady Phoebe
found herself innocently led into a dangerous situation or at least
ruinous to her reputation.

Those actions had not gone unnoticed
either. Several of the matrons conversed behind fans but Taylor
didn’t have to be a mind reader to know the topic of discussion.
They either nodded or pointed to Lady Phoebe, Felding or one of
their friends, Taylor included. When Lady Pratt looked directly at
him, Taylor merely smiled and inclined his head. The biddy’s nose
rose in the air and she returned to her gossiping
friends.

He still thought this was a bit much.
Lady Phoebe was a lovely young debutant and would gain the
attention of several gentlemen. Those same gentlemen would
honorably pay a call on her at the appropriate time, not try to
whisk her away to ruin her. After a few balls he was sure Felding
would relax so he and his friends could return to their own
entertainments, such as dancing or seeking a wife, and guarding
Lady Phoebe would be a slight memory of the Season.

 


* * *

 


Overheated, Phoebe refused another
dance and stood with Noah. She had been here for two hours and had
never been so hot in her life. Sweat trickled down her back and she
wished to lean against the corner of the wall to relieve herself of
the itch. The drips would probably not disappear until she was away
from these people and this room.

She placed an empty glass on a table
against the wall and fished a handkerchief out of her reticule.
Very delicately she dabbed the moisture from her upper lip. If it
would not ruin her, she would wipe her entire perspiring face.
There had to be a way to escape the oppressiveness of this
room.

Phoebe clutched the handkerchief,
straightened and looked around. People were everywhere. She wasn’t
even sure if it was possible to make it to the other side of the
ballroom and into the hall, let alone the retiring room. Good thing
she did not have that need because if she did, the feat would be
near impossible.

Phoebe was about to ask Noah if he had
any suggestions and stopped, intrigued for a moment. Across from
them a voluptuous, beautiful redhead watched her brother with
poorly hidden humor. Phoebe turned and was about to ask who she
was, but found her brother in deep conversation with an older
couple. Turning the other direction, she realized that Janine and
Martin had taken to the dance floor. She shrugged. She would find
out later.

In her quest to escape, Phoebe
returned to her search, turned to look behind her and sighed. There
were lovely doors open with a garden just beyond. It wasn’t that
the doors were any lovelier than others, but these special doors
offered a heavenly relief. And better yet, there was no one
crowding around them. She could stand there or walk out onto the
terrace and catch a cooling breeze.

She looked up at Noah to ask him for
an escort but he was still involved in a conversation. Phoebe
waited a few more moments, tapping the toe of her foot, hoping he
would notice, but he never glanced her way. He was completely
oblivious. A wet trickle ran down the side of her neck and Phoebe
decided she would not remain in this room a moment longer. If Noah
was going to ignore her then she would step outside on her own.
Besides, what harm could there be in getting a bit of fresh
air?

 



Chapter 2

 


Taylor noted Lady Phoebe coming his
way and glanced back to Noah, who had let his guard down for a
moment. Surely Lady Phoebe had been warned of leaving a party on
her own, especially onto a dark balcony. If so, she hadn’t heeded
it and Noah was too caught up in his own conversation to note her
escape.

He had watched her all evening as she
danced with one partner after the other, laughing, chatting and
apparently having a wonderful time. Not once did he notice her
flirt, act coy or flutter her eyelashes. It appeared she was simply
enjoying herself and it radiated from her entire being.

Her fresh innocence astounded him and
he couldn’t recall ever seeing it among the upper class before.
While it was delightful to watch her honest reactions, her naivety
could land her in trouble.

Taylor slipped through the doors after
her but knew better than to approach. Lady Felding had been quite
adamant about Lady Phoebe not being seen with any of the rogues, as
she liked to call Felding’s friends. It was too early in the Season
to ruin all marital opportunities for Lady Phoebe. Taylor didn’t
understand why, even though Janine seemed to think other gentlemen
could not compete. A ludicrous idea. Besides, Lady Phoebe was the
sister of one of his best friends. It would feel wrong to court
her, and certainly not with his history. Felding would shoot him
first.

However, Lady Phoebe was
the exact type of lady he wanted for a wife - open, enchanting,
charming, delightful and honest. Few of those characteristics could
describe the currently available ladies of the ton. But, as she was Felding’s
sister, he knew to look elsewhere, which he would do as soon as he
was free of guarding Lady Phoebe.

Time weighed upon him with each day
that passed. He would turn thirty in less than two years. If, by
that time, he had not married and sired a legitimate heir, the
estates and wealth would be taken from him. His title held little
appeal without the trappings that usually accompanied
it.

It wasn’t that he was against the
matrimonial state. In fact he had attempted it before and it ended
badly. If it were up to him, he would avoid marriage for the rest
of his life, but that option was not available.

He took a deep breath and tried to
relax. Remaining on the balcony did give him a break from the crush
and it was much cooler out here. Taylor focused on Lady Phoebe and
put the rest of the guests from his mind. The pale green gown and
the jewels around her neck enhanced her emerald eyes. Lady Phoebe’s
midnight hair had been pulled back into a curly mass at the back of
her head, with only a few errant curls around her face. She was
beautiful indeed and Taylor could well understand Felding’s concern
with her debut this Season.

His relaxation soon ended as a shadow
came through the door and Taylor knew instinctively it wasn’t
someone bent on good intentions. Jeremy Carlyle approached Lady
Phoebe, who currently had her back to the entrance. Taylor believed
Jeremy to be about his age with a rapidly diminishing reputation.
Carlyle was also in desperate need of funds, having been cut off by
his family due to his irresponsibility at the Faro table. This made
Phoebe the most attractive female in London. She could have two
heads with one eye and Taylor was sure Mr. Carlyle would still seek
her out.

 


* * *

 


Phoebe took a deep breath, filling her
lungs with the cool night hair. A breeze wafted across her skin,
cooling her almost immediately. Her shoulders relaxed and the
tension left her body. She leaned against the railing and sighed.
Below her in the gardens, couples walked arm in arm, most keeping
in sight of the house and their chaperones. A few she noticed
however, had stolen off into the darkness together. Even she knew
better than to walk into a dark garden with a man. Perhaps those
couples were already married. If so, then it probably was
permissible.

For the life of her she could not
comprehend why there weren’t more people out here instead of
inside. Perhaps they enjoyed the suffocating heat, but she didn’t
see how that was possible.

In the center of the garden below a
large fountain stood, water poured from stone buckets held by
maidens, modestly dressed. A smiled pulled at her lips. Most of the
statuary she had seen, at least those portraying humans, were far
from modest. Especially the one in the far back gardens of her own
home in the country. Of course, the land was filled will all kinds
of oddities added over the years. Naked statues, follies, mazes,
sequestered cozy cottages and the remains of a castle wall. She
loved exploring her home as a child and wished she could be there
right now.

Feeling a presence behind her, she
turned slightly, recognizing Jeremy Carlyle, the last man she had
danced with.

“Lady Phoebe, I had no
idea you were here.”

 


* * *

 


“Not bloody likely.” The
words could barely be heard and Phoebe looked beyond Carlyle but
did not see anyone. Perhaps it was someone who stood below in the
gardens. Voices were known to carry on breezes such as the one
cooling the air tonight.

Stopping in his tracks, Jeremy looked
around at his surroundings. He must have heard the comment as well.
He approached with more caution, looking around the area to see if
anyone was present.

“Good evening, Mr.
Carlyle,” Lady Phoebe greeted.

“You admire the gardens
below?” Jeremy asked her.

“The gardens are
beautiful,” Phoebe agreed. “But it is that statute I find
interesting.” She pointed to a pair of cupids on top of a smaller
fountain far to the left side of the large one she admired a few
moments ago.

“Did you have a chance to
see the ones on the other side of the house?” He gestured into the
darkened portion of the terrace. “Lord Sanderson loves to collect
statues. There are at least three times as many at his estate in
the country.”

“No, I haven’t seen any
others here. I had no idea there were more.”

“Let me show you.” Carlyle
offered his arm.

Phoebe began to take it, but hesitated
and cast a look at the man. “I don’t think I should,” she said with
reluctance and glanced at the darker end of the balcony.

Carlyle straightened and his chin
jutted out as if he were insulted. “I promise I’ll be on my best
behavior.”

“Still, it wouldn’t be
wise,” Phoebe balked, looking back at the crowded ballroom,
hesitating.

“I will have you back
before anyone notices you’re gone.”

She glanced to the end of the balcony,
back to the ballroom and then to Carlyle and smiled. Noah would
kill her if he learned but what were the chances of that happening.
He was too busy in conversation with that older couple, whose names
she had already forgotten. Besides, what real harm could there be?
It wasn’t as if they were the only people out here at the moment.
More than likely guests were strolling on that side of the house as
well. “Just for a moment and then I must hurry back before my
brother misses me.”

Jeremy’s smile broadened as he began
to lead her away but stopped short. The smile faded and Phoebe
looked up. The man barring their way was tall with light brown
hair. His eyes were dark as well, though cold at the moment. He
seemed angry, if the firmness of his full lips were any indication.
She recognized him as one of the men who had been standing with her
brother earlier. He must be one of the gentlemen she was to avoid.
Her mother warned her to avoid Noah’s friends without giving a
specific reason and she half wondered if they were dangerous. Not
that Noah could be considered as such. Phoebe wondered who this
gentleman was waiting for. Perhaps his mistress.

He casually leaned against a pillar,
blocking their progress. “You weren’t considering taking Lady
Phoebe away from the ball were you, Mr. Carlyle?”

The man stammered, cursing under his
breath. “She had a desire to see the statues on the other side of
the house. I was merely escorting her.”

Phoebe stood beside Carlyle and
watched the other man. What had been a lovely, carefree moment was
now filled with tension. Dread sank to her belly as she began to
comprehend the potential error she almost committed. She had been
warned of this very thing and she almost succumbed to Carlyle’s
charm. His offer seemed so nice and, well, innocent at the
time.

“How thoughtful,” the
other man offered in a cool voice. “However, they can be seen much
better during the day.” Straightening, he took Phoebe’s arm from
Carlyle and turned her back toward the door. “I’ll mention it to
her brother so he can bring her by.”

Phoebe knew what this gentleman
believed and he was probably right. On her first night out she was
almost lured into the very situation she had been warned against.
Yet, she didn’t take too kindly to having her hand taken and placed
on this man’s arm. She hadn’t even been introduced to him,
regardless of his association with Noah. She tried to pull away but
his hand tightened. With their backs now to Carlyle, she looked up
at him in anger. “I believe you are one of the gentlemen my mother
suggested I avoid.” She wanted him to be as insulted as she was at
the moment.

He merely chuckled. “Believe me, your
mother will view me as the lesser of two evils.” They stopped
directly in the doorway and the handsome gentleman shot a look
toward Noah.

Phoebe saw her brother directly ahead,
bent over in conversation with the beautiful redhead she had seen
earlier. Currently the redhead was motioning toward the door with a
worried look. Was she trying to get her brother to take her out for
some cool air? Slowly, as his face lifted to hers, Phoebe saw the
worry that quickly turned into irritation when he spotted her
escort. The man holding her arm tensed and Phoebe was afraid Noah
would be angry with him when he had only helped her. As Noah
approached, she could sense his mood and groaned.

“It is not how it
appears,” she offered hastily, believing Noah thought that she had
already broken a rule by being seen with this man.

“On the contrary, it is
exactly what I feared,” Noah said through clenched teeth, while
keeping a pleasant smile on his face. Phoebe watched him curiously,
wondering how he did that.

“Please don’t be angry
with this gentleman.” She stopped and turned toward the stranger.
“I am sorry, but I don’t know your name.”

He glanced toward Noah and then back
to her. A smile pulled at his lips. “Taylor Qualls, Earl of
Sandlin.” Bowing, he kissed her hand. “I am pleased to make your
acquaintance, Lady Phoebe.” He tucked her hand back in his elbow
again and faced Noah.

Why, this man wasn’t dangerous at all.
In fact at this very moment, he appeared quite charming. His eyes
weren’t so very dark or hard any longer. They were actually a warm
brown, with flecks of gold, she amended to herself. The poor
lighting on the balcony must have caused them to appear otherwise.
He also had a lovely smile, with straight white teeth. This Lord
Sandlin was actually a very handsome man. She would have to see
about finding a wife for him as well.

Shaking her thoughts, she turned her
attention back to Noah, hoping to calm him and keep him from
ruining a friendship. She started to open her mouth to speak, but
Noah glared at them both.

“I wasn’t angry with
Sandlin.” He shot a look at his friend. “However, his need to
escort you back can only mean one thing, sweet sister.”

Phoebe stiffened. How could he know
what had almost occurred? She slid a glance at Lord Sandlin, then
back to her brother. Before she could offer a word, her escort
spoke, “Jeremy Carlyle.”

Phoebe was humiliated on the spot. So
much for charming. She was hoping her little error would remain a
secret, but apparently not.

Noah gave a quick nod of his head.
“That one didn’t waste much time.”

Phoebe watched their exchange. Had
Lord Sandlin been sent to watch her? Ridiculous, it was just a
coincidence he had been on the balcony at the same time.
Regardless, she knew something was going on by the way her brother
and his friend exchanged looks and short phrases. At least the
tension began to leave their posture.

“Would you like me to take
care of it?” Lord Sandlin asked.

Noah took on a stern look. “I believe
I will.”

Taylor simply nodded, then glanced at
Phoebe and smiled. “While you see to him, Felding, perhaps you
would allow me a dance with your lovely sister.”

A warning glare came from Noah, but he
approved the request. “As you have already been seen with her in
the doorway, you might as well,” Noah groaned and walked past them,
exiting out into the night onto the balcony.

Lord Sandlin escorted Phoebe onto the
dance floor. She studied him and decided he was very handsome in a
boyish sort of way. “I am somewhat confused,” she finally
admitted.

“About?” He returned with
a smile.

“My mother asked me to
stay away from my brother’s friends, but you are one of them. Now
my brother has granted us permission to dance.”

He chuckled. “That was before I was
seen escorting you from outside.”

Her face grew cold. Oh,
dear, was she ruined now? So quickly? Her mother would be
mortified. She was mortified.

He seemed to read her thoughts. “No
worry little one. Your reputation is still safe.”

Confusion followed next. “But,...” she
trailed off, not sure what the question should be and the two
separated as the dance pulled them apart.

 


* * *

 


“Who is that woman?”
Taylor expected Lady Phoebe to finish the question she was about to
ask but she changed topics. With a quick glance, Taylor realized
who Lady Phoebe meant. He groaned inwardly. Why did she have to ask
about that one particular woman? “That is Lady Draden.” He was not
willing to offer more.

“Is she a friend of
Noah’s? She seems quite taken with him.”

“Why do you ask that?” He
hadn’t thought Lady Draden one to let her feelings show.

“When I was standing with
Noah, shortly after we arrived, she was watching him and appeared
amused.”

Taylor could well believe that. Noah
had recently told the woman in question that he would not be
spending as much time with her this Season because he would have
his hands full watching his sister. Lady Draden hadn’t believed him
and thought it was only an excuse to distance himself while
searching for a wife. Obviously, once she had seen Phoebe, she
realized Noah spoke the truth.

“She is an acquaintance of
your brother.” He didn’t offer anything further. Actually, he
wasn’t really sure what relationship existed between the two, and
if what he suspected was true, it was not something he would share
with an innocent, young woman.

Phoebe’s eyes sparkled and she leaned
in to whisper. “Would she be his mistress?”

No statement or question could have
stunned him more, and he cleared his throat, trying to regain his
composure, and prayed no one overheard her. “What do you know of
such matters?” ,he asked in a hushed voice.

She gave him a quick, irritated look.
“I may be from the country, but I’m still aware of how matters are
in the world.”

Taylor smiled and chuckled. “If that
is so, why were you about to let young Carlyle lead you into a dark
corner?”

Phoebe bit her lip before she
answered. “It was a momentary lapse of judgment on my part, which
will not be repeated.”

“See that it isn’t.” She
was a delight to talk to. Charming, honest and uninhibited. While
refreshing, it could prove to be very dangerous.

 



Chapter 3

 


Phoebe woke later than usual to find
her maid, Holly, preparing her clothing for the day. The lavender
day dress she absolutely adored was already laying out, ready for
her.

“Good morning, milady. Did
you sleep well?” Holly’s cheerfulness matched Phoebe’s morning mood
and she rose from the bed. It was also one of the reasons Holly was
her maid and nobody else’s. The rest of the household didn’t
appreciate her morning exuberance, preferring to lie in bed and not
be spoken to until fully awake.

“I did, thank you.” Phoebe
pushed the palm of her hands toward the ceiling and
stretched.

A grin pulled at Holly’s mouth and she
sank down onto a cream cushioned seat beside the window. “What was
the ball like?”

Phoebe turned toward her maid and
placed her feet on the floor. “It wasn’t nearly as bad as I
expected.”

Holly’s blonde eyebrows rose. “Didn’t
I tell you all would be well?”

Phoebe laughed and stood. “Indeed you
did. I will not doubt you again, Holly.”

“See that you don’t.” The
maid wagged a finger at her and followed Phoebe to the dressing
table and picked up the brush to fix her hair.

“Lady Meadows is here,”
Holly announced, almost as an afterthought.

Phoebe straightened and turned in her
seat.

“She is paying a call to
your mother.” Holly gently touched Phoebe’s shoulders and turned
her back toward the mirror.

Her shoulders relaxed and Phoebe
watched her maid in the mirror work magic on her hair. Lady Meadows
was probably reporting on the events from the prior evening. All
Phoebe could hope was that the incident on the balcony remained a
secret.

When Holly finished styling her hair
and Phoebe was dressed for the day she exited her room and hoped
there was still some food remaining from breakfast. She couldn’t
remember the last time she slept this late. She had also gotten to
sleep hours later than usual as well. Her stomach growled at the
thought of a blueberry scone.

“You look lovely, Phoebe.
Perfect for receiving guests.” Janine was coming from the direction
of her mother’s rooms.

“I only met people for the
first time last night,” she argued as they made their way to the
parlor.

Just as they reached the bottom of the
stairs, Farnsworth, the butler, announced the beginning of her many
callers. The first were young men with flowers asking for
permission to call on her. When she hesitated, Janine suggested
they speak with the marquis as Phoebe was reluctant to grant any
request without first gaining his permission.

Following the gentlemen callers,
Phoebe received young women and their mothers. The mothers seemed
to either judge her or compare her to their own
daughters.

“Do you sing, Lady
Phoebe?” Lady Carrington asked before she bit into a lemon cake.
Her two daughters sat on either side of her.

“I am afraid I do
not.”

The woman brightened. “My Juliet has
the sweetest voice in all of England.”

The poor girl on Lady Carrington’s
left pinked and took a hasty sip of her tea.

“My Sarah is a most
accomplished musician. She plays the pianoforte.”

This time the young woman on Lady
Carrington’s right turned red. Phoebe hated they were so
uncomfortable. They certainly shouldn’t be embarrassed by
talent.

“In two weeks hence they
will perform a small musical. I hope you can join us, and your
brother, Lord Felding, of course.”

“I would be
delighted.”

The woman beamed. “I notice you have a
piano, do you play?”

“Yes. It is one of my
favorite pastimes.”

The smile on the woman’s face
stiffened. “Will you be performing?”

The questioned sounded more like an
accusation. While music was her soul, her passion, Phoebe couldn’t
imagine playing for an audience. She didn’t even play when her
family was in the room. “No, I will not.”

Lady Carrington’s face relaxed. “That
is too bad, but I am sure we will get by.” The woman practically
giggled.

“Does Lord Felding enjoy
music?” Lady Chancily asked from the chair to her right.

“Yes, does he?” her
daughter, Lady Patrice asked eagerly.

Phoebe studied the two. “On occasion.”
On the very, very rare occasion, she amended to herself.

Every lady, mother and daughter alike,
beamed and began discussing plans for their own musicale debuts in
the coming weeks. Phoebe expected invitations to each of them,
though she suspected they were meant more for Noah than herself.
She didn’t have the heart to tell them Noah would rather have a
healthy tooth pulled than sit through the type of musical these
ladies were planning.

Phoebe let her laughter flow after the
last of the callers left. Janine stared at her, as if unable to
determine what Phoebe found so humorous. A question marred her
brow.

“They don’t know how to
deal with me.” She wiped the tears from her eyes.

“How do you
mean?”

“I am competition. Yet, I
am the best person to befriend if you want to marry a marquis.”
More laughter erupted.

Janine laughed with her. “I am glad
you could see the situation for what it was.”

Phoebe sobered and took a sip of her
tea. “Besides, they don’t realize I am studying them as
well.”

“Of course, you need to
become familiar with the competition,” Janine agreed with
hesitation.

“Oh, no, that isn’t it at
all.” Phoebe dismissed her comment with a flick of her wrist. “I
have no intention of finding a husband this Season, or ever.
However, I do think it is time my brother married,” Phoebe
emphasized with determination.

Janine stared at her before she slowly
asked, “Does Felding have any idea what you are up to?”

“No. Not at all, and you
must swear not to tell him,” Phoebe insisted and wondered if she
should have trusted her new companion.

Janine laughed. “Oh, I won’t say a
word.”

 


* * *

 


Taylor sat further away from his
friends. They agreed to meet at the club this afternoon but he
preferred not to partake in any conversation where the topic was
Lady Phoebe.

“I believe we can
confidently say your sister was a success last evening,” Marius
Parker directed his comment to Felding and settled into one of the
last remaining seats at the table.

“So I have gathered.”
Felding grimaced.

“She doesn’t seem to have
suffered much for dancing with Sandlin either,” Chambers
laughed.

“An unfortunate
circumstance.” The Marquis grunted.

Taylor sat forward defensively. “At
least Jeremy Carlyle won’t be bothering her again.”

“No. That was taken care
of.” Felding took a puff off of his cheroot.

Was this only the first
week of the Season? Had there been only one ball? Taylor began to accept
this may be the longest Season of his life, especially if he did
not find a wife of his own and had to spend it watching over Lady
Phoebe when he really wished to dance with her again.

“There will be others,”
Lavins offered on a more serious note and crossed his
legs.

“I have no doubt.” Felding
gestured for the waiter. “Which means I need to be even more
diligent in watching her. My goodness, doesn’t she know better than
to wander off by herself?”

“I assumed that had been
explained to her.” Taylor held his cup up to be refilled with
coffee but changed his mind. “Whisky, if you please?”

Felding focused on him, mouth turned
down. “Is everything all right? It isn’t like you to drink this
early in the day?”

Taylor studied him for a
moment and considered what he might say. I
find myself desiring your sister. I am sure you have no objection,
do you? No, he definitely could not tell
Felding the truth. “My future plagues me.” Let them make of it what
they will. These were his closest friends and knew the matrimonial
nightmares he had endured all because of one simple
will.

Felding nodded his head, as if he did
understand and returned to the topic at hand. “Wandering off alone,
especially onto a balcony, was explained to my dear sister.
However, if Phoebe doesn’t see the harm, then there mustn’t truly
be any.”

“That can’t be good,”
Marius stated the obvious.

Taylor would rather be somewhere else
at this moment. His mind had been filled with Lady Phoebe following
their dance. She was not for him and he well knew it. If Felding,
or any of them, had any idea of the thoughts that ran through his
mind the evening before, he would be exiled from the group. If
those thoughts had been voiced about any other young lady, they
would have laughed and discussed the positive and negative of
further association. However, those same thoughts about Lady Phoebe
would put him at odds with Noah.

He closed his eyes and pinched the
bridge of his nose.

“Sandlin, is anything else
troubling you? You are certainly more quiet than usual.”

He looked over at Felding and knew the
truth was still not an option. “A headache is all.” He did have one
coming on and it was best not to reveal the cause. He drained the
glass of whiskey the moment it was delivered and set the glass on
the table when finished. “If you will excuse me.” He bowed to his
friends and exited the club. It was best to distance himself before
he made the mistake of revealing his true thoughts.

 


* * *

 


Phoebe found the people attending the
opera far more exciting than the opera itself. Often her eyes had
strayed from the stage to the occupants in other boxes and those
seated below. One would have thought that since she loved music,
she would love the opera. Such was not the case.

“What is this called
again?” she whispered to Noah from behind her fan.

He leaned over.
“The Noble Outlaw by Henry Rowley Bishop.”

She tried to concentrate, but the
production simply did not hold her interest and she once again
looked around at the people. More than a few young ladies watched
Noah. Perhaps they didn’t like the opera either, or they liked Noah
better. She stifled a yawn and was grateful for the invention of
the fan. It hid much from so many watchful eyes.

When intermission came, Phoebe let out
a sigh of relief. Taking Noah’s arm, she allowed him to escort her
out for some refreshment. Sipping from the glass of lemonade he had
provided, she watched the people around her until it became almost
too crowded to breathe. Did everywhere she went in London have to
be this crowded? While Noah spoke with another acquaintance, whose
name and title she had already forgotten, she stepped back. A young
woman stepped between them and Phoebe retreated for fear of
spilling her drink on the young woman’s dress. More and more people
came between her and her brother and Phoebe eventually gave up
trying to make it back to his side. It was safer to dislodge
herself from this crowd and return to their box. As it was, she
could not even see her brother any longer.

She was certain she had gone the
correct direction but when she stepped through the red velvet
curtains she knew immediately she had made an error. Rodney Cooper,
a young man she had seen the evening before, lounged at the end of
the first row. He came to his feet the moment he saw her. “Lady
Phoebe, this is a delightful surprise.”

Heat infused her face and Phoebe
quickly curtseyed. “Forgive me. I am afraid I got turned around. If
you will excuse me.” She backed away and returned to the hall. She
stopped for a moment and looked in both directions. The stage was
to her left, so she must follow the curved hallway to the right.
That should take her back to the family box. If only she could
remember which one was theirs.

“I’ll be happy to escort
you back.”

Phoebe fairly jumped and turned
around. Mr. Cooper stood in the doorway and offered his arm.
Perhaps it would be wise to accept his offer, or she risked getting
lost once again. “Thank you.” She linked her arm in his.

Cooper turned to the left and began
walking. Phoebe stopped. She could have sworn she needed to go
right. “I believe we need to go the other way.” Perhaps Cooper’s
sense of direction was no better than hers.

He smiled down at her. “I know a
shortcut that will deliver you to your seat quickly.”

Phoebe studied him for a moment. He
was only being helpful. And, just because the stage was at that end
did not mean the curved hallway didn’t continue. As it was, they
were far above the stage. “Very well.” She inclined her head and
let him take the lead.

It wasn’t long before the hairs stood
up on the back of her neck. This direction could not be right. With
each step they took it became darker and darker. Abruptly she
stopped. “I believe we need to turn around and go the other
way.”

 


* * *

 


Taylor massaged his forehead and
willed his eyes to remain open. He was already tired from a fitful
sleep the night before and this opera only induced him to want to
sleep more. He never enjoyed this type of entertainment and
couldn’t understand how others did. All it did was bore him.
Chambers had taken the ladies they escorted this evening for
refreshment, leaving Taylor waiting in the quietness. He absolutely
detested the crowds during the breaks, almost as much as he hated
the opera itself.

He glanced up toward the Felding box.
It was empty but he knew Noah and his sister would soon return. A
smile pulled at his lips when he recalled Lady Phoebe yawning
behind her fan. Had he not been sitting at this angle, down, to the
left and slightly back, he would not have seen her. Perhaps the two
of them should find something better to do next time someone
suggested the opera.

The thought was quickly shaken from
his mind. Lady Phoebe was the younger sister of one of his closest
friends. He was to keep an eye on her this Season, not befriend
her, or worse. Taylor stifled a curse in the middle of the lecture
to himself. What was Phoebe doing walking into Rodney Cooper’s box?
Taylor waited for Felding to step inside but he never did. When the
lady curtseyed and backed out he knew she was lost and that Felding
had once again misplaced his sister. And, Rodney Cooper was almost
as bad as Carlyle from the night before. Not only did he need to
marry an heiress, he was a degenerate as well. Cooper probably
couldn’t believe his own luck when Lady Phoebe simply dropped in
his lap just now.

When Lady Phoebe left of
her own accord, Taylor relaxed. At least until Cooper followed.
Cursing under his breath, Taylor stood. The girl is a danger to herself.
Taylor made his way along the curved hallway, waiting to encounter
the two sooner than later, but when he passed the entrance to
Cooper’s box, he knew his suspicions were correct. He just hoped he
made it to Lady Phoebe in time.

“Through these doors is a
shortcut. I promise.”

“I prefer we return the
way we came.”

Taylor rounded the corner to find the
couple a few feet away from the door that led to the backstage
area.

“In fact,” Lady Phoebe
yanked her arm from Cooper’s hand, “I am sure I can find my way on
my own.”

“There will be no need,
Lady Phoebe.” Taylor stepped toward them so she could recognize him
in the meager light. “I will be happy to deliver you to your
brother.”

Lady Phoebe whipped her head around
and looked at him. All color drained from her face and she looked
absolutely mortified. She recovered quickly enough, sniffed,
straightened her spine and marched to him. “I would be most
appreciative. Thank you, Lord Sandlin.”

The scent of her lilac perfume tickled
his nose. Lilacs suited her, as did the pale lavender gown with its
scooped neckline and form fitting bodice. Taylor clenched his jaw.
These are not the things he should notice about her. He should
think of Lady Phoebe as a younger sister, instead of Noah’s younger
sister, or at least a close cousin. Anything, other than a
beautiful, available young woman. “Did your brother not warn you
about wandering around by yourself, especially in an Opera
House?”

“Not exactly.” She toyed
with the ribbon that fell from her bodice

“Yet, I am sure you know
better.”

Lady Phoebe stopped and looked up at
him. “We were separated and I decided to come back,” Phoebe
defended herself. “I simply turned in the wrong
direction.”

Taylor rolled his eyes heavenward.
“And right into Mr. Rodney Cooper, who would like nothing better
than to marry your dowry first and you second.”

She blanched and took a step away.
Perhaps he was too harsh, and maybe insulting. “I am sorry. I am
sure he would adore you. But, the fact remains the man is
completely broke and you would be the answer to all of his
problems.”

“He made no improper
advances,” Lady Phoebe defended, chin jutted out and shoulders
back.

“He wasn’t going to risk
being caught in the hallway. Why else do you think he wished to
take the short cut?”

Lady Phoebe’s shoulders slouched, he
knew she knew he was correct. “I thought it was a harmless
escort.”

Taylor raised an eyebrow. He knew
better. He had heard the last of the conversation.

“Until we came to the
door. I knew better than to continue on with him.

Taylor took her arm and
continued down the hall. “Cooper knows well and good that Felding
would never allow him to court you, not with his reputation of
being a gambler and . . .” He paused and bit his bottom lip. Phoebe
leaned forward, eyes wide with expectation at his next words. Well,
he wasn’t going to be the one to educate her on the various vices
of the gentlemen of the ton. “Regardless, he took a big
risk. Felding would have more likely called him out before ever
allowing a marriage.”

Felding stood at the door to their
opera box and looked around. His brows were knotted with worry but
they relaxed the moment he spied Taylor and Lady Phoebe.

“I safely deliver you to
your brother.” Taylor relinquished her arm. He met Felding’s eyes
and held them for a moment. What he wished to say could not be said
in front of Lady Phoebe. “I wish you both a good
evening.”

 



Chapter 4

 


This was Phoebe’s fifth ball in three
nights and so far she managed to stay out of trouble. In fact, she
didn’t leave Noah’s side except to dance. She may have suffered a
few missteps her first nights in society but it appeared those were
behind her now.

Phoebe shifted her weight from one
foot to the other, wishing the evening would come to an end so she
could take the offensive shoes off her feet. She glanced out the
French doors, but the steady rain kept her inside. She would have
gone to the ladies retiring room, but it was on the other side of
the ballroom and up another flight of stairs. As it was, she needed
to turn down any requests to dance for the remainder of the
evening.

She scanned the room and spotted a
darkened alcove not far away and headed in that direction with
cautious steps. Noah was speaking with friends and wouldn’t miss
her for a few moments. And, she knew better than to be found with
anyone there. If she could just escape on her own, just for a few
minutes of privacy, no harm would be done. Upon reaching the
entrance Phoebe glanced around. Nobody even noticed her there, too
caught up in their own conversations. She slipped between the part
in the curtains, into the darkened space, leaned against the wall,
slipped off her shoes and sighed.

 


* * *

 


Taylor cursed his luck. Of
all places, she chose the spot he had decided to stand. Why couldn’t she
disappear by one of the others? He made a mental note to discuss
the option of the use of a leash with Noah. He watched Van Sutton
make his way toward Phoebe’s hideaway. The man had watched Lady
Phoebe from the moment she walked in the room and Taylor knew he
was up to no good. Casually Taylor placed his arm against the door
jam and blocked the entrance to the alcove. The action brought Van
Sutton up short.

“Where are you headed, Van
Sutton?” Taylor studied his recently manicured nails.

“I wanted a break from the
crowd and since it is raining I thought this was my best option,”
the man offered a bit too quickly.

“Is there any reason you
chose this particular alcove? The hallway is not far, nor the
library from what I understand.” Taylor crossed his arms over his
chest and watched the man.

Van Sutton shrugged. “As good a spot
as any, and closer than those others.”

“I am sure it had nothing
to do with the fact that Lady Phoebe just walked through here,
would it?”

The man started to object, but Taylor
stopped him. “Don’t bother. Find another alcove and stay away from
the lady.”

“How dare you presume to
tell me who I may pursue?” He stood tall and jutted out his
nonexistent chin.

Taylor flashed a cool grin. “I do
dare. I know, as does Felding, your need for an heiress. Putting
the lady into a questionable situation will not sit well with him,
or me.”

The man paled. “I-I…um, y-you
see…”

“I see you grasp my
meaning. Now, move along.” Taylor turned back to studying his nails
while an indignant Van Sutton spun on his heels and marched
away.

He turned and lifted the curtain,
intending to remind Lady Phoebe of yet another lapse of good sense,
but was brought up short. He muttered a curse. She stood bent over
with skirts slightly raised. A small, delicate foot was in her
hand. The skirt was just high enough that he could see the other
small foot, shapely ankle and calf of the leg supporting her. Thank
goodness nobody could see her but him.

She remained unaware of his presence
and rubbed the appendage, midnight hair coming lose from the
arrangement, cascading down the side furthest from Taylor, touching
her knee. Her delicate profile was concentrating on her foot, eyes
downcast, thick, long dark lashes against rosy skin. Her posture
had created a gap in her bodice, and if he had taken a few steps
forward, he would have been able to see more of the rich, creamy
full breasts, already on display. Thank goodness she was well away
from the opening.

Taylor stopped himself
from moving further into the alcove and sent a number of silent
curses at Felding for putting him in this position. Taylor tried to
deny his body’s reaction to the sight, but couldn’t. He had been
married before and the last thing he ever expected was for this
young innocent to send desire coursing through his veins. He shook
his head and decided he had been widowed too long. Once he returned
Lady Phoebe to her brother, he might just consider finding a
mistress for the first time in his life. Heaven knew he may need
one this Season. He cleared his throat, stayed well within sight of
the ton, and
waited.

Phoebe glanced up. Her eyes popped
open in surprise before she gave him a brilliant smile. “Good
evening, Lord Sandlin. How are you?” She placed her foot on the
ground and slipped it into the light blue matching slipper before
she shook out her gown.

“It seems you have had
another lapse,” he stated with an edge, trying to keep his eyes on
her face and not her bodice .

“How so?”

“I just stopped another
eager young man from following you in here.”

Her faced paled when she realized how
vulnerable she had been. “Oh dear.”

“That is a start.” He
stepped back and waited for her to come forward. Offering his arm,
he escorted her back to Felding. As he relinquished his hold,
Taylor shot his friend an angry look.

“Thank you, again, Lord
Sandlin.”

He gave her a quick nod and returned
his attention to Noah. “I need a drink. Please try to keep an eye
on her.” He strode away before Felding questioned him.

 


* * *

 


Taylor leaned back in his regular
chair and watched Felding approach their group of
friends.

“We have taken the liberty
of drawing up a schedule.” Martin chuckled and signaled the waiter
to refill his glass.

Felding took his seat. “Schedule for
what?”

“To act as your seconds of
course,” Chambers offered.

“My what?” Felding
practically yelled.

Taylor studied him, not feeling the
same amusement as their friends. Of course they didn’t know what he
had seen and how he had reacted. He wondered sourly if one of them
would offer to be his second if Felding called him out.

“You heard him. Your
seconds. We have each taken a couple of weeks.” Parker laughed and
continued. “Sooner or later you might find yourself in a position
to defend her. We are simply planning ahead so you know who to call
on when the time arrives for the morning appointment on the dueling
field.”

Felding didn’t comment. Taylor watched
as he signaled for a pint and then offered his own advice.
“Personally, I would recommend you chain her to your
wrist.”

The comment startled the lot of them.
“Are you suggesting I have been derelict in my duty?” Felding
returned in a cool tone.

“Not at all. But, the
minute your attention is diverted, she is off.” Taylor chuckled,
trying to lighten the situation.

Felding slumped back with a sigh.
“Yes, I know. And thank you. You’ve done an admirable job of
keeping her safe so far.”

“My pleasure.” Taylor
raised his glass to Felding with a forced smile.

“Janine has decided to
have a house party at the end of the month,” Martin
announced.

Each man smiled, perhaps in
anticipation to the distractions house parties tended to
offer.

“Before you start planning
your own entertainments, you should be aware that she is planning
this for Lady Phoebe.”

A bucket of ice water couldn’t have
altered his thoughts quicker.

“Why on earth would she do
a thing like that?” Chambers demanded.

“Because the other young
ladies have been discussing these gatherings and Janine thought it
would be wiser to initiate Lady Phoebe into one under a more
controlled environment.”

Felding was the first to agree. “That
is an excellent idea. I had completely forgotten about weekend
country parties, or that Phoebe might be asked to
attend.”

“Since it will be
controlled, then I assume we need not attend.” The last thing
Taylor needed was to be thrown into the country for a long weekend
with Lady Phoebe.

Martin grimaced. “On the contrary.
Janine insists we all attend. You don’t want to know what I have
been threatened with if you don’t.”

“So, she finally let you
back into her bed and you don’t want to lose the spot again.”
Parker laughed.

Martin glowered at his
friend.

“I suppose the house will
be filled with lovely young ladies who normally wouldn’t be allowed
to attend such a gathering with the likes of us,” Chambers
assumed.

“Exactly. There will be
some fine young men there as well. Those who Janine and Lady
Felding deem appropriate suitors for Lady Phoebe.” Martin turned to
address Felding, “You will be given a list prior to the invitations
being sent.”

“Sounds dreadfully
boring,” Parker observed.

“Who is picking the young
ladies?” Chambers asked, as if seeing advantages where the others
saw none.

“Apparently, Lady Phoebe
will be making the list from the young girls she has
met.”

“The party is a week
away,” Felding interrupted. “I need to know if each of you will be
at Almacks tonight.”

They all nodded in agreement, except
Lavins who simply grinned.

“Why do you look so
pleased?” Felding asked Lavins a few moments later.

“Why shouldn’t I be? I’m
anticipating a quiet evening at home with my wife.”

“Why should you be granted
a reprieve?” Taylor demanded.

“Because he was rejected
by the Lady Patroness.” Martin laughed. “I would find a way to be
banned from Almacks myself if Janine would allow it.”

“I had forgotten. What was
the offense that got you kicked out of those hallowed halls?”
Taylor asked.

“Patroness Lady Jersey
didn’t like the cut of my coat, among other items about my person,”
Lavins offered, not sounding offended in the least. “Don’t worry
gentlemen, you won’t be far from my thoughts.”

“Somehow I doubt that,”
Taylor muttered.

“I suppose we can’t wait
until shortly before eleven to make our entrance?” Martin
suggested.

“And leave Felding alone
guarding the girl?” Taylor protested. “I shudder to think what
would happen. Besides, if anyone of them were even a minute past
eleven they wouldn’t be granted entrance.

 


* * *

 


Tonight was the night. The night of
all nights. The most important night of her debut. The night that
would make or break her success. At least that was what had been
drummed into her head over and over by her mother. After being sent
to her room for a rest before the long evening ahead, Phoebe
wondered what was so important about being accepted at Almacks.
Apparently her mother’s opinion was shared by all. Her new friends
were also anxiously awaiting the evening with a mixture of dread
and anticipation, worried they would be turned away, even though
each had already been granted a voucher. Personally Phoebe couldn’t
care less if the Lady Patronesses welcomed her or not. But it was
important to her mother, so she would do her best to win
approval.

Phoebe stood in front of her mother
and slowly turned as she examined her. “Perfection,” her mother
announced, which Phoebe accepted. After all, her mother had a
biased view.

“Now remember, you are not
to dance until A Lady Patroness has chosen your first partner.
Especially do not waltz without their consent,” Lady Felding
reminded her, again, and Phoebe obediently nodded. Her mother was
already assuming she would be a success.

An hour later Phoebe found herself
standing in the grand ballroom, awaiting permission to dance.
Apparently, it had already been decided who her first partner would
be, but he had yet to arrive. What if he didn’t arrive? Would she
be forced to stand on the sidelines all evening? For some reason
the ladies were confident the gentleman would show.

Phoebe couldn’t help but feel like she
had been made part of some fool’s jest when Lord Sandlin
approached.

“Apparently, the Ladies
found it quite fascinating that Sandlin rescued you three times in
one short week and thought it only fair to reward him with the
honored dance,” Janine whispered before Sandlin led her
away.

Her face was hot enough to
burst into flames, but she executed her curtsey and Sandlin bowed.
This would be her first real
waltz. When Lord Sandlin took her hand, she
placed her other on his shoulder, which sat higher than her dance
master’s. His strong hand settled warmly on her waist. The moment
the music began, he swept her in a circle. The music was Mozart. It
lightened her soul. Phoebe’s nervousness drained away and she
smiled brilliantly at him. “I just adore Mozart.”

Sandlin smiled down at her. “You
seemed worried when we first took the floor.”

“I wasn’t sure what to
expect. I have watched couples dance and they appeared to be in
conversation.”

Taylor quirked brow. “You are afraid
to talk to me?”

“I wondered if they were
truthfully conversing or counting.”

“Counting?” Taylor asked
with a perplexed expression.

“Yes. My dance instructor
always counted. If I spoke I messed up the count and we always had
to start at the beginning again.”

“Would you prefer me to
count?”

“No. I find it much more
pleasurable to converse,” she answered before her smile dimmed.
“Unless you need to count, Lord Sandlin.”

In answer to her question, he swept
her in another turn, almost lifting her off her feet. “I don’t need
to count.”

“Oh, I’m so glad. This is
much more enjoyable than with my instructor.”

Phoebe sighed and allowed herself to
be swept away by Lord Sandlin. He wasn’t anything like her former
dance master. Besides not needing to count, Sandlin was much
taller. Why a girl could rest her head on his shoulder and be quite
comfortable. Not that she would do such a thing, of
course.

Sandlin was also a powerful dancer.
She could feel the strength in his hand as he guided her in the
turns. A girl could become giddy in such power. Thankfully she was
a reasonable girl and in no danger of succumbing to his charm. She
was much too intelligent to think such a perfect dancing partner
could be anything else. Phoebe reminded herself to find him a wife.
Any manner of young lady would be pleased to have Lord Sandlin. Not
only did he dance divinely, but he was also exceedingly handsome
and charming. When he wasn’t vexed with her, that is.

 


* * *

 


Too enjoyable, Taylor thought to
himself. They flowed through the steps together as if they were
one. Briefly their legs would touch and then break away again.
Nothing scandalous of course. The top of her dark head came to his
chin and Taylor had to continually fight to keep from pulling her
closer, to see if they fit as perfectly as he believed.

Who was he fooling? He already knew
their bodies melded perfectly. He could tell by her steps and how
effortlessly they matched his. Never had he waltzed with such ease
and enjoyment.

He should have never accepted the
dance. Nor would he waltz with Lady Phoebe again. It was too much
torture to his peace of mind and physical well-being. The waltz
also reminded him that he needed to find a mistress. He wondered if
it would be possible to procure one tonight.

 



Chapter 5

 


Phoebe fumed, angry with
herself. For the last few days Lord Sandlin had come to her rescue
on three separate occasions. Each time she decided to distance
herself from the crowd for a moment of reprieve, she was
sure—no,
positive—nobody
was watching her. Just moments ago she had slipped into the
beautiful conservatory on her way from the retiring room. Such
glorious instruments and her hands itched to sit at the pianoforte.
The door had been left open and she had little concern. That was
until Lord Hawkins entered and attempted to shut it behind him. The
gleam in his eye and lecherous grin on his lips set her in a near
state of panic. Why, oh why, didn’t she think her actions through?
He barely stepped further into the room before the door opened and
Lord Sandlin stepped in, much to her relief. At each rescue
Sandlin’s attitude became angrier, shorter and cooler. She was at a
loss as to why he seemed to be so upset with her. After all, she
was trying her best to be careful.

Though he seemed terse, he led her
onto the dance floor upon reentering the ball room.

“Once again, thank you,”
Phoebe bit out, irritated that she couldn’t find peace in the
crush. “Don’t you have better things to do?”

“No,” he
snapped.

“Not that I don’t
appreciate what you have done, but why do you always seem to be
about? It is as if you are watching me.” She had to ask. Her
curiosity had finally gotten the best of her. Why was he always
there at just the right moment?

“I have been keeping an
eye on you from the minute you first stepped into society, young
lady.”

“Why? Shouldn’t you be
looking for a wife?”

“I do it because your
brother has asked me, all of us, to keep an eye on you. After
witnessing your ability to consistently put yourself in damaging
situations, I can see why he felt the need for
reinforcements.”

Phoebe’s pulse increased. Her mouth
dropped open and she looked around the room. Noah’s friends were
spaced at even intervals, some chatting, but mostly watching.
Thinking back to every soiree, ball and party, it had been the
same. They were always in attendance.

“I am perfectly capable of
taking care of myself,” she argued through clinched
teeth.

“Obviously,” Sandlin
responded in a very dry and unmistakably sarcastic tone.

“I don’t understand the
fuss. A person can’t even have a few minutes alone without someone
wanting to intrude.”

“Sometimes those most
desperate are just waiting for the perfect moment to
intrude.”

“I would like to tell the
lot of them to leave me alone. I have no intention of acquiring a
husband.”

Humor sparkled in his eyes. “You
don’t?”

“Heavens, no. Noah is well
aware of that fact and he has promised not to force me into a
marriage I don’t want.”

“Oh, he did?” Lord Sandlin
chuckled.

“Yes, he did.” Phoebe grew
indignant at his patronization. “I am well aware that I am sought
after for my connections and wealth. I refuse to be married away
for that reason and Noah agreed.”

“That is the
only reason you are
pursued?” His tone indicated he was humoring her.

“Of course. As soon as
this Season is over, I will happily return to the
country.”

“Did it ever occur to you
that Felding may not be given a choice?”

“Of course he will have a
choice.” Phoebe dismissed his suggestion.

“Lady Phoebe,” Sandlin
started in an angry tone. “If any of those dandies had succeeded in
their attempts, your brother would have had only two options open
to him.”

Phoebe felt as if she had been struck
given his tone of voice. She stared back at him.

“Either he calls the young
man out, defending your honor or forces you into marriage with the
man. Either way, your reputation would be in shreds.

“Even if nothing happened?
Come now, certainly if I said nothing happened, people would
believe me and let it go.” She dismissed him. She could not wait to
return to the country, where people were honest, and not looking to
destroy each other, whether by action or gossip.

 


* * *

 


The music ended, but Taylor was far
from finished with Lady Phoebe. Somebody had to take her in hand
and someone had to do it now. That someone was him. Clearly she had
learned nothing nor had been made to explicitly understand the
ramifications of her actions. Placing her hand inside his elbow, he
took her out into the moonlight, where they would be closely
observed, yet able to privately continue their
conversation.

“Do you remember Pamela
Harper and her torn dress?”

Phoebe nodded. “It was torn when she
fell in the garden at the Andersen’s ball.”

“Yes, not to mention the
grass stains and dirt on her gown.”

“That tends to happen when
one falls.”

“She wasn’t alone either.
Jeremy Carlyle was with her.”

Lady Phoebe quirked an eyebrow and
crossed her arms over her breasts.

“The point is, regardless
of the story, it was assumed the man compromised her and took
liberties he should not have. She has not been seen in public since
and has been returned to the country. She is no longer considered
as a potential wife for anyone because one can’t be certain of her
virtue any longer. Especially given Mr. Carlyle’s
reputation.”

“Which is no different
than your own, I suspect,” she offered dryly.

“Very different. I don’t
spoil innocents.”

“What makes you think he
does?”

“What makes you so certain
he doesn’t?” His voice rose in frustration.

Lady Phoebe opened her mouth to argue,
but seemed to have considered his question and closed
it.

“Pamela Harper’s father
has two choices. Leave his daughter back in the country, where she
will probably remain unwed for the rest of her life. Or, marry her
to Jeremy Carlyle, which was the young man’s intent in the first
place.” Though angry, Taylor lowered his voice.

“Pamela said she had
fallen. Why does everyone have to assume the worst?”

“It is quite possible that
is what happened. However, appearances are much more damaging than
words and the ton would certainly prefer to believe the worst, if you haven’t
noted from the gossip. You have already treaded much too close to
the fine line of propriety for comfort, on a number of
occasions.”

Reality began to dawn in her eyes.
Still, she wasn’t willing to accept or believe in forced
repercussions of one’s innocent actions. She was accepting the
possibility, but not fully convinced. What she needed was a good
example. He had no doubt she believed Pamela’s story, as ludicrous
as it sounded.

“I don’t suppose Pamela
could return next Season with the entire matter
forgotten?”

“No.” He looked down into
her eyes, relieved she was beginning to appreciate the treacherous
path she walked. “Remember that woman you asked me about? The
attractive redhead?”

“Yes.”

“She is only a few years
older than you. She had her first Season three years ago and
suffered a similar incident as Lady Pamela. Almost identical in
fact.”

Phoebe’s eyes widened.

“Lady Draden insisted
nothing had happened, but the ton
chose to believe the worst. She refused to marry
the man in question and retired to the country. Her father forced
her to marry a man three times her age. They were married barely a
month before his heart gave out. Last year she returned. Lady
Draden enjoys the Season and has a few friends that have remained
faithful. The rest of society chose to believe the worst. Though
marriage saved her reputation somewhat, she did not marry the man
who ruined her, thus her virtue will always remain in
question.”

“How horrible for
her.”

“In a way it is. She is a
beautiful woman. She is also strong willed and refuses to hide for
something she claims didn’t happen.”

“You have to admire her
for that.” Phoebe glanced into the ballroom. “What is she to
Noah?”

“I know they have a close
friendship, but that is only because I have observed it myself. He
doesn’t speak of her. You should know that Lady Draden alerted your
brother to your exit that first night. She watches over all the
debutantes she likes. In your case, it is because of her friendship
with Felding.”

“That alone should earn
her forgiveness,” Phoebe argued.

“They appreciate her
thoughtfulness and she is welcome everywhere. But, her reputation
will forever remain tarnished.”

She looked up into his eyes, a soft
smile on her rosy lips. “Thank you.” Before he could comprehend her
actions, she rose on her toes and kissed him on the cheek. In an
instant she was gone and walking away.

Shocked, Taylor grabbed her arm before
she could make her exit. Phoebe looked down at his hand, then up at
him.

“Don’t ever do anything
like that again,” Taylor demanded. “You need to curb your
impulsiveness.”

“Why?”

“It gives the appearance
there is something more between us. You and I both know what was
behind that simple kiss. Observers will now begin to wonder at our
relationship.”

“Don’t be silly,” Phoebe
dismissed him.

Taylor let her go, not trusting
himself any longer. Long after she had gone, her chosen perfume of
lilacs lingered.

 


* * *

 


Lady Draden was still speaking with
Noah as Phoebe approached. Seeing Phoebe, the woman began to make
her excuse.

“Please don’t leave on my
account, Lady Draden.” Phoebe smiled at the woman.

Lady Draden looked to Noah for
guidance.

“I wish to thank you, Lady
Draden.”

This statement brought a startled look
from both Lady Draden and Noah. “I understand that you alerted my
brother to a lack of good judgment on my part. Had Lord Sandlin not
intervened, or my brother not been made aware, things could have
turned out rather horribly, I understand. I thank you for your
kindness.”

“All I ask is that you be
careful.”

“Oh, I will. I now
understand how unforgiving people can be and how quick they are to
judge.”

“Thank you,” the woman
whispered and looked down. A pink hue came to her
cheeks.

“Noah, I have never known
you to be so rude,” Phoebe teased him sweetly.

“Have I offended you?” His
eyes warned her to forget whatever she had in mind.

“I have noticed you often
with Lady Draden, but have not once asked her to dance. I had
thought better of you.”

Lady Draden stepped forward. “That is
not necessary, Lady Phoebe.”

Phoebe smiled warmly at her. “Of
course it is.” Then she directed her attention back to Noah. “You
are a marquis. Your position alone should put you above vicious
speculation. However, it appears you wish to remain in good
standing with these shallow people instead of dancing with a lady
with whom you obviously share a friendship.”

Noah’s eyes began to twinkle, once
Phoebe’s shocking statement sank in. “It appears I have been put in
my place.” He then turned to his companion. “May I have the honor
of this dance?”

Lady Draden paled and tried to turn
him down, but Noah wouldn’t let her. “My sister is right. I should
have asked you long ago.” Taking her elbow, he escorted her onto
the floor.




Chapter 6

 


It was a reprieve and he should be
overjoyed. For the first time in weeks Taylor had the entire
evening to himself, to do as he pleased. No young woman, destined
for trouble, to keep him occupied. He could avoid the dances,
balls, soirees and the opera tonight. Perhaps he could attend a few
of the balls and focus on the available ladies this Season. He did
have a duty to marry, soon, but had not put much effort into the
quest. Not that he was given the opportunity. Not when he had to
watch Lady Phoebe every night.

Did he really want to force himself to
attend a ball he didn’t have to? No, he shook his head and set down
his glass. No crowds tonight. Perhaps he should just go home and
make an early night of it. Unfortunately, that wouldn’t be
possible, not with the restless energy contained in his
body.

When word came that Lady Phoebe was
indisposed he almost gave a shout of joy. Now, looking forward to
the evening he found it empty. There were a number of possibilities
to occupy his time. Nothing held interest. He had shared a light
dinner with some friends, won at Faro and quickly became bored. Now
he was sitting at Whites, deciding what to do next. If he sat here
long enough, it would be time to retire. He didn’t want to sit
around all night either.

Earlier, Chambers and Parker invited
him along to Vauxhall Gardens. They had female companionship and
Taylor didn’t want to intrude on their bit of pleasure without a
lady of his own, so he declined. He now regretted that decision.
The Gardens would be perfect this evening. Moreover, it was clear
and warm, and not nearly as crowded as some of his other choices.
Taking a final drink, he decided that was where he would
go.

Chambers and Parker were sitting with
two very attractive women in a supper box when Taylor located them.
They had all been enjoying the wine and were having an almost
disgracefully good time. Their laughter was practically drowning
out the orchestra that played in the distance. Immediately he was
welcomed into the group. Yes, this had been a good choice. Laughter
and friends always did wonders for a restless soul.

 


* * *

 


Phoebe looked out at the
dark night. Tonight she would have fun, away from the eyes of her
brother, the ton and his friends.

She donned her hat and black veil,
which she had worn at her father’s wake, and was thankful she had
the forethought to bring the items. One never knew what one might
need when traveling.

As the clock struck ten, Phoebe let
herself out of her room and crept down a back staircase. All the
servants had retired, except the few waiting on her mother or
awaiting her brother’s return. A quick glance assured that they
were relaxing in the kitchen around a table, allowing Phoebe to
sneak out the back door unseen. Under the cloak of darkness and her
veil, she made her way to the gardens. Vauxhall Gardens. She had
asked, no begged, Noah to bring her here to see the fireworks and
the famed Cascades, but her mother forbade it. She would only be
allowed attendance during the day, when there was no chance of
getting into danger.

There were a number of people about,
but it seemed much less crowded than the functions she was allowed
to attend. Strolling further, she enjoyed just being free and
without constraints. She wondered why her mother wanted to keep her
away from here.

Coming upon more supper
boxes, she shot quick glances to see who the occupants were. The
orchestra played not far away and the music lifted her soul. If she
thought it possible, she would have requested a piece by Mozart or
Handel, just to make the evening complete. Smiling beneath the veil
and feeling carefree, she strolled past the diners until she
saw them.
Muttering a curse, her mood quickly dissipated.

Of all the places they
could have gone this evening, why did they come here?
She was afraid to turn too quickly, for fear of
catching their attention, so she continued on, hoping they wouldn’t
notice. Remembering her disguise, she realized they couldn’t
possibly recognize her, nor would they even bother looking. Noting
that Lord Sandlin was glancing her way, she kept walking,
pretending to be with the group ahead, continuing until she was far
away and out of sight.

Phoebe found a bench and quickly sat
down, trying to calm her breathing and shaky hands. She kept
reminding herself that she was still safe. There was no possible
way any of them would recognize her. All she had to do was stroll
by once more, appearing to be with others, then out of the gardens,
and back home where she was safe. Rationalizing that she had
panicked for no reason, Phoebe stood, straightened her shoulders
and began her retreat, not glancing once at their party as she
passed.

 


* * *

 


Taylor was standing at the entrance of
the supper box when he saw the veiled lady approach again. It was
unusual to find a veiled woman in such a place, especially one
wearing such dark clothing. There hadn’t been masquerades here in
years and she stuck out among other visitors to the gardens.
Perhaps she had recently come out of mourning and was still
uncomfortable with outings, though she appeared to be in full
mourning. If that were the case, she shouldn’t even be out of her
house. When she returned he watched her graceful walk, straight
posture, and realized that she was now with a different group.
Perhaps she had come alone, which would have been foolish. Or maybe
she was with a large party. No one ever knew what to expect here.
Yet, the situation seemed odd, as none of the people she followed
so closely seemed to talk to her, or even acknowledge her
presence.

Perhaps she was alone after all. For a
fleeting moment he considered approaching her, then shook his head,
dismissing the idea. Then again, if she was recently from mourning,
perhaps she was a widow. He set the thought aside. He didn’t even
know who she was. The idea was idiotic, and yet he couldn’t take
his eyes from her.

She approached the supper boxes and
skirted to the opposite side of the group as if she was
intentionally trying not to come too close to him, which was
ridiculous, of course. He strained for a closer looked and tried to
see an image behind the veil, but was only rewarded a profile,
barely discernable. Something was very familiar about the lady, but
he couldn’t place it. He continued to watch her when she passed and
studied her carefully, hoping to find a clue to her identity. Had
she been a friend, or wife of a friend? He didn’t know. It wasn’t
until he watched her from behind, noting the gentle sway of her
hips, that recognition settled in his stomach. Groaning, he denied
that it was possible. His eyes trailed up from her hips searching
for the color of her hair. Black, shiny and curly. Darker than the
night. Darker than the clothes she wore, or the veil.

“Bloody hell.” He slammed
his glass down on the table and left his friends without a single
explanation.

Taylor trailed her, studying her walk
and the black hair slipping from its pins, beginning to fall down
her back. The more he watched her, the more he hoped the woman
would do something to prove he was mistaken. Unfortunately, the
more he followed and watched, the more certain he
became.

Indisposed, was she? He
knew her mother had forbidden her to come here at night. Noah
hadn’t gone against Lady Felding’s wishes but, apparently, the
daughter had. Did she have any idea the chance she was taking? What
could happen to her? Good Lord, she would have had to travel here
alone, and enter the gardens alone. How long had she been walking
about, alone?

Obviously, she hadn’t been listening
to him or anyone else and this was by far the most reckless pursuit
she had undertaken. It was now time to teach her a lesson.
Increasing his stride he brought himself even with her.

“I couldn’t help noticing
that you appear to be alone this evening. May I offer my
escort?”

She quickly shook her head.

“Come now, what kind of
gentleman would I be if I let you walk about alone?”

If he hadn’t been sure before, he was
sure now. It was her scent. The light fragrance of lilacs. So light
it was hardly noticeable. Grabbing her hand he put it in the crook
of his arm. When she tried to pull it away, he held tight. She
trembled. “I would never forgive myself if I allowed you to walk
about unescorted and something happened.” He didn’t expect a
response, yet. “Why do you wear a veil and dress so
darkly?”

No answer.

“Are you just coming out
of mourning?”

Her head nodded in the
affirmative.

“My condolences then. A
husband per chance?”

Lady Phoebe started to shake her head
no but stopped.

“Is this your first outing
then?”

Another affirmative.

“I can see why you chose
the Gardens. It is a lovely night.”

Again, an affirmative nod of the
veiled head.

 


* * *

 


Phoebe was in such a panic, thinking
wildly how to disengage herself from this situation that she wasn’t
even aware Lord Sandlin had led her off the main walk and into a
poorly lit, secluded one. When the realization struck her she
stopped dead in her tracks and began to pull away.

“You don’t want to leave
me so soon do you?”

She vigorously shook her
head.

“Come, let’s not have any
games between us.”

His soothing seductive voice came to
her and Phoebe’s heart began to beat a wild tattoo.

“A woman doesn’t come to
the Gardens, alone, without looking for something specific.” He
slid his hands up her arms. Phoebe tried to take a step back. He
followed. She took another. He followed and it continued until she
found her legs pressed up against a bench.

All the warnings of what could happen
came screaming to her brain. But that was with others. This was
Lord Sandlin. All she had to do was reveal herself and he would
step away. But, if she was revealed, things would go much worse for
her, though her virtue would remain safe. There must be a way out
of this situation without him learning it was her. She looked up at
his face, trying to read his emotions. She only saw his boyish,
devilish grin. Good Lord, she was in deep.

“Would it make you feel
better if I told you I had lost a spouse as well?” Sandlin offered.
“I know the loneliness that can follow. The loneliness of someone
to hold.” He was stepping closer. “The loneliness of needing
someone to fulfill only those needs a spouse could previously.”
Closer yet.

Their thighs were practically touching
and Phoebe had nowhere to run.

“I am alone tonight as
well. My friends, they have womanly companionship. I, however, do
not.” Now they were touching. “I believe we both came here looking
for the same thing. Someone to share the night with.” He traced his
finger along her collar bone, then along her skin, directly above
the lace of her bodice, across the gentle swell of her
breast.

Phoebe sucked in a quick breath.
Nobody had ever touched her in such a manner. It made her feel
wicked and alive. She needed to get out of here now, before he
touched anything else on her person. Already she knew she would
never forget the strange stirring his simple caress had
caused.

He was leaning into her closer now.
“But not here, where we might be discovered.” Taking a step back,
he took her arm and turned back the way they had come.

Phoebe walked beside him, trying to
control her breathing, and tried to think. There had to be a way
out of this. Where was he taking her? She could already guess what
he had in mind. Was he really a widower? She shook her head and
brought her immediate concern back into focus. She needed to get
away from him, immediately.

As soon as they exited the gardens,
she began to pull away, heading in the opposite direction. Sandlin
held tight to her arm. “Not so quickly, mysterious lady. The night
is young.”

Phoebe bit her lip.

“This is probably very new
to you. I understand. But you will be glad you came with me. I
promise.” His voice was edged with silky seduction.

Phoebe had no choice but to allow him
to help her into a carriage. Her only other choice was to jerk away
and run down the street and she didn’t want to draw the attention
of anyone else. She had to remind herself that this was Sandlin and
she was as safe with him as she would be with Noah.

He gave the driver an address she
didn’t hear and settled beside her. He was so close that the full
length of his thigh was touching hers. Phoebe tried to move over,
only to find her skirt caught under him.

“Having second thoughts?”
he asked in that silky voice.

She shook her head
aggressively.

“Perhaps you would like me
to stop the carriage so you can leave?”

She nodded frantically.

Sandlin only chuckled. “Trust me, dear
lady, you won’t be sorry.” He leaned into her and she was pushed
back against the side of the carriage. He lifted his hand to her
veil. Phoebe quickly grabbed a hold. He chuckled again. “So, you
don’t want me to see your face. I’ll kiss the delicious lips I am
sure you are concealing later, when you have gotten to know me
better.”

Phoebe had hoped he would back away,
but he didn’t. Something more horrifying happened. Instead of
kissing her lips, he pressed his lips along the trail his finger
had early taken, just above the lace of her bodice. She felt as if
she had been burned and the fire shot through her body. Screeching,
she reeled up, sliding away from him, and landing on her bottom on
the floor of the carriage.

Sandlin threw his head back in
laughter. She could only sit there, staring up at him, eyes and
mouth wide open. He didn’t even bother to help her up. He simply
looked down at her.

Anger replaced the laughter in his
eyes. Perhaps Sandlin didn’t appreciate being rejected. Maybe it
hadn’t ever happened before. She would certainly believe that
possibility. Well, she certainly wasn’t going to get off the floor,
as the alternative was much too dangerous to even consider at the
moment. Perhaps if she stayed there and continued to refuse his
advances he would give up and let her out. Instead, he leaned over
her. “I was wondering how far you would allow my advances,
Phoebe.”

She gasped. He knew who she was! How
long had he known? Surely not before the carriage, not in the
garden when he had led her down the path. He placed his hands
underneath her arms and lifted her to the opposite seat. “You can
talk now. I know who you are. I have known since I started
following you.”

She could only gasp, not sure what to
say, and pushed herself back against the cushions.

Lifting his hand, he ripped the veil
away from her face. “You little fool.”

Phoebe found her voice, not sure who
she was more angry with. “If you knew it was me right away, why did
you do and say all those things?” She did not believe for a minute
he knew who she was before they entered the carriage.

“To teach you a lesson.
Obviously you have trouble understanding. I thought perhaps you
needed an example of what could happen.”

“But I knew it was you the
entire time. So I knew I was safe,” she argued with dignity,
straightening her skirts.

“You were far from safe,
dearest Phoebe. What if it had been someone else? Then
what?”

“I would have refused and
been on my way.”

“What if someone else
would have recognized you?”

“They didn’t.”

“What if someone, drunk
and full of himself, had decided to seek what was behind the
veil?”

“That didn’t
happen.”

Sandlin blew out a frustrated breath.
“Perhaps I should have just followed you and waited, as I always
do, until a man took interest. But how far would I have let it go
before intervening? I am not sure. Perhaps as far as you allowed
me, so you could know real fear.” His voice had once again risen in
anger.

Her eyes widened. He wouldn’t have.
But, right now he was angry enough to let such an occurrence
happen. “That wouldn’t have happened. The only reason I ended up as
I did with you was because I was trying to think of a way out of
the situation without alerting you to who I was.”

“I am well aware of what
you were up to. I could feel you shaking. But that doesn’t dismiss
the fact that you were there alone
tonight, does it?”

He was angrier then she
thought.

“Some men would not take
‘No’ for an answer, Phoebe. They would assume you played a game of
coyness. Your actions in appearing alone would make them believe
you were after the same excitement.”

She felt the blood drain from her
face.

“Then what? Keep telling
him no, hoping he would go away? Unfortunately, it doesn’t work
that way with some men. This evening could have ended much worse
for you. Worse than any assumption the ton would make at a slight
indiscretion. Worse than your worst nightmare,” he finished in a
low, angry tone.

Phoebe found that she was pushing
herself back, needing to get away from his anger. Could what he was
saying be true? Phoebe shook her head in denial. She didn’t want to
hear it. Tears pooled in her eyes. Could that have happened to her?
Oh, how could she have faced her family ever again?

 


* * *

 


Taylor saw he was finally getting
through. The fear and shock was written all over her lovely face.
Her eyes were wide with fright, all color drained from her cheeks.
He hated to see her scared, but apparently it was the only way to
get through to her. Now, maybe she would listen.

When she sniffed, Taylor produced a
handkerchief for her.

Phoebe wiped her eyes and tried to
compose herself. “Are you going to inform Noah?”

He had thought about telling her
brother, but what would that accomplish? Only to have her receive
another lecture, perhaps locked in her room? There wasn’t any need.
He believed that he had now finally accomplished what they had all
been trying to tell her since the Season started. “No.” Pausing, he
looked at the window as the carriage stopped. “I assume you have a
plan for sneaking back into the house.”

“Yes, I do. Thank you,
Lord Sandlin. I’ll be much more careful now. I promise.”

“See that you are.” He
helped her from the carriage and watched her go around the side of
the house, deciding she must be using the back entrance. He waited,
wondering if he should accompany her. When he saw a lamp light in
an upper window, she appeared and waved to him. Nodding his head,
Taylor got back in the carriage, threw his head back against the
seat and sighed. He had played a dangerous game tonight. Not only
with Phoebe, but with himself. He had wanted to seduce her, wanted
to take her home, to his bed and make love to her. What was to
become of him? He had to find a way to put distance between them
before it was too late for both of them. She was too inexperienced
to understand what was happening, but he wasn’t and it was up to
him to protect her from himself.

 



Chapter 7

 


Taylor was out of sorts when he
entered Whites. His mood didn’t improve when he saw his name in the
Book. Bets were being taken on who the mysterious lady was and if
she would reappear. Did these dandies have nothing better to do
with their time than to wonder about other peoples’ affairs?
Questions were thrown at him. None were answered. Winnings were
quickly collected when it became clear he had not had an enjoyable
evening and there would be no new mistress. Some bets would never
be satisfied, as he refused to give a name.

Unable to stand any more, he strode
from the club in the direction of Felding’s townhouse. He needed to
find out the plans for the evening. At least that was the excuse he
gave himself. He really wanted to see Lady Phoebe and how her
demeanor toward him would be. He hoped to find the reckless
mischief gone from her eyes so they could all have a harmless
Season.

Taylor could hear the music before he
even knocked on the door. Someone was playing the pianoforte loudly
and emotionally. If he were correct, he was hearing Bach as he had
never heard it played before and mildly wondered who was creating
such powerful music. As he waited to be announced he listened more
intently. The music made him feel off center and he didn’t know
why.

Felding came from the library to greet
him. When Taylor nodded to the door, Felding said, “Phoebe, and
don’t ask.”

So she was creating that sound? Just
another reminder of the passion within her soul and another
reminder to keep away.

The butler approached and nodded to
his friend. “Lady Felding would like to see you, my
lord.”

“Did you advise her Lord
Sandlin is with me?”

“Yes, my lord. She would
like to speak with him as well.”

“Then we will go right up.
Thank you.”

“Very good,
sir.”

The music followed them up the stairs
and Taylor still had a very unsettled feeling, now combined with
concern. Had her escape the night before been found out? If so, why
didn’t Felding mention the situation? If they had found out, surely
Lady Phoebe would have told them who brought her home. All these
questions would remain unanswered until their audience with Lady
Felding.

“Good afternoon, Noah,
Lord Sandlin.”

“Good afternoon, Lady
Felding.” Taylor bowed before the woman.

“Why did you wish to see
me?” Felding asked his step-mother. She lounged in an overstuffed
chair that overlooked the back garden. There was a pale, yellow
blanket draped over her legs. Taylor glanced around the sitting
room. He had not been in this part of the house before. The room
was rather small in comparison to other parlors, but it probably
suited Lady Felding. She rarely entertained and she hadn’t walked
since she was left paralyzed by the carriage accident that took her
husband’s life. Lady Felding also no longer went out in public,
which was why Felding was saddled with his sister this
Season.

“As if you can’t hear. I
want to know what is going on with that girl,” she demanded. Though
the force was firm, her eyebrows were etched with worry.

“Apparently, she is
troubled,” Felding offered, leaving Taylor confused.

“I should say so. First,
she claimed to be indisposed last night, which I know for a fact is
not the case. Didn’t you think that odd, Noah?”

“No. Should I?”

“Yes, you should. Have you
ever known Phoebe to be indisposed a day in her life? Never,” she
answered for him. “I can’t recall her having even a sniffle. Broken
bones, yes, but never simply indisposed.”

“You are right. It didn’t
occur to me as odd.”

“Of course not. You were
too happy to be free of your obligation for a night,” Lady Felding
wagged a finger and scolded him. “I simply assumed she was tired.
What I want to know is what is bothering her. She has been playing
Bach for almost two hours. Can you imagine?” She threw up her arms
in frustration. “Phoebe has never played Bach that long before
moving on.”

Felding’s eyebrows shot up and his
mouth opened in surprise. “Two hours. Are you sure?”

“Of course I am sure, I
began watching the clock as soon as I heard her, waiting for the
answer.”

“You’re sure she didn’t
slip into Pachelbel or Mozart?” Felding pressed.

“She has only thrown in a
few Vivaldi pieces.”

Felding started to pace. Taylor
remained where he stood, lost in the conversation.

“Have you spoken to her?”
Felding asked.

“Yes, this morning. She
told me everything was fine, only a bit tired.”

“Not too tired to play
though.” It was almost as if Felding spoke the words to
himself.

“Exactly! That is why I
called you up here. Has something happened to cause her to act this
way? Why is she so disturbed?”

“Excuse me, I am lost.”
This was the oddest conversation and one impossible to
follow.

Both turned to Taylor, as if suddenly
remembering he was in the room.

“Phoebe always plays Bach
when she is disturbed, confused, thinking matters through. It is
hard to explain. It is the way she works through the problems or
emotions in her mind,” Felding offered absently.

“And two hours is
long?”

“Oh yes,” his step-mother
answered. “She rarely plays longer than an hour before moving onto
one of the others. Then we know she has found her
answers.”

Taylor nodded as if he understood,
though he wasn’t sure he did. He could answer the question as to
what disturbed her possibly, but he had given his word and he
wouldn’t betray her. Perhaps the fact she was playing so long after
last night meant she was really thinking about her actions and
Taylor took it as a positive sign.

 


* * *

 


Phoebe’s fingers hurt and
her arms were beginning to ache, but she didn’t have her answer
yet. The frustration was overwhelming. Last night had been dreadful
and she should have stayed home. She should have listened before
now to what could happen to young women who strike out on their
own. But no, she hadn’t and something much worse had happened. She
became aware of Lord Sandlin, as a man. Not simply a gentleman. He
had been so close. The suggestions he had made still made her face
heat. He had only said those words for the sole purpose of shocking
her, but it didn’t make any difference in how they made her feel.
They had stood so close, his muscular thighs pushed against hers.
He had touched her chest. Nobody had ever touched her there, ever.
He had even begun to kiss her. . . there.

Until last night, he had
been a friend to her brother, her friend, and her protector, so she
thought. Now she was beginning to understand why her friends were
so taken with certain gentlemen. Did they feel as she did? This was
the first time in her life she had been totally aware of being a
female, wanting to be kissed and held. Why did he have to be the one who made her
feel that way? He saw her as troublesome baggage, to be watched and
kept out of trouble. He probably didn’t even see her as a female in
the ways he had described.

She played louder, careful not to
damage the delicate instrument, as she worked through her troubles,
but could find no answers this time. No solution came to her. It
was the first time she hadn’t found peace at the keys. Why did she
have to go and fall in love with a man she irritates and who has no
need of her family and wealth? No, she couldn’t be in love. It was
silly to think such a thing. It was attraction, that was all, and
it would go away soon. But, what if it didn’t? What if she always
felt this way about Sandlin? Oh, why couldn’t she have found him a
wife as she had planned?

She already knew the answer to that
question. She hadn’t found anyone she thought would be perfect for
him because she wanted him for herself. If she were honest with
herself, she would acknowledge that these feelings had been growing
for some time, ever since he first rescued her. Phoebe hadn’t
wanted to acknowledge the feelings and had done an excellent job
until last night. If he just hadn’t touched her, then she never
would have known how it felt, or want to learn the secrets others
alluded to. Curse him for making her feel this way.

 


* * *

 


They stood in the room watching her.
Felding had knocked three times, but received no answer. Taylor was
taken aback by the intensity that flowed from her being. He had
seen her laughing, irritated and angry. Whatever she was apparently
feeling now was coming from very deep within. Her passions did run
deep. Quickly, he shoved that thought aside. He didn’t want to
think of Phoebe with passions, it would do neither of them any
good. Instead, he listened to the music. He had heard his share of
young debutantes play at various gatherings, and a fair number had
been pleasant to listen to. But he had never heard anyone play with
such emotion. The music pouring forth surrounded his soul, speaking
to his own frustration.

Lady Phoebe became aware that she was
no longer alone, slowing her fingers she looked up and saw Noah,
then removed her hands from the keys. She looked weary and
apparently she had slept as little as he. Perhaps he had pushed too
far last evening. Had he provided too much of the ugly truth of
what could happen? He dismissed the thought. Lady Phoebe needed the
shock before she was ruined. They waited for her to
speak.

“Good day, Noah,” she
acknowledged, then caught another movement by the door. Looking in
that direction, she saw him. Her eyes widened just a bit, but she
quickly schooled her features. She nodded her head in greeting.
“Lord Sandlin.”

“You play like no one I
have ever heard,” Taylor admired.

“Thank you.” She rose.
“Will you be joining me for tea?”

“Yes, we will,” Felding
stated, while Taylor thought they should leave her to
herself.

When the servant appeared, Lady Phoebe
ordered the tea and cakes then seated herself. Felding and Taylor
casually took seats across from her. Taylor couldn’t bring himself
to leave. After the tea was poured and the servants left, Phoebe
acknowledged her brother. “Did Mother send you? She must have, you
have never ...”

“Disturbed you during your
rendition of Bach,” he offered with a smile.

Phoebe blushed and looked down at her
cup. “Yes.”

“Victoria is concerned.
You have never played these particular pieces for so long without
moving on.”

“I am sorry I worried her.
I’ll see her in a little while.” Neither brother nor sister spared
a glance to Taylor. For the first time in her life, Lady Phoebe
appeared obedient, if that was a word that could describe her.
Felding studied her, as if trying to determine what was
wrong.

“Perhaps you would like to
actually discuss what is troubling you for a change.”

Lady Phoebe sighed. “It is really
nothing that won’t be solved at the end of the Season.”

“The Season is bothering
you? Did something happen?”

She allowed a small, comforting smile
to her brother. “Yes, in a way. I did a lot of thinking last night
and finally realized how reckless I have been. You know me, Noah,
and how I am with rules. The rules and games here baffle me.
Everyone wanting to think the absolute worst instead of accepting
honest explanations. I realized how many times my actions could
have brought embarrassment and disgrace to you and mother. I
apologize for that.”

“I know this is not easy
for you, Phoebe. You have never been governed by society and have
always enjoyed immense freedom at home.”

She stared down at her cup.

“Would you like to go
riding today? I know that always makes you feel better.”

She looked up and smiled. “That would
be wonderful, but no. Being forced into a side saddle would only
add to my frustration at the moment.”

Felding laughed. “I am surprised you
didn’t bring your britches with you.”

“Who said I didn’t?” She
half smiled.

Taylor simply observed the
strange conversation, wishing he hadn’t heard. Envisioning Lady
Phoebe astride a horse in britches did nothing to help
his predicament.

They quieted and Lady Phoebe became
serious. “Noah, I promise to think more clearly from now on about
where my actions could lead me. I’ll do my best not to cause you
problems any longer.” She turned to Taylor. “I am sorry if I have
been a burden, Lord Sandlin. I’ll do my best to stay out of trouble
so you can enjoy the remainder of the Season as well.”

He was somewhat startled by her
apology. She truly meant what she said, but it was as if some of
the life had gone out of her. “You have been anything but a burden,
Lady Phoebe.”

“You are being kind.” With
that she stood and turned her attention to her brother. “Now, if
you will excuse me, I think I will get some rest. I didn’t sleep
well last night and there is a long evening ahead.” She was
directing her comment to Felding and not Taylor.

Both men stood. “Until this evening,”
Taylor said.

She acknowledged him with a nod and
left the room. The two sat back down.

Maybe he had been too hard on her last
night. Yet, he couldn’t and wouldn’t change that now. The Season
would end eventually. Perhaps she would receive an offer she would
like to accept or return to the country where she was free to be
herself once again. The idea of her marrying any of the men who
showed interest bothered Taylor. He could think of no one who would
understand her, or who wouldn’t try to mold her into an obedient,
well-behaved wife. None would appreciate her openness and honesty.
She wouldn’t be happy with that kind of man. She needed someone who
didn’t care that his wife was different from the rest, who would
love her easy laughter and reckless nature. Someone who would live
in a constant state of frustration because of her temerity, but
still love her all the same. Being married to Lady Phoebe would be
wonderful and exciting and there wasn’t a man he knew who would
appreciate the rare person she was.

“Remind me that when an
offer does finally come, that she would accept, to make the
gentleman promise to have pianofortes in the houses where they will
reside.” Felding got up and poured them something stronger than
tea.

“Why is that?” Taylor’s
curiosity was getting to him.

“Believe it or not, Phoebe
tends to keep her most personal emotions inside. The music she
plays is often the only clue we have to her true emotional
state.”

Taylor didn’t comment. He found it
difficult to believe that Lady Phoebe kept anything
inside.

“When Father died, she
barely shed a tear after the initial news. While we didn’t know if
Mother would recover, Phoebe stuck by her side, taking over the
duties of mistress to the house and seeing to my sisters. It was
only her playing Beethoven, Pachelbel, Vivaldi or Hayden for the
following months that reminded us that her mourning was as deep as
ours, if not deeper.”

Taylor just nodded his
head. More personal
emotions. Perhaps it wasn’t the lesson he
had thought to teach her last night that had her so disturbed.
Perhaps she was awakened to the same frustrations plaguing him. As
much as he wished it were so, he also knew it was impossible to
pursue.

 



Chapter 8

 


Phoebe continued to remain at her
brother’s side at every function they attended. Well, at least when
she wasn’t dancing. And, she never missed a dance with Lord
Sandlin.

“These evenings have
become quite mundane now that you are such an exemplary young
lady.”

“Please, Lord Sandlin,”
she begged. She hoped he wouldn’t mention the night of her
excursion. She wished she could forget it.

“I admire the restraint
you have shown.” He looked down at her, then twirled her across the
floor. “I’ve seen the longing in your eyes when you look toward the
gardens.”

“I will survive. Soon, I
will be in the country again, where it cannot be nearly as
stifling.” She wished he would leave her be. There was no reason
why he had to be anywhere in her vicinity. Didn’t he know how much
it pained her to care for him when he considered her nothing more
than Noah’s troublesome sister?

While suitors came by on a regular
basis, Phoebe did not find any of them the least bit desirable. It
irritated and frustrated her that the only man she was attracted to
would never become a suitor.

As the days and nights dragged on, she
looked forward to the house party more and more. At least in the
country she could get away from these huge gatherings and possibly
find time to be out by herself. If she could only find some peace
in the country air, alone, she knew she would feel much
better.

Perhaps then she could play her music
again. She hadn’t dared touch the instrument since the day Lord
Sandlin and Noah interrupted her. The only music in her was the
same pieces she had chosen that day. Her family knew her too well
and she had no desire to alert them to her emotions.

Sandlin said little else
and returned her to Noah at the end of the Waltz. There was barely
any room to move and men were constantly approaching her, asking to
dance. She did, it was expected. As the night continued, her
irritation grew to the point that she wanted to scream and leave
the place, which was something the ton would frown upon. She had to get
away. The air was stifling and the temperature rose by the moment.
The balcony called to her, with its cool evening breeze. She
watched as dozens of couples strolled, noting it was well lit,
easily observed from inside. It was a safe place where she could
get away from everyone.

“I will return shortly,”
she told her brother.

Noah inclined his head, so that she
knew he heard her, but continued watching Lady Draden
dance.

She strolled out into the moonlight,
inhaled deeply and allowed the tension to ooze out of her as the
cool breeze blew at her skirts and over her skin. Several people
stood in groups of two or more not far from her and this was no
different than standing in the ballroom given the amount of people.
They probably sought the coolness of the night as much as she.
Otherwise, she would have stayed at her brother’s side. Walking to
the railing, she stared out into the gardens, wishing she had the
freedom to walk in the darkness, either alone or with
Sandlin.

She pushed the thought away. She
should not be thinking of doing anything with Lord Sandlin. She
wouldn’t make that mistake again.

“I must say, I am
impressed you lasted a week before leaving your guardian’s side,”
Taylor’s voice came from behind her.

Why couldn’t someone else approach
her? Both Mr. Chambers and Mr. Parker were pleasant enough and
didn’t make her wish for things she would never have. She didn’t
wonder what it would be like to be really kissed or held by either
of them. Only Lord Sandlin made her think the unthinkable. And here
he was, behind her, ready to swoop in if she made even the most
minor misstep. It grated on her nerves. “You’re premature, my lord.
I don’t believe I am in trouble yet.”

“I have decided to use
preventative measures this evening.”

“You have no need to
worry. I don’t intend on straying further than this spot and if
anyone approaches me, I will deliver a delightfully scathing set
down.”

“A bit testy this
evening?” He chuckled as he came to stand beside her. “I certainly
wouldn’t want to be the one feeling the sharp edge of your tongue.
Perhaps it is good I came along now, before you filleted some young
man taken with your charm.”

Phoebe only offered a disgusted look
to his buoyant behavior before turning her attention back to the
gardens, wishing he would leave.

“What is bothering you
this evening, Lady Phoebe?”

She sighed heavily. “Why does anything
have to be bothering me? I just wished for some peace and cool air.
It is quite stifling in there.” She gestured toward the
ballroom.

“I agree. Would you care
for a stroll?”

She turned to face him, a skeptical
look on her face. Then she remembered their encounter at Vauxhall
Gardens, a memory never far from her thoughts. “No, thank you. I
have learned my lesson,” she bit out, then turned away
again.

“Lady Phoebe, I wasn’t
testing you. I just thought you might like to walk.” His tone
softened.

Phoebe would much rather it were a
test. She could deal with his lecturing her, but not his
thoughtfulness. “I just want to be alone, Lord Sandlin. Just go
inside please. Go find a wife. I recall you mentioning you were
lonely. Well, there are a number of young ladies within who would
be more than happy to keep you company.”

He stared at her; his eyes bore into
her. After a moment he spoke. “If that is your wish. Good evening.”
Turning, he walked away.

His footsteps stopped at the side of
the door and he resumed his position as guard once again. He was
too close to allow the peace she needed.

 


* * *

 


As the date of the house party drew
close, Phoebe made plans to find suitable matches for Noah and his
friends. She had already talked Janine into inviting Lady Draden,
who finally accepted upon the insistence of Noah and Phoebe. She
narrowed her choices for Lord Sandlin down to three, yet couldn’t
decide which would be better as she kept finding fault with each.
As she hadn’t been given a chance to get to know Parker or Chambers
very well, she had decided that at a more intimate gathering,
perhaps they would all learn about each other and make a
match.

“Why did you invite all of
these gentlemen?” Phoebe asked Janine out of curiosity, afraid they
were for her.

“Each come from good
families, have no bad habits, and are interested in furthering
their acquaintance with you.”

It was what she feared. “I have no
interest in any of these gentlemen. Nor have I changed my mind
about marriage.”

Noah rolled his eyes and stood to
pace. “I understand. However, you must keep up
appearances.”

“Why,” Phoebe demanded and
stood.

He turned and his eyes bore into hers.
“Because it would make your mother happy.”

Phoebe huffed. She sat back down and
reached for a lemon cake. “Mother knows that I have no interest in
anyone who has pursued me.”

“Then who are you
interested in?” Janine asked. “There must be someone.”

Phoebe was grateful to have a mouth
full of food so she did not have to tell a falsehood, and shrugged
her shoulders.

Noah ran a hand through his hair and
sighed. “Very well, then. If you have no one in particular you
would like us to invite, then you will settle for those who are
there.”

“But. . .”

“Phoebe,” he interrupted.
“You have not given any of them a chance.”

“I have too. I’ve danced
with each of them.”

“Yet you turn down their
invitations to stroll in the park, or any other type of outing for
that matter.”

Phoebe frowned and shrugged. “They
bore me.”

“Well, until you come up
with a non-boring alternative, these gentlemen are the ones whom
you will spend time with.” Noah strode from the room in
frustration.

At least a few of her friends were
interested in some of the gentlemen who were invited so it wouldn’t
be a complete loss or waste of time, Phoebe consoled herself. Now,
as long as Noah didn’t make her spend time with the individuals,
other than in a group setting, all would be well.

Four days before they were to depart,
Phoebe sat in the parlor with her new friends. There were seven
young women who had also made their appearances this Season and
were looking forward to the house party. Sipping tea and nibbling
on cakes, they talked with excitement about the coming weekend.
Phoebe had been honest with each of them about her plans not to
marry, but that she wanted to find suitable wives for her brother
and his friends.

“There is one problem,”
Lady Bettina began.

“What would that be?” She
was sure she had covered all the grounds.

“You,” Lady Bettina
offered quietly.

“Why me?” Phoebe wasn’t
sure if she should feel insulted.

“Not you exactly...” Lady
Bettina started.

Lady Corinna cut her off. “The only
reason your brother and the rogues will be there is to keep an eye
on you. They won’t even notice the rest of us if you are wandering
about.”

Phoebe bit her lower lip. They were
right. Noah and his watchdogs were everywhere she was. Slowly a
smile came to her lips and gleam to her eye. “You know, I find I am
tiring very easily of late. I think I will take the opportunity
this weekend to retire very early on a regular basis. You won’t be
offended, will you?”

Her friends matched her smile and
burst into laughter. “You are wonderful, Phoebe.”

So the plans were set. She would have
fun during the day, but before dinner she would retire to her room,
claiming to be exhausted. If her brother pressed for explanations
she would come up with some plausible excuse that he would believe,
though she had no idea what it would be at the moment.

 


* * *

 


Settling in her bed with a book,
Phoebe tried to read, but voices of those attending the house party
kept drifting up to her. It was still early by London standards.
Six months ago she would have been asleep already. Feeling restless
and unable to concentrate on her book, Phoebe dressed once again.
Not wanting to alert anyone, she crept down the backstairs and into
the night, where she strolled the gardens, in the shadows. She felt
free. What a wonderful plan she had. She was able to provide her
friends with opportunity and gain a brief period of freedom for
herself.

Noting a few people had wandered
outside, she advanced further into the shadows and began walking
the sheltered trails. Hearing whispers and quiet laughter, she
wandered further down the paths, curious as to who felt the need
for such privacy, knowing full well she should return. As usual,
she was unable to keep her curiosity at bay.

Proceeding as quietly as she could,
she stopped until two profiles came into sight. A woman, with her
back against a tree, was laughing up at a man. Phoebe recognized
the woman as one who arrived shortly before dinner, but didn’t know
her name. She could not see the gentleman’s face because it was
currently hidden by the woman’s neck.

Her face heated with embarrassment
when she saw how the man was pressing his entire body against the
woman’s. Phoebe started to retreat as the woman clutched his upper
arms and moaned. And then the man raised his head.

Grinning down at the woman was Lord
Sandlin. Phoebe’s stomach churned. He smiled seductively, slipped
his hand down the woman’s leg and began to pull her skirt
up.

“Say it, Kat,” Sandlin
insisted. “Is this what you want?”

The woman didn’t answer, but simply
threw her arms around him and drew him down for a kiss. He kissed
her back and began lifting the skirt in earnest.

Tears flooded Phoebe’s eyes and she
turned to run toward the house, only to catch her foot on a bench.
She was slung onto the path. Stifling a scream she attempted to get
up, but found her ankle too painful to hold her weight.

 



Chapter 9

 


Taylor tried to convince himself he
was in heaven. Katrina Patterson, a fairly young widow, had sent
hints and veiled invitations his way, but he hadn’t had the
opportunity until now to pursue her. It hadn’t taken them long to
leave the crowd and stroll into the darkness. So filled with need
over the past weeks, he availed himself to this occasion. Finally,
he would be able to banish Phoebe from his thoughts. At least that
was his goal when he began kissing Kat. Things were moving quickly
and he had difficulty keeping the seduction under control. It
appeared the young widow was more anxious than she had let on.
Waiting for his own desire to rise, confident that it would, given
there had been no difficulty whenever Phoebe was present, Taylor
began to lift the widow’s skirts.

A muted cry, not of
pleasure, came from a distance. Taylor pulled his head back to see
if Kat had somehow made the sound. Kat appeared as startled as he
and both looked in the direction of the path. He pulled away and
quietly walked down until he came upon a figure sitting on the
ground, head bent, rocking back and forth. Cursing under his
breath, he approached and realized the figure was none other than
Lady Phoebe. Of all people to come across in the garden, she was
the last person he wanted to see, needed to see, but should have
expected to see. As he approached her, he quickly realized she was
in pain and leaned over her anxiously.

 


* * *

 


Phoebe knew he was there the instant
he came around the corner, causing her eyes to flood with tears of
humiliation more than pain. Biting her bottom lip to keep from
crying out, she kept her head down and rocked, trying to keep
everything inside.

“I should have known,” the
woman hissed. “When you are through with the child, come to me.”
She turned and stomped away.

“Kat, wait,” Lord Sandlin
called after her. “You can’t leave me alone out here with Lady
Phoebe.”

The woman gave a dry laugh. “Does she
bite?”

“You know what I mean. If
someone should come across us.”

“That is not my problem,
darling.”

Phoebe looked up as she disappeared
around the bend in the path. Would she send someone out here? They
couldn’t be discovered, not like this. Perhaps if the woman named
Kat said something to Noah. He would be angry but at least her
reputation would not be ruined.

“Do you think she will
send help?”

“Doubtful.” Sandlin
kneeled beside her. “What hurts?”

“My ankle,” she answered
between clenched teeth. Never would she let him know that the
anguish in her heart was the true cause of her pain.

He sat on the ground next to her and
inspected her foot. “I believe you twisted it.”

“So I gathered,” she
retorted, angry at him and at herself for being here in the first
place.

“Don’t get angry with me.
I thought you had retired.”

“I couldn’t sleep after
all and decided to take a stroll.”

“In the gardens alone? We
have had this talk.”

“As everyone believed I
was in bed, I didn’t see the harm,” Phoebe argued back. “Besides,
we are in the country. I always walk at night when I can’t
sleep.”

“I don’t think it is
broken, but I wouldn’t suggest you walk on it just yet.”

“No problem, I’ll just
spend the night here admiring the stars.” She tilted her head back,
wishing he would leave.

He sat back and chuckled. “Shall I
retrieve a blanket and pillow, Lady Phoebe?”

She too began to see the humor in this
ridiculous situation, now that her ankle no longer throbbed. “Why
thank you, Lord Sandlin, that would be most appreciated.” She
smiled back at him, no longer crying, burying her inner
pain.

The look in his eyes softened toward
her. Lifting a hand, he brushed a tear from her cheek yet he didn’t
take his hand away.

Phoebe, who had never been touched
with tenderness such as this realized she had stepped beyond her
normal, comfortable parameters. Something was in his eyes she
couldn’t define. Something that had never been there before. All
she wanted to do at the moment was get away from him and try to
forget what she had seen and pretend he wasn’t with another woman,
doing things she barely understood herself. If only he would not
look at her with such tenderness. At that moment, she much
preferred the irritation she so often saw in his eyes.

She lowered her lashes. “I am sorry to
intrude on your, um, privacy,” she offered in a quiet
voice.

Sandlin pulled his hand from her face.
“It was a mistake.”

“I know. I won’t leave the
safety of my room again.”

He opened his mouth to say something,
and then must have thought better of it. His eyes scanned the
garden. “We need to get you back to the house.”

“I know. If you can help
me up, I am sure I can make it back on my own and you can find your
friend.” She tried not to let her pain be heard in her
voice.

“You can’t begin to walk
back to the house on that ankle.” He scooped her off the
ground.

The impact of being held shocked her.
His touch burned and Phoebe wanted to get away. Sandlin was strong,
handsome and she felt protected. She also experienced things she
couldn’t begin to describe, such as the tingling at the back of her
legs and the odd churn in her stomach. Maybe she should have eaten
dinner.

She needed to get control of the
situation and her own feelings. Control was impossible with him
holding her. Her mind only wanted to focus on how wonderful his
arms felt beneath her knees, cradling her in security against his
body. “You can’t exactly march out of here carrying me in your
arms. Even I, lacking good judgment on occasion, know
that.”

Sandlin stopped just within the
darkness. Stepping back down the path, he walked until he found a
bench and lowered her onto it, then lifted the injured ankle for
inspection once again. After assessing the damage, he took a seat
beside her. “You certainly can’t walk back by yourself.”

“I can hop on one foot.”
She would grasp at any hopeful option at this moment, no matter how
ridiculous.

A side of Sandlin’s mouth turned up.
“I am sure nobody would notice.”

Phoebe stifled a groan as she placed
her elbows on her knees, chin in her palms.

 


* * *

 


Taylor’s amusement turned to
irritation. She was completely unaware of him as a man, which
didn’t surprise him. If she had any idea how her very presence
affected him, she would run screaming from the shadows, hurt ankle
or not. She certainly wouldn’t be sitting as she was, allowing such
a sweet view of her full, creamy breasts. To make matters worse,
for Taylor at least, he was also aware she wasn’t wearing a corset,
having discovered that fact when he lifted her in his arms. He
would be surprised if she had any undergarments at all beneath the
dress, which further tortured his mind and body as he shifted to
find a more comfortable sitting position. Thank goodness it was
dark or she would be able to see her effect on him. An effect the
willing widow had been unable to produce.

“So, what do we do?” She
finally asked.

“We sit and
wait.”

“For what?”

“For everyone to retire so
I can sneak you back into the house.”

She groaned. “You don’t need to stay.
Just come back and get me when it is safe. There is no reason why
you should miss the party or...”

“I am not going
anywhere.”

“I am perfectly fine. It
is just an ankle.”

“Perhaps, but what if
someone comes upon you. It is not as if you could get
away.”

She looked at him with irritation.
“I’ll scream.”

“By then the damage would
be done, alerting everyone that you are out here alone with a
man.”

“Not if you explain you
left me here.”

“Much worse. Society would
love that. First you meet me alone, and then another man, in one
night. Do you truly want to avoid marriage that badly?”

“No,” she ground out. “I
don’t. Someday I do hope to marry and have children. I just don’t
see how it is possible, or fair to the rest of my
family.”

Somehow the fact that she wasn’t
totally against marriage and wanted children made him feel better.
Though he didn’t know why, as it really wouldn’t affect where he
stood. “Then it is settled. I stay.” Assuming the same comfortable
position she had adopted, he tried not to look at her. He also
hoped nobody found them or he would have hell to pay with Felding.
There was no easy way out of this situation until all had retired
and then he just hoped they didn’t run into anyone in the halls as
the guests crept secretly from one bedroom to another, under the
cloak of darkness for promised liaisons.

“Why don’t you think
marriage is possible and how could it be unfair to your
family?”

Lady Phoebe sighed and twirled a curl
around her finger. “My sisters would be better suited for marriage
than I. Noah must marry because he is the heir.”

“I still don’t see how
that should determine whether you marry or not.”

She sat up and turned to him. “My
mother will never walk again and her health is not the
best.”

Taylor took her hand in
his.

“There is a good chance
Phillipa won’t marry either. Society is too cruel and judgmental to
see the beauty of her face and heart.” Lady Phoebe sighed and
slumped, putting her elbows back on her knees.

“I don’t believe I’ve met
your other sisters.” Taylor encouraged her to continue. “What would
society perceive to be wrong?”

Lady Phoebe tilted her head to look at
him but did not adjust her posture. “When she was five she fell
from a tree and fractured her hip, or maybe it was her upper leg.
No doctor could ever really tell us.” She turned and looked back
out at the gardens. “It never healed correctly and now she has a
limp. There are times she is in horrible pain, too. We moved her
bedroom to the main floor of the house because stairs are just too
difficult for her.”

Felding had never told him about this.
All Taylor ever really knew was that Felding had four sisters. On
the few times Taylor had visited the home on the holidays, the
sisters were much younger and he barely noticed them about. “And
this is the reason you won’t marry?” he prompted.

“Mother and Phillipa will
need someone to look after them. I refuse to leave it to a
servant.”

“Your brother will see
that they are taken care of, I am sure of that.” Taylor hated the
idea of Lady Phoebe putting herself on the shelf.

“This is perfectly fine,
until he is married. No new, young bride wants to be saddled with
the care of her husband’s family. That is a time in her life when
she should be blissfully happy without a care in the world.” Phoebe
straightened once again and looked at him. “Don’t you
agree?”

“I am not sure I do agree.
I don’t see how it is fair to you.”

Phoebe shrugged then stretched her
arms above her head. Taylor looked away. The fabric against her
full breasts was distracting, especially since she was apparently
cold. He shrugged off his jacket and put it around her
shoulders.

“Why are Martin and
Richard the only ones married? What do the rest of you have against
the institution?”

Instead of confiding that he too had
been married, he decided not to answer the question. “I know for a
fact Noah is going to take your feelings into consideration when an
arrangement is made. I also don’t think marriage for you is out of
the question. Your brother could choose a wife who would love
nothing better than to spend her days with your mother and sister.
Or, you could marry a gentleman who would be more than happy to
take them into his household or live in theirs.”

“I am sure Noah will do
his best and if I do find myself married that doesn’t mean I will
be happy.”

“I know there are a number
of marriages in society that leave a lot to be desired, but there
are also couples who are very happy. Take Martin and Janine for
example.”

“I believe they are an
exception. I don’t expect to be so lucky.”

Taylor eyed her suspiciously. He
hadn’t seen her disheartened before. When talking of marriage, she
had been happy, not a care in the world, confident she wouldn’t be
forced into something she didn’t want. Tonight she sang a different
tune and Taylor began to wonder if she had found herself attracted
to someone who didn’t return the sentiment. He didn’t think there
was a man alive who wouldn’t return her affection.

“Has someone caught your
attention, Lady Phoebe?” He asked, almost afraid of her answer. He
didn’t want to think of her with another.

She didn’t look up as she traced
circles in the dirt with her uninjured foot. “It is not
important.”

“There is someone,” he
tried to tease and failed. “You can’t tell me he doesn’t return
your affection.” Taylor immediately hated the man for having her
affection.

“I would really rather not
discuss it. He doesn’t return my affections, as you put it, so
there is nothing left to discuss.”

The pain in her voice wasn’t missed by
Taylor. Maybe not tonight, but one day he would learn the name of
the man, though he wasn’t sure what he would do with the
information.

Silence followed, each lost in their
own thoughts of wishing for what could not be.

“You never answered my
question,” she interrupted the silence.

“Which question was that?”
He was afraid they were back to discussing marriage.

“Why do you avoid
marriage?”

“But I don’t.” This was
all he would offer on the subject.

She looked at him confused. “I haven’t
seen you spend any time pursuing young ladies.”

“That is because I spend
all my time rescuing you,” he tried to tease her, and again
failed.

“I am sorry. I never meant
to ruin the Season for you.” The sincerity of her words tore at his
heart, as well as the sadness. “In truth, however, you are about
the only person who has made this Season bearable.”

Her statement surprised him. “I was
under the impression you were irritated with my being
underfoot.”

She sighed heavily. “On reflection, I
am well aware of how you have saved me from horrible
circumstances.”

Taylor chuckled. It was nice she
recognized the error of her ways. Then again, she had said the same
before, and then proceeded in her normal reckless
fashion.

“But it is more than
that.”

“How so?” He wondered
where this was going.

“You are the only one I
didn’t worry about having an ulterior motive.”

Taylor didn’t like it that she saw him
as safe, in a brotherly type fashion, but he had expected it. “So
you don’t think I find you attractive?” He tried to tease her once
again.

She flashed him a disbelieving look,
the same he had seen her give others when they professed a
declaration. “You know exactly what I mean. You are the one
gentleman I have spent time with who doesn’t need anything from me,
or what I could bring to a marriage. If you weren’t watching out
for me on Noah’s behalf, I wouldn’t have anyone I could
trust.”

Taylor was humbled. Even if he
couldn’t have her, he was pleased that she felt this way. He had
never had the trust or friendship of a woman before. Other than
Heather, but that hadn’t occurred until after their marriage. This
was nice. “You have friends. Surely you trust them.”

“I trust Janine. The rest
are using me to get to my brother and the rest of you. Do you think
me a fool?” Her voice didn’t betray the way she truly felt of the
depressing state.

“No, Lady Phoebe. You are
not a fool,” he agreed in a soft voice. “I hope you never have
cause to lose your trust in me.”

She gave him a soft, warm smile. “I
don’t think that could happen.”

If Taylor didn’t know better, he would
have sworn he saw something deeper in her eyes. He wouldn’t
disillusion himself. He had a part of her affection and he should
be grateful for that. Maybe someday he could move past his own
obsession before she found that she could trust him a lot less than
she realized. The others wanted her, along with the dowry. Of that,
he had no doubt. He wanted only to possess her, pure and simple. He
was no better than the rest.

During the following
hours, they talked of lighter matters and gossiped about the
ton. When Taylor no
longer had an excuse to keep her to himself in the gardens, certain
everyone in the house had retired, he scooped her into his arms
once again and snuck her back into the house, into her room and
deposited her on the bed. He needed to get out of here immediately.
Heaven knew he didn’t trust himself given how delectable she looked
with her hair mussed while she relaxed against the pillows. He
backed to the door and was about to wish her goodnight when the
door swung open and Noah stepped in, glowering at them
both.

 



Chapter 10

 


“I could murder you both
with my bare hands,” Noah ground out in a whispered
tone.

“It is not what it looks
like,” Lady Phoebe objected. Taylor, however, knew when to keep his
mouth closed.

“I am well aware of that.
Thank God I am the only one that saw him carry you in
here.”

“He only carried me
because I couldn’t walk,” Phoebe retorted defensively.

Taylor closed his eyes and said a
quick prayer. Phoebe wasn’t helping the situation.

“And why is that?” Noah
asked, looking back and forth between the two of them.

Phoebe blushed. “I went for a stroll
and found Taylor with a, um, woman, and when I tried to hurry and
leave, I fell, hurting my ankle.”

Noah raised a questioning eyebrow at
Taylor. “As I recall, Mrs. Patterson returned to the party hours
ago, alone.”

“I tried to make him go
back, but he wouldn’t leave me sitting there, nor could he carry me
back to the house for the world to see,” Phoebe continued
defensively. Taylor knew that anything he would offer would be seen
as guilt on his part, so he decided just to let Phoebe explain to
her brother.

“So you two have been
sitting in the garden this entire time. For the past three hours.
Alone.”

“Yes. And we had a
delightful conversation,” Phoebe insisted.

“Did anyone see
you?”

“Only Mrs. Patterson,”
Phoebe offered.

“Are you sure?” Noah
directed the question to Taylor who only nodded his head to
affirm.

“Then you two had better
pray that she doesn’t breathe a word.” Noah turned to Taylor. “Now,
if you would please leave my sister’s bedroom and join me
downstairs.”

“Gladly,” Taylor answered,
trying to appear calm, when he dreaded the meeting to come. He
turned toward Phoebe. “I hope your ankle feels better.” He checked
the hallway, and then left the room, followed by Noah.

The house was completely silent when
the two men adjourned to Martin’s private study. The room was
chosen specifically to avoid being overheard, as it had remained
off limits to the guests during the weekend. Both men knew Martin
would not mind them being there, given the gravity of the
discussion. Helping themselves to his brandy, they took a seat. By
outward appearances, Taylor seemed calm and relaxed. Truth be told,
he wondered if the friendship they had shared for so many years had
been pushed too far.

Noah appeared calm as well, which made
Taylor all the more concerned. He knew Noah too well. The calmer he
was, the angrier he felt, and he had been very calm upstairs.
Holding the glass, Taylor waited for Noah to begin. Denying and
begging for forgiveness for something that hadn’t occurred would
not help at this juncture.

“Taylor, what the hell
were you thinking?” Noah finally asked after he took a
seat.

“I was trying to save her
some embarrassment,” Taylor responded nonchalantly.

“By carrying her upstairs
to her room? What if someone else would have seen you?”

“Why do you think I waited
until the lights were extinguished?”

“You know as well as I do
that you are more likely to run into people in the halls at that
hour.”

“Would you rather I would
have carried her out of the gardens for all to see?”

Noah sat back and loosened the buttons
of his shirt. “What exactly did happen?”

“Just as she told you. She
caught me, this time.” He tried to find humor again, and failed.
“Anyway, your sister decided it was safe to stroll alone in the
gardens, as everyone believed she was abed, and came across the
attempted seduction.”

Noah sputtered and coughed on his
scotch, clearly surprised by this bit of news. “What did she see?”
He asked once he’d gained back his powers of speech.

“She saw a bit of leg. ”
Taylor shot him a look, hoping his making light of the situation
would transfer to Noah. “Mrs. Patterson’s, not mine.” So far it
wasn’t working. “We hadn’t gotten very far when we heard
her.”

“Why didn’t Mrs. Patterson
stay and help you escort Phoebe from the garden?”

Taylor groaned. “She was rather upset
with the interruption and stormed off. I half expected to be found,
but didn’t know her well enough to know what form of retaliation,
if any, she would use.”

“This is worse than I
imagined.”

“You are imagining the
worst.”

“That all depends on what
Mrs. Patterson says, doesn’t it?” Noah shot back.

“Did she say anything this
evening?” Taylor wondered mildly. In all reality, it would be her
words that could bring everything down on Phoebe.

“Not a word. She returned
and played a game. But, she did keep watching the door. I believe
she was waiting for you.” Noah gave a small smile.

“Then nobody knows.”
Taylor dismissed the entire situation.

“You were lucky this time.
I won’t ask what you did with my sister in a dark garden for three
hours.” His statement brought Taylor up short, offended Noah would
think anything occurred to be concerned with.

“Calm down. I believed
Phoebe when she said you talked. I also rely on your honor as a
friend.”

“Thank you for your
confidence,” Taylor bit out. If only Noah knew his thoughts he
would be called out immediately.

“People are beginning to
talk.”

“There has been talk for
some time,” Taylor dismissed again.

“So far the
ton finds it
entertaining when Phoebe ends up in questionable circumstances and
you always appear in the nick of time to rescue her.”

“I know. I have heard
it.”

“There are even
bets.”

“Yes, I know.”

“Had anyone seen you
tonight, the situation would no longer be humorous.” A warning edge
came to Noah’s voice.

Taylor shot up and began pacing.
“Don’t you think I know that? Why am I the one who is always there?
Don’t you think I know the repercussions of tonight? It would have
been just as damaging had I left the garden with her. You know that
as well as I do. My only choice was to wait.”

“I know. I meant no
offense.”

Taylor could tell he didn’t and calmed
considerably as he refilled his glass. Sitting back down, he
decided not to wait until after the party. “I am leaving London
after the weekend.”

“What? Why?”

“I need to find a wife.
You know the reasons as well as I. My connection to Phoebe has made
it more than difficult.” He took another drink and waited for a
reaction. He didn’t get one, as Noah continued to stare into the
fire slowly burning down. “That is not it alone. I will never find
a wife here. You know that. Everyone is afraid my third wife will
end up like the others.”

“I know. I am sorry for
that,” Noah finally offered with sadness.

For an instant Taylor considered
broaching the subject of Phoebe, but decided not to press Noah any
further. The friendship was on shaky ground this evening. If he
offered for Phoebe, Noah would no longer trust him, and they had a
long weekend to get through yet.

“I am sure Parker or
Chambers can step in for the rest of the Season.”

Noah looked up at him. Confusion
marred his brows.

“I want you to know I have
used the best judgment with your sister, but she makes it damn
hard.”

“I know you have. She is a
reckless girl.” Noah relaxed back in the chair, weariness showed in
his eyes.

“Perhaps you should just
marry her off.” Taylor waited for a reaction. It didn’t hurt to
test the situation just a bit.

“I have thought about it.
Heaven knows I have received plenty of offers, but the only person
she seems to like is you.”

“No, there is
another.”

“Who? She hasn’t mentioned
anyone to me.”

“She didn’t give a name.
She only said it was someone she couldn’t have. I have no clue who
she meant.”

Noah studied him, head cocked as if
thinking through something.

“Do you know who she
meant?” Taylor would like to know the name so he could have a talk
with the gentlemen. Then again, perhaps not. It all depended on who
the man was.

Noah shook his head and turned away.
“No, she has not confided in me.”

He placed his glass on the sideboard.
“Well, we won’t find the answer tonight.” He turned to Taylor, his
hands on his hips. “I don’t suppose another lecture would
help.”

Taylor rose, chuckling. “I seriously
doubt it.”

“Good night then.” Noah
let himself out, leaving Taylor to finish his drink in peace.
Unfortunately, Taylor never found peace. What had Noah said? “The
only person she seems to like is you.” Phoebe had said the same
thing. But she only saw him that way because he was not a
threat.

What a mess. Perhaps he should just
leave tomorrow and let someone else watch over her. Even as he
thought the words, he knew he wouldn’t leave until after the
weekend. Whoever thought this would be a safe environment for
Phoebe?

 


* * *

 


Phoebe had tossed and turned a good
portion of the night. When she finally woke, dressed and made her
way downstairs, the others had already gathered. Taking the stairs
slowly, not wishing to put much weight on her ankle, she finally
entered the drawing room and made her way to the closest
chair.

“My goodness. You are
limping, dear. What happened?” Mrs. Patterson asked from across the
room.

Noah, who had his back to the room,
studied the scenery out the window. Taylor leaned on the fireplace
mantel and showed only mild interest.

“Oh it is nothing. I just
turned it last night,” she answered and looked away to speak with
Janine.

“How did that happen,
dear?” Mrs. Patterson wouldn’t let the matter drop when she knew
very well what had occurred.

Phoebe looked up at her and wondered
if a lie would suffice or if she should simply state the truth. She
decided on something in the middle. “I went for a short walk before
retiring and must have stepped wrong.”

Phoebe held her breath and
waited.

“You don’t mean to tell me
you were taking a walk, alone, in the dark?” Mrs. Patterson
persisted.

“Would you have preferred
I was with someone?” Phoebe retorted. “That would not have been
very proper, now would it?”

“Anyone could have come
upon you, dear. You really need to be more careful.”

“It is not as if we are in
London, Mrs. Patterson. We are in the country and when I left,
everyone was still in the house. I only planned to be out for a
short time, and I didn’t wander overly far.” Phoebe looked her
directly in the eye, daring her to tell what she knew.

With a quick glance at Taylor’s
speculative face, the widow must have decided not to press any
further. “Do take care, child. I would hate to see something cast a
shadow on your reputation.”

Phoebe gave her a very sweet smile. “I
will try to remember.” Did Taylor think of her as a child as well?
She wasn’t sure she wanted an answer to that question.

Seconds passed and the room began
discussing the day’s outings. Phoebe was slower to relax as she
waited for the revelation from Mrs. Patterson. It didn’t come and
by the time they left for the picnic, her accident had been
forgotten by the rest of the guests.

 


* * *

 


Seated on a blanket with friends,
Phoebe was kept from moving about because of her ankle. Taylor kept
his distance, enjoying himself with the other guests. Phoebe did
her best to try to ignore him, but was finding it difficult, as she
only half listened to her friend’s gossip. She was not used to
simply sitting and found her irritation growing as the day wore on.
She began to wonder if these girls could think of anything other
than gentlemen, fashions and gossip. Mildly she wondered out loud
if there were any fish worth catching in the lake only to be
rewarded with laughter from her friends, thinking she
jested.

After returning to the house, a small
group decided to take some horses out for a ride before dinner.
Phoebe was on her way to the stables when Noah stopped her. “You
aren’t riding,” he informed her sternly.

“Why not?” She demanded,
trying to pull her arm from his grasp.

“Think of it as punishment
for last night,” he stated for her ears only. “For one, you should
rest that ankle. For another, you need to think of the consequences
had Mrs. Patterson decided to enlighten everyone to what had really
occurred.”

“She wouldn’t,” Phoebe
retorted as she tried to pull away from him.

“What would stop
her?”

“What I could say about
her.” Phoebe gave him a confident smile.

“There you are wrong. It
was no secret to anyone that she left with Sandlin.”

Phoebe searched her brother’s face.
She could tell by his eyes that he was telling the truth and it
tore at her. Taylor had planned to seduce that woman and she would
have let him. Oh how she wished it didn’t bother her. Raising her
chin she huffed. “Then I am sorry I spoiled his evening.” She tried
to yank her arm away.

“You are retiring to your
room. That is the end of the discussion and I suggest you don’t
make a scene.”

Phoebe fumed. But she knew he would
haul her upstairs if she didn’t go on her own and she had no desire
for further humiliation. She was facing enough of it secretly on
her own. “Very well.” Turning she limped to the house, fighting the
tears in her eyes.

From her room upstairs she watched
them ride away. The further they rode, the angrier she became. How
dare he send her to her room as if she were a child? He didn’t have
control over her, despite what he thought, and she would prove it
to him. As soon as they were far out of sight, she made her way
downstairs and to the stables. After a horse was saddled for her,
she rode off in the direction of the other riders, and then veered
off on another path as soon as she was out of sight. She wanted to
ride and be defiant. Yet she wasn’t brave enough to flaunt it in
Noah’s face.

After a long, hard ride, her anger
dissipated and she turned the horse back the direction they had
come. She still had a few hours of light left so she didn’t bother
hurrying. Besides, the horse had been run a good portion of the
trail and she had no intention of over exerting the poor
animal.

Phoebe hadn’t really thought about
much as she ran from the house. Only the need to be away and out
from under Noah’s command. Now upon reflection, with her own temper
cooled, she had to admit he was right. In retrospect, her actions
had been spontaneous and foolish. However, they never seemed that
way at the time. Even taking the horse on her own didn’t seem
foolish. She rode her own horse often alone at home. This wasn’t
home. This was someone else’s house and there were a number of
guests who would have frowned if they knew her recent actions. All
she had to do was return to the house before the others and sneak
upstairs to her room. If she didn’t make it back before them, she
would still sneak up to her room and hope the stable hands didn’t
mention her actions to Noah. Hopefully they wouldn’t know that Noah
was her guardian. If her absence was noticed, most likely they
would tell Martin or Janine, and Phoebe could only hope they would
keep silent.

Leading the horse into the woods, she
stopped at a stream. Dismounting, she allowed him to drink, while
she wandered along the bank, favoring her ankle and wishing she
were anywhere else but at this house party. The events of the night
before came flooding back to her. Why of all men did she have to
have feelings for Lord Sandlin? He didn’t even recognize that she
could be a potential wife and she had never felt so dejected. Not
that she would put her mother and sister before a gentleman; it
would still be nice if he felt for her a smidgen of what she felt
for him.

He will never see me
differently.

It was not a pleasant thought at all.
The only action she could take would be to put Sandlin out of her
mind and return to the house. That was her firm decision as she
began walking back to her horse when a shot rang out from across
the stream. Before she could react to the noise, she felt something
tear through her upper arm and fell to the ground, striking her
head against a rock. Spooked, the horse didn’t wait for its rider,
but tore off toward the stables, leaving Phoebe alone, lying on the
ground.

 



Chapter 11

 


Phoebe lay quiet and still, waiting
for the person who had fired the shot to appear. After several long
minutes passed, she realized whoever he or she was, had gone. As
she struggled to sit up, pain tore through her arm and head. Phoebe
looked down to inspect the damage. It actually felt worse than it
was, though the blood soaking into her sleeve certainly gave the
illusion of a serious wound. She ran her fingers over the bump just
above her temple and winced at the tenderness. She struggled to
stand and surveyed her surroundings, fighting the dizziness. Her
spontaneous, reckless streak had certainly gotten her in trouble
this time.

Phoebe had no idea how far from the
house she was nor how long it would take to walk the distance.
Taking a few steps back toward the trail she was reminded of her
ankle and groaned in irritation. Finding a long stick, she used it
as a cane, to keep as much weight off her ankle as possible. Her
other arm lay cradled across her abdomen, and she tried to move it
as little as possible. Setting her teeth, she set out for the
house, anger at herself growing with each painful step.

She wanted to cry out against the
throbbing discomfort in both her ankle and arm but suspected that
would only increase the pain in her head. Phoebe refused to give
into tears. She deserved each injury and would not cower now. She
would wait and do that when she was in her bed, safe again, with
her head buried under the covers. As much as she would love to give
over to self-pity at the moment, she didn’t have the option,
knowing it would be long past dark when she finally made it back to
the house.

Phoebe could just imagine what Noah
would have to say now. Maybe he would send her back to the country
for the rest of the Season. There was a hopeful thought. The Season
had brought her nothing but weariness. It would be nice to go home
again. Yes, that is what she would do. Make him so angry he would
ship her home to be with her sisters. Feeling a bit lighter in
mood, she continued up the path, wishing she had an idea of how far
away she had ridden.

A half hour after the horse had run
off, Phoebe could walk no further and decided to seek shelter
instead. Night descended quicker than she anticipated and she was
unlikely to make it back until long after everyone had retired. All
she could hope for was that everyone believed her to be in bed and
she could continue her walk in the morning. Then she would find a
way into the house with nobody the wiser. Besides, she was hurt,
dizzy, and nauseous and the pressure of the boot gave no doubt that
her ankle had swollen considerably. If she could rest, she knew she
would feel much better by dawn. At least she hoped. With that
thought, she began to scan the woods for the shed she had passed
earlier. Hopefully it would offer shelter and warmth.

At the next curve in the road she
spotted the structure between the trees and limped in that
direction. Once in the clearing she was amazed to see it wasn’t a
shed, but a small stable with a cabin on the other side. For the
first time since her fall, Phoebe smiled with relief. At least she
wouldn’t have to spend the night in some shed.

Phoebe let herself into the cabin and
found it to be nicely furnished, with an ample supply of wood by
the fireplace. Additionally it was clean and she wondered who came
here before she remembered Martin and Janine talking about the
secret cabin in the woods. This must be it. Shutting the door
behind her, she approached the fireplace first to get a fire
started. Next she made her way out the back of the cabin, to the
stream for fresh water and filled a bucket, before returning to the
house and taking another out to fill. One would be for drinking and
the other to soak her foot, hoping the cold water would help reduce
some of the swelling.

With the fire going and the cabin
beginning to warm, Phoebe set about gathering the items she would
need close at hand, knowing once she sat down, she was unlikely to
get back up again for a while. After locating rags, blankets and a
pillow, she brought them to the chairs by the fire before finding
tea in the cupboard. She put a kettle over the fire to heat.
Finally, Phoebe had everything close at hand to see her through the
night.

After removing her jacket, she pulled
her arm free of the blouse. She would have to see to her arm first.
Some of the blood had dried, and the cloth stuck to the wound.
Phoebe winced when she pulled the material away, causing the
bleeding to start again. Dipping a cloth in the cool water, she
applied it to her arm and was reminded of the throbbing in her
ankle and head. Setting the cloth aside, she put her arm back into
the ruined blouse, letting the blood soak into the fabric once
again. She then set to removing her boot and stocking. Just as she
had suspected, it had swollen considerably, and continued to do so
now that the boot was no longer a confinement.

Intent on being comfortable first, she
fixed a cup of tea, which she sat beside her. Then carefully
lifting her skirt above her knee she lifted the injured foot and
placed it in the bucket. The icy cold water sent a jolt through her
veins and she shook for a moment. Soon her foot began to numb and
she returned her attention to her arm. She kept the cold, wet cloth
in place until the bleeding stopped, pausing on occasion to sip her
tea.

 


* * *

 


The riding party returned shortly
before darkness fell. Laughing, they ran into the house, leaving
the stable hands to see to the horses. Taylor lagged behind,
wanting to see to his own horse, which was his habit.

“You requested to see me?”
Martin asked the stable hand.

“Yes, my lord. I am
concerned about one of the guests.”

“Which one and
why?”

“The lady referred to as
Lady Phoebe hasn’t returned.”

Just the mention of the name intruded
on Taylor’s thoughts and he brought his head up.

“No. She didn’t accompany
us,” Martin answered and patted the nose of a horse.

“She rode out after the
party had left.”

Taylor stopped what he was doing,
ground his teeth, and walked out of the stall.

“She hasn’t returned yet?”
He asked the question, knowing how obvious the answer, but needing
clarification.

“No, but her horse did
some time ago. I was hoping she was with everyone else.”

Taylor cursed under his breath. “Which
way did she go?” He began to put the saddle back on his own
horse.

“The same direction as the
riding party.” The man gestured.

“Do you want me to go with
you?” Martin asked.

“Tell Noah first,” Taylor
shouted back as he rode off.

He rode in the direction they had
taken; Taylor wondered where the hell she could be. They hadn’t
seen her, so she must have taken another trail, but which one? He
could be looking for her all night. Taking the first path he came
to, Taylor veered to the left, deciding to try each path until he
rode as far as they had earlier. Surely she hadn’t gone very
far.

When he had ridden for almost half an
hour and was ready to turn back, the smell of smoke caught his
attention. Stopping, he tried to determine its location and headed
in that direction. Riding slowly, he found the cabin and in his
gut, knew he found Lady Phoebe.

He tied his horse up in the shelter
provided and approached the house. He was angrier than he could
ever remember being. While he had been worried sick, she had
probably been sitting peacefully before the fire, determined to be
defiant, not a care in the world. Well perhaps he should do
something Noah hadn’t yet done. A blistering on the backside was
long overdue.

Taylor approached the door quietly and
decided a little scare wouldn’t harm her either. She needed to be
reminded how vulnerable she truly was. He turned the handle of the
door without making a sound.

 


* * *

 


Phoebe had heard the horse approach
and was afraid it was the person who had fired the shot, or worse.
She pulled the blanket up to her chin, and draped it over the
bucket. No sense alerting them of how defenseless she was at the
moment. She picked up the poker from the fireplace and waited
silently as the door opened.

“You reckless little fool.
Do you have any idea the trouble that could be brewing if anyone
else besides Martin knows you are missing?”

Phoebe started at his voice. He was
the last person she expected to appear, yet wasn’t really
surprised. Holding tightly to the poker, afraid of the anger she
heard in his voice, she pulled the blanket tighter around her,
though she knew he wouldn’t physically hurt her. She could only
just imagine his reaction when he found out she managed to injure
herself once again. “I was hoping everyone would think I was still
in my room.”

“Luckily, most everyone
does,” he ground out and came around the chair to face her,
stopping short. “Come on. I will take you back.”

“I can’t. Just return
without me and send a horse back in the morning,” she retorted,
becoming more miserable with every moment.

“As much as I would like
to leave you here, that is not an option. Now get up so I can
return you to your brother so he can deal with you.” He towered
over her.

Phoebe’s eyes widened as she looked up
at him. Why was he so angry? Stupid question, she already knew.
Once again he was rescuing her from herself and was finally fed up
with his role. “I said I can’t. Please go.” She turned her face
back toward the fire, fighting her tears and hoping he would leave
her in peace.

“I am not in the mood to
argue. I’ll carry you if I have too.” He grabbed the blanket,
pulled it from her and went completely still.

Phoebe whipped her head around and
looked up, her mouth opened to explain but his stormy expression
caused her to hold her tongue.

First his eyes went to her leg, bare
from the knee down, resting in a bucket of water. He scanned up her
body and Phoebe’s face heated with embarrassment, though she
preferred to think of it as anger. She only partially wore her
blouse, revealing her chemise and corset. It was the red rag tied
around her arm that stopped him, and his eyes flicked up to her
face for an explanation.

She stared back at him, part in fear
and part in pain. “It is not as bad as it looks,” she tried to
offer lightly. “Just a minor mishap.”

Quickly he searched her body for any
additional injuries but found none before noticing the poker
clenched in her fist. With half a smile, he took it from her. “I
believe you can put this down. For the moment you are safe, though
my first intent when walking in the door was to blister your
bottom.” He lifted the poker from her hand and placed it back with
the other tools, then turned his attention back to Phoebe. He
kneeled to the side of the chair, intent on looking at her
arm.

He began to lift the bandage. “Don’t
do that. It will start bleeding again.”

Taking his hands away, he sat back on
his heels. “Mind telling me what happened?”

“Will you be angry?” She
sank further into the chair and tried to put distance between
them.

“I am already angry so why
don’t you just tell me. Did you fall from the horse and cut your
arm?”

“Of course I didn’t fall
from my horse.” Her spine went rigid and Phoebe scowled at him. “I
am insulted you would suggest such a thing.”

He leaned back, eyes wide with shock
apparently. “Then perhaps you should explain why your horse
returned to the stable without you and there is a bandage tied
around your arm.”

“That is simple. I was
shot, fell down and hit my head. The noise spooked the
horse.”

He stared at her, his mouth
open.

“We had just stopped by
the stream for a drink and I happened to be standing next to her
when there was a gunshot from across the stream. Naturally, the
horse bolted before I could get a hold of her. When the person
didn’t show themselves, I walked until I came to this
cabin.”

Taylor’s face paled. “How far did you
have to walk?” He moved toward her foot and gently lifted it out of
the bucket.

Phoebe winced at his touch. “I don’t
know. About half an hour. I wasn’t walking very
quickly.”

“I can see that,” he
muttered while examining the swollen appendage. It was starting to
show bruising on the side. Gently he placed it back in the bucket
and turned his attention to the arm. Phoebe waited while he
unwrapped the bandage to examine the wound. “I told you it wasn’t
as bad as it looked. It bled a lot, but for the most part it is a
minor injury.”

 


* * *

 


Taylor picked up another cloth and
began to wash the wound, not sure what to say. She had been shot,
but didn’t seem fazed by the incident. It was more than a minor
injury and the shot had done more than just graze her. If it had
been just slightly over a bit, it would have struck bone. At least
it had gone all the way through. It probably needed stitching, but
he was sure the materials were not available in the cabin. Finding
a clean cloth, he bound her arm once again, never saying a word.
Next he looked at the bruise on her head. When he touched it, she
winced. He stopped immediately. “How do you really feel?” He asked
with concern.

She closed her eyes. “Humiliated,
angry, miserable, dizzy and nauseous.” She opened her eyes slightly
and gave him a weak smile. “And how are you this fine
day?”

“Better than you, I am
sure,” he grunted. Concern grew in him. Her arm would heal and she
would probably have a scar. Somehow he didn’t think a scar would
bother her. Her ankle would also heal in time. She just needed to
stay off of it for a while. It was her head wound that bothered
him. The dizziness and nausea were expected, but head wounds were
also unpredictable. It would be too dangerous to take her back to
the house without knowing the extent of her head injury.

He picked up the soiled rags and
bucket of red tinged water and walked out the back door where he
emptied the contents. He refilled the bucket with fresh water,
which he placed on a counter in the kitchen area. Finally he
returned to her and made himself comfortable in the chair across
from her. Phoebe waited.

“You looked scared to
death,” he finally observed.

“You are very
angry.”

“I was. That has passed.”
He leaned back and rested his hands on the arms of the chair and
straightened his legs out in front of him, crossing them at the
ankles. A million thoughts ran through his mind and he needed to
find one to focus on for the moment. “Did you see who shot
you?”

“No. I only know it came
from across the stream.”

“Martin wasn’t allowing
anyone to hunt.”

“Perhaps it was a
poacher.”

“Probably,” Taylor agreed
after a moment. Past experience made his gut clench but he
dismissed the idea to paranoia. Just because he had come to care
for her, didn’t automatically put her in danger. He was not being
rational. He was only reacting to the situation. Of course it had
been a poacher, which he would leave Martin to deal
with.

“You don’t have to stay
here. I will be perfectly fine on my own,” Phoebe said.

“What if the person who
shot you is still in the woods?”

“I am sure he has gone by
now. Especially if he realized he shot someone.”

“Or, he could be afraid
that person could identify him and be looking for her to finish the
job.”

“Don’t be
ridiculous.”

“Where you are concerned,
my dearest Phoebe, nothing is ridiculous.”

She stared at him, her mouth pursed in
irritation, before she sighed and sat forward. “If you will help me
with my blouse and jacket, I can be ready to go in a few
minutes.”

Taylor raised one eyebrow. “You aren’t
going anywhere.”

“Well, I certainly can’t
stay here with you.”

“You have no choice. The
last thing I would subject you to is riding at this moment. You are
liable to start bleeding once again and that foot should be
elevated as soon as the water warms. I am more concerned with your
dizziness at the moment, however.” At least she saw the situation
for what it was.

 



Chapter 12

 


“We can’t stay out here,
together.” Phoebe’s pulse increased as her panic grew. She would be
ruined. This was much worse than a simple walk in a garden. At
night, or even during the day, being alone in this cabin with Lord
Sandlin would cause the worst scandal on record, regardless of her
injured state. There had to be a way out of this
situation.

“We have no choice,” he
ground out again. At least he wasn’t any happier about the
situation than she was.

“You of all people should
know what people will think.” Didn’t he realize what could happen
to him? Noah would kill them both. What if Noah challenged him? No,
her brother wouldn’t do that. Dueling was illegal. Surely Noah
wouldn’t force them to marry. That would ruin his friendship with
Lord Sandlin, and she couldn’t have that. Obviously she was the
last person Sandlin wished to be tied to and she couldn’t bear
being forced into matrimony with him. He would be miserable. It was
bad enough her future was ruined. Silently she vowed not to let
Noah ruin Lord Sandlin’s as well. After all it was the man who
could walk away from these situations unharmed. Only the woman’s
reputation suffered.

“I know exactly what they
will think if anyone finds out,” he acknowledged.

If anyone finds out. He was right. So
far, only a few knew, and they would keep quiet for her brother’s
sake. Suddenly she lit on the idea. “You are right. There is always
the possibility nobody will know. If we return before day break,
you can drop me off a little ways from the house and I will walk
the rest. You will return before me and sneak into the house. I
will follow, and sneak into my room. There is a chance nobody will
be the wiser.”

He studied her with humor lit eyes,
one half of his mouth quirked to the side. Phoebe expected him to
laugh at the idea as impossible but instead, he agreed. “You’re
right. Let’s enjoy the evening and see how your ankle fares.” He
smiled warmly, which she immediately responded to by smiling
back.

Taylor stood. “I need to see to my
horse. When I return, I’ll see about finding something to
eat.”

Phoebe sat up.

“Don’t move. When I
return, we’ll get that foot elevated.”

“Thank you,” she called
after him and snuggled back down in the chair. She should feel
guilty, but she didn’t. She would have an entire night in his
company alone. It was a gift she gladly accepted. Perhaps she would
leave with fond memories to hold onto in the future when she was
back home taking care of her mother and sister. Or, if Noah broke
his promise and married her off to some gentleman, or perhaps when
Sandlin married. Phoebe quickly dismissed the idea. She didn’t want
to think of him married, though she knew it was bound to happen
eventually. Every male needed to produce an heir. She just wasn’t
as anxious about finding his bride as she once was. If only he
didn’t see her as a reckless and foolish child, perhaps she would
have a chance at something more. The very thought was ridiculous. A
man like Lord Sandlin would never be interested in her for a wife.
No, he would require one of those cool, elegant and fair women that
flooded the ton.
He wanted a woman who also used the good sense God gave her, unlike
herself.

Noah was more than likely to ship her
back to the country anyway. That was well and good. Obviously she
wasn’t cut out for society and it’s rules. But now, she had an even
more important reason. She couldn’t risk discovering Lord Sandlin
in somebody else’s arms again. The image still caused her heart to
ache. No, she wouldn’t remember it. Instead, she would try to make
this night as enjoyable as she could. In all likelihood, it was the
last night of her disastrous Season.

 


* * *

 


Outside, Taylor brought the horse
fresh water and found some oats Martin kept stored at the back of
the small stable. He had heard of Martin and Janine’s little hide
away, but this was the first time he had seen it. Once his horse
was comfortable, he began walking back to the cabin when he saw
Marius coming his way. Taylor was half tempted to wipe the grin off
his friend’s face. Walking to meet him, Taylor attempted to keep
him from the cabin. Marius dismounted while he waited for Taylor to
join him.

“Can I assume you found
the reckless one?” Marius laughed.

“Yes.” Taylor glared
back.

“Do you think it is wise
to keep her in the cabin?” Marius asked, trying to control his
humor.

It took all his energy not to punch
Marius at that moment. Heaven knew he wanted to strike something.
Taking a deep breath, he explained the situation. Marius sobered
tremendously, given the serious nature of what had transpired.
“Only Lady Phoebe would find a bullet where there should be no
hunting.”

“My thoughts exactly. Who
was shooting I wonder?”

“Probably poachers, like
you already said.”

“And I am just paranoid?”
Taylor couldn’t help but ask.

Marius grimaced. “It’s not like you
don’t have reason. I am sure she was just in the wrong place at the
wrong time. This is Phoebe we are talking about and you aren’t
married to her, yet.”

“Why do you think my
paranoia has increased?” Taylor finally allowed himself half a
smile.

As they became quiet, Marius studied
him. “You know he can’t look past this one.”

“I know.”

“What are Phoebe’s
thoughts?”

“I am leaving her with her
delusion that we can still sneak back into the house, once the
swelling has gone down, her arm finally stops bleeding and I am
convinced she has not suffered a concussion.”

“That is even optimistic
for her.”

“On the contrary. She is
so terrified of being forced to marry me, she would believe any
possibility. Obviously she has forgotten her brother in this. Or,
she thinks she can work around him.”

“Perhaps I can send him
back and you can return to the house?” Marius offered.

Taylor thought about it for a minute,
but realized it wouldn’t work. Even if they fooled the others, he
would still have to face Noah. Another hour or the entire night
would make no difference at this point where his fate was
concerned. He might as well stay the entire night. “Do you think it
would make a difference?”

“Doubtful. But perhaps
Phoebe is right. Maybe Noah won’t press the matter if you do manage
to sneak back unseen.”

“How will you explain my
absence?”

“I’ll explain the
situation to Noah. As long as everyone believes Phoebe remains in
her room, it just might work.”

“That just might be true.
Noah wouldn’t risk damaging Phoebe’s reputation by alerting
everyone to her latest adventure.”

“It is doubtful he will
call you out for the same reason.”

Nodding his head, Taylor decided to go
along. It was quite possible he would be believed. Then the only
thing he would have lost this night would be one
friendship.

Getting back on his horse, Marius
turned to Taylor. “I am sure once I explain to everyone that you
are exhausted from the Season and all you require at the moment is
solitude, they will understand.”

Taylor tried to laugh, but couldn’t.
The group back at the house would enjoy his situation. He had
already been the butt of jokes, called Phoebe’s knight, among other
things. They would eat this up. Well, he could suffer through the
jokes, if the plan worked.

“What if the plan doesn’t
work?” Marius finally asked with seriousness.

“I am already resigned to
my fate, whether it be pistol or ring.”

After seeing to her comfort and making
her another cup of tea, Taylor took the fishing poles he had found
and headed down to the stream. On any other occasion, or with any
other companion, this would be an evening to look forward to.
Unfortunately, it was innocent Phoebe sitting in the cabin and
Taylor knew he had a very long and uncomfortable night ahead of
him. He wouldn’t dwell on what the morning would probably
bring.

 


* * *

 


“This is the most
delicious fish I have ever eaten,” Phoebe proclaimed and laid her
fork on the now empty plate.

“I am sure your compliment
had nothing to do with the fact you are famished.” Taylor stood to
take her plate. It was a filling meal but certainly not as good as
Phoebe claimed. Still, a little pride pulled at his heart knowing
she liked the meal he had prepared for her.

She looked up at him from the couch,
emerald eyes smiling at him. He had moved her here before they
began to eat, since the water in the bucket warmed and he wanted
her foot on a pillow. He set the plate on the table and tucked the
blankets around her feet before he took the dishes outside to rinse
in the stream. When he returned to the cabin he found Lady Phoebe
sitting with one hand fidgeting behind her back.

“What are you
doing?”

“Trying to get
comfortable.”

“Would you like me to play
ladies maid and fluff your pillows, Madame?” Taylor asked as he
walked to her.

“No. I would like you to
play ladies maid and unfasten this corset,” Phoebe
replied.

Taylor stopped in mid step, muffling a
curse. Before he could proceed, Phoebe began moving again. “Better
yet, if you could please unfasten the skirt, as well as the corset,
then I can be rid of this clothing.”

“I am not sure that is
wise, Phoebe,” Taylor warned in a low tone.

She gave him an irritated look over
her shoulder. “It is not as if anyone is going to know. Have you
ever tried to relax in a tight skirt and corset?”

He opened his mouth to speak, but
didn’t get the chance.

“Of course not. Until you
try it sometime, I would ask that you not insist I stay in the
thing because of propriety.”

“Your brother wouldn’t
like this. You are missing too much clothing as it is.” Taylor
walked away from her, trying to gain control of his
body.

“I promise not to tell him
if you don’t,” she begged. “Please Taylor. Have mercy on me. I am
in enough pain without having to fight to breathe as
well.”

Rummaging in the kitchen, he looked
for a bottle of liquor. Anything to dull the senses. Finally he
found a bottle of brandy. Grabbing it and two glasses, he returned
to the fire. “This should take away any discomfort.” He offered her
a glass.

“But you won’t help me
remove this horrible thing?”

“No.”

Setting her glass down, she glared at
him. “Fine. I don’t need your help. I have done this myself before,
except I usually have two hands.”

Taylor refused to touch her. He wanted
to touch her. He would be more than happy to remove every article
of her clothing and actually toyed with the idea of doing just
that. After all, he knew what awaited him in the morning, even if
she chose to deny the fact. Noah wouldn’t let this matter slide as
a mild indiscretion.

He pasted a pleasant expression on his
face, crossed his legs and cradled his glass in his hands on his
lap, hoping to hide the desire building as he watched her struggle
to unhook the clasps at her back. Arching her back so her hand
could reach the tapes, she forced her full breasts against the
fabric of her camisole. Obviously she didn’t realize the display or
she didn’t know that her blanket had slipped. Abruptly he put his
glass down and approached her. She was showing much more than he
needed to see at the moment. “Cover yourself,” he bit out and
quickly undid the fastenings as she hastily pulled the blanket to
her chin.

“Thank you,” she offered
quietly as he sat back down. Beneath the blanket she fussed a
little more, and then finally the offensive object she referred to
fell to the floor from beneath the blanket. Taylor quickly picked
up his glass and refilled it, as he watched her struggle some more
and drop the skirt much in the same manner. Finally she settled
back, with the blanket to her chin, picked up her glass and began
to sip. He waited for a reaction, but it didn’t come.

“You have had brandy
before I see.”

“Yes, I became familiar
with it the day we buried my father.”

Taylor quickly regretted his question,
seeing the sadness in her eyes. Needing to erase visions of burials
from both their minds he changed the subject. “You seemed indignant
earlier when I suggested you fell from your horse.”

Phoebe gave him a half smile. “I am an
excellent rider. Surely you know our family breeds
horses.”

“That doesn’t mean you
know how to ride,” Taylor reasoned, wanting to tease her and
lighten both their moods.

“When I recover, I’ll show
you just how well I do ride,” Phoebe declared, taking on a haughty
air. Taylor covered his reaction by drinking. If she had any clue
as to the riding he had just envisioned, she would be
scandalized.

He lifted his glass to her in toast.
“I will take you up on that offer. Provided it is daylight and we
are surrounded by people.” He tried to return his own mood to a
light one.

Phoebe lowered her eyes, staring into
her drink. “I am really sorry I have become such a
problem.”

“We have been over
this.”

“No. You are just being
polite. I have ruined your Season. If you didn’t have to keep
rescuing me, you could be looking for someone yourself.” She took a
drink before continuing. “Then last night, I ruined your... ah,
interlude, I suppose you might call it. Now I am keeping you away
from her again.”

“Phoebe, first of all, I
would not be able to find a wife amongst the ton. Second, I have had more fun
rescuing you, though it has been irritating at times, than I have
had in years.” He smiled warmly at her and deliberately left the
widow out of the discussion.

She looked up at him hesitantly. “You
aren’t just saying that?”

“No.” Standing, he poured
more into her glass. Perhaps he could make her fall asleep. Then
she wouldn’t be looking at him so trusting with those big green
eyes.

“Why couldn’t you find a
wife? It seems to me there are hundreds of beautiful girls just
waiting to be asked?”

“There are hundreds, I
agree. None of their fathers would ever allow me to take one off of
their hands.” He relaxed back in the chair, beginning to mellow as
the liquor warmed his blood, and more open than he
should.

“Surely you are
mistaken.”

“Obviously your brother
has kept my past from you. There is a very good reason.”

“What is the reason?” Her
voice was full of concern.

For a minute he considered not telling
her. Why not? After tomorrow, there was a very good chance she
would find herself betrothed to him and she had a right to know the
truth, so she could escape while she still could. “I have been
married before.”

She straightened, mouth open in
surprise.

“Twice.”

“Oh.” She took a quick
drink. “So you are a widower?”

She must remember him telling her of
his marital state at Vauxhall. “Twice over.” He drained his
glass.

“I am sorry.”

“That is not the half of
it.” He decided she might as well know the entire sordid
tale.

Phoebe waited, blessedly silent for a
change. She was probably praying that there were no consequences
from their actions tonight.

“My grandfather’s will
states that I have to be married and produce a legitimate heir by
the time I am thirty.” Raising his head he looked at her. “That is
less than two years away in case you are wondering.” He leaned his
head back, having caught the sympathy in her eyes and not wanting
to see it. “If I don’t, I lose lands, funds, everything, become a
simple pauper while keeping the title.”

“How dreadful for
you.”

“Not only me, but the two
ladies I married. To go along with my grandfather’s dictate, they
have suffered a worse fate than I.” He was not willing to tell her
everything just yet.

“I am so sorry.” She
trailed off as they lapsed into silence. “I still don’t understand
why you haven’t secured another wife?”

He raised his head and gave her a half
smile. “Nobody wants to risk their lovely daughters facing the same
fate. I am not a lucky man to be married to.”

“That is utterly stupid,”
she retorted. “It is not like you killed them, did you?”

Taylor laughed. “No, Phoebe. I did
not. Thank you for being the only one to have nerve enough to
ask.”

Taylor wondered what she would think
if she knew both wives had been carrying his child as well. It was
just as well he hadn’t mentioned that small fact. She was a girl of
deep feelings, unlike anyone he had met before. Maybe he should
warn her not to show her emotions so clearly in her face. Yet, he
couldn’t do that. Then she wouldn’t be Phoebe. Her openness was one
of her more charming qualities.

“What about you,
Phoebe?”

Startled, she raised her head to meet
his eyes. “What do you mean?”

“You made reference last
evening to someone you have developed an affection for. Who is he?”
If Taylor wasn’t mistaken, she began to blush.

“It makes no difference.
He would never consider me,” she whispered, giving him a small
smile.

“What makes you so sure?”
Lounging back, he studied her. He was very curious about the man
who had held her affection.

“He doesn’t need anything
from me.” Phoebe kept her eyes averted, the crimson in her face
deepened.

“By that do you mean
titles, dowry and the like?”

“Of course. Why else
marry?”

Giving her a half smile, Taylor
agreed. “I see your point. By any chance could this gentleman
actually care for you?”

“I have no idea how he
feels about me,” she answered with irritation.

“You care for him don’t
you?” Taylor persisted.

Raising angry and hurt eyes, she
admitted it. “Yes, I care for him very much, but the feeling is not
returned. Of that I am certain and I would rather not discuss it
further.”

He was surprised by her reaction. It
was more than caring. She had fallen in love with this man. Who in
his right mind wouldn’t return the feelings? Oh, to be loved by
Phoebe, he thought. Then quickly dismissed the idea. Part of him
wished he hadn’t persisted for on the morrow all her hopes of
gaining the man’s affection would be hopeless. Setting his glass
aside, he turned down the lamps. “If we are to go sneaking to the
house before dawn, we will need to get up early.”

Phoebe pulled the blanket up to her
chin and turned her face to the back of the couch. He would need to
apologize tomorrow. It really had not been his intention to upset
her, but he couldn’t begin to fathom what gentleman she cared
for.

In the darkness he sipped the whiskey
and went over every outing in his head. Which gentlemen were
consistent in their pursuit and which had taken Phoebe on walks and
drives in the park? In the end, he had a short list and he couldn’t
imagine why any of them would reject her affection.

Taylor sat in the semi-darkness, with
only the light from the fire, drinking, watching her slumber . She
was so beautiful. To hold her affection would be an incredible
gift.

 



Chapter 13

 


Early morning sun began to lighten the
cabin and Taylor waited. At the most he barely dozed last night. He
certainly did not get any sleep. And now, Noah was here. He heard
the horse then footsteps a moment ago. He was just waiting to see
if Noah would speak to him or simply shoot him first. Noah looked
into the window and his hard, cold eyes met Taylors before he
opened the door and stepped inside.

“Does your appearance here
mean we might as well not bother hiding our return?” Taylor asked
dryly.

Noah shot him a look, still angry. His
facial features softened when he looked at Phoebe. Her exposed arm
was wrapped in a blood-soaked bandage, which Taylor would need to
change before they returned to the house. The blanket had also
fallen away from the elevated foot and he could see that it was
still painfully swollen with bluish grey bruising along the side.
By the time Noah’s eyes shifted back to Taylor, he was already
standing, walking toward him. Silently they walked outside and
Taylor busied himself looking after the horse.

Unable to bare the silence any longer,
Taylor spoke. “If you are here to call me out, I had better warn
you that I was to act as your second this week. I am not sure I can
do both roles. Perhaps I should just shoot myself and be done with
it.” He patted the horse and straightened.

A smile pulled at Noah’s mouth. “That
would be too easy. Besides, you need a wife and Phoebe needs a
keeper.”

“What about your promise
to Phoebe?” Taylor asked.

“Whatever promise I made
is moot due to her behavior.”

Taylor nodded his head. Noah was right
and there was no point arguing, so he might as well get to the
point.

“I haven’t touched her.
Not even last night.”

Noah dismissed the statement. “It
doesn’t matter. It is what is believed.”

Taylor grabbed his friend’s arm. “It
matters to me what you believe.”

Noah stiffened and met his eyes.
“Thank you. I appreciate that.”

Taylor let his arm drop to his side.
“You should. I have never been so tested in my entire life.” Noah
raised both eyebrows and Taylor took his warning
seriously.

Taylor sobered in response. “I will
take care of her. I’ll protect her with my own life if need
be.”

“I know you will.” Noah
moved toward his horse but stopped and turned back. “You actually
care for her don’t you?”

Taylor’s face warmed, which
embarrassed him even further. “More than I have ever thought it
possible to care for another.” He turned to return to the cabin. He
didn’t want Phoebe to wake up and find herself alone. Heaven knew
she would probably try to walk or something.

“Why didn’t you say
something before?” Noah asked as he studied his friend.

He turned back to Noah and shrugged
his shoulders. “Actually I thought about it a number of times, but
I didn’t think you would appreciate my attention.”

“Why the hell would you
think a thing like that?”

Taylor was taken aback by his tone and
volume of his voice. “Noah, you know my marital history as well as
anyone. Could I actually ask a friend for his sister, knowing what
could happen?”

“Those were all accidents,
and I am insulted you think I would feel otherwise.”

“I know you feel that way,
and I appreciate it. However, it is one thing to believe one way
and another to betroth your sister to the unlucky man.”

Noah nodded his head. Taylor knew Noah
had to acknowledge his point. “Would you like me to get a special
license, or have you thought that far ahead?”

“Let’s tell the blushing
bride and see what she thinks?” Noah grinned and met Taylor at the
foot of the two steps leading to the cabin door.

Taylor stopped short. “I am not sure
Phoebe is going to be happy with this turn of events.”

“She should have thought
about that yesterday. This could have turned out much worse, as you
know. We tried to warn her.”

“I know but she is in love
with someone.”

“Who?”

“She won’t tell me. She
mentioned the fact last night and the night before. She hasn’t
admitted she loves him, but it is in her eyes and you know she
can’t hide a thing.”

“How do you feel about
that?”

“I am not overjoyed, but I
am hopeful she will eventually feel something for me other than
brotherly affection.”

“That is how she sees
you?” Noah tilted his head, his eyes narrowed as if he wasn’t sure
he agreed.

“She is petrified of how
you will react and that you will force the very thing we have
discussed, which is why I let her believe our secret would remain
just that. No, Phoebe only holds me in the mildest of affections
and acts as comfortable around me as she does you.” He paused as he
remembered the evening before. “You don’t even want to know some of
the questions she has asked me. Just last night she asked me to
untie her corset so she could be comfortable.” Taylor stopped
suddenly and looked at Noah. “I probably shouldn’t have mentioned
that last part.”

“Under normal
circumstances, no. But, as it stands, I am sure it won’t be the
last time she asks you to play ladies maid.” They were both in
better humor as they reached the door.

Their laughter died when they realized
Phoebe was sitting up on the couch looking around, clutching her
blanket to her breast. Taylor suffered a quick intake of
breath.

“Good morning, sweet
sister,” Noah offered with barely a smile.

Phoebe went white at the sight of him.
“This is not what it looks like. Taylor, explain before he does
anything rash like threaten to shoot you.”

“See what I mean?” Taylor
walked past Noah and made himself comfortable, waiting for the
show.

“I have no intention of
shooting your betrothed.”

Her mouth fell open. “My what? Noah
you can’t.”

“I can and I
have.”

“Nothing
happened.”

“It doesn’t matter. Your
presence was missed last evening, as well as Taylor’s. To save your
reputation dear sister, I ended up lying to the entire
gathering.”

“What do you mean?” Taylor
and Phoebe asked in unison.

Not bothering to sit, Noah continued.
“I explained that a betrothal has already been in place but Sandlin
wanted you to have a Season before you were married.”

“Apparently, I got tired
of waiting and decided to force my hand,”

Taylor barked out
laughter. While it wouldn’t completely untarnish her reputation,
the fault lay with him and this indiscretion would be forgiven by
the ton.

“So, you see, you have no
reason to hurry back to the house. Feel free to return when you are
ready. We will discuss the plans later.” With that he shut the
door. Phoebe just stared at the door, Taylor watched her
carefully.

“He can’t do that. It is
so unfair,” she cried.

“What would you have him
do?” Taylor asked dryly.

“I don’t know. But it is
so unfair.” Phoebe grumbled as she flung herself back on the
pillows.

Taylor sighed. He hadn’t expected
happy excitement but her misery was quite unsettling. Walking to
her, he sat on the edge of the couch and took her hands. “I know
you love someone else Phoebe, though you won’t tell me who. Believe
me, as much as I hate to say it, even if he had wanted you, his
family probably wouldn’t allow it now.”

She stared at him as if he were a
fool, tears pooling in her eyes. “I meant unfair to you. Not
me.”

“Unfair to me?”

“Yes. You don’t want a
wife who is a constant irritation, as I have been to you. You will
grow to hate me for being forced into this, and I could never bear
that.”

“I could never grow to
hate you Phoebe.” Taylor was touched that she was concerned about
him.

“But you would. It always
happens. I should have made another provision with my brother that
he not force any man to marry me even if I did love him.” Her voice
trailed off and she looked away, afraid she had said too
much.

“It is a little late to be
changing your rules.” Taylor chuckled. “For now we need to play
along with his story.”

“Oh, you don’t understand
at all.” Tears were falling down her face now and it tore him
apart.

Maybe this was a mistake. “I am sorry
you are so upset about having to marry me. I’ll be a good husband
to you, Phoebe.”

“I don’t think I could
live with you day after day, knowing how I feel and knowing you
don’t feel the same.” She was becoming hysterical and Taylor feared
she would be overcome by a fit of vapors, though Phoebe was the
last person he ever thought would suffer such an
ailment.

Taylor hoped he was beginning to
understand her ranting, and prayed he was right. “How do you
feel?”

“Haven’t you been
listening to a word I said?” She screeched and he leaned back,
hopeful for her answer. “Who do you think I was talking about last
night? It was you. I admit it. Now my brother dictates that I must
marry you. Don’t you see? I couldn’t survive living with you.
Loving you the way I do, while you see this marriage as a duty
because we spent an innocent night together.”

She loved him. It began to sink in,
warming his heart and moving outward, warming his entire body.
Slowly he began to smile at her, but she was much too upset to
notice.

“It will be just like
everyone else’s marriage. You’ll take mistresses, which I would
hate, but I couldn’t say a word. It would be different if you
wanted to marry me, but you don’t. So go after my brother and talk
him out of this.” She ended by pointing to the door, unaware she
had let the blanket slip, revealing her chemise, a thin one at
that, breasts rising heavily in her emotional state as she
struggled to breathe.

He just sat there staring at her,
drinking in her indignant beauty, a grin on his face.

“Why aren’t you going
after him?”

“I have something better
in mind.” He leaned forward and pressed his lips to
hers.

She pushed him back before she was
overcome with weakness. “Taylor, don’t make this any worse on me. I
am humiliated enough at having blurted all this out to
you.”

“Phoebe. Do be quiet.” He
placed a hand behind her head and pulled her to him and began
kissing her again, not allowing her to push away. Slowly her lips
softened and Taylor deepened the kiss, realizing that Phoebe had
never been kissed before in her life. How wonderful. Tracing her
lips with his tongue, she began to open her mouth to him. It was
the sweetest kiss in his memory and the only kiss in hers.
Reluctantly he pulled away, and she just looked at him in wide-eyed
wonder. “Now may I say a few things?”

Phoebe nodded. “Your brother is not
forcing me into anything. Truth be told I have wanted you for
weeks.”

She eyed him with
suspicion.

“No, I am not just saying
this to make you feel better.” Her look didn’t change. “Yesterday
morning I decided that I had to leave London because I was afraid I
would end up doing exactly what I just did.” He was not used to
sharing his feelings but knew he must if she were to believe him.
“Phoebe, I have never felt for a woman what I feel for you. With
you as my wife, I could never imagine taking a mistress, nor even
wanting one. I think I fell in love with you the first time I
pulled you from the balcony and fell deeper and deeper in love each
time you managed to show your reckless nature.”

“You have been married
twice. Surely you felt something before?”

“As much as I regret it,
no. They were the marriages you were afraid of having. They were
all based on title.” He ran his fingers through his hair, worried
he would bungle this. “Do you know how hard it was for me last
night to sit and listen to you talk about the man who had your
affection, wishing it was me?”

Tears formed in her eyes again, but
these happy ones he could deal with. A little doubt still showed
through and he continued. “Phoebe I would never tell you this if it
weren’t true. You should know by now how honest I am.” He was
rewarded with her sweet smile.

“You really do love me?”
Her voice was so quiet he almost couldn’t hear her.

“Yes I do.”

Her face lit with joy and
Taylor knew he was the luckiest man in the world. His heart light
with relief, Taylor pulled her into his arms again, breathing in
her lilac scent, realizing he would never have to live without it
again. He knew he needed to pull away before it was too late. They
were betrothed, not married. Taking the blanket he drew it up over her, covering
her sufficiently.

“Sorry.” Her cheeks pinked
and Phoebe lowered her head.

“Don’t ever apologize for
showing yourself to me.” He put a finger beneath her chin and
lifted her face so she could look at him. “Once we are married, I
don’t intend for blankets to ever come between us
again.”

Her eyes widened with
shock.

“I am sorry. I didn’t mean
to scare you.”

“I have just never seen
you look this way,” she muttered.

“It is the side I have
kept hidden from you.” He gave her a wolfish grin. “Do you have any
idea what the look means?”

“I think so. You want what
you were attempting to do with the widow the other
night?”

Chuckling, he answered, “In a sense,
but I wanted you much more. She was a poor
substitution.”

Phoebe frowned, her brow wrinkled in
confusion.

“Though it may not sound
like it, my dearest Phoebe, it is actually a compliment where you
are concerned.”

“Oh.”

“Let’s save this
discussion for after we are married. Then if you have any
questions, I will try and answer them.” Her innocence would never
allow her to understand. He also realized he had scared her. Taking
her in his arms, he kissed her again. Phoebe didn’t even attempt to
fight. As his kiss deepened, her one good arm clutched his and he
slowly lowered her back against the pillows. He should stop now,
before it was too late, but all will to do so had left him. This
was the most wonderful experience. The warm feelings beginning to
brew in her body were most certainly wicked.

Tentatively, she touched her tongue to
his, much as he had been doing to her. Taylor groaned low and his
sweet kiss took on a more fierce tone. She wound a hand through his
hair, anchoring him to her. His hand slid up her body.

He needed to stop, get away from her
and go jump in the creek, yet his mind had no control over his
desires and he trailed kisses down her neck when a hand found the
breast it sought. Phoebe moaned and arched her back.

With a groan Taylor pulled himself
away. This went much further than he ever intended but not nearly
as far as he wished. Phoebe’s eyes were dazed with newly awakened
passion and he pulled her blanket back up.

“I believe I am beginning
to understand why so many people sneak off into
gardens.”

Taylor pulled her into his arms and
kissed the top of her head. “If you liked my attentions that well
my dear, I promise to kiss you like that every day.”

“I think I would like that
very much.”

They sat there for a long while,
content and happy to be together as Taylor tried to bring his own
body under control. It was very difficult as he was unable to wipe
her passionate response from his mind. It would be a very good
marriage indeed. Now if he could only control himself until they
were married. A special license was definitely in order.

 



Chapter 14

 


The following weeks were a flurry of
activity for Phoebe. Between shopping, being fitted for her wedding
gown, and attending balls, routs, the opera, breakfasts and
picnics, she barely had time to rest. Taylor escorted her
everywhere at night and their invitations only increased with the
news of the impending nuptials.

“Are you positive shopping
is really a necessary activity?” Phoebe groaned to Janine. “How
many fripperies can one person look at in one day?”

Janine laughed and pulled her into a
haberdasher. “You still need to complete your
trousseau.”

“Why?” Phoebe had never
enjoyed shopping. If she needed something, she took her list, went
into town, obtained the items and returned home. This strolling
from shop to shop was an incredible waste of time, at least as far
as she was concerned.

Janine looked at her, opened her
mouth, and then closed it. An odd look on her face as if she wasn’t
sure how to answer. “You just do, that is all.” She clamped her
lips shut and picked up an emerald green cap and placed it on
Phoebe’s head. “This is perfect. It brings out your
eyes.”

Which Phoebe rolled in
response.

The two stepped out into the sunshine,
new hat in hand. “Can we return home now?”

Janine sighed. “I suppose so. I swear,
there must be something wrong with you. I’ve never known a young
lady who did not enjoy shopping.”

Phoebe shrugged her shoulders. She had
no answer, and it wasn’t the first time someone had wondered about
her for one reason or another.

“I can’t wait to relax and
remove these shoes.” And sample the lemon cake cook had been baking
when she left. The smell had wafted to her in the foyer and Phoebe
had been about to head toward the kitchen when Janine pulled her
out the front door. The heavenly smell had stayed with her during
the torturous adventure in shopping.

“Phoebe, watch out.”
Janine grabbed her arm and pulled her back on the sidewalk
forcefully enough that Phoebe lost her footing and landed on her
bottom. She was about to ask Janine what she was about when an out
of control carriage careened toward her, barely missing her foot,
and continued down the road. Had Janine not pulled her out of the
way, the horses’ hooves would have crushed her.

Marius Parker hastened to her
side.

“Are you all right, Lady
Phoebe?”

She looked up at him and smiled.
Though she was a little shaken, she suffered no injury. How often
had her family told her to watch where she was going? “I am fine.
Thank you for your concern.”

He held out his hand and helped her to
her feet.

“Thank you, Mr. Parker.”
Phoebe dusted off the back of her skirt, hoping there was no
damage. Heaven knew that if it were ruined she would need to shop
for a new one.

“Let me escort you ladies
home. Sandlin would have my head if anything happened to
you.”

“It is not as if you could
have stopped the carriage. You weren’t even near me.” Phoebe
laughed. “Besides, what could happen between here and home. Our
carriage is right there at the corner.”

“All the same, I am
accompanying you.”

Phoebe didn’t argue further. If he
insisted on escorting her and Janine, she would allow him. Though
there really was no need.

 


* * *

 


Phoebe patiently waited for her maid
to wrap the bandage around her scraped hand when Taylor stormed
into her bedroom.

“I heard what happened.
Are you sure you are unharmed.”

“Good afternoon, Lord
Sandlin,” Phoebe greeted when she wanted to laugh. The man worried
overly much. “I am fine, but thank you for asking.”

“You are not fine. If you
were, your maid would not be attending your injuries.”

“It is only a scrape.
Would you like to see?” She held her hand out to him.

Visibly shaken, Taylor sat on the bed
and pulled her into a tight embrace. “If anything had happened to
you, I don’t know what I would have done.”

Touched by his concern Phoebe pulled
away. “I promise to be more careful in the future. Still it is nice
to know you care so much.”

“You have no idea.” He
kissed the tip of her nose and pulled her to him again.

“While you may have spent
questionable time with my sister in the past, it is not well done
of you to be in her chamber before the vows have been spoken,” Noah
said from the open door.

“I had to assure myself of
her safety.” Sandlin stood.

Phoebe looked up at her brother,
afraid he was angry with them again, but an odd smile graced his
lips. She didn’t want to try and guess what he was
thinking.

“Join me in the library?”
Noah stood back to allow Taylor to exit.

 


* * *

 


Taylor took the offered glass from
Noah. “Perhaps I shouldn’t marry her.”

“Because of a simple
accident?” Noah scoffed.

“I am sure the
ton would understand if
I begged off, claiming I love her too much to see her
dead.”

“Stop that. We are talking
about Phoebe. The reckless one. Things like this have happened to
her since before you knew of her existence.”

“Then perhaps I won’t be
the one to survive,” Taylor groaned. At least he had finally
stopped shaking.

“That is where I would
place my money,” Noah offered with humor.

“Noah, you can’t imagine
what went through my mind.”

“I have a good
idea.”

“What if the others
weren’t accidents? I have always believed they were. But what if
they weren’t?”

“We looked into them both,
remember? One was an illness and the other was an accident, pure
and simple.”

“I know, but I just have
this uncomfortable feeling that I may not be able to keep Phoebe
safe either.”

“Nobody can keep Phoebe
safe,” Noah returned. “Nothing bad will ever happen, I can assure
you. Do you have any idea how many stitches, bruises, sprains and
breaks she suffered before coming to London? I’m sure you will
eventually notice a scar or two. Remember that this is Phoebe and
accidents simply happen to her and I have no reason to believe her
future will be any different.”

“I just wish I shared your
confidence.”

 


* * *

 


No further incidents occurred, and
their wedding day dawned warm and clear. So that her mother could
be present, a small, private wedding in their home had been
planned, with a gala to follow in the ballroom. Noah carefully
carried his stepmother down the stairs and seated her in a
comfortable spot where she could view the vows. Phoebe’s three
young sisters were also in attendance, having arrived the day
before from the country.

As the hour approached, Taylor found
himself pacing and anxious. It wasn’t like he hadn’t done this
before. But this time was different. His emotions were involved and
much more was at stake than merely titles and an
inheritance.

The guests took their seats and turned
anxiously toward the door. Taylor assumed his spot beside the
minister and tried to swallow past the lump in his throat. Phoebe
walked toward him on Noah’s arm. She was the most beautiful
creature he had ever seen. She wore the palest green silk gown,
midnight black hair curling about her head and shoulders, large
emerald eyes sparkling back at him. And in a very short time she
would be his.

They said their vows, listened to the
prayers and waited to be pronounced man and wife. After placing the
emerald and diamond ring on her finger, Taylor was able to turn to
her for their first marriage kiss. He kept it chaste. The
passionate ones would follow, in just a few short hours. If he
could manage to wait that long.

Phoebe quirked a smile at him when she
pulled back. She was probably wondering at the innocent kiss as
well, especially after that morning in the cabin.

Soon she was gone from his arms as her
sisters hugged her, one after the other, and led her to Lady
Felding. The woman dabbed her eyes one last time and held her arms
out to her daughter.

“Are you happy, dear?”
Lady Felding asked in a whisper, yet Taylor still
overheard.

“Yes, mama. Very
happy.”

More tears sparkled in Lady Felding’s
eyes and she pushed her daughter away. “Noah, call for the
champagne.”

“I so wish you would join
us, Mother,” Phoebe asked for the hundredth time.

“No, dear. This is your
day and you know I prefer the privacy of my suites, instead of
sitting on the sidelines while society asks awkward questions about
my paralysis. Eyes should be on you, not on me.”

 


* * *

 


For Phoebe, the rest of the evening
flew by. The wedding breakfast lasted no more than a minute, of
that she was certain.

Guests mingled and she spent very
little time in Taylor’s company. With each second that ticked by,
her nerves mounted. She had been to several wedding celebrations
before and knew they could drag on. Why was hers flying
by?

She grabbed another flute
of champagne as a servant passed. Was this her second or third? Did
it matter? She gulped it down as her husband, her husband, approached.

He held his hand out as the strains of
a waltz began. The warmth of his brown eyes pulled her near him and
she placed her hands in his. Could he feel her tremble?

She placed her hand on his shoulder.
He snaked his hand around her waist and pulled her closer than was
proper. His sandalwood scent filled her nostrils and she inhaled
deeply. At the end of the floor, Taylor executed a turn and she
lost her footing. Perhaps she had drunk too much wine. Did it
matter? No, this was her wedding and she was waltzing with the man
she loved. Besides, without the wine, she would be too petrified to
move. Oh, why had her mother told her what to expect. Ignorant, she
would have been able to enjoy this perfect day.

 


* * *

 


“Are you enjoying
yourself?” Taylor smiled down at her.

“Yes. And you?”

“I was. It is time to take
our leave.” Taylor grinned down at her.

Phoebe’s eyes flew open wide, and she
paled beneath her flushed cheeks. “Isn’t it early?”

No, she hadn’t drank too much, Taylor
decided. “We could have left an hour ago, and no one would have
said a word. I waited because you seemed to be enjoying
yourself.”

“Couldn’t we stay just a
bit longer?” she asked shyly.

Taylor chuckled. “I am afraid
not.”

“Then I must return to my
room for my things.”

“They have already been
sent to my house.”

“But I should
change.”

“Why ruin another set of
clothing you will wear for less than an hour?”

Phoebe bit her bottom lip.

“If I didn’t know better,
dear, I would think you were afraid to be alone with me.” He gave
her a half smile. “We have been alone before.”

“We have never been
married and alone before,” she argued.

A few couples who had been dancing
nearby must have overheard her because they laughed.

Taylor escorted her from the dance
floor and onto the balcony. “There is really nothing to be afraid
of.”

“I know. It is just... Oh,
I don’t know how to explain.”

“I understand.” He
wouldn’t make her talk of it. He offered his arm. “Shall we
go?”

 



Chapter 15

 


Taylor pulled her onto his lap for the
short ride and began kissing her. If he left her alone to stew, she
would be so overcome with nerves by the time they arrived, he would
have to start giving her champagne again. Phoebe melted against him
immediately, slowly opening her mouth, granting entrance. A small
moan came from the back of her throat and Taylor deepened the kiss.
He anchored his hand in place on her waist, afraid he would have
her half undressed by the time they arrived at his townhouse. When
the carriage stopped he didn’t bother to set her aside. Instead he
waited until the door was opened, lifted her in his arms, carried
her up the steps and into the house. He didn’t care if anyone saw
him and he didn’t pause to greet the butler or maids waiting up. He
continued up the stairs and into his chamber, kicking the door shut
behind him. Taylor let her slide down his body, never taking his
lips from hers.

Still molded to his body, she tilted
her head back and looked around. “How did we get here?”

“I am very good at
distraction.”

She stepped away and looked around the
room. Some of the heightened color drained from her face. “Is this
your room?”

“It is our room
now.”

“Oh.”

“There is a room for your
use, right through that door, if you would like to change.”
Immediately, he wished he could take the words back. He had her
melting just a few minutes ago. Perhaps he shouldn’t let her out of
his sight. “On second thought, you can see that room tomorrow.” He
pulled her back into his arms and began kissing her all over
again.

A million thoughts ran through
Taylor’s head. He wondered how he was going to manage to get
undressed, and get her undressed while kissing her. The task was
going to be next to impossible, and it was a task he had never
faced before. Deciding he would have to risk her heightened nerves,
he stepped away. It was better to get comfortable now, than have
awkward interruptions during his seduction.

“I am being selfish. Go,
change. I’ll ring for more champagne.”

It took Phoebe a moment to realize
what he was saying, but when she did, she practically ran from the
room. Ringing for his valet, Taylor had him assist with his boots
before sending the man for a bottle and two glasses. While he
waited, he removed all but his shirt and pants. These he knew he
could manage to remove without the slightest interruption of his
quest. He took the bottle and glasses, then closed and locked the
door behind his servant. He wanted no interruptions tonight. By
stirring the fire and adding a few logs, he brought it to a full
burn. He poured champagne into the glasses and waited.

What could be taking her so long?
Taylor glanced at his pocket watch. It really hadn’t been all that
long. He sipped from his flute and paced before the fire. At this
rate he would be as nervous as his wife.

It didn’t take long for him to empty
the glass and he stalked to the table to refill the crystal. Surely
she had changed her clothing by now? Then again, women did wear a
tremendous amount of layers, so it could be awhile yet.

 


* * *

 


Phoebe nervously waited in the
doorway. Holly had brushed out her hair so that it was flowing down
her back but Phoebe brought some of it forward to hide her breasts.
The gown the modiste insisted on for the evening was very sheer.
She took a deep breath and mentally prepared herself for what was
to come. She knew what to expect. Her mother had explained the
entire process in detail. More detail than Phoebe cared to know,
though she still couldn’t comprehend how it all worked. Her mother
had also assured her that there was a good chance that she would
find the experience enjoyable, eventually. Phoebe couldn’t fathom
what her mother could possibly mean by that. What her mother
described sounded like the most unpleasant activity on the earth,
yet it was required and she loved her husband. Thus she would
endure what was necessary to make him happy and provide an
heir.

Slowly he became aware of her presence
and turned. Magnificent was the only word that came to mind, and he
found himself draining his glass of champagne again. Refilling his
own glass, he then lifted hers, beckoning her to join him.
Hesitantly, Phoebe stepped in the room and took the offered glass,
sipping while she cast shy looks at him. Her hands were shaky, he
noticed, and decided that instead of kissing her, he would talk to
her, help her forget where they were and what they were about to
do.

“You were a beautiful
bride, Phoebe.”

Her blush started. “Thank you.” She
sipped from the drink hastily.

“Everyone seemed to enjoy
themselves.”

“Yes, they did.” She took
another hasty sip.

“Why are you so
nervous?”

Her big eyes met his. “Would you
believe I have never done this before?” She began to warm to the
softness in his eyes. When he wasn’t grinning she could almost
compose herself.

“I already came to that
conclusion.”

“But you have, and I am
not sure what to expect.”

Taylor stopped cold. Certainly she had
been talked to. “Didn’t your mother explain?”

“Of course she did, and in
what I assume was detail. But still...”

“But still, it is hard to
understand,” he finished for her.

“Exactly. I still don’t
see how the act can be enjoyable.” Finishing her glass, she poured
some more. Taylor recognized this aspect of her personality, one he
was much more familiar with. Here was the frank, talkative and
comfortable Phoebe, and he wasn’t about to remind her where they
were, or that they would soon be doing what she was discussing so
openly.

“I am glad she told you it
would be enjoyable.”

“She also warned me the
enjoyment may not happen right away, and the first time could be,
well, painful,” she finished matter-of-factly.

“Is that what you are
afraid of?” She had more knowledge on the subject than any virgin
he had ever encountered.

“Not at all. If you
remember, just a month ago I had a sprained ankle and a bullet hole
in my arm. I am sure any discomfort from...” She gestured towards
the bed, “…will be minor in comparison. At least I think so.” She
trailed off, as if comprehending what was going to happen to her,
though no fear was present in her eyes. Taylor tried to keep from
smiling at her.

“Then why are you so
nervous?”

She faced him with the most intense
look on her face. “Nobody explained what I am supposed to be doing.
From what I gather, it sounds like you do everything to
me.”

Taylor couldn’t help it anymore. He
threw back his head and laughed.

“This isn’t funny. You
have probably done this a thousand times and I find it hard to
believe that I am not supposed to do a thing.”

His laughter died down and he pulled
her into his arms. “That is the husband’s job. To teach the wife. I
am surprised your mother forgot to mention that in your
discussion.”

Phoebe stared up at him as if she
didn’t believe him.

“Do you trust
me?”

“Yes,” she answered
quietly.

“Do you like it when we
kiss?”

“Yes,” she smiled and
sighed.

“You will like the rest as
well, I can assure you.”

“But what if you don’t? I
mean, like being with me.”

“That, my dearest Phoebe,
is impossible to fathom.” Picking her up, he deposited her in the
middle of the bed and joined her there. Supporting himself on his
elbow he studied her. As much as he wanted her, needed her, he felt
no need to rush. Just talking openly with her was a type of
seduction for him, a seduction he wanted to drag out into the early
morning. “Now, are there any questions before we begin the
instruction?”

Phoebe smiled at him. Though she had a
feeling he wanted to move onto the act her mother had described, he
was making it easier for her. She couldn’t love him
more.

“Not at the
moment.”

“Good. Feel free to
interrupt if you would like something explained, in more detail,”
he added with a grin that sent her heart pounding. “As this is an
introduction, don’t feel you have to do anything at all. Your
participation will be covered in later lessons.” He kissed her ear,
causing her to squirm. “If you feel the need to move, talk, or
moan, feel free.” He trailed kisses down her neck. Phoebe answered
him with a giggle. “Though at certain times, laughing is not
appropriate. I’ll let you know when it is not proper to laugh at
your husband.” Phoebe bit her lip, trying to keep the giggles
contained.

Trailing the tip of his tongue up the
pulse in her neck caused a quick intake of breath. Phoebe forgot
her laughter and unconsciously turned her head, allowing him better
access to the sensitive area. Her sudden change was noted, and
Taylor vowed to go slow, learning her likes and dislikes and
especially the more sensitive areas on her body. By the time he was
done exploring, she would be as ready for him as he was for
her.

Kissing her jaw and back to her lips,
Taylor shifted slightly, bringing his body closer until he touched
her side. Phoebe turned her face to his, offering her lips and soon
her body followed. Kissing her deeply, sweetly and lovingly, Taylor
allowed his hands to caress her side, from hip to breast. Slowly,
his hand slid forward, bringing it up until he was finally touching
the fullness, but ever so slightly. Cupping her gently, he brushed
his thumb across the peak and received an immediate reaction when
it tightened under his caress. He increased the pressure of his
touch, until he was holding the fullness in the palm of his
hand.

Phoebe was lost in his kiss and in his
touch and needed to be closer. Winding her hands over his
shoulders, to his neck and hair, she pressed her body to his. She
didn’t understand everything that she was feeling, only that she
was experiencing the most incredible sensations. Aches in places
she had never had pain, the most private of places, and her stomach
was doing queer things as well.

When his hand found her breast, she
naturally reacted, by arching, so he could better explore. Her
shifting pulled her lips away as her head tilted back. Taylor took
the opportunity the carry his lips to her ear and neck, while his
hands snaked up and undid the top of her gown. Ever so slowly he
kissed her collar bone, as his hands slid the material away from
her body until he was nibbling on the peak his hand had recently
abandoned.

Lightening shot through her, straight
to the pulsing ache of her womanhood. His tongue circled the tip
followed by gentle sucking. Moaning she arched her back, glorying
in the fire pulsing inside. Taylor was aware of each and every
response. He knew his seduction was well underway and couldn’t have
been more pleased with her open, passionate response to his
attentions. It increased his need for her and made her awakening
all the more physically painful for him. Taylor reminded himself of
her innocence and forced himself to move slowly and give her
pleasure before he took his own. Sitting up, he pulled her gown
past her hips and down her legs until it was free, and then tossed
it on the floor.

The coolness came over her heated
skin. Opening her eyes, Phoebe stared up at Taylor. She studied his
face as he began unfastening the rest of the buttons on his shirt
and her eyes moved to his chest, strong and muscled and
smooth.

Taylor watched her eyes, dark with
passion, as she unashamedly watched him disrobe. Loosening the
buttons on his trousers, he waited to remove them. She wasn’t ready
yet, and he didn’t want to break the spell she was apparently under
at the moment. His eyes raked her body and found it perfection.
Inhaling deeply, unable to gain the control he wished for, Taylor
pulled his pants off hastily and joined her on the bed once again.
Now, he was as naked as she, and throbbing painfully.

The touch of his bare chest to hers
caused a rush of desire through Phoebe that she didn’t know was
possible. Her skin tingled and heat rushed through her veins.
Clinging to him, needing him closer, she pressed her body to
Taylor’s, feeling his desire against her thigh. A storm was brewing
inside that she couldn’t deny.

Taylor knew she was longing for
release even if she didn’t know what she wanted or needed. She was
growing quite anxious waiting, and her short breaths and thigh over
his hip were evidence of her mounting excitement. Phoebe pulled
back slightly and looked up into his eyes. “It is rather warm in
here, isn’t it.”

“As it should be, my
dear.”

Sliding his hand down her body, he
brushed her thigh, moving to the inside before he brought his hand
to the apex, slipping his fingers through the softness to the moist
heat. She almost brought a halt to his exploration. After all, he
was touching her there. Then she remembered that her mother said
Taylor would touch her in the most intimate places. So she allowed
her husband access, expecting he would quickly join with her as
earlier explained.

Jolts of pleasure shot through Phoebe
as Taylor stroked the most private part of her being. Moaning, she
rolled her head back, unable to concentrate on kissing when he was
touching her this way. His fingers began to explore, and his tongue
worked magic on her breasts. Lifting her hips to his touch, Phoebe
was lost to the turmoil brewing strongly within her, pulsing
through her being, needing more. Taylor caressed her as she opened
herself more to him.

As the fury built, Phoebe couldn’t
understand what was happening. She had never felt anything like
this before. She finally gasped his name softly.

Barely pausing, Taylor looked up at
his wife, who was practically panting. “Yes, dear?”

“Is this right? Should you
be doing this? I don’t understand what is happening.”

Biting back a grin. “What don’t you
understand? Does this pain you?”

“Yes. No. It’s,...I don’t
know how to explain.” Phoebe ground out as the feelings continued
to build because he was still touching her that way, making her
feel. “Out of control. That is it. This is out of
control.”

“Relax, Phoebe, what you
are feeling is perfectly normal,” Taylor muttered as he shifted his
attention to the other breast.

She didn’t understand. “Perfectly
normal to feel as if, as if, well, ohhhh, as if something is going
to explode?”

Holding his pleased chuckle within,
Taylor answered, “It means I am doing it right.”

The feelings had gone beyond control
and she accepted his word because she couldn’t control what was
happening to her any more than she could tame the stars.

Taylor increased the pressure and
momentum of his touch with Phoebe’s questions. She needed to feel
it to understand.

Phoebe’s moans grew more frequent
until the most excruciating pleasure burst inside. Crying out she
stiffened before collapsing on the bed, panting heavily from the
sweet assault on her senses.

Taylor slowly withdrew his hand and
shifted his body to lay between her thighs. Phoebe looked up at him
with dazed eyes, darkened with passion. Placing his hands beneath
her hips, he lowered his mouth to hers and he brought her body to
him. Gently he began to enter, slowly, then retreating as he
concentrated on controlling his body against the soft, tight
moisture that enveloped him. Phoebe moaned again and tilted her
hips slightly. Taylor held back, unwilling to let her proceed
recklessly forward. Easing within he came to the barrier and
stopped. Lifting his head he looked deeply in her eyes.

She looked at him with confusion, not
understanding, and then the realization struck. As the thoughts
began to register in her mind, Taylor withdrew and plunged forward,
tearing through her virgin barrier before she had a chance to
prepare.

Phoebe bit back a moan at the pain,
and Taylor stopped immediately, waiting for her to recover. Slowly
he felt her relax around him and lifted his eyes to look into hers,
willing to wait if he saw any reflection of pain. “How do you
feel?” He asked, needing to move within her.

“I don’t feel
much.”

Stiffening at her words, Taylor stared
down at his wife. He had just taken her virginity, she had never
had a man inside her before and she didn’t feel much. “Pardon me?”
He was not sure how insulted he should feel at the
moment.

Phoebe did not understand his strange
question, so she explained. “I’m no longer feeling much pain.” She
was afraid she had said the wrong thing and quickly continued. “It
wasn’t that bad, truly, just surprising.”

Taylor dropped his face to the side of
her neck, chuckling at the absurdity of what he had taken as an
insult. Of course Phoebe didn’t know how her words could have been
taken.

“Taylor, what is it? Why
are you laughing?”

Lifting his head once again, he kissed
her before answering. “Nothing, Phoebe. It is something better
explained at a later time.”

Clearly confused, she accepted his
words. Still, Taylor remained still, staring down at her. “Are you
sure you are okay?”

“Yes, why? Is it
over?”

“Because I…oh, God,
Phoebe, I can’t remain this still, and we are far from
done.”

Before she could comprehend, Taylor
began moving. He watched her face and eyes as he entered and
withdrew, over and over, until the tempo increased. Phoebe tried to
match his motion with her own body, awkward at first, unaccustomed
to this new activity, but enjoying the feelings as much as she had
enjoyed what his hands brought forth before. As the feelings grew
Phoebe realized what was going on. “Taylor.” She panted. “It is
going to happen again.” She clutched his shoulders.

Taylor didn’t have to be told, he
could feel her body’s response and wanted to bring her to that
climax again. He never imagined she would be so responsive the
first time. Overcome with his own body’s need, Taylor decided to
take complete control. “Oh, Phoebe, just wrap your legs around me
and hold on.”

Phoebe arched her neck and threw her
head back, screaming much as she had done a short time ago. Hilted,
Taylor groaned and finally let go of the sweetest, purest and most
powerful release of his life.

Taylor rolled to his side and pulled
her into his arms. He was much quicker to recover, while Phoebe
still lay in shock of what had just occurred. Dazed was the word
that came to Taylor’s mind, and he couldn’t have been more
thrilled. Never had he been so deeply affected, nor felt his own
release so strongly, to the point that it curled his
toes.

He stroked her hair, waiting for her
to totally return. He couldn’t believe he had been so fortunate to
have her. Phoebe planted a kiss on his chest, then lifted her face
to his, eyes glowing with mischief and aftermath. “I think I
understand now.”

Taylor chuckled. “I would be greatly
disturbed if questions still remained, my love.”

 



Chapter 16

 


Bags packed and loaded, Phoebe and
Taylor headed for his country estate. Relaxing against his
shoulder, Phoebe’s eyes drifted shut and she was asleep as soon as
they were away from London. Taylor held her constantly, knowing how
badly she needed her rest since she hadn’t gotten much the past two
evenings. Smiling, he closed his eyes as well, surrendering to
slumber.

A few hours later, Phoebe came awake
slowly to lips against her neck, body on fire with need.

“Phoebe.” Taylor was
whispering in her ear then tracing it with is tongue. “It is time
to move onto lesson two.”

“We are in a carriage,
Taylor,” Phoebe mumbled sleepily.

“Exactly. The perfect
place for this particular lesson.”

She opened her eyes, wanting him
desperately at the moment. “Really?”

“Trust me.” He smiled
wickedly at her again.

“What if someone
sees?”

“Who is going to see? Look
out the window. We are in the country. The horses are much too
noisy for anyone to hear.” He lowered the shades.

“Who am I to argue?” She
was willing to do anything he suggested at the moment.

Kissing her, he unbuttoned his
breeches, freeing himself before lifting her skirts. He had asked
her not to wear pantaloons and she had only laughed at him. Clearly
she had obeyed, feeling only the stocking and garter surrounding
her thigh. Lifting her, he placed her on his lap and his desire
rubbed against her.

“Turn towards me, Phoebe,”
Taylor instructed. She did, reluctantly, not understanding his
intent. Shifting, he lifted her skirt slightly and placed her
thighs on either side of him. Slipping his hand further up her
body, he found the place she desired to be touched, already damp
with desire. Taylor brought her hips closer and his member brushed
against the inside of her upper thigh.

Her eyes lit with mischievous passion.
“Like this?”

Taylor merely smiled at her wonder as
he brought her down on him and Phoebe gasped. It took a moment to
recover from the shock, but shortly she was moving, imitating the
same thrusts he had used on her body. Except now she was in control
of the tempo and it was an incredible feeling. She kissed him
deeply as she slowed her movement. Then kissed his neck as she
increased her tempo, wondering if she was driving him as mad as he
had driven her. If his moans were any indication, she was. Moving
as her own body demanded for fulfillment, she brought them both to
climax simultaneously, without Taylor ever having to utter a word
of direction or make any movement on his own.

Finally she raised her head and looked
at him. “I think I like lesson two. But perhaps we should practice
a few more times before moving onto three.”

Taylor was just about to kiss her when
they hit a bump that sent her flying from his lap. The carriage
turned and he screamed her name.

Phoebe hit the bottom and the wind was
knocked out of her. Taylor came to rest on top of her, which didn’t
help her breathing much at the moment. When the carriage settled
she began to worry that perhaps he had lost consciousness, but
after a moment he raised his head, looking at her with
concern.

“Are you all right?” He
asked intently.

He looked so worried that she smiled
back at him reassuringly. “I will be fine when I can breathe.” She
pushed against his chest.

Taylor raised himself from her and
looked around. The carriage was on its side and there was no sound
from outside. He stood and pushed against the door above, then
stuck his head out. Phoebe came to a sitting position and found it
difficult to take deep breaths, but she wouldn’t mention it to him
at the moment.

“Taylor, before you leave
I think you should adjust your clothing.”

He stuck his head back in the
carriage. “What did you say?”

“I said you should fix
your clothing.” She pointed to his unbuttoned pants and exposed
member.

For the first time in many years
Taylor blushed. “I guess that could have been quite
embarrassing.”

“Quite.” Phoebe nodded and
chuckled, stopping quickly because of the pain it
caused.

Leaving her alone in the carriage for
a few minutes, Taylor checked on the driver, who he found lying at
the side of the road. His neck was at an unnatural angle. Taylor
suffered a pang at the loss of the servant who had been with the
family since he was a child. He bent and closed the lifeless eyes
and waited until he recovered his composure before he stood and
assessed the situation. The horses had broken away and were long
gone from what he could tell. There was no one around and they had
little choice but to walk until they came to the next town. Of
course, they could wait and hope another carriage came along, but
he did not want to be on the road in the dark. It was best to
continue moving forward.

At least his wife was no shrinking
violet and would not balk at the necessity of walking part of the
journey. If she could walk almost a mile on an injured ankle, this
would be a walk in the park in comparison. Thank goodness she
wasn’t injured, otherwise he didn’t know what he would
do.

Taylor returned to the overturned
carriage and peeked in the door. Phoebe sat upright inside, her
arms wrapped around her middle. Was he wrong in assuming she was
uninjured? At that moment she glanced up at him, worry marred her
brow.

“I am afraid we will have
to walk to the next town. The horses have bolted.” He didn’t want
to tell her about the driver, but knew she would see for herself
after she was out of the carriage.

Phoebe stood and brushed out her
skirts. With her hands above her head she grasped the frame and
attempted to lift herself. A groan escaped her lips and she let her
arms fall.

“Here, let me help.”
Taylor jumped back into the carriage and boosted Phoebe out the
opening with his shoulder. She settled on the side of the carriage.
“Wait there.” Taylor pulled himself out once again and jumped to
the ground before he lifted Phoebe by the waist, lowering her until
her feet touched the dirt road. Her face was pale and she was
completely white around the mouth.

“Phoebe?” He let his
question linger. She turned from him and marched into the road. “We
should be on our way if we wish to reach the town before darkness
falls.”

“In one moment.” If Phoebe
were in pain he was certain she would tell him. She was simply
frightened, that was all. Truth be told, he was a bit shaken
himself. Taylor walked around the conveyance and stopped where the
wheel had come loose. He would need to inspect it further at a
later time. Right now, they needed to get to the town. “Are you
sure you can walk a few miles?”

She smiled reassuringly. “I believe I
can manage it.”

Starting off down the road they didn’t
speak. Taylor was wondering about the wheel. It was a new carriage
and the wheel should not have come loose. They had hit a few bumps
in the road, but still, the wheel should have stayed on. Was he
paranoid, or had someone tampered with the carriage? He didn’t
voice any of his concerns because he didn’t want to alarm Phoebe.
At least not until he had a chance to check on the matter. As soon
as they were settled, he would have the carriage brought back to
the house for inspection.

Phoebe concentrated on keeping up with
him and on her breathing. Each breath caused a sharp pain. She
clenched her teeth, praying they would arrive soon. Tears formed in
her eyes, but she refused to let them fall.

Taylor stopped and Phoebe did the
same. He placed a finger beneath her chin and lifted her face.
“What is wrong?”

“Nothing,” Phoebe
responded pasting a smile on her lips.

“Don’t lie to me. I detest
lying.” An edge came to his voice. “Something is wrong and I want
to know what.”

The tears that had been threatening
came to her eyes. She stiffened. Now was not the time to cry. “I
have a little discomfort.”

“Good God, you are in
pain. Why didn’t you say something?”

“Would it have changed
matters?” She bit back, hating to be yelled at or
patronized.

“No. Still you should have
said something.”

“I didn’t see the
need.”

Taylor shook his head with
astonishment and stepped closer. “What hurts?”

“It only hurts when I
breathe.”

He muttered a curse under his breath
and gently touched her ribs. His eyes came up to hers. “Dear wife,
you are not wearing a corset.”

Phoebe giggled, then suddenly stopped
herself due to the pain. “When you told me not to wear pantaloons,
I wasn’t sure what you had in mind. Besides, I’ll grab any excuse
to go without the blasted thing.”

“I admire your
forethought. Had I known...” His voice trailed off as he felt her
ribs and was rewarded with a gasp. “We need to get you to a
doctor.”

“I was going to mention
that as soon as we arrived at our destination.”

“I don’t think you should
walk that far.”

“Do you intend to leave me
stranded by the road?” She asked mildly.

“No.” Pausing he looked
around. “I don’t know what to do.”

“I can walk. I promise to
let you know when I need to rest.”

“Are you sure?” Taylor was
unconvinced.

“I promise.”

“I don’t like this, but I
see little choice.”

Slowly they began to walk down the
road and Taylor kept the pace almost to a stroll. He watched her
closely for any discomfort. Hours later they finally arrived at the
small town, and Taylor sought out a doctor before anything else.
She had three injured ribs, and though they did not appear to be
broken, it was possible they were cracked. Whether it was from the
fall, or Taylor landing on her, the doctor wasn’t sure. Binding her
tightly, he showed Taylor how she should be wrapped. The doctor
assured him that she would recover in no time at all.

They finally arrived home well after
dark, to a house of worried servants. While assisting Phoebe up the
steps, he explained their delay and his wife’s injuries. He didn’t
miss the looks that passed between the servants, but it wasn’t
something that hadn’t gone through his own mind several times since
the accident. After ordering her a hot bath, he escorted her to
their chambers. There he assisted in disrobing her before wrapping
one of his robes around her. He did not want to take the time to go
through her belongings. By this point, Phoebe was beyond
exhaustion. He would slip a bit of laudanum in the tea he had
requested and give it to her once she was in bed.

Helping her into the tub, he assisted
with her bath with none of the seductive attention he had shown the
day before, much too concerned with her state. Binding her once
again, he kept apologizing as she grimaced. Pulling a nightgown
over her head, he helped her into bed and handed her the
tea.

Phoebe thanked him with heavy lids and
was fast asleep before the tea was gone. As soon as she was resting
peacefully, he returned to his worried servants. He knew they would
still be about, waiting for word from him. He found his entire
staff in the large kitchen. When he explained what had happened,
his men set out to retrieve the carriage and its parts to bring
back for inspection. The only person who didn’t seem upset by the
occurrence was Holly, Phoebe’s maid.

“You don’t seem overly
worried. Why is that?” He asked.

“When you have been with
Lady Phoebe as long as I, you get used to these things
happening.”

“She has been in a
carriage accident before? She has cracked her ribs
before?”

“Yes, but not at the same
time. I believe she was racing the carriage when it overturned. The
cracked ribs occurred when she fell from a tree, I
believe.”

“But those were caused by
her own actions. Today she was a passenger in my
carriage.”

Holly’s eyes softened towards him.
“Lord Sandlin, your servants filled me in on your past wives and I
am deeply sorry for you. But you need not worry where Phoebe is
concerned.”

“How can you say that?” He
demanded.

“Because I have seen her
get into more scrapes than the rest of the community combined and
she always prevails. She is destined to live a long life. If God
had meant to take her at a young age, he has already had plenty of
opportunity.”

“You truly believe
this?”

Her face softened further. “Yes, my
lord. I have been seeing to Lady Phoebe since she was an infant.
That one has too much life in her to be taken before she has seen
her great-grandchildren enter the world.”

Turning to the rest of his staff,
Taylor declared. “I am sure we are probably over reacting to the
situation.”

“We have good reason, my
lord,” the elderly cook offered.

“That we do,” Taylor
acknowledged. “But for my peace of mind, please keep a close eye on
her.”

 



Chapter 17

 


“It has been four weeks
since the accident and I am more than healed.” Phoebe stood in the
foyer, arms crossed over her chest, and tapped her foot.

“It is not safe and I will
not have you injured again.” Taylor ordered back, voice
rising.

“I will not be injured. I
have ridden for years.” She was not willing to give on the
issue.

“Not with healing ribs,
I’m sure.”

“No, but with a broken
arm,” she retorted in anger.

Taylor muffled a curse. “Well, I will
not sit around while you continue on your reckless course.”
Approaching her, he bent and lifted her, throwing her over his
shoulder, and turned toward the stairs. “I would really like to
blister your bottom, but see I must use some sort of distraction to
turn you from your path of destruction.” He mounted the stairs to
the bedroom.

Phoebe pounded on his back and began
kicking her legs. Taylor quickly subdued her legs. She proceeded to
pound on his back again, yelling at him to put her down. The maids
in the hall scampered out of the way when they reached the landing
and proceeded to their room. He kicked the door closed behind him
and he tossed her onto the bed. Phoebe sat up quickly and
defiantly.

“Don’t you dare think you
can use this tactic to keep me from riding.”

“I hadn’t planned on it,
my dear. I just didn’t want the entire household to hear our
argument.”

Phoebe got off the bed and set to
putting her hair back once again; it fell coming up the stairs. A
comb was missing. She stood to walk to the door.

“Where do you think you
are going?”

“I dropped a comb and
would like to retrieve it.” Her chin jutted out in
defiance.

Taylor grabbed her arm and whirled her
about. “The comb can wait. We need to discuss your reckless
nature.”

“Wanting to ride a horse
doesn’t exactly qualify as reckless.”

“It does when you are
injured.”

“I am fine.”

“Perhaps I should examine
your injury once again, to make sure you are fit,” he suggested and
reached out for her.

Phoebe danced backwards. “You just
threw me over your shoulder and carried me up the stairs. If that
caused no pain to my ribs, then horseback riding won’t
either.”

His hand dropped to his side. “I
didn’t hurt you, did I? I didn’t even consider. How could I have
been so foolish to treat you in such a manner?”

Phoebe laughed, though she really
shouldn’t. Taylor looked horrified with his open mouth, pale skin
and wide eyes, but he now understood that she was fine. “Now, if
you will excuse me.” She left the room and started down the
stairs.

“If you are so bent on
doing this, then I see I will be forced to accompany you, to keep
you from trying anything foolish.” He caught up to her.

Phoebe stopped in the middle of the
stairs and turned toward him. “Such as?”

He shrugged. “I am not so sure, but I
will be there just in case you get some wild idea in your
head.”

Phoebe huffed, turned and marched down
the stairs.

He grabbed her arm to stop her. “There
will be no wild running,” Taylor stated with more seriousness then
she had ever seen.

Looking deep into his eyes, she
wondered what he was thinking. Worry marred his brow.

“I would rather you got
used to the lay of the land before you run madly across
it.”

She knew he wasn’t giving her the true
reason, but she would accept it. In time she would be able to read
him more easily and judge what he was really thinking. “I’ll do as
you wish. Today.” She preceded him out the door to the
stables.

 


* * *

 


A week later Taylor finally relented
and allowed Phoebe to ride the stallion she had her eye on. After
the way she had handled all the other horses, he was confident she
could control this horse as well. Besides, she grew up in a family
that bred horses, and he now understood why she had felt insulted
when he asked if she had fallen from her horse.

They came through the trees at the
west end of the property, open fields stretched out before them.
Phoebe stopped her horse and turned to him. She smiled at him
mischievously, her green eyes twinkled with delight and she bent
over slightly, held tight to the reins and with one quick nudge of
her knee, the horst bolted, flying across the field. Her midnight
hair flew behind and her laughter could be heard in the wind.
Cursing, Taylor pushed his own horse to follow, leaning forward for
added speed. He hoped to catch her, almost believing he wouldn’t.
He had to admire her style. She rode the horse as if she were a
part of him. Never once did she use a crop to urge the animal to go
faster, only encouraging words, which he caught bits and pieces
of.

She glanced back and must have
realized how close he was getting because she leaned forward and
was practically laying her head on the horse’s neck. First the
horse neighed, pulled up and stepped right before rearing. Phoebe
sat up and held the reins tightly. Taylor watched the scene unfold
in slow motion. Unable to reach her, panic built inside him. He was
positive he would witness her fall and watch her be trampled by the
hooves. She hadn’t been thrown, but held on like the magnificent
horsewoman she was. Unfortunately, even though the horse was no
longer rearing, he was very agitated, and Phoebe struggled to bring
the animal under control.

Coming to her side, Taylor threw his
arm out, wrapped it around her waist, and lifted her from the
horse, setting her in front of him. The magnificent beast she had
been riding danced to the side, turned and headed back to the
stable, just as Taylor was slowing his own horse, bringing it
around.

“I can’t imagine what
caused him to react such a way. I did nothing to hurt the poor
animal.” Phoebe appeared more bewildered than scared. She wasn’t
even shaking from the ordeal and, as a matter of fact, she was
quite composed. In that moment, Taylor was glad she was before him,
so she couldn’t see his face or the raw fear he knew must be
present. He tried to bring his breath and racing heart under
control and set a slow, steady pace for the horse.

“It is certainly
uncharacteristic for the beast.” He hoped she didn’t recognize the
anxiousness in his voice. “I’ll have to check with the stable
master to see if something has happened that I am unaware
of.”

“I would be interested to
find out, Taylor. I haven’t had to control an animal like that
since I was helping my father break some newer breeds he had
shipped in from America.”

Taylor stiffened. “You helped break
horses?”

“Yes. The ones from
America were far from wild, but they were not as calm and obedient
as those raised in our own stables.”

“I had no idea.” No wonder
she had held her seat so well. How often she had landed on that
pretty bottom before she learned to hold on and keep her balance.
If her father had allowed such activities for the young lady, no
wonder Phoebe was so reckless.

The horse Phoebe had been riding made
it back to the stable long before they did, as it had run full
speed until it entered the yard. As they rode up, there was no sign
of the horse, but Nelden was waiting, worried.

“Is the Lady unhurt, Lord
Sandlin?”

“I am fine,” Phoebe
laughed. He didn’t throw me. He just became a little
irritable.

“Thank the Lord.” He
looked up to the sky before he turned his eyes to Taylor. They held
something more than concern and relief and Taylor knew there was
something wrong.

“Is Romeo unhurt?” He
dismounted and then helped Phoebe from the horse.

“In a manner of speaking,
my lord.”

Taylor noticed his hesitant tone. The
hairs on the back of his neck rose and a chill raced down his
spine.

“Has he been injured in
any way?” Phoebe asked.

The groom cast a quick glance to
Taylor before he answered. “More anxious than anything, my lady. It
appears something spooked him.”

“He did certainly act
spooked when he reared. Didn’t he, Taylor?”

“That would be one way of
describing the situation,” Taylor responded in a dry tone. “See to
the horses, I’ll be out later to check on him.” With a hand in the
small of her back, Taylor escorted Phoebe into the
house.

“Do you think we should go
check on him now?” Phoebe looked back over her shoulder.

“No,” he dismissed. “I
have the best stable master in the country. He will determine what
is wrong.” He steered her toward his library. She took a seat after
he closed the door. He walked directly to the decanter, poured two
tumblers full of brandy and handed one to Phoebe.

“Taylor, you are
shaking.”

He sighed heavily and sank into the
seat across from her as he drank deeply. “The incident has upset me
more than it did you, I can see.”

“The horse simply was
spooked and reared.”

He held up his hand to stop her. “That
isn’t all of it, Phoebe. Nora, my first wife, was killed when a
horse threw her. She broke her neck.”

Phoebe’s eyes went wide and she
visibly paled. “I am so sorry,” she whispered.

“When I saw the horse
rear, I was scared to death this was a replay of
before.”

“Were you with her when it
happened?”

“No, I wasn’t.” Taylor
sipped, a bit calmer now.

“Still, no wonder. I am
sorry I made light of the situation, but I truly felt I had matters
in hand.”

“You did. I over-reacted
to the situation. You handled the horse admirably.” He tilted his
glass in salute, before he refilled it.

“Tell me about them. Your
other wives.”

He studied her for a moment, not
really wishing to discuss the past. Yet, she did have a right to
know. Perhaps then she would better understand why he was so
protective. “Very well. My first wife was Nora and a huge mistake.
I was so anxious to marry and produce an heir as dictated by the
will, I didn’t really stop to consider that the woman I married
would be with me my entire life.” He downed his drink. “Of course,
I didn’t know then what the future held. I met her during her
second Season. She knew what to say, how to behave and how to play
the role that would catch a titled husband. I fell for her shy
flirtations and married her. Within weeks the lady showed her true
colors. She made it very clear that she had no desire to live in
the country longer than necessary and would not miss a minute of
the Season. She required clothing and jewels due her standing
within society.”

Phoebe’s eyes were now wide with
shock. She stared, mouth open. With a half-smile and chuckle, he
added, “She was equally thankful the child would be born almost
three months before the Season began, so she would have ample time
to recover and order new clothing as a reward for providing an
heir.”

“Was she the one killed
while riding?”

“Yes. The horse threw her
a week after she told me she had conceived.” Bitterness remained in
his tone.

“My goodness. How you must
have suffered.”

“I mourned the unborn
child more than I did the mother,” he ground out.

“And your second wife?”
Phoebe prompted.

The thought of Heather brought a smile
to his face. “That would be Heather, sweet Heather.”

“At least you remember her
with some fondness,”

“You would have liked
Heather. I met her during her first Season and her only desire was
to marry, retire to the country and have as many babes as
allowed.”

“Much different from
Nora.”

“As different as night and
day. We did well together. She made an excellent friend and would
have been an excellent mother.”

“What happened?” Phoebe
was almost afraid to ask.

“Well, in a way, she got
her wish. She conceived.”

“Oh no.”

“That was when she was the
happiest. We spent hours together playing chess, walking. She
enjoyed the garden the most. Heather became the best friend I ever
had and I miss that friendship more than anything else.” He turned
away and walked to the window. “One night, she was out walking
during a break in a storm that had gone on for days. Apparently she
came too close to the flooded creek and fell in. Chambers heard her
scream and went in after her but she was already gone by the time
he had pulled her from the water.”

Tears were in her eyes now. “Oh
Taylor, I am so sorry.”

“I was too. I spent the
night cursing everything from fate to my grandfather’s will. I
believe I was drunk for weeks.”

“You had good
reason.”

“Yes. I did.” Then he
turned and looked at her. “Now I have you.” He paused and tried to
put his emotions into words. “I never loved the others like I love
you. I did love Heather, but in a different manner. You are my
passion and my life. If anything were to happen to you, I don’t
think I could or would want to go on.”

“Don’t say
that.”

“It is true. When I saw
the horse rear today, all I saw was an empty life ahead. I didn’t
think about the heirs I wouldn’t have, or losing the estates, or
anything that had prompted me to take a wife before. All I could
see was a life without you and I don’t think I could live with
it.”

 


* * *

 


He knew he was dreaming, but yet,
everything seemed so real. The sunlight was warm, a soft breeze was
in the air, and he stood in the center of Heather’s garden, where
they had often laughed and talked together. Looking around he saw
the roses in bloom. He had forgotten their beauty, having not
ventured here since the burial. Why was he here now? Turning, he
took in his surroundings until he saw her, standing before him, as
beautiful as the day they had married. Golden blond hair flowed
down her back, strands being caught by the wind and carried away
from her body. Her blue eyes sparkled with the love and joy she had
felt after she had conceived, and her hand, long elegant fingers
reached for him, a warm smile on her full lips.

“You have chosen well this
time, Taylor.”

He knew she was talking of Phoebe. “I
am not sure there was much choice in the matter.”

Her laugh was musical, just as he had
remembered. “You did choose her, even if you don’t realize
it.”

He shook his head and knew she was
right. How often had he allowed himself to be pulled into
situations with Phoebe that would force his hand? “You always knew
me better than I knew myself.”

Heather smiled at Taylor with warmth
glistening in her eyes.

“Why are you here?” Taylor
finally asked.

For a moment her smile faded, then
returned with reassurance. “You still need me. You both need
me.”

“I don’t
understand.”

“You love her deeply don’t
you?”

Taylor didn’t know how to answer. How
could he tell Heather how Phoebe made him feel? Guilt that he was
somehow betraying Heather began to grow.

As if reading his thoughts, she
stepped closer, placing a cool hand on his chest. “Don’t feel guilt
over loving her the way you do. She is the wife you should have
always had, and she will make you happier than anyone has ever
before.”

Taylor opened his mouth to speak,
perhaps deny, but couldn’t. Already Phoebe had made him happier
than he had been in his entire life.

“Taylor, love her with
everything you feel. She returns the feeling more than you will
ever comprehend. You both have been given a great gift in each
other. Cherish it for all your days.”

Relief washed over him, as if he had
needed her permission first, he could now move forward. He never
realized he had been holding back a small part of
himself.

Heather pulled away and strolled among
her roses, though she didn’t stray far from him. “Her music is
beautiful, don’t you agree?”

“Yes.”

“Her heart is in her
music. Did you know?”

“I have been told.” He
watched Heather, her beauty, in the garden, and loving her as he
had before, as his best friend. Yet, deeply in love with Phoebe.
She was wrong. He had been given two gifts to cherish. Phoebe and
Heather.

As if reading his thoughts, Heather
turned to him and smiled. “Thank you, Taylor. I will always love
you as well.”

“How did you know what I
was thinking?”

“I know you. Remember?”
She gave him an impish smile, the way she used to when she
teased.

“Why do I still need you?”
he finally asked in a quiet voice, suddenly realizing he should be
concerned about having a conversation with his wife, who had been
dead for over a year.

Her face lost all laughter, replaced
with sadness. “There is danger.”

 



Chapter 18

 


“Explain,” Taylor
demanded, becoming alarmed.

“Phoebe is in danger and
you need to protect her. I am here to warn you. I can’t tell from
where the danger comes, nor can I see where it will appear in the
future. Just know that evil wants her gone, as well as your
child.”

“My child?”

Her face lit again with a warm smile.
“Your son. Though I shouldn’t tell you. Phoebe carries your son now
in her womb.”

“But she hasn’t told me,”
Taylor stated, confused, they hadn’t been married very
long.

“She doesn’t yet know
herself. Let her realize it herself, then share the happiness with
you.”

“I will.” Taylor was
stunned that Phoebe was carrying a child and Heather already
knew.

“For these reasons you
need to protect her and watch for danger. I will warn you, when it
is possible.”

“Shouldn’t I be able to
spot the danger?”

“Evil is not easy to see
until it is too late and sometimes not even then. Accidents are not
always as they seem.”

“How so?”

“That is all I can say for
now. Hold her close and keep her safe.”

Heather began to disappear from his
sight.

“Wait. Don’t
go.”

“I must. We will speak
again.” Her voice faded away, leaving Taylor alone in the garden,
feeling empty and afraid as everything darkened around
him.

His eyes flew open and looked straight
into the deep, worried emeralds that were Phoebe’s eyes. “Taylor,
are you all right?”

It took him a moment to realize he was
no longer in the safe haven of the garden with Heather, but in the
safe haven of his bed with Phoebe. Was it really safe? “Yes, I am
fine. Why do you ask?” he answered a bit incoherent.

“Who did you want to wait
and not leave?”

She was clearly worried about him. Had
he mentioned Heather’s name out loud? What would she think of him
if he told her he had just had a pleasant conversation with his
dead wife? She would think him mad. “What do you mean?” He decided
not to confess until he had a chance to think over the
dream.

“You shouted, almost
begged someone not to leave. Who were you dreaming of?”

His eyes narrowed as he thought it
over. She didn’t know, that was good. “I’m not sure. I feel as if
something has been left unanswered.”

“Dreams have a way of
doing that at times. Perhaps you will recall it later.” She settled
down beside him, her head on his shoulder. Before long, Phoebe was
fast asleep again. Though Taylor wished he could return to slumber,
hoping Heather would visit him again, he remained awake,
remembering everything she had said and how she had looked. What
had caused him to dream such a dream? Either Heather had truly come
to him from beyond to give a warning, which Taylor had difficulty
believing. Or, was she a product of his imagination because of the
danger Phoebe had been in earlier today?

That was the most likely reason. His
imagination was overactive and created Heather in his dreams
because of the raw fear that had raged through him earlier. As
Heather had been the last to die, it was natural he would dream of
her. Confident he had come to terms with the strange dream, he
finally drifted off as the sun was rising.

 


* * *

 


Despite his best efforts throughout
the day, he could not shake the dream, nor the message. Finally in
the afternoon, while Phoebe was at her pianoforte, Taylor made his
way to the stables to check on the horse.

“Did you learn what caused
him to rear yesterday?”

“We are not sure, Lord
Sandlin.”

“What do you
mean?”

“Well,” the stable master
started and turned to a young assistant. “Bring the saddle Lady
Sandlin uses.” He turned his attention back to Taylor. “The saddle
had recently been repaired and some of the stitching tightened. We
found needles still within the saddle and we suspect when she put
her weight into the run, the needles were pushed into his
side.”

Taylor bent to examine the saddle,
seeing the short, silver points.

“We watched him through
the night, and he was as skittish as a trapped fox.”

“But why would he act that
way?” Taylor was having difficulty understanding why this horse, of
all horses, was acting strangely.

“The best we can guess is
he ate something that didn’t agree with him, and added to the ride
yesterday, he just reacted poorly.” The stable master shrugged his
shoulders.

Taylor simply nodded and wondered if
it was just a few minor coincidences, or if someone had done these
things on purpose to his horse. He couldn’t allow such thoughts.
Those who worked in the stables had worked there for seven years or
more. The most recent were those he hired when he inherited the
title. Had there been a new employee, he would be concerned, but he
knew them all. No, it was just an accident that Phoebe happened to
be riding yesterday.

Accident. The thought made Taylor’s
blood run cold. Hadn’t Heather warned him of such? Knowing he would
never know the truth, he left the stable to search out Phoebe, to
assure himself of her safety, vowing to watch her and everything
surrounding her.

 


* * *

 


Ever since the horse had reared,
Taylor had stayed by her side constantly whenever she left the
house. She wasn’t even allowed to take a leisurely stroll around
the grounds, without him by her side, and Phoebe began to feel
suffocated.

Seated behind the piano, her fingers
brought forth the sound of Vivaldi, the only music that conveyed
her anxiousness being held at bay and increasing from the lack of
activity and restlessness.

Her eyes drifted to look out the
window. She longed to walk and run, but she knew the minute she
left the room Taylor would be at her side in an instant. She loved
him dearly, but a little solitude outside the house would be very
welcoming.

The energy it took to play the piece
was not giving her the peace she needed. Taking her hands away, she
stood and walked to the windows, trying to come up with a way to
escape. There were few exits from the house. One was through the
ballroom, which he would note immediately. The door in the foyer
wouldn’t go unnoticed either. The doors opened up to the seating
area outside of his library. The only door she could possibly sneak
through would be from the kitchen. Should she chance the escape? He
had never told her not to leave without him. He just suddenly
appeared at her side when she was ready to leave. Taylor had
suffered a scare the other day, and she could understand his
protectiveness. But strolling the grounds, close to the house,
certainly wasn’t a reckless adventure. Her decision made, she
walked to the kitchen. As usual, though busy, the cook and her
assistants worked in a relaxed atmosphere. Phoebe had been to the
kitchens before and servants no longer jumped to their feet when
she entered a room. Thank goodness she had put a stop to that
nonsense. “Good afternoon, Lady Sandlin.” This particular
afternoon, the young assistants were peeling apples, while the cook
worked with dough for a crust.

“The apples look
delicious,” Phoebe murmured.

“They are the best around.
Not quite ripe yet, but they make a nice tart pie,” one of the
women stated with pride.

“Did these come from the
orchard?”

“Where else?” the cook
chuckled.

Phoebe’s eyes widened with delight.
“Where might the orchard be?”

“It is only on the other
side of the stables,” the cook indicated.

“If my husband should look
for me, tell him that is where I have gone.” Phoebe knew full well
it would only be a matter of minutes before Taylor came for her,
which he often did as soon as her music was silent for too
long.

She rounded the stables and came to
the orchard, at least what she would call an orchard. An area,
surrounded by fields, contained about twenty trees, all just
beginning to ripen with apples. Beneath, there were patches of
grass, as not much grew within the shady environment. Small animals
scurried about, pilfering a few of the green apples that had
already fallen from the tree. Birds sang above, and bees went about
their business, landing on rotting fruit. She walked into the
center of the orchard and looked up into a tree. The limbs appeared
strong and sturdy. With an eager smile, Phoebe kicked off her
shoes, unhooked her stockings from the garters, and rolled them
down her legs. Folding the items neatly on her shoes and hiking her
skirts, she put her mind to climbing the tree. Though her hands
suffered a few minor scrapes, she finally made it to the first limb
she thought would hold her weight. Standing, she braced one hand on
the tree and looked around before plucking a green, not nearly ripe
apple, and bit into the tart fruit. As she finished her first bite,
she heard Taylor enter the area.

She stayed as quiet as she could and
observed him walk deeper and deeper, stopping just under the tree.
Hands on his hips, appearing a bit irritated, he scanned the area,
neither looking up, where he would find her, nor down, where he
would find her discarded clothing. She caught a glimpse of his
profile, his worry, and it took some of the fun away. Leaning
slightly, she dropped the apple she had been eating. It landed
directly in front of him.

He looked down and picked it up and
must have noted the bite. His head tilted up and met her
eyes.

“What do you think you are
doing?” Taylor shouted at her.

“Climbing a tree. Care to
join me?” She shouted back.

“No, I do not. Do you have
any idea how dangerous this is?”

“Don’t tell me you have
never climbed a tree before,” she teased back.

“Of course I did. When I
was a boy. You are a lady.”

“Ladies can’t have
fun?”

“Not when they could break
their neck.”

“Oh, Taylor, you really
are too stiff. Come up here with me,” she beckoned
sweetly.

“I will not. You get down
here.” He pointed to the ground while looking up at her.

“I don’t want to.” Phoebe
pouted. “You really do need to learn to have some fun.”

“You cannot expect me to
enjoy myself when I expect you to fall at any moment.”

“I am not going to fall. I
have done this for years.”

“Well you should have
stopped doing this years ago,” he shouted up.

She sat down on the limb and began to
swing her legs. “Now, are you going to join me or not?”

Hands on hips, lips pursed together,
he studied her. “Please come down.”

Phoebe rolled her eyes to the sky.
“Oh, very well.” Leaning over, she grasped the limb with both hands
and let her body fall, hanging for a few moments before she let
herself drop to the ground. She brushed off her hands and faced her
husband. “Feel better?” She gave him a mocking grin, then turned to
retrieve her stockings.

“Yes. I do.”

She stood and faced him, not trying
very hard to hide her irritation. “Taylor, it is a tree. I have
been climbing trees for as long as I can remember and haven’t been
injured since I was ten.” Bending, she retrieved the apple she had
dropped and brushed it off with her skirt. “Even that wasn’t my
fault. If the snake hadn’t startled me, I wouldn’t have fallen and
broken my arm,” she told him before she took another
bite.

“I suppose you think I
have overreacted?” He raised eyebrows.

“Again,” she
retorted.

“What brought you out here
in the first place?”

“I wanted an apple.” She
shrugged her shoulders.

“One of the servants could
have retrieved an apple, not to mention there are plenty in the
kitchen.” He gestured back to the house.

Sighing deeply, Phoebe admitted, “If
you must know, I wanted to stroll without your constant
guard.”

His face dropped. “You don’t want my
company?”

“No. You misunderstand.”
She gave him a smile. “I love being with you. But, when we are away
from the house, you hover, afraid I may be hurt. It is getting to
be as stifling as watching what I do and say in London.”

“I didn’t realize I was
suffocating you,” Taylor bit out.

“You are not.” Throwing up
her hands she turned away from him. This wasn’t going well at all.
She hadn’t meant to hurt him. He did have her best interest at
heart. “Taylor, being careful is one thing. Being afraid to do
anything is another. I understand your fear and you have good
reason. But I can’t live under constant guard. We haven’t even
ridden since the horse reared and I wonder if you will allow me to
ride again.”

“I am sorry. I can’t help
myself.”

“I can’t help being
myself,” she returned with a loving smile.

He sighed and his shoulders relaxed.
“I’ll try not to be so confining if you let me know what you are up
to.”

“Can we have some fun?”
she asked with a tilt of her head and mischievous smile.

He returned with a wicked
grin.

She slapped at his arm. “When is the
last time you climbed a tree?”

Taylor studied her, then he looked at
the tree. “I suppose it has been years.”

Her grin widened. “Care to give it a
try?” she challenged him.

He continued to study the tree. “Very
well.” He removed his jacket and pulled himself up. When he lifted
his leg up on the limb, there was the unmistakable sound of ripping
trousers.

When his pants split at the seam, she
couldn’t control her laughter. At least her husband was laughing as
well when he dropped from the tree.

It was some time before they sobered
and made their way to the house. Phoebe stayed behind him, blocking
from the staff what was now revealed. Taylor had a sheepish
expression as they made their way through the kitchen, past the
staff and finally up the stairs to their chamber.

 


* * *

 


He was in the garden again and he knew
if he kept looking he would find her. Turning in every direction,
he finally found Heather sitting peacefully on a bench, surrounded
by pink roses. His breath caught at her loveliness. She smiled
warmly at him. “It is good to see you as well, Taylor.”

“I am glad you came back.”
He was. She offered a comfort he couldn’t define.

“She is good for
you.”

“I am not sure I agree,”
he grumbled, well aware they were talking of his wife.

“She is bringing life to
you once again. You stopped worrying about the will.”

A slow smile came to his lips. Yes, he
had.

“Still you
fear.”

“She is so
reckless.”

“She is full of life. More
life than I have ever seen.”

“It is dangerous,” Taylor
argued.

“No. Phoebe is not a
danger to herself. Never has been, nor ever will be. She has been
hurt before and she will be again. She takes reasonable risks and
enjoys life. If you pay close attention to her body, you’ll see a
number of scars.”

Taylor only groaned.

“Let her be herself and be
free. Join her and enjoy as well. The danger is from outside as I
told you before. She is not as reckless as you believe and would
never do anything she thought could harm her seriously.”

“How am I to protect
her?”

“Look around her. The
outside sources. Not at her and what she may be doing at the
moment. Be aware, but alert for her.”

“I have tried.”

“You have suffocated
her.”

He studied her intently. “Have
I?”

“Have you noticed the
change in music?”

He stopped, taken aback. A few days
ago she had switched to Vivaldi, but he hadn’t thought much of it
at the time.

“That is the music for her
restless spirit. Let her be herself. There are more mishaps to come
and you need to understand there will be no real harm
done.”

He thought about what she said. “It
isn’t so easy.”

Smiling warmly at him once again, she
approached. “I know. Trust with your heart in her, but not in
others.”

“Who?”

“I cannot say.” Finishing
with a sad smile, she faded from his sight.

Taylor came awake suddenly with Phoebe
watching him closely.

“What isn’t easy?” she
asked.

He just looked at her, not seeing at
first, slowly returning to reality. “Letting you be free,” he
unconsciously answered.

Phoebe gave him a queer look. “Taylor,
what were you dreaming about?”

His mind was beginning to clear and he
saw Phoebe. What had he said? What had she heard? Did she know he
had talked to Heather again? Was he losing his mind? No. It didn’t
feel as if he were. “It was just a strange dream.” Taylor pulled
her into his arms. “I have been overprotective. I will try not to
be so in the future.” He squeezed her tight and wondered who wanted
to harm her?

 



Chapter 19

 


As much as they hated the idea, Taylor
knew they needed to return to London for the remainder of the
Season. A pile of invitations waited. Sifting through, they picked
the ones they would accept, and unanimously agreed to avoid the
opera. Taylor agreed to take her to the Gardens at night, promising
she would not end up on the floor of his carriage this
time.

He also waited patiently for her to
realize what he already knew. They had been married over six weeks
when Taylor learned Phoebe was with child and remembered what
Heather had told him in the first dream. But Phoebe hadn’t said a
word and he wondered if she had any idea. Though he wanted a child,
needed an heir and knew Phoebe would be a wonderful mother, it was
also a time of fear. He prayed daily that this wife lived a long
life and was able to bring this child into the world.

For two weeks Taylor pretended he knew
nothing and escorted his wife to constant functions, letting her
sleep late into the morning.

 


* * *

 


Tonight would be the last ball they
would attend and it was to be a masquerade. Phoebe bubbled with
anticipation. She had been unable to decide on a costume when they
first read the invitation two weeks earlier. It took her another
two days to make up her mind. It seemed everyone was choosing a
Greek theme but she wanted to be different. Taylor had actually
suggested the costume idea she decided on, though at the time, he
had only been teasing her.

Noah met them at their home before
accompanying them to the party.

“Aren’t you wearing a
costume?”

Taylor grinned. “Of course I am.” He
studied his brother-in-law. “A domino isn’t very
creative.”

“You are lucky I wore
this. Victoria insisted.”

Taylor glanced to the doorway. “Ah
there is my lovely wife now.”

She appeared with her dark hair
flowing down her back, as a young girl would wear it, dressed in
pure, virginal white. In her hands she carried a small
basket.

Noah took the basket from her hands to
look through it. “We have a cake, a pot of butter and a book.” He
glanced up at his sister. “I don’t understand.”

The butler came forward and placed a
red cape on her shoulders. Phoebe pulled the red hood
up.

Noah laughed. “I can
assume the book in your basket is Stories
or Tales from Times Past, with Morales, Tales of Mother
Goose.”

Phoebe smiled back at him.

“Now I understand
completely.” Noah turned to Taylor. “You wouldn’t by chance be
portraying the wolf innocent young women are warned of in
Le petit chaperon rouge?”

Taylor only gave him a wicked grin and
proceeded to attach his mask. Noah reached into the basket and
withdrew the book. “Now let me see, how did that warning go?” He
thumbed through the pages until he came to the one previously
marked by Phoebe and began reading.

 


“Moral

Young children, as we
clearly see,

Pretty girls,
especially,

Innocent of all life’s
dangers,

Shouldn’t stop and chat
with strangers,

If this simple advise beats
them,

It’s no surprise if a wolf
eats them,

And this warning take, I
beg:

Not every wolf runs on four
legs.

The smooth tongue of a
smooth-skinned creature

May mask a rough and
wolfish nature.

These quiet types, for all
their charm,

Can be the cause of the
worse harm.”

 


Noah put the book back into the
basket. “I can certainly see why you would feel Phoebe resembles
that young woman.” He continued to chuckle as they exited the
townhouse.

 


* * *

 


The ball was the most well attended
they had been to all Season. Costumes of various colors and types
filled the room. Phoebe stood at the side speaking with the friends
she had made this Season. On the other side of the room, Taylor
stood with Noah, Chambers, Parker, Sir Lavins and Martin while they
had a good laugh at Phoebe’s costume and remembered the different
wolves Taylor had saved her from.

“It appears you and Phoebe
are not the only ones who borrowed from Perrault’s book.” Chambers
gestured to the door. They all turned to look at the tall man, with
broad shoulders and dark hair. He wore a long shaggy black beard
with glints of blue.

“I don’t recall that
particular character,” Taylor acknowledged.

“Did you read the entire
book?” Noah asked.

“No. Phoebe had been
reading it to me, but there were a few she didn’t share.” Taylor
shrugged. It hadn’t really mattered to him one way or the other as
it was Phoebe who had gotten the enjoyment from the tales. He just
enjoyed listening to her.

Noah and Chambers shared a look.
Taylor was about to question them when a voice approached from
behind.

“Lord Sandlin, I hear
congratulations are in order young man.”

So, he had finally returned. Heather’s
father had been traveling when she died. The two had corresponded
occasionally since, but the man had not been able to return to
England. Taylor dreaded facing him, feeling like he had let the man
down. Slowly he turned. “Lord Caruthers.” Taylor inclined his head.
Their friends, knowing this was a first meeting since the death,
retreated to other areas of the ballroom.

“You have married a lovely
woman, again.” The man appeared more at ease than
Taylor.

“Yes, she is.” What does
one say to the father of a dead wife?

“You don’t have to be so
ill at ease, son. I couldn’t expect you to stay in mourning
forever.” The man smiled encouragingly. “I am well aware of the
pressure you are under.”

“I am glad you understand,
sir.” Taylor was getting warm. Why did he feel so guilty for having
married again? He had truly cared for Heather and had a great
fondness for her father.

“Let’s find someplace we
can talk alone.”

Taylor followed Lord Caruthers out
onto the balcony.

“You needn’t feel guilty
for moving on with your life. I know you cared for my daughter and
perhaps loved her.”

“I did, sir.” Taylor’s
tension eased.

“I also know she was very
happy with you and ecstatic over the fact she was going to have a
child. You are still young and have a duty to your family and
title.”

“You don’t blame me then?”
Taylor had to finally ask

“Blame? No, how could I?
It was an accident. A very unfortunate one.”

“Thank you,
sir.”

“This is where you have
gone off to,” Phoebe exclaimed from the door. Taylor would like her
to leave. He was just coming to terms with Heather’s father and
didn’t welcome flaunting his new wife in front of the man. Despite
his secret wishes, Phoebe glided towards them, a bright smile on
her lips.

“I assume this is Lady
Sandlin.” Heather’s father bowed.

“Yes, sir. May I introduce
Phoebe Qualls, my wife. Phoebe, this is Lord Caruthers.”

“It is a pleasure to meet
you, Lady Sandlin.”

“And you, Lord
Caruthers.”

“She is as dark as my
daughter was fair.” The man smiled warmly at Phoebe.

“Your daughter,
sir?”

“My daughter was the late
Lady Sandlin.”

The smile froze on her
face.

“Lord Caruthers is
Heather’s father.”

Phoebe’s face was transformed into
sympathy the minute she heard the name. “I am so sorry for your
loss, Lord Caruthers. Taylor has spoken quite fondly and lovingly
of your daughter. I wish I would have had a chance to meet
her.”

The man’s eyes softened. “I believe
she would have liked to have met you as well.” Then he turned
toward Taylor. “You have chosen well, young man. I think Heather
would have approved.”

“I would like to think
that, sir. Thank you.”

“I stopped by your estate
on my way to town, but didn’t see my daughter’s grave with your
other wife.”

“No, sir. She is not
buried there. She is in her garden.”

The man’s eyes softened. “I should
have realized.”

“Lord Caruthers, we will
be leaving for the country in a few days. Please come by anytime
you wish to visit your daughter’s grave or to simply visit.” She
had reached out and grasped his hand.

“Thank you, my dear.” He
straightened. “Now, I must be returning to the ball.”

Taylor was grateful to her beyond
words. He should have known Phoebe would make him feel welcome in
their home.

“Heather had a garden?”
Her voice intruded on his thoughts.

“Yes. I haven’t returned
since I buried her.”

“It is on the estate
then?”

“Yes, further away from
the formal gardens, more of a hidden, wild paradise she
cultivated.”

“You do still have the
gardener’s tend it, don’t you?”

Taylor was almost shocked by her
accusing tone. “Of course. I just haven’t returned myself.” He
shouldn’t have been surprised that Phoebe would want the garden
kept up.

 


* * *

 


Taylor was dancing with Janine when
screams came from the far wall. Flames licked the curtains in the
very spot he had left Phoebe standing. He broke away from Janine
and dashed across the room, pushing guests out of his way until he
found her. Phoebe lay on the floor with Parker hovering over her.
He was pressing his jacket to the back of her legs.

The blood drained from his face as he
focused on his wife.

Parker lifted his coat and revealed
the lower portion of Phoebe’s dress, burned. The cape had been
tossed to the side, still smoldering. He rushed to her side and
knelt down.

She smiled up at him.

Only Phoebe would smile when she had
been injured.

He looked up and the flames continued
to climb the curtains, yet they couldn’t be ripped down and
extinguished until she was moved. “I need to get you out of here. I
know it is going to hurt and I am sorry.”

“That is okay,” she
mumbled and Taylor feared she was about to go into
shock.

He carefully rolled her over and
lifted her in his arms, supporting her behind the knees, careful
not to touch her burned calves, and carried her from the ball. He
passed Dr. Tompkins on his way and asked the man to join him at his
townhouse.

The ball was forgotten as Taylor held
Phoebe on his lap in the carriage. “How did this happen?” He asked
when they were half way home, when his voice no longer betrayed his
emotions.

“I am not sure.” Her voice
was low. “I was standing where you left me, speaking with Lady
Bettina, when someone knocked over some candles. My cape caught
fire before anything. Parker tore the cape from me, then threw me
on the ground. Apparently I was on fire.” She gave him half a smile
that didn’t reach her eyes. She had to be in tremendous
pain.

“You could have been
killed,” his voice choked.

“I wasn’t.” She lifted a
hand to touch his face. “Taylor. Accidents happen. They often
happen to me. I will survive.”

He grasped her hand and squeezed and
once again found himself praying for her life.

Once the doctor had attended Phoebe
and left her sleeping, he assured Taylor that though she had burns
to the lower portion of her legs, it was unlikely there would be
any scarring. However, she would be very uncomfortable for a few
days and should rest. He gave instructions to Holly on changing the
bandages and applying the ointment. Taylor was just walking back
down the stairs from checking on his wife when the butler opened
the door, allowing Taylor’s friends to enter. Without a word
spoken, the six men adjourned to his library, where they closed the
door and poured drinks.

“Have you learned what
happened?” Taylor asked.

“The candles were knocked
over and Phoebe’s cape caught fire,” Parker offered.

“There is
more?”

“We have suspicions,”
Martin began.

Taylor’s blood chilled and he wondered
if he were caught in a nightmare, one visited too often. “Go
on.”

“We asked around, to find
out who was near Phoebe and the candles at the time,” Lavins
offered. “Apparently, the only person she was speaking to was Lady
Bettina.”

“So?”

“The other person in close
proximity to Phoebe and the candles was the person dressed as
Bluebeard.”

“Who was he?”

“Nobody knows.”

“Why is this significant?
Do you think he intentionally knocked over the candles?” Taylor
didn’t want to believe such a thing, though it wouldn’t be the
first time he had wondered if someone was intentionally harming,
no, killing his wives.

Noah pulled at his cravat. “Perhaps I
am becoming as paranoid as you, but do you know the story of
Bluebeard?”

“No. It was in the book
Phoebe read, correct?”

“Yes, and I know very well
why she didn’t share that particular tale with you. Given the
circumstances of tonight, I think you should hear the
story.”

“Go on.”

“Bluebeard had lots of
wives, and bad luck as well, as they all died.” The hair rose on
the back of Taylor’s neck with Noah’s words.

“Then he married a last
time, instructing his wife that she could go anywhere in the castle
she wished, except one room, for which she had a key. While he was
away, her curiosity got the better of her and she unlocked the door
and found all of Bluebeard’s wives, dead, apparently murdered and
kept in the room.”

Taylor sat in silence for a few
minutes while he absorbed the tale. No wonder Phoebe hadn’t read
the story to him. “But I didn’t kill my other wives.”

“We know that, but all of
us wonder if tonight was an accident, or if the carriage was,
or...”

“Or a drowning or a throw
from a horse,” Taylor finished for him.

“Perhaps it is all a
coincidence,” Martin offered.

“Do you believe that?”
Taylor’s eyes met his friend’s.

“I am not so sure
anymore,” Martin’s voice was almost hushed.

“Find out what you can,”
he ordered as he stood to leave the room. “I am taking my wife to
the safety of the country as soon as she is well enough to travel.
Also, find out what my cousins have been up to. They are the only
ones with anything to gain if I don’t meet the stipulations.” He
left the study, slamming the door behind him.

 



Chapter 20

 


They had been back in the country two
weeks, and when Phoebe was able to finally move about, she needed
to be out of the house. It was a warm day and they sat by the lake
enjoying a quiet picnic when she finally decided to tell Taylor.
She dreaded telling him, afraid he would become overprotective,
given his past history. As it was, he didn’t leave her side now, so
how much more protective could he become? If she didn’t say
something soon, he would figure it out for himself.

“Taylor, I have something
I think I should tell you,” Phoebe began, looking at her hands. She
was thrilled with the news, but would it bring up sad memories for
him? He wanted a child. No, needed an heir. But would he be
happy?

“Yes?”

“I believe I am carrying
your child.” She quickly looked at him before going back to
studying her hands.

“Why do you believe
that?”

Phoebe’s face heated all the way to
the roots of her hair. “I have my reasons which are much too
personal to discuss.”

“Too personal to discuss
with your husband?”

“Taylor, please,” she
pleaded with him.

He chuckled and pulled her into his
arms. “I suspected myself.”

“Are you happy?” she asked
hesitantly.

“Right now, I am more
concerned with how you feel about the matter. You don’t seem
happy.”

“But I am. Very much. But,
two wives have told you the same thing, and I was afraid of
bringing up unpleasant memories.”

“Phoebe, don’t protect me
that way. You have done it before by not reading
Bluebeard.”

“You know about that?” She
pulled back and looked up at him. How could he have learned? It was
a ghastly tale that she never wanted to share.

“Yes.”

“I didn’t think you would
have enjoyed the tale.”

“I doubt that I would
have.” He kissed the tip of her nose. “I am very happy that you are
carrying my child.”

“We will be fine, Taylor,”
she assured him.

“Of that you can be
certain because I am not going to allow anything to happen to
you.”

 


* * *

 


Before she drifted off to sleep that
night, Taylor broached the subject. “Have you told anyone of the
child?”

“No. I wanted to tell you
first.”

“Thank you.” He kissed the
top of her head. “I have a request.”

“Yes?” She leaned back to
look up at him.

“I don’t want you to tell
anyone.”

“Why? Are you afraid
something will happen?”

“Let’s just say I don’t
want to tempt fate at the moment.”

“Taylor, that is
ridiculous.”

“No, it is not.” He sat up
and turned her to face him. “I am not sure the fire was an
accident, nor does your brother. For the time being, please keep
this our secret. Until I know for sure.”

“Who would want to kill
me?”

“Any one of my cousins who
could inherit.”

“Nobody knows who that
is.”

“Maybe they are taking a
chance.”

“Then wouldn’t it make
more sense to try and get rid of you?”

“That is the one thing I
have not been able to figure out.” It would all be so much simpler
to just get rid of him. Had he been killed, two women would still
be alive and probably married to someone else. “Just keep this
between you and me at the moment. I have further plans. As long as
your condition is a secret, I feel you would be safer. The others
were until they conceived.”

“If that is your
wish.”

 


* * *

 


“I am returning to London
for a few days,” Taylor announced after breakfast.

“Without me?” Phoebe was
slightly hurt.

“It is part of my plan. I
want others to believe you stayed here. Indisposed.”

Phoebe blushed at what he
inferred.

“I’ll continue to return
to London on a regular schedule for the same reason, until our
child is born.”

“And keep me hidden in the
country?” She demanded, hands on her hips, facing him.

“Of course, just where a
good wife should be.” He pulled her into his arms.

“And what will you be
doing in London while I am indisposed?” Phoebe folded her arms
across her chest indignantly.

“A little Faro at Whites.
Possibly place a few bets in the book. Perhaps the
opera.”

“Then I am glad I am
staying here. Sounds like a horrible time.”

“If I get lonely, I am
sure I can find company.”

Her eyes narrowed. “You had better be
referring to my brother and your friends.”

He thought about teasing her a bit
more, but was afraid she would begin to think he was serious. “Of
course, love.”

“Then have fun and I will
anxiously await your return.”

 


* * *

 


“Phoebe didn’t join you?”
Parker asked when Taylor sat down next to him at
White’s.

Now was the time to begin the charade.
Not even his friends would know the truth. At least not yet. “My
dear wife is indisposed,” he ground out a bit angrily.

“Surely you realize these
things happen to women.”

“That is not the point. We
have been married over three months and it is still happening to my
wife.” He put his glass on the table none too gently.

“Two months isn’t that
long,” Lavins offered.

“Not when your life
doesn’t hang in the balance on whether you can produce an heir.”
Taylor sat back and took in his surroundings. A number of men had
picked up on the conversation, just as he hoped they would. All of
London knew the stipulations of his grandfather’s will. This would
hopefully leave Phoebe safe for a short time, if someone was trying
to kill her. But, if someone was, they hadn’t waited until she
conceived. Perhaps they determined it wasn’t necessary to wait.
After a year of mourning, he would be past his twenty-ninth
birthday, too late to meet the deadline.

Two hours after the men separated,
Noah appeared in Taylor’s library. “What was all that about this
evening?”

“I wanted the world to
know that my wife was not expecting my child,” he bit back coolly.
He knew he was being irrational. If he could trust anyone, it was
Noah. After all, Phoebe was his sister.

“You think someone did try
to kill her?”

“Yes. The more I think
about it, the more convinced I am. Both Nora and Heather were quite
healthy. I want the world to think Phoebe cannot conceive, giving
me time to determine what my cousins have been up to.”

“Do you have anything else
to go on?”

Taylor raked his hands through is hair
and paced the library. Noah had to be told. He would never forgive
him if he withheld the truth and something horrible happened to
Phoebe. “Hell, maybe I am just overly cautious. I don’t know. Maybe
it is paranoia. But I need to know for sure. I have the same gut
feeling I had with Heather and Nora. Now there is much more at
stake.” Turning, he faced Noah. “I think you know what your sister
means to me. More than any estate or title. She is expecting,
making me want to take every precaution possible for her
safety.”

A slow smile came to Noah’s face. “I
should have guessed. What can I do?”

Taylor laid out his plan to Noah, who
made only a few suggestions on how they would proceed for the next
months.

 


* * *

 


Taylor had been gone one day when
Holly approached her mistress. “Lady Phoebe,” she interrupted while
she was playing.

“Yes, Holly?”

“I have known you since
you were a babe and something has been weighing on my mind, but I
wanted to wait until Lord Sandlin was gone.”

“What is it?” Phoebe
rested her hands on her lap.

Holly closed the door behind her. “As
your maid I notice things about you.”

“Yes.”

“Well, it has occurred to
me that, ...well...”

“That I could be with
child?”

“Yes.” Holly’s eyes shot
up. “Then you are?” She beamed.

Phoebe’s smile matched her maid’s.
“Yes, but we are to keep it a secret.”

“Why?”

“Because of past history.
Lord Sandlin doesn’t want to take any chances.”

“Doesn’t that man know by
now that while you suffer more accidents than the average person,
nothing really bad will happen?

“Not totally. That is why
I promised not to say a word. You will keep my secret will you
not?”

“Of course.”

 


* * *

 


The third evening Taylor was gone on
his second trip to London, Phoebe began to feel incredibly lonely
and decided to take a book to bed, where she had a tray delivered.
After Holly placed the dinner in her room, Phoebe began to pick at
it while she read, not feeling very hungry. She had not even eaten
half of her meal when the first pains hit, tearing at her abdomen.
It was the worst cramping she had ever suffered. Breaking out in a
sweat and feeling nauseous, she rang for her maid. Seeing her
distress, Holly had a message sent to Taylor in London and another
for the doctor.

Before the doctor could arrive, Phoebe
was in a near panic. There were spots of blood and she was close to
hysteria at the thought of losing the child. She lay completely
still in bed and waited for the doctor to arrive. Holly had
returned to her side and placed the dinner tray out of the way. She
held her mistress’ hand, much like she did when Phoebe was ill as a
child.

Tears coursed down her cheeks,
anguished over the loss of the child and what the loss would mean
to Taylor’s future. What if she lost his child? Would she have time
to conceive and bare him another before it was too late? Did it
really matter? This child was more important than estate and funds.
She was just getting used to the idea of having a baby. She
couldn’t be losing her son. It had to be a son.

 


* * *

 


Taylor sat brooding in White’s with
his friends. He hated being away from Phoebe, even if it was for a
good reason. Why hadn’t he learned anything yet? He should know
what his cousins had been up to by now. At least one or two of
them, anyway. But he hadn’t learned what any of the three had been
doing. Only two more days and he could return home. Only to repeat
this again and again.

Taylor was just about to order another
drink when he saw Charles, his valet, hovered at the door. He stood
quickly and approached the door.

“You need to return home
immediately, Lord Sandlin.”

“Why?” He was afraid to
ask.

“It is your
wife.”

Taylor returned to the table.
“Something has happened to Phoebe.” He then bolted for the
door.

As he closed the carriage door, a hand
reached out to grab it. Each of his friends climbed in.

It took six hours to reach the estate
and upon their arrival he was greeted by the doctor coming down the
stairs. His face was worried, and Taylor’s stomach contracted. He
followed the doctor into his library.

“How is my wife?” Taylor
finally asked.

“She will
recover.”

“And the
child?”

“The child is fine for
now.”

The friends who had been kept in the
dark about Phoebe’s condition exchanged surprised looks.

“What
happened?”

“Lady Sandlin developed
some significant pain. I believe the danger has passed and the
child is well.”

Taylor fell into a chair. “What would
cause this?”

“A number of things.
Though it had all the signs as if she had taken something to rid
herself of the child.”

Taylor shot to his feet. “You are not
suggesting...”

The doctor interrupted him
immediately. “No. I am not suggesting she would do any such thing
on purpose. I am saying perhaps she accidently ate something.
”

Taylor absorbed what he was saying.
How could she accidently eat something? Anything she ever ate was
prepared in his kitchens. He knew better than to think she would do
anything to harm the child. The doctor watched Taylor. “Lord
Sandlin, if I could speak with you in private.”

“Why?”

“There are things I would
like to discuss that you may not want everyone privy to.” He
gestured to the others in the room.

Taylor looked around as if noticing
his friends for the first time. “Anything you say to me can be said
before them.”

“If you are sure, Lord
Sandlin.”

“I am sure.”

“I am reluctant, given the
implication of what I am about to say.”

“Go on.”

The doctor stood straight and faced
Taylor, hands behind his back. “Do you recall when your first wife
lost her child?”

Taylor had blocked the memory of Nora,
in those early months, bent over in pain, the blood and the
miscarriage. It was not unusual for a woman to lose a child and
Taylor gave it no further thought. Nora conceived again three
months later.

“I don’t believe that
miscarriage was anymore an accident than the near one Lady Sandlin
almost suffered.”

“What do you mean?” Taylor
shot to his feet again.

The doctor took a step back. “Your
first wife showed all the signs as Lady Sandlin upstairs. I never
had proof so I said nothing. This is not something you accuse a
lady of without proof. And, a miscarriage is not an unusual
occurrence.”

Six shocked faces stared at the
doctor. Instinctively Taylor knew Nora would never have tried what
was being suggested. She knew the importance of an heir for their
station. Selfish as she may have been, she knew the rules of
society and inheritance and would never intentionally shirk that
duty.

“Then, after this evening
and Lady Sandlin’s apparent distress, I thought over your losses.”
He paused, looked at the group of men. “Is it possible, Lord
Sandlin, that somebody doesn’t want your wives to live?”

“I am afraid you are
right,” If the doctor, a learned man of medicine, was beginning to
believe they may not have been all accidents, perhaps he wasn’t far
off. This meant he had to form a new plan. He paced the room
thinking of different scenarios to keep Phoebe safe as well as
reveal the culprit desperate enough to kill twice already and
willing to kill a third. An idea finally came to him. The key was
to keep the attention away from Phoebe, in seclusion and safe.
“Doctor, could you do me a favor?”

“Of course, Lord
Sandlin.”

“Could you let the word
slip out that my wife has lost the child.”

“I am not supposed to
discuss my patients.” The doctor became indignant.

Taylor gave him a half smile. “I know
you are not, but in this case it is important that you do. If
someone is trying to kill my wife or child, I would like to make
them believe they have at least succeeded in part. It will give me
more time to investigate.”

The light dawned in the doctor’s eyes.
“Of course, Lord Sandlin. I will selectively repeat the
sorrow.”

A few minutes later a soft knock came
at the door and Holly entered. “Here is the food you requested,
doctor.” She handed a cloth to the man.

Taylor watched
suspiciously.

“This is what is left of
your wife’s dinner. The meal she was eating before the pains began.
I had requested her maid wrap it up for me so I might examine the
contents.”

“Do you think someone
deliberately put something in her dinner?” Martin asked.

“It is the only possible
answer. It was all she had eaten since earlier in the
morning.”

“Let me know what you
learn.” Taylor escorted the doctor out of the house.

 



Chapter 21

 


Phoebe slowly opened her eyes to
Taylor standing by her bed and looking down at her. She tried to
give him a reassuring smile but failed miserably as tears began to
form. Taylor sat immediately, pulled her into his arms and rocked
her as she sobbed. “Hush, Phoebe. All is well. You are fine, as is
the babe.”

“I was so
scared.”

“I know.”

“Why would anyone do such
a thing?” Phoebe cried, tears coming again, truly afraid for the
first time in her life.

“That is what I am trying
to determine.” He laid her back against her pillows, then crawled
onto the bed and pulled her into his arms to offer protective
comfort.

Eventually she fell asleep in that
haven.

It wasn’t until she was in deep
slumber that he remembered his friends waited downstairs. He would
need their help in finding the man, or men, who was behind all of
the accidents.

Without proof he knew one of his three
cousins was behind the deaths and attempts on Phoebe. They are the
ones who would gain the estate and wealth and as long as there was
no heir, Boris would inherit the title. But, nobody knew who would
get the rest if he continued to live without wife and
heir.

Though he tried to think of any other
enemies he may have made over the years, none came to mind.
Besides, his gut told him it was a relative and he assumed it was
Boris, but the other two could not be dismissed either.

Further evidence was a missing maid
and stable hand, husband and wife, who had joined the household
shortly after he inherited the title and married Nora.
Unfortunately, the two had disappeared without a trace and Taylor
wondered if the needles had been intentionally left in the saddle
and the horse given poison as well. It also brought into question
Nora’s fall.

With no clear answers, Taylor believed
his worst nightmare was coming to life.

 


* * *

 


Phoebe was recovering and her body
exhibited no signs of danger to the child. It was time to leave
again and put his plan into motion, but he hated leaving
her.

“I don’t want to leave
you,” Taylor insisted once again. “How can I protect you while in
London and you remain here.”

“I could join you?” Phoebe
offered for the tenth time.

“You know as well as I do
that the doctor doesn’t think it wise for you to travel so soon.”
He lifted his hand brushed the hair away and cradled her cheek. “I
don’t want to risk harm coming to you or our child.”

Tears pooled in her eyes, but Phoebe
nodded her acquiesce. “I will be careful if you promise to do the
same.”

Holding her close, they fell asleep
the night before he was to leave. Once again he found himself in
Heather’s garden. Waves of relief flowed through him. She would
have the answers.

“Heather. Thank you for
coming.”

“I wanted to assure you
that Phoebe and your son are healthy.”

“Thank you.” A feeling of
great dread lifted from him.

“For the moment they are
both safe and you need to proceed.”

“You know of my
plans?”

“You will find your
answers with deception.”

“That is what we hope
for,” Taylor sighed with relief.

“You should seek my
father’s help.”

“How can I ask that when I
failed to save you?”

“He will understand. Send
word to him. See him before you leave.” Then she was gone. Taylor
tried to remain in the garden, willing her to return but all his
efforts failed and he woke as the sun was rising. He slipped from
the bed and walked down to the library where he penned a note to
Lord Caruthers. He hoped Heather was correct.

Lord Caruthers arrived within half an
hour. It was not possible the man could have responded so quickly.
Taylor rose as he entered the library and both took a seat.
Heather’s father seemed much disturbed.

“The oddest thing has
occurred and I needed to see you immediately.” He rose from his
seat and began to pace. “Heather visited me in a dream last night
and begged me to help you.”

So he wasn’t the only one with these
dreams. Perhaps he wasn’t losing his mind, after all. If Lord
Caruthers had been visited, maybe she was trying to help from the
grave. That in itself was a bit disturbing, yet strangely
comforting.

“She asked that I help
you, but wouldn’t explain. She also said her death was not an
accident and begged me not to blame you.” He stopped and turned
toward Taylor. “Am I going mad?”

What could he say to the man? No, he
wasn’t going mad. Or possibly, yes he was and Taylor along with
him. Either way, the man deserved an explanation. If Heather
trusted him enough to send him here, then he deserved the entire
truth.

“Lord Caruthers, please
have a seat and I’ll request some coffee. There are some things you
deserve to know. Things I have just recently become aware of
myself.”

Reluctantly the man sat and waited for
the coffee to be delivered. Once they were comfortable again,
Taylor proceeded to tell the man all that he knew and believed.
“Truthfully sir, had I known what I believe now while your daughter
was alive, I would have never left her side.”

“Oh, I am sure you would
have protected her with your life,” Lord Caruthers assured Taylor.
Not that it lessened his guilt. “But, now, Phoebe is in danger as
well, and you need to find the responsible party.”

“That is my plan, sir.” He
sipped his coffee and thought about how much he should tell Lord
Caruthers. Perhaps he could be able to help, if only to keep an eye
on his wife. “In fact, I do have a plan if you would care to hear
it.”

“Of course.” Lord
Caruthers sat up, much intrigued.

Taylor laid out the entire plan to
him.

“It might just work. I’ll
stay close by and visit often.”

For that, Taylor was immensely
grateful; though he had no doubt Noah would be a frequent visitor
as well.

“Have you thought about
sending her to her mother’s?” Lord Caruthers asked.

Taylor just looked at him. The thought
had never crossed his mind.

“It would possibly add to
your ruse if she no longer resided under your roof. And, it could
be safer.”

He was right, Taylor agreed, after
thinking about it a few minutes more. The danger to his wives came
from his own household. Could he trust any that remained. He knew
he should be able to, at least those who had been here before the
will became an issue, but what of the others. At least Phoebe knew
all of their servants and he didn’t believe there were any new
additions, though he would need to check first. And, Noah was in
residence most of the time. He would protect her when Taylor could
not. “Thank you for the suggestion. I believe you are
correct.”

“Just be careful, Taylor.”
Lord Caruthers stood. “Now, if you don’t mind, I would like to
visit my daughter’s garden.”

 


* * *

 


For anyone watching, Taylor appeared
well into his cups and angry as sin. Acquaintances avoided him and
his closer friends, though sitting with him, were careful to keep
their distance. Word had been whispered that Taylor’s wife lost the
child she was carrying and Sandlin had not taken it well. This
really wasn’t such a surprise given the necessity of that heir.
There was still plenty of time for her to have a child before the
deadline.

The anger came from the rumor she
refused to let him back in her bed. Apparently, Lady Sandlin wasn’t
ready to produce the required heir and go through all of that
sickness again and thought she had a few months left before being
forced into doing what was necessary.

The proprietors of Whites looked on
Taylor with sympathy, as he hoped they would. After all, he was a
man about to lose everything and would shortly be turned away from
polite society, reduced to nothing.

Entering Whites, Noah walked directly
to Taylor and stood over him.

Taylor raised his eyes to his friend,
trying to fill them with the hate he felt for the man who had
murdered his wives and tried to kill Phoebe. “Get away from me,”
Taylor growled.

“Not until you cease this
talk about my sister.”

“I’ve only told the truth
when asked. I have done nothing wrong. Your sister,” Taylor spit out the
words, “on the other hand, has set out to ruin me.”

“So you intend to make her
pay?”

“Why not? I am going to
unless she does her duty.”

“What do you intend to
do?” Noah asked, fists clenched at his side.

Taylor gave him a cold smile. “Well, I
am not going to let her renege on her vows if that is what you are
asking. She has an obligation, as you well know, and she will do
her duty.”

“I didn’t want to believe
it when Phoebe admitted she was afraid. Now I see that she may have
cause.”

“Is she claiming I abuse
her?” Taylor demanded. He hadn’t planned on Noah making him a
villain but what harm could it do? Why should Phoebe be the only
one in the wrong?

“Not in so many words, but
the implications are certainly there.”

“Regardless, there isn’t
much you can do about it now, is there? After all, I am her husband
and have my rights. Whereas you gave up your control of her the day
you released her to my care.”

“Something I will regret
until my dying day,” Noah muttered as he stormed from the
club.

Taylor watched him go, then fell back
into his seat and picked up his glass once again. He looked around
over the rim and noted most of the patrons watched them. They could
not have missed the confrontation. With a lazy, half-drunk grin, he
raised his glass in a toast and proceeded to drain it. It had gone
well. He had half a mind to place a bet in the book that there
would be bets on the morrow about what had happened between him and
Phoebe.

Perhaps he should watch the book.
Maybe the bets made as a result of this evening would reveal some
clues.

 


* * *

 


Phoebe was expecting Noah’s arrival.
She had spent the morning reading the article over and over of her
brother and husband’s meeting. The writer had alluded that she had
committed a great sin against her husband, but not the exact sin.
She already knew the story being sent about. What had surprised her
was to learn she feared her husband. In privacy, she laughed at the
impossibility. It was now time to leave her husband’s estate and
return to her former home.

She heard the door bang open and left
the parlor to greet Noah. If she did not know better, she would
have believed he was furious.

“You are packing and
leaving this house immediately.”

“Noah, I cannot. Surely
you know that as well as I.”

“You can and you will.
Furthermore, I am going to see what can be done about an annulment
from that man you unfortunately married.” He took her arm and
escorted her up the stairs and deposited her in her room. “I am
going to find your maid.” He left, slamming the door behind
him.

It took Holly a few hours to pack
Phoebe’s belongings. Noah had grown impatient. He entered the
chamber and began throwing items into trunks so they could leave
immediately. Once settled in the carriage and well away from the
estate, brother and sister relaxed.

“I am still not sure as to
the necessity of your performance back at the house.”

Noah looked over at her. “Taylor
suspects the two servants who disappeared were behind the deaths
and accident. He did not want to risk that there was a third person
involved.”

Phoebe sighed and looked out the
window.

The two estates were only thirty miles
apart so the trip was short. Upon arrival, Phoebe was escorted from
the carriage and taken directly to her mother’s room.

“Phoebe, how are you
dear?”

“I am well, Mama. And
you?”

“As well as can be
expected. Oh how dreadful for you, having to go through all this.
And to think, what could have happened.” Tears clouded the emerald
eyes Phoebe had inherited.

“I know, Mama. I am sure
Taylor will work everything out, find who is behind this and return
before we know it.”

“I pray you are right,
dear. Now go to your room and rest. You need to take care of
yourself. Especially now.”

Leaning over, she kissed her mother on
her cheek. “I will, Mother.”

Alone in her bed that night, she
wondered how long it would be until she saw Taylor again. She knew
he couldn’t come to her often as he needed to find his cousins, but
that didn’t make the longing any easier. It didn’t help that she
was in her old bed now, instead of the one she had shared with her
husband. She hadn’t slept in this bed since before they set off for
the Season, which seemed like a lifetime ago.

The following morning she received a
surprising visitor. Entering the parlor, she found Lord Caruthers
waiting to see her. Phoebe panicked for a moment. Had the man read
the paper and now wondered about what type of man Taylor was? Was
he wondering if his own daughter had suffered? How could she assure
him without revealing anything? She hadn’t counted on seeing him
when the plan had been hatched.

“Lady Sandlin,” he greeted
her.

“Phoebe,
please.”

“Very well, Phoebe. I can
see the concern in your eyes. Is there a place where we could walk
and talk in private?”

His eyes only held warmth and
understanding. If he was concerned about his own daughter’s fate,
wouldn’t that be revealed? Did he know the truth? “Perhaps a walk
by the pond.”

“That would be excellent.”
She took his offered arm and he escorted her from the house. Once
they reached a bench, they stopped and sat.

“I want you to know Taylor
confided in me his plans before leaving.”

Phoebe exhaled and realized she had
been holding her breath, waiting for him to speak.

“I promised I would watch
after you and help him. When I read the account of how you feared
him, it gave me the perfect excuse to come calling.”

“You realize I have
nothing to fear, nor did your daughter,” Phoebe reassured him in
case he had doubts.

Patting her hand, he too, reassured
her, “I know that dear. I just pray he finds the man who killed my
little girl.”

Tears formed in her eyes. “He will do
his best, I am sure.”

“I know he
will.”

 



Chapter 22

 


Taylor had no contact with Noah in two
weeks. All communications went through one of the other four
friends who, for all appearances, stayed friends with the two men
at odds. If Noah and Taylor saw each other in public, they ignored
the other’s presence. Taylor spent his nights in the worst gaming
hells London had to offer. If his cousins were going to be found,
this was the best place to look.

When those turned up nothing, he
visited the brothels. The stench of cheap perfume, unwashed bodies
and opium being smoked in back rooms almost made him ill, but he
continued, questioning anyone and everyone.

After a month of visiting every type
of establishment catering to the degenerate gentlemen of the ton
unwelcome in polite society, Taylor had to face the fact that none
of his cousins were in town and his frustration reached new
heights. Unsure of what to do with himself, Taylor found himself
standing outside 13 Bond Street. He had not been here in well over
a year, but exactly what he needed.

He pushed the door open and was
greeted with the sounds of fists again skin, grunts, groans and
cheers. Taylor had been spoiling for a fight and Gentleman
Jackson’s was just the place to be.

 


* * *

 


“Have you had enough?”
Taylor stared down at the young man he just fought, the third since
he stepped into the ring. Sweat dripped off his nose and his shirt
was plastered to his back. He felt good and he felt alive, some of
his frustration disappearing each time his fist connected with a
body, but it wasn’t enough. It wouldn’t be enough until he knew
Phoebe was safe.

“Aren’t you tired yet,
Sandlin?” Someone called form the back. He didn’t know who and he
didn’t care.

“Why don’t you just go
home to your wife before you kill the lot of us.” This came from
the young pup on the floor at his feet. And, the man was right.
There was no rule in this game he played that said he couldn’t
visit Phoebe, and maybe that was exactly what he needed.

Taylor reached down to help the man to
his feet. “You know, I think I will do exactly that. It has been a
month. Surely she can’t still be angry.”

He grabbed a towel and dried off his
face and head before putting his jacket back on. Everything he
owned would need to be laundered thoroughly. No doubt his valet
would have more than a few words for him when he arrived
home.

“Flowers, take her
flowers,” someone called.

“And a trinket,” another
yelled. “Something large and sparkling. That should do the
trick.”

Taylor allowed a smile. Both were good
suggestions and he would see about doing just that.

 


* * *

 


If she didn’t know it was
because Taylor was looking for his family she would be quit put out
with him. The letters she received from those friends who still resided in London
left nothing out. And, if they did, she wasn’t sure she wanted to
know what else her husband had been up to. Goodness! And he had
lectured her on reckless behavior.

“Are you still angry with
me?”

Phoebe whipped around at the sound of
his voice. She wasn’t expecting him so soon. With a squeal she ran
into his open arms. “Oh, Taylor, I’ve missed you so
much.”

His arms tightened around her and he
buried his face in her hair. “I’ve missed you too. You have no idea
how much.”

Phoebe pulled away and looked up at
him. What had Taylor done to earn the black eye, now an ugly shade
of green? She brought her fingers up to trace the swollen line of
his jaw, shaded in colors of brown and yellow. He clasped her hand
in his and brought her fingers to his lips.

“What have you been
doing?”

“Fighting”

“Obviously, but with
whom?”

“Three whoms to be exact.”
Taylor led her to the bed and pulled her down to sit. “I used my
pent up aggression at Gentlemen Jacksons.”

“I had no idea you liked
to fight.” His face didn’t look too terrible, given he fought three
men, but what about the rest of his body? He didn’t appear to be
hurt. He seemed to walk fine.

“I don’t.” He grinned.
“Now I remember why I gave it up.”

Taylor reached into his pocket and
withdrew a small box which he handed to her. Phoebe slowly opened
the lid and gasped. Inside lay a delicate necklace. A single
emerald with a smaller diamond on each side hanging from a gold
chain.

“Will you forgive me and
let me back in your bed?”

It took her a moment for his words to
register and she tore her eyes from the present. Her momentary
confusion must have been evident.

“The men I fought
suggested I buy you a trinket and beg.”

Phoebe bit her lip to keep from
smiling. “Is this for the frequent trips to the gaming hells or the
brothels?”

Taylor winced. “I hoped you had only
heard of the gaming establishments.”

“You should know by now
that nothing is missed by the gossips.” She tilted her head and
looked at him. “Had you known I knew about the brothels, would you
have brought more?”

His eyes widened and his brows drew
together. “Phoebe, you must know, I was only there for my cousins,
I didn’t do anything. I swear, I barely talked to a
woman.”

He was practically babbling and Phoebe
couldn’t help but laugh at him. “If I know anything else, I know
you wouldn’t betray me.”

His shoulders relaxed and Phoebe
couldn’t believe he was worried about her actually believing the
gossip. His hand slid around her side and drew her to him before
his lips descended to her neck. “Well, am I forgiven?”

“For the time being. Until
I kick you out again.”

 


* * *

 


The reunion was short lived as Taylor
knew he couldn’t stay with her long. At the end of two weeks Noah
arrived home.

“There has been word of
two of your cousins down by the docks.”

It was the best news Taylor had heard
in a long time and he knew it was time to go.

“I don’t care,” Phoebe
shouted after him as he stormed down the stairs. “Go back to London
and stay there for all I care.”

Taylor turned midstep and looked up at
her. “I will go now, but, I will be back. You have a duty to me and
I will not let you shirk it.”

Noah stepped from the library and into
the hall and silently pointed to the parlor. Two elderly neighbor
ladies sat taking tea with Phoebe’s mother. Their eyes were wide
with shock and fascination.

“You cannot make me do
anything I don’t want to do.” She whipped around and stormed down
the hall, a door slammed in her wake.

“I think it is time you
left.” Noah sauntered up to him.

Taylor lifted his eyebrows. “I suppose
you think you can throw me out.”

Noah’s hands fisted and he drew
himself up. “Do you really want to test me?”

Taylor rolled his eyes and continued
toward the door. “I will leave her now, but we are not done. There
is nothing you or anyone can do to keep me from my
wife.”

He didn’t wait for an answer and
marched out of the house.

 


* * *

 


Phoebe stood at the window and watched
Taylor ride away and brushed the tears from her face with the back
of her hand. She hated fighting with him, even if it was pretend.
It just didn’t set right with her. She turned at the quiet knock on
her door. “Come in.”

Noah stepped inside and closed the
door behind him. “This went off better than we could have
planned.”

“Why?” Phoebe took a step
toward him. She had thought the argument was a waste but Taylor
insisted they keep up the pretense in the event someone was
listening who would report back to London that the Sandlins had not
reconciled.

“Lady Willoughby and Lady
Johnson are in the parlor having tea with Victoria.”

Phoebe could feel her eyes go wide and
she brought a hand to her mouth to suppress a giggle. “Oh, my.
Those two will have this story spread before Taylor even makes it
back to London.”

Noah grinned. “Like I said, we could
not have planned this better had you tried.”

 


* * *

 


The rumors were false. Even if the
cousins had been at the docks, they were long gone. Taylor wished
he was still with his wife, but it was best that he left when he
did. A longer stay would have brought into question the rumors of
their relationship and if it appeared his wife was allowing him
liberties, it would put Phoebe back in danger.

No, this was for the best. Even if it
killed him.

Once again Taylor made the rounds to
the seedier gaming hells and brothels. Each night he bathed himself
thoroughly to get rid of the stench. He wanted this over soon,
tomorrow preferably, but his cousins had vanished completely. The
last anyone had seen of them was right before the end of the
Season, before the masquerade ball, but none of them were at that
event, that he knew of. It was a masquerade so they could have been
cleverly disguised, though Taylor doubted any of them had the
intelligence or creativity to pull off such a feat. Still, it was
enough to make Taylor continue to proceed with caution. In all
likelihood, one of them was behind the fire and had then followed
Phoebe and him to the country. Somehow, they had learned of his
wife’s condition. For all those reasons, he would not relax his
guard. He sent investigators into the country in search of the
three cousins. At the moment, he was betting the Little Season
would bring them back to London.

 


* * *

 


She was standing in the side garden
when he rode up. A smile pulled at her lips and she took a step in
his direction before she remembered herself. Her lips drew tight
and straight, her shoulders back, spine straightened and finally,
her chin in the air. Taylor fought to keep the laugh inside as
Phoebe turned on her heel and marched into the house. He sighed and
removed himself from the back of the horse, tossed the reigns to a
servant and followed her inside.

She wasn’t in the parlor but Phoebe’s
younger sister, Philomena pointed up the stairs, her young face
grim.

Taylor didn’t bother to knock on the
door but entered and closed it behind him. He didn’t have a chance
to catch his breath before she was in his arms. His automatically
went around her as he drew her close, her scent of lilacs wafted to
his nose. He needed this. He needed her. How could he get through
anymore weeks without her by his side?

He pulled back and looked down. His
beautiful wife had grown, or their child had, in his absence. He
brought his hands up to caress the gently rounded stomach and felt
slight movement beneath his hand. The fashion of today hid her
condition well because he had no idea she had increased so much
while standing outside. Soon, she wouldn’t be able to leave the
house, however. Not that he was going to be the one to tell
her.

Her hand came over his. “Did you feel
it?”

He laughed when he felt the movement
again, so slight it could almost be missed. “Stand back and let me
look at you.”

Phoebe did as asked but the gown fell
perfectly so that he could not see what he had just felt and he
drew her back in his arms.

“This is the last time you
will see me until either they are found or it is time for our child
to be born.”

Phoebe pulled him close and held him
tight. “I don’t want to think about you going already.”

Taylor kissed her temple. “I know, and
it is only going to get worse.”

“How?” Phoebe studied his
face.

He didn’t want to talk about this now.
He didn’t want to sully this homecoming and the few short days they
had together with the ugliness of what he was about to do. Instead
of answering, he kissed her.

 



Chapter 23

 


Taylor glared at Noah as he tracked
him down at Whites upon arriving back in London. “Well, it is
over.”

Noah stood and looked him in the eye.
“Good.”

“Are you happy that I am
ruined? Are you happy that your sister will no longer live in the
manner in which she has become accustomed?”

“I will see that she lives
quite comfortably,” Noah spit back.

Taylor reached forward and grabbed him
by the lapels. “Oh, I have no intention of dissolving our marriage.
She made this decision and she will suffer right along with me. As
soon as I return to the country, she will be back in my house and
in my bed, even if it is too late for her future.”

“There is still time,”
someone piped up. Taylor and Noah glared at the man who sank back.
“Doesn’t she?”

“No,” Taylor bit out.
“Unless you know of a means to bring a baby into this world in
seven months’ time, and not the normal nine.”

The man, red in the face and shaking
opened his mouth to speak.

“And I don’t mean by ways
usually used by lying about a birthdate so the world doesn’t know
the bride was expecting at the time of her wedding.” He was
shouting and he didn’t care. In fact, it worked to his
benefit.

“I will not let you bring
my sister down to the gutter with you. Look at how you have lived.
Brothels, gaming hells and the like.”

“She is my wife and I will
do with her as I please.” Taylor spun on his heel and marched out
of the establishment. Now, to secure a mistress and then he could
go about finding his cousins. They have to return to London soon or
he would go mad. On the other hand, only four more months and
Phoebe will deliver his son. That would at least put her out of
danger, but would it bring danger to his son if the cousins weren’t
found?

Invitations began arriving. His wife’s
name was not included with his. So, for the nobility at large, it
appeared everyone believed the rumors. Tonight he would be
attending the opera with Chambers and two ladies. One in particular
had overtly hinted she wouldn’t be against a mutually satisfying
partnership with Lord Sandlin. Taylor had to think of a way to
discourage the widow without raising suspicion. Following the
opera, they were to attend a ball. His plans included being seen
escorting potential mistresses about town. The problem lay in
maintaining the proper balance between perception and
truth.

 


* * *

 


As the days turned into weeks with no
word from Taylor, Phoebe began a letter to him. She hoped to have
the opportunity to get it to him, but even if she couldn’t, she
still felt as if she were sharing what was happening with the baby
in his absence and what little news she had of home. Unfortunately,
life in the country wasn’t nearly as exciting as a London Season
and there wasn’t much to add. Some horses were being trained to run
at Ascot. No, before he asked, she was not assisting in their
training, though she tended to supervise from a distance. However,
that supervision was soon to come to an end as her condition was
barely disguised, which amazed her, being only five months
along.

At the end of each letter Phoebe would
make her way downstairs to her pianoforte where Mozart flowed
through the room.

 


* * *

 


With no real desire to court potential
mistresses Taylor attended another ball alone. Keeping up the
appearance of being separated from his wife, looking for a mistress
and trying to locate his cousins was exhausting. He had half a mind
to leave and go home for a good night’s sleep, but couldn’t. After
the ball, he needed to return to the gaming hells and continue his
search. The investigators he had sent scouring England for his
family had reported back that they had found nothing. More were
sent into Scotland and to the continent. Surely they had to be
somewhere. But what if they weren’t? What if they had gone off to
India, or someplace equally far? If so, that would mean they
weren’t responsible for Phoebe’s accidents. Or, perhaps they were
but had given up. Either way, he couldn’t assume, or relax until
they were found and it was taking damn too long.

Taylor was standing with Martin and
Janine, when Lavins approached with a lady on his arm. Who was this
lovely creature? It certainly wasn’t Richard’s wife.

The woman studied Taylor, making him
quite uncomfortable. If he didn’t know any better, and perhaps he
didn’t, he was being sized up. Who was she and why was she doing
this?

“Sandlin, I would like to
introduce you to Lady Bates,” Richard announced as he
approached.

Taylor took her offered hand and
kissed its back. “It is very nice to meet you, Lady
Bates.”

Richard turned to Janine and held out
his arm. “Shall we stroll?”

She smiled up at him and linked her
arm with his. “That would be very pleasant, thank you for the
offer.” She looked over her shoulder and winked at
Martin.

Lady Bates stepped closer to Taylor,
linked her arm with his and leaned in, ever so slightly. Taylor
watched her from the corner of his eye. Had she sought an
introduction because of the rumor he was looking for a mistress? He
truly hoped not, though she was quite beautiful indeed.

She turned to address
Martin and in the same movement brushed her breast against Taylor’s
arm. It took all of his control not to pull away, but this was
perfect for the ton to observe. Who was she, though, and where did she come
from?

“I have just recently
returned from America, Lord Meadows. My husband and I moved there
oh, five or so years ago. I just recently decided to return to
London.”

That answers that
question.

“I just couldn’t stay away
any longer and came looking for the excitement only a Season could
offer,” she finished in a seductive tone and leaned closer to
Taylor, if that were possible. She was already almost plastered to
his side.

“Would you care to stroll
in the gardens, Lord Sandlin?” she purred up at him.

“No, thank you, my lady. I
have already been out this evening and it isn’t nearly as
refreshing as one would think.”

“There is a waltz coming
up. No one has spoken for that particular dance, my
lord.”

“I am sure someone will
ask, my lady.”

“If I didn’t know better,
Lord Sandlin,” she continued in a purr, “I would think you didn’t
find me attractive.”

Taylor looked down at her face without
moving his head and raised one eyebrow. “Then I apologize for any
insult. None was intended.”

“Lord Sandlin, let’s deal
honestly with one another, shall we?” she proposed, and pulled him
away from the crowd.

Taylor wasn’t given much choice but to
follow. A beautiful lady draped on his arm served his purposes
perfectly. However, this lady tended to be more forward than the
others and was obviously after something. Him. In private he would
be able to deal with the situation better.

It took him just a moment to realize
that instead of dragging him outside, she pulled him up the stairs
to exit the ball altogether. He came to a stop just as she began
mounting the stairs. She stood one step above him, turned and
looked him in the eyes, a wicked smile on her lips. She leaned
forward and placed both hands on his shoulders before she whispered
in his ear, “You will escort me to your townhouse now, Lord
Sandlin.” He started to pull back, but she held him in place. “If
you care for Phoebe, you will do as I ask.”

 



Chapter 24

 


Who was this woman? She guessed that
he cared for his wife. He didn’t think he had slipped. Perhaps she
knew more than she let on. Had Lavins said something? No, he
wouldn’t have said a word. Well, there wasn’t much he could do
about it anyway. He wouldn’t have his answers until the woman was
ready to speak. They rode in silence. At least she moved away from
him now that they were alone.

Once in his library, she shut and
locked the door. “Would you care for something to drink, Lady
Bates?” He didn’t attempt to disguise his irritation.

“A glass of wine would be
lovely. And please, call me Olivia, as we are going to become quite
close.”

Taylor slammed down the decanter and
turned on her. “Who are you and what makes you think we are going
to be close? I don’t appreciate you alluding to my wife, nor the
fact that I may have some particular feelings,” he yelled at her,
finally free to say what was on his mind. Maybe his anger would
scare her, and she would run away. He could only hope.

Olivia fell into the chair with
laughter. “I had you worried, didn’t I? Were you afraid I would
blackmail you into keeping your secret?”

Clearly the woman didn’t scare easy.
Perhaps she was daft. Taylor took an angry step forward and Olivia
quickly sobered. “Please, Lord Sandlin, hear me out. I do
apologize, and know I tend to overdo things a bit. Patrick is
always complaining I’m a bit too dramatic at times. I think I would
have loved being on the stage.”

“Patrick? Who the hell is
Patrick?”

“He is my betrothed, but
he won’t arrive from America until shortly before Christmas, so we
won’t have to worry about his interference.”

“Betrothed?”

“Perhaps I should explain,
but not until you give me the glass of wine you offered
earlier.”

Taylor retrieved the crystal and
handed it to her, then stood back, arms across his chest and
waited.

“Oh, please sit down and
quit looking at me like that. I have no intention of blackmailing
you. I only have a bit of fun in mind.”

“Lady Bates, I believe you
have picked the wrong person for your fun.”

“Oh, no, Lord Sandlin. You
are the perfect person. Please.” She gestured to the chair. “Sit
down and hear me out.”

Reluctantly Taylor took a seat and
waited for her explanation.

“I needed to see for
myself if you were the man I thought you to be or the one
the ton is
gossiping about.”

“The purpose?”

“I needed to know for sure
before I made my proposition.”

His eyebrows went up. “And what
proposition would that be?”

“To be your mistress until
the end of the Season, of course. It is obvious you are looking for
one, or so it would appear.”

“I haven’t yet decided on
a mistress, Lady Bates, but I’ll surely keep you in mind.” Taylor
stood.

“If I waited for you to
decide, then I would wait forever, now, wouldn’t I. As would the
others who are eagerly awaiting to fill the role.”

She knew he had no intention of taking
a mistress, yet she offered herself. What was she about?

“Lord Sandlin, let me
start at the beginning, then you will see how I will be perfect for
the role.”

Slowly Taylor sat, curious.

“You might be interested
to know that I am the younger cousin of Lady Felding. That would be
Phoebe’s mother, in case you haven’t caught on.”

The statement caused Taylor to fall
into the seat, anxious to hear what else she would say next. It
certainly couldn’t be more shocking than what he had just
heard.

“Years ago I married Lord
Bates. We traveled to America and ended up staying, we liked it so
well.” She took a sip of her wine and Taylor waited. “Two years ago
he died, but I remained in our adopted country. A short time later
I met Patrick Donahue, the man I will marry next year. I will be
returning to America to live with my husband, but first I needed to
come to London to sell off my properties and close out the
estate.”

Taylor finally found his tongue. “Then
why would you offer to be my mistress? I am sure Patrick would not
appreciate the idea.”

“He would love it.” She
dismissed him with a laugh. “On my way here, I stopped to see
Victoria.”

“Did you see
Phoebe?”

“I thought you didn’t
care.” Her left eyebrow arched.

“Obviously you know
differently. How is my wife?” He did not appreciating her teasing
tone.

Olivia sobered for a bit. “I was only
able to visit for a few hours. No, I didn’t see Phoebe. She was
napping and didn’t emerge from her room before I left. Victoria
confided in me because she is a bit worried because Phoebe seemed
somewhat depressed and had stopped playing the pianoforte. I never
did find out what that meant.”

“Damn.” He stood again and
began to pace in front of the fireplace. Once again he had been
reminded how Phoebe was suffering from this. This should be one of
the happier times in her life, if not one of the more worrisome,
and she was left to deal with it alone.

“I know you need a
mistress. You cannot keep turning women down or people will begin
to wonder.”

He stopped pacing and looked at
her.

“Nobody remembers my
connection to Victoria and, being a widow, I have the option of an
illicit affair. I detest the ton
and their gossiping tongues, but love the theater
and the balls, and am in need of an escort.” Straightening, she
looked him straight in the eye. “What I am proposing, Lord Sandlin,
is that I become your mistress in name only.”

It took a minute for her words to sink
in. When they did, he threw back his head and laughed. It was the
first time he had felt like laughing since he left
Phoebe.

“Should I be insulted at
your reaction?” She asked with raised eyebrows.

Taylor relaxed in the chair. “Of
course not. This is perfect. At the risk of building your already
inflated ego, you are a beautiful woman. Perfect for the role. And
now I can stop pretending to look and concentrate on the more
important issues.” He paused and looked at her. “Did Lavins know
your intent when we were introduced?”

“Did I fail to mention
that his wife, Simone, and I were in boarding school together and
are the best of friends?”

“My friend confided in
you?” This did not set well. Only a handful of people knew what he
was about and it needed to stay that way or everything could be
ruined and put Phoebe in danger.

“When I called on Noah
after arriving in London, Richard was visiting, and everything fell
into place.”

 


* * *

 


Phoebe’s buoyant mood deflated as
letters from her friends arrived in the following week. Taylor had
found a mistress and apparently was staying with her until the very
early hours of the morning. They were seen everywhere together at
both day and evening functions. They were constantly by each
other’s side and shared numerous dances. The name Lady Bates rang a
bell but Phoebe couldn’t place her. If the papers were any
indication, the woman was a rare beauty and much sought after, with
a number of men willing to fill Taylor’s role once he tired of her.
As the letters continued for another two weeks and the newspapers
arrived, he showed no sign of tiring. If anything, by all
appearances, he was in love with the woman.

Something was wrong. Taylor was not
supposed to really find a mistress, only act like he was looking
for one. What caused this change? Was her marriage in danger? Had
Taylor given up? Had he found someone he preferred better? That had
always been her fear.

No, she argued with herself. She could
not accept that Taylor would turn to another woman. But, what if he
had? She hadn’t seen or spoken to him in weeks.

To make matters worse, her mother
suggested she no longer leave the house. Her condition could no
longer be hidden, even in the loosest fitting clothes. Lady
Victoria even remarked she had never seen another woman this large
so early. That comment sent Phoebe running to her room in tears.
From that day forward, she refused to see even Lord
Caruthers.

No letters were received from Taylor
in the following weeks and Phoebe decided he was just too busy to
be concerned. She kept telling herself that this was only an act,
until the murderer was caught. But with each letter from her
acquaintances and each newspaper, it was becoming harder and harder
to believe. It had been six weeks and he had only bothered to write
twice, but he had been able to secure a mistress. She stopped
writing to him as well. Though there were pages filled from the
letter she had begun weeks earlier, she couldn’t find anything new
to say. Nor did she have the desire.

Phoebe wandered from room to room
feeling restless. She had never taken kindly to confinement, but
this was extremely irritating. Unable to stand it any longer, she
sat down at her pianoforte and played.

 


* * *

 


“Finally,” Taylor shouted
as he entered his office. Two of his cousins had been spotted in
Norwich. It wasn’t overly far and he had every intention on going
himself. And the perfect excuse lay on his desk. Lord Blyth was
having a house party at his estate in North Walsham, to which he
and Lady Bates had been invited. It was beyond the pale to openly
take one’s mistress away for the weekend, but he no longer cared
what polite society thought of him. He could care less if he was
ever invited to another ball in his life. As long as Phoebe
remained safe.

Maybe he would be lucky enough to
catch up to his cousins in Norwich and not have to continue on to
attend the party. Though Taylor didn’t put much stock in luck
anymore, it did give him some hope because he really did not want
to be away from London, cooling his heels in North Walsham if his
cousins weren’t where they were reported to be.

Taylor pulled the foolscap from the
top drawer and quickly penned a not to Lord Blyth advising him that
he had changed his mind and that he and Lady Bates would be happy
to attend the party. He next sent a note to Olivia advising her he
would be by to get her in the morning and hoped it wasn’t too much
of an inconvenience.

 


* * *

 


He wanted to turn right
around and go back home. Not only had his cousins
not been in Norwich,
nobody there recognized the name or the description. These false
leads, and weeks away from his wife were taking their toll. And, to
make matters worse, this house party was not a normal house party.
Had he been thinking clearly, Taylor would have realized that the
moment he did get the invitation, but these days, he could only
concentrate on his wife and family.

They were escorted into the large
parlor, decorated in reds and golds. Seated around the room were
married gentlemen of the ton, but the ladies on the laps were not
their wives. Why didn’t he remember that Lord Blyth was known for
his perverse idea of a good time, as were the gentlemen in
attendance? He turned to Olivia, an apology on his lips.

“Don’t worry,” she
whispered. “We will get through this together and out of here as
quickly as possible.” She turned back to the group, a bright smile
on her face and introduced herself to the ladies.

 


* * *

 


The next week brought
letters from women claiming
to be her friends and set Phoebe raging. Taylor
had gone away to a weekend party with his mistress. It was clear
from the letters what type of party it was. It was also very clear
that it was common knowledge they had shared a bedchamber
for three nights.
How could he do this to her? Had he lied about how he felt? Had he
only used her because he needed an heir? Had he lied about being
forced to marry her? Had he laughed when she had confessed her
silly, girlish feelings? What a fool and a child she was. What a
child he must have thought she was. She paced the room and spotted
the letters she had lovingly written to him. She crumbled and threw
them in the waste can.

The only thing that kept her from
seeking him out and demanding answers was her child. She didn’t
wish to be killed, and she certainly wished for her child’s health.
But, just as soon as it was born, she would confront her husband
and demand answers. If they were not sufficient, then she would
petition the courts. He may have an heir by his thirtieth birthday,
but he may not have a wife.

That day Beethoven was added to her
Hayden pieces. She had been playing for two hours when the door
opened and Noah stalked in.

“Phoebe, I am
concerned.”

“I am fine,” she bit
out.

“You don’t sound fine,” He
gestured to the piano.

Phoebe sighed, stood and walked to the
window. “It is just so hard. I try not to read the papers and I
wish my so-called friends would not write me about
Taylor.”

“It will all work out, I
promise,”

“I have my doubts.” She
walked to her door and stood there. “I am tired and would like to
retire.”

 



Chapter 25

 


Taylor was back in London a week and
the Little Season was drawing to a close when he got word of his
cousins gambling at the Golden Rod, a place they liked to frequent
when in town and an establishment Taylor had spent far too many
hours in over the last month. He prayed it wasn’t just another
rumor as he made his way to the gaming hell and let out a sigh of
relief when he spotted Herbert and Kendrick playing
hazard.

He paid a boy to deliver a message to
Chambers and waited in the shadows of the smoky room. If his
cousins left, he would follow them, but he wouldn’t enter until he
had assistance in bringing them out.

Chambers arrived a half hour later,
Parker, Lavins and Martin with him. Taylor knew that in just a few
short hours this should all be over and he could return to his
wife. As his friends waited, he approached, a hand on each shoulder
and asked them to meet with him by the door.

Without question the two rose. When
they reached their destination, Chambers and Parker grabbed
Herbert, and Lavins and Martin subdued Kendrick. Together, they
escorted the men out of the gaming hell, into the carriage and
later into Taylor’s home where they waited. The two nervously
glanced at each other as the clock struck two in the morning and
footsteps were heard coming from the back of the house. Quietly,
Noah entered the room and took a place beside Taylor. Herbert and
Kendrick shared a confused look.

The questions began.

“What do you know about my
wife?”

“What we heard in the
hells and read in the paper,” Herbert answered
defensively.

“You are aware of the
stipulations in the will.”

Kendrick grinned.

Taylor walked to where he sat and
towered over the man. “Do you assume you will be the one to
inherit?”

The man blanched and the grin fell
from his face. “Nobody knows who will.”

“Yet, with my wife dead,
you stand a one in three chance, do you not?”

His eyes bugged out. “Is she
dead?”

“Did you try to kill her?”
Taylor countered.

“I may want the money, but
I wouldn’t kill anyone for it. Is that what this is
about?”

Taylor turned toward Herbert. “What of
you?”

The man shook his head vehemently.
Drops of sweat formed on his brow.

Taylor turned back to his friends.
“What do you think?”

“Truthfully,” Parker
offered, his hand stroking his chin. “By reputation, I don’t think
these too have it in them.”

“No, we don’t,” Kendrick
insisted.

“They are a bit lily
livered if you ask me,” Martin added his thoughts.

They continued their line of
questioning, and Taylor was surprised they didn’t soil their pants.
After three hours of interrogation, the group agreed these two were
not smart enough to plan and execute the deaths.

“That leaves Boris. Where
is he?” Taylor demanded.

“We don’t know,” Herbert
quickly answered.

“What do you know,
Kendrick?”

“Nothing.”

“I don’t believe either of
you. What do you say, gentlemen?” He turned to his
friends.

“I think they know
plenty.” Noah stepped forward.

“Lord Felding, we know
nothing of his whereabouts,” Kendrick swore and threw his hands up
in defense. “We don’t want anything to do with him.”

“Why is that?” Richard
asked.

“He is mad. That is why,”
Herbert spit.

“What makes you say that?”
Noah asked. Tension filled the air. Here was a possible lead,
finally.

“He is ruined. Lost
everything in bad investments and gaming. We stopped making him
loans.”

“So he is now
desperate?”

“More than desperate,”
Herbert stated.

“How so?” Taylor asked;
sick dread began to fill him.

“He tried to marry an
heiress a few years back. When she refused, he beat
her.”

“It has to be him,” Parker
muttered.

“Would he be desperate
enough to do anything so I don’t fulfill my obligations as outlined
in the will?”

The two men shared looks.

“You do believe it,”
Taylor answered the question himself with a cold voice after
scrutinizing the men.

“It is possible, Taylor,”
Kendrick finally admitted.

“And neither one of you
bothered to mention the possibility to me,” he bit out,
disgusted.

“It isn’t as if we are a
close family,” Herbert argued back.

“Besides, we don’t know
who stands to inherit. Could be one of us.” Kendrick
shrugged.

His unconcerned attitude pushed Taylor
over the edge. Before anyone knew what was happening, all the pent
up anger and frustration came to the surface. He knocked Kendrick
out cold and left him lying on the floor of the library.

“Do you have anything to
offer, Herbert?” Taylor turned on the other cousin, who quickly
took a step back.

“No. I don’t know where
Boris is. I suspect he is keeping low, waiting for your birthday.
You have to admit, all is lost to you now.”

“You are so sure?” Taylor
gave him a mocking grin.

“Even if you were to
return to that woman you married tonight, I doubt she could bring a
child into the world in time.”

“You might just be
surprised.” Taylor poured himself a drink. If Boris was lying low,
then maybe all of this had been for nothing. Turning, he approached
his cousin again. “When is the last time you saw Boris?”

“Last June.”

“Where?”

Herbert began to relax a bit. “Now
that is the oddest thing. He was coming out of a bookstore. Boris
was never one to read.”

The room was suddenly still and the
friends exchanged looks. “Do you by chance know what book he
purchased?”

“No idea. But he seemed in
a good mood and said something like ‘soon all would be
his.’”

It wasn’t enough evidence to have him
arrested, but it was enough evidence to convince Taylor that his
gut already told him.

“You never saw him after
that?”

“Just once, a few days
later. He was leaving town and wanted to check on his plans. That
is all he said.”

Taylor turned toward his friends. “He
is the one. He has been keeping an eye on me. I will bet everything
I own that he killed the others and attempted to kill
Phoebe.”

“Did he have the power to
get inside your household though?” Martin asked.

“Apparently he found a
way. Or he arranged for Mr. and Mrs. Sedgwick to become my
servants.”

“Sedgwick?” Herbert
asked.

“Yes. The wife was a maid
in my household and her husband worked in the stables. Why? Are
they familiar to you?”

“Boris used them to steal
for him. He used to set them up in rich households, where she would
pocket pretty and expensive items. I haven’t heard of them in
years.”

“That is because they were
living in my household,” Taylor raged, feeling like a fool. He had
hired these people. He might as well have invited them to do their
worst.

“They are gone, I
hope.”

“Yes. They disappeared
right after my wife was given something to make her lose the child
she carried. They failed.”

“Your wife is still with
child?”

“Does it
matter?”

“Not to me so much. But if
Boris finds out, she could be in grave danger.”

“I am already very much
aware of that fact.”

The two men were dismissed as the dawn
was streaking the sky. Martin and Janine would keep them as
permanent house guests at their estate until Taylor reached his
birthday. With guards surrounding them, there was not a chance they
could get word to their other cousin.

Before the friends departed, Taylor
gave Noah a package. “Please give this to my wife when you see
her.”

 


* * *

 


The next afternoon, Taylor arrived on
Olivia’s doorstep to escort her to a private picnic. There he
explained everything that had transpired. “I’ve sent word to my
investigators that they only need to find Boris now and to
concentrate on the towns around my home and Phoebe’s. I don’t think
he would want to go too far. Not until after my
birthday.”

“I hope he is found soon.
I am tiring of London,”

“I just want to return to
my wife,” Taylor grumbled.

“It seems all we ever do
is talk about Patrick or Phoebe. Society would be shocked if they
could hear us.”

Taylor laughed. “Besides, I know you
intend on returning to stay with your cousin and it wouldn’t do to
have my wife and mistress in the same house. That would be beyond
the pale.”

They attended a grand ball that
evening, with the room filled to capacity. He was contemplating
keeping up the ruse with Olivia or just saying the hell with it and
returning to Phoebe and sticking by her side.

Investigators had been little help so
far. He didn’t know where Boris was. The time had passed for him to
meet the deadline so, why was he here.

Taylor stood with Olivia not too far
away from the same young women Phoebe had invited to the country
gathering, just last spring, in hopes of finding a husband among
his friends.

Since the beginning of the Little
Season, they hadn’t even bothered to acknowledge his existence,
leaving no doubt with whom they sided. Noah was talking with the
group of young ladies and Taylor could overhear the
conversation.

“My sister is dealing with
the situation well,” Noah assured Lady Bettina. “She wishes to
remain in the country until the gossip dies down.”

“Is she planning on
divorcing him?” Lady Violet demanded.

“I have no idea,” Noah
answered, a strained smile on his lips Taylor recognized all too
well. His friend needed an escape. “However, I will support her in
whatever decision she makes.”

“Well, I would certainly
move heaven and earth to be rid of that scoundrel.” Lady Bettina
sneered in Taylor’s direction.

“Phoebe hasn’t made up her
mind. Only that she wanted some quiet time to reflect. She probably
has no idea of his actions.”

“Oh, she knows.” Lady
Corinna nodded with confidence.

“I seriously doubt she can
know everything as she hasn’t ventured into town. I certainly
haven’t apprised her of his behavior,” Noah added with just enough
disgust.

“Well, we have,” Lady
Bettina assured him. “We made sure she knew what he was up to and
have written her on a regular basis.”

“Am I to assume you
provided her with complete details?” Noah asked through clenched
teeth.

“Of course,” Lady Corinna
answered. “Especially after that weekend.” She leaned in to
whisper. “It is one thing to wonder about a mistress and quite
another to openly go away with her for the weekend.”

Taylor groaned. He had hoped that
piece of news hadn’t reached his wife before he had a chance to
explain. Then again, Phoebe knew the supposed mistress was her own
cousin. Surely she would realize. No, he was worrying for
nothing.

“Well, if you will excuse
me, ladies, I must be going.”

“But it is early yet, Lord
Felding.”

“I have already stayed
longer than planned. I planned on leaving for home this
evening.”

Taylor picked up on his comment and
risked a glance over at his brother-in-law. Noah was worried.
Taylor became worried as well. Olivia glanced at him
anxiously.

“Surely you can wait until
tomorrow?” Lady Bettina pouted.

“Unfortunately, no. I have
a meeting I must attend and am already running hours behind. Good
night, ladies.”

Within fifteen minutes Taylor and
Olivia also left. He dropped Olivia off at her home and risked
something he hadn’t done since their falling out at White’s - he
went to Noah’s Townhouse. He crept along the back wall, climbed
over it and landed in the garden. As he approached the door, Noah’s
voice came from the dark. “That didn’t take long.”

Taylor turned immediately. “Noah, you
don’t think Phoebe is beginning to believe the stories.”

“They are true, aren’t
they?”

“Yes, but you know better
than anyone what the truth is,” Taylor argued as they entered the
house.

“Yes, but I am afraid she
may be doubting.”

“Why? What do you
know?”

“I stopped by home the
other day, after returning from another party in the country. I
heard her before we ever spoke.”

“What do you
mean?”

“She was playing, behind
locked doors. She was playing Beethoven and Hayden.”

“What does that mean?”
Taylor was almost afraid to ask.

“It means she was angry as
hell and frustrated. The timing coincides with, by my estimation,
the letter informing her of your weekend adventure.”

Taylor raked his hands through his
hair and began to pace. “She knows who Olivia is. She should have
been able to put everything together.”

“That is what I assumed,
but I want to get home as soon as possible in case she is under any
wrong impressions.”

“Surely your mother has
assured her of the truth.” Taylor could only hope.

“Victoria says that Phoebe
refuses to discuss the situation.”

Taylor sank into a chair, putting his
face into his hands. “If we assumed too much, if she doesn’t make
the connection, my God, what must she be thinking and feeling? She
probably hates me, leaving her alone in the country, carrying my
child while she thinks I am carrying on with some woman here.” He
stood and began to pace. “Perhaps I should go. I know who it is I
am looking for now, and I just won’t leave her side. I should have
done that in the first place. That is it. I am leaving. As soon as
I can pack a few things, I will be leaving with you.” Mind made up,
he headed for the door.

“Stop. We don’t know
anything for sure. You could rush home and find her only upset at
the circumstances and not you. It would ruin
everything.”

“How can I just sit here
and wait?”

“You won’t be. You’ll be
trying to find Boris. You know as well as I do that as long as you
keep your distance, Phoebe is safe. She doesn’t leave the house, so
her condition will not be suspected.”

“Has it ever occurred to
you that he may be stalking her right now, while we play in
London?”

“Yes, it has, but you have
placed people among the staff and on the grounds. Nobody has
reported anything suspicious. Besides, I don’t plan on leaving
again, until this is over. If she does believe the worst, you will
make her see reason when all this is over, if I have not been
successful. It is your only choice at the moment.”

Taylor studied him. Noah was right and
he knew it. But Taylor wanted to be with his wife. How many weeks
had passed? Eight or nine. Too many. “Do not hesitate to get word
to me if you begin to think I should return.”

“I won’t,” Noah assured him and let
him out the back way.

 


* * *

 


Noah arrived the next afternoon.
Phoebe had been standing at the window brooding, wishing to go out
and enjoy the sunshine. But no, she was confined. A prisoner in her
own home because of her condition. One would think she had the
plague. As soon as she saw Noah pull up, Phoebe didn’t stop to
think. So thrilled to see him, praying she would discover she was
only living a nightmare, she ran from the room. She dashed through
the door and down the steps and into his arms as soon as he stepped
from the carriage.

“Oh, Noah, I am so happy
to see you,” Phoebe declared, refusing to let go.

Laughing, he pulled back. “It is good
to see you as well.”

“You don’t know what it
has been like, waiting here, wondering.”

Turning her toward the house, he put
her arm in his. “Have you been wondering, Phoebe? Have you begun to
doubt your husband?”

Angry, she pulled away from him. “Can
you blame me? I know exactly what he has been up to while I sit
here. You can’t deny that woman, whoever she is, hasn’t become more
to Taylor than was his original intent.”

Noah groaned. “Phoebe there is a
perfectly good explanation. Now let’s go in the house so we can
talk.” He paused when he noticed her stomach.

“Quit staring. I know I am
huge.” She turned her back on him and marched into the
house.

 



Chapter 26

 


Noah followed Phoebe into the parlor
and attempted to explain.

“If you are going to sit
there and defend him, then you can return to London.”

“Phoebe, you knew when
this started that people would believe the story we were
spreading.”

“I know. That was before
he took up with that woman. Before he spent three nights alone with her,” Phoebe
screeched at him.

“Do you know who Lady
Bates is?”

“Don’t even mention her
name in my presence. I have heard more than I ever care to
know.”

“Taylor has been faithful
to you. This separation is not easy on him either.”

“Ha. Obviously. I see how
he pines for me night after night,” Phoebe gritted out, throwing
the latest newspaper in his face.

“It has paid off. We know
for sure it was Boris now who killed the others and attempted to
kill you.”

“Then where is he and why
hasn’t the murderer been arrested?” She planted her hands where her
hips should be.

“We don’t know where he is
at the moment.”

“Why shouldn’t that
surprise me? Obviously my husband can’t be pulled from his lover’s
bed long enough to find the man who tried to kill me and my child,”
Phoebe finished at the top of her lungs.

Noah started to open his
mouth.

Phoebe held up her hand. “Don’t
bother. I am no longer the naive country girl I once was.” She
stalked from the room and slammed the door behind her.

It took her a bit, but she
finally calmed down. The best thing she could do right now is put
Taylor and that woman from her mind. She looked down and caressed her ever
expanding stomach and was rewarded with a kick. “You are all I
need.”

Phoebe picked up the book on the table
beside her bed and attempted to read.

Noah knocked and entered without her
giving him leave.

She looked up from the book. “I don’t
want to talk about this anymore.”

He put a package on the bed. “Taylor
asked that I give this to you.”

“Thank you.” She returned
to reading her book.

Noah exited as quietly as he had
entered.

Phoebe sat for a long time staring at
the package. She wanted to open it, but didn’t want to accept
anything from Taylor at the moment. He hadn’t bothered to write in
weeks. Did he think a gift would make up for his silence? But the
curiosity got to her, and eventually she did open the parcel.
Within were jewels. The same ones rumored to have been purchased
for his mistress. A small part of her brain began to wonder if
perhaps she had jumped to conclusions. Quickly she dismissed the
thought. He did not spend the night alone with a beautiful widow
and not sleep with her.

She picked up the letter and began to
read. He missed her and assured her that soon everything would be
over and he would return to take her home. Phoebe tossed the letter
aside. Yes. It would be over soon but it wasn’t the ending he was
imagining.

She picked up the package, marched
down to Noah’s room and threw the contents on his bed. “You may
return these to my husband.”

Noah glanced at the expensive gifts
then back at his sister.

“If I wasn’t convinced
before, I am now. Evidently,” she gestured to the items, “he is
overcome with guilt. Well, he won’t be forgiven for emeralds and
diamonds.” She left and slammed the door behind her.

 


* * *

 


Taylor was restless and plagued with
worry over his wife. What if she did believe the rumors and the
stories? How betrayed she must feel. He had to stop thinking about
it. Pacing and losing sleep was getting him nowhere. Noah should
have arrived today. He would send word one way or the other. He
continued pacing his library, sitting on occasion, only to become
restless and rise again. Waiting had never been his favorite
activity.

Slowly he became aware of the smell of
roses. That was Heather’s scent. She had bushes throughout her
garden and made soaps from the delicate flowers. Why was he
smelling her fragrance now?

He stood and searched the room. Was
she with him now? Was he losing his mind? Would he now start
conversing with her in his waking hours as well as his dreams? He
turned and saw her. She stood by his desk. She was a whole person
in his dreams, now she was most definitely a ghost for he could see
his desk through her dress.

“You are not losing your
mind, Taylor.”

“Why are you here?” he
asked, very much disturbed that he was now conversing with his dead
wife while awake.

“I told you I would come
when Phoebe needed you. I couldn’t wait for you to finally sleep.
You must go to her. Leave now.” Heather was most
insistent.

“Is she in
danger?”

“Very much. Please. Go
now, before it is too late,” she urged and faded away.

Taylor didn’t stop to question the
apparition. Throwing his glass down, he stopped only long enough to
pull on a coat and boots and saddle his horse.

 


* * *

 


Phoebe stood at the back of the house
looking out at the clear day. The sky was a cold, dark blue and she
longed to be outside. They didn’t even know where Boris was. He
could be on the Continent for all they knew, waiting for Taylor to
lose everything, and she had been hiding in the house like a scared
child. Well, not today. She was going to escape the confines and go
for a walk.

She wrapped the cloak around her and
left the house. She was tired of living in the safe haven her
husband had set for her, while he roamed London and carried on
affairs.

Phoebe arrived at the ruins and
climbed one set of the steps to the only remaining battlement wall.
At the top she faced the sun; the breeze blew her hair from behind.
She inhaled deeply and filled her lungs with the fresh, ocean air.
She should have come here long ago. In the distance she saw a
rider. It was probably Noah coming in search of her. She knew she
would receive a scolding for leaving the house but at the moment
she didn’t care. The only thing that mattered to her was the child
within, and herself. She refused to think of Taylor and his
betrayal on such a lovely day. There was another rider, behind
Noah. Probably one of his friends.

Phoebe groaned. She didn’t want to see
any of them. They were Taylor’s friends. She turned away to find a
man standing directly before her. Phoebe knew instinctively this
was Boris. She opened her mouth to scream, but Boris grabbed her,
turned and put his back to the riders. With any luck he hadn’t seen
them.

“I don’t know why I
silenced you. It is not like anybody is going to hear your screams
out here.”

So he hadn’t seen the riders. She
could only pray Noah and his friend arrived in time.

He loosened his hold, let his hand
drop from her mouth and patted her protruding stomach. Phoebe
recoiled.

“It looks like I was
almost too late. Taylor get you before the vows were
said?”

“No,” she spat and tried
to back away.

“Keep going; it is what I
had planned.”

Phoebe looked behind and stopped. She
was close to the edge. A few more steps and she would fall to her
death.

 


* * *

 


Taylor’s heart was in his throat. He
spotted her at the top of the wall and watched Boris approach from
behind and grab her. He rode harder, watching her back toward the
edge of the wall in agonizing fear. Thank the Lord she stopped
before it was too late. Noah had already reached the ruins and
dismounted.

Noah didn’t even ask why Taylor was
suddenly there. Instead he gestured and indicated a separate set of
steps, one at each end of the wall. Separating, they silently
walked around the wall and began to climb. He couldn’t see her from
here and his heart pounded fiercely in his chest. As he climbed,
their voices became clear. Phoebe kept him talking and Boris began
to brag.

 


* * *

 


“It should have been
obvious why I am doing this, Lady Sandlin.”

“You killed the others as
well?” Phoebe moved away from the edge, searching for an escape
.

“Of course. It was child’s
play. You, however, almost proved impossible.” He was so sure of
himself now. “Almost.”

“How many
times?”

“Five, no six, I think.
Let me see. First, I missed when I shot at you.”

“You shot at me that
weekend. I wasn’t betrothed to Taylor at that time.”

“No, you weren’t, but I
had been watching. He was in love with you even then. I had just
decided to eliminate you early.”

“When was the next?”
Phoebe was horrified. He had been watching and waiting. Why hadn’t
she listened this time and stayed inside? Oh, if she got out of
this, she vowed to act more responsible and less
impetuous.

“I was driving the
carriage that ran you down shortly before your marriage.
Unfortunately, I missed again.”

The incident came back to her in a
flash and she now saw his face holding the reigns. How could she
have forgotten the details?

“My next attempt was in
trying to wreck your carriage. You only suffered a few bruised
ribs, didn’t you?”

“Taylor could have been
killed.”

“It was a risk I was
willing to take. Truth be told though, I’m not ready for Taylor to
die. No, I intend for him to live a long time.”

“Oh, I almost forgot. The
horse. I hadn’t counted on you being such an excellent rider. To
think, I caused such a fine animal such pain for
nothing.”

Phoebe realized that he had been
following them everywhere. How often had he overheard them talk, or
watched during their more intimate moments? “What did you do to the
horse?” She and Taylor had always wondered at what had spooked him
so.

“Just a bit of poison.
Enough to make him more excitable than usual. Once the small pricks
from the needles entered the skin, it caused enhanced painful
sensations.”

From the corner of her eyes, Phoebe
saw movement, but didn’t look that way, afraid of betraying her
rescuer.

“Let me see, what did I
try next? Oh yes, the fire. I must applaud you on your choice of
costume. As soon as I heard, I purchased the book myself. I thought
the disguise of Bluebeard particularly fitting. Didn’t
you?”

“It is an evil story about
an evil man.”

“That would depend on
one’s point a view now, wouldn’t it?”

Phoebe didn’t answer. She edged a bit
further way, but she still was not out of reach.

“Then I tried what had
been used on the first wife. Anyone can tell by looking at you, it
didn’t work. Though I can’t imagine why. There was enough of that
herb to cause an elephant to lose its young.”

“I only had a few bites of
my meal,” she retorted and inched back, away from him.

“For a short time I really
believed you had lost the child. Then Taylor started acting
strangely, and I realized that he still had time to get another
child on you before his birthday. That is when I thought he had
caught onto my game, and he had, hadn’t he.”

“Attempts on the life of
one’s wife tend to make a husband rather suspicious.”

“While he was off
gallivanting in London, I returned here and have been waiting for
you to emerge from the house. I could never get close enough to
look into a window to satisfy my curiosity because your husband has
so many guards posted. That, in itself, however, convinced me you
hadn’t lost the child at all. I was finally rewarded for my
patience when you so lovingly greeted your brother
yesterday.”

Phoebe’s face went cold and she knew
it drained of color. She had run from the house, without a care, so
happy to see Noah. To think he had been out there, waiting the
entire time.

“I knew you were unhappy
with Taylor’s behavior. Especially since it was obvious in the
beginning he was trying to throw me off. But how you must have felt
when he did take up with a mistress, one he can barely stand to be
away from? Remember when he felt that way about you? Does it hurt
as much as I would imagine it would?”

“My feelings for my
husband and his actions are none of your concern.”

“You are right, of course.
But his actions serve me perfectly. Do you think he will be
distraught over the loss of you and the child? Perhaps not. But
society will blame him for your death, I suppose, with sympathy
only for you. Especially after all the stories he let go around
while he kept you locked in the country until you could give birth
to his brat and heir while Lady Bates warmed his bed. Society will
understand your desperation when they learn how you threw yourself
from the wall over his betrayal. Poor Phoebe. So heartbroken she
couldn’t stand to live anymore.” He took a step forward.

She stepped away from him. “Nobody
would ever believe what you say.”

He laughed at her. “Of course they
would, dear. It’s a delightful scandal.”

Phoebe knew she was out of time. She
had kept him talking, trying to find a way of escape, but he had
come to the end of his story. What now? With only one option left,
she turned, intending to run to the other set of steps. Before she
could take one step, he grabbed her hair, yanking her back. Phoebe
bit back a scream.

 


* * *

 


Taylor ran toward them. His movements
were noted and suddenly he stood facing Boris, who held Phoebe in
front of him. Her eyes widened with shock at seeing him. He didn’t
know who was more surprised, his wife or his cousin.

“Trying to rescue your
heir?”

“I am trying to rescue my
wife,” Taylor ground out.

“I thought you were
through with her now that she was breeding. You certainly found
another bed warmer quick enough,” Boris taunted him.

The hurt that flashed in Phoebe’s eyes
confirmed she had started to believe he was involved with Olivia.
He would convince her of the truth later.

“Answer one question for
me, Boris,” Taylor said. “Why my wives? Wouldn’t it have been
easier just to be rid of me?”

“Easier, yes. Not nearly
as enjoyable. Do you know how long I have waited to see your
downfall? Ever since I could remember, you were Grandfather’s
favorite. I wasn’t surprised when you inherited everything; you
were the only son of the eldest son, though his stipulations were
intriguing. Since then, I have waited for the day you would lose
everything and be made to suffer for the rest of your life like the
rest of us were.”

“You are all wealthy men
and landed in your own right. Or, you were before you foolishly
gambled it away.”

“It was bad luck and not
foolishness. Soon though, everything you have will be
mine.”

“What if you don’t
inherit? What if it turns out to be Kendrick or
Herbert?”

“Then he will probably
kill them as well,” Phoebe answered.

While they were talking, Noah had
crept up from behind. Boris must have seen the shadow because he
swung around, taking Phoebe with him.

“So, Lady Sandlin, you
have two rescuers. Too bad they won’t be able to help you. With one
step, you will be flying. Oh, no you won’t. You don’t have wings.
Too bad.”

Taylor and Noah both lunged at the
same time. Noah tried to grab Phoebe, who was closest to him, while
Taylor tried to break Boris’s hold on his wife. Yanked back
sharply, Boris let go of Phoebe for a second and slid along the
edge. In one last attempt, he reached out, grabbing her around the
waist and took her with him.

 



Chapter 27

 


Phoebe screamed and reached for Noah.
She missed but latched onto some stones bulging from the walk. She
held on for dear life as she slid over the side of the wall. Boris
still held onto her. Though he had slid down her body, he still had
a tight hold on her legs. “I may not survive this but, I can
guarantee, she won’t either,” he yelled up in
desperation.

Taylor was on his stomach in seconds
and grabbed a hold of her arms. He tried to pull her to safety, but
the weight must have been too much for him. For a moment their eyes
met.

“I won’t let you
go.”

“I know,” she whispered
back. Her arms felt like they were being pulled from their sockets.
Her legs felt as if they were going to be torn off, and her stomach
began cramping. She couldn’t lose the child only to have her life
saved. It would be so unfair. She fought to keep her tears at bay
and prayed they survived. She didn’t pray for Boris, just that God
protect her child.

Noah knelt beside Taylor, and grasped
one of Phoebe’s arms. With each man holding her, they tried to pull
her up, but even together they couldn’t lift the weight of her and
Boris. They shared a look, determined not to let her drop. She knew
they wouldn’t let her down. Boris was one man who had only himself
to rely on. Phoebe had two men determined not to let her
die.

Phoebe’s head hung down, unable to
look up any longer. She didn’t want them to see the tears streaking
her face, from the pain her body was enduring. She was convinced
her body would be torn apart before anyone let go.

“Did I hear correctly? You
killed my little girl?”

Phoebe’s head snapped up. Lord
Caruthers stood on the ledge over them.

“Which daughter was that?”
Boris yelled back.

“His second wife. The one
who drowned.”

“She was a pretty one.
Sweet and fair. She didn’t exactly drown. She was unconscious
before she ever hit the water.”

A satisfied grin came to Lord
Caruthers’s face. “That is all I needed to hear.” Taking the pistol
from behind his back, he leveled it at Boris.

Boris pulled harder on Phoebe in an
attempt to climb up her body. All she could assume was that if they
were close enough, Lord Caruthers would be afraid to shoot. Phoebe
cried out in pain as Boris’s fingers bit into her flesh.

Lord Caruthers didn’t waste another
moment. He took careful aim and fired. Boris loosened his grip
immediately. Taylor and Noah lifted her quickly as Boris’s screams
descended and ended in a thump.

 


* * *

 


Phoebe slowly became alert and opened
her eyes. She recognized the ceiling of her room and wondered how
she came to be there. She had survived. Or, had all of it been a
horrible nightmare? No, it had been real. Too real. Taylor had been
there. He had tried to save her. Lord Caruthers had arrived as
well. He had shot Boris. Her memory went blank. She must have
fainted. How very odd for her.

“I am glad you’ve
awakened. I was worried.”

She turned her head toward Taylor’s
voice. He sat beside the bed, holding her hand. “How did I get
here?”

“I carried
you.”

Phoebe turned away from him. Her mind
was clearing. She wasn’t ready to face him yet. Regardless of the
horrifying ordeal they had just come through, and the fact that he
had saved her, her heart was still too raw from his betrayal. She
couldn’t face him until she was less vulnerable than she was
now.

“How do you
feel?”

“I am fine. Just tired,”
she answered without emotion.

“Can I get you something?”
Taylor asked, concern in his voice.

“No. I would just like to
rest, if you don’t mind.” Phoebe continued to stare at the ceiling
above.

“Very well. I’ll leave you
then.”

Holly entered the room a few minutes
after he left and took the seat he had vacated. Phoebe turned her
back on her maid and willed herself to sleep. She wanted to hide
from what she must eventually confront.

 


* * *

 


Downstairs, Taylor poured
himself a liberal glass of whiskey. “She dismissed me. No smile. No
thank you. No it is nice to see you
again. It was if I was the last person she
cared to be with at the moment.”

“It is clear you left
before my letter arrived,” Noah said, then stopped. “Why are you
here? I thought we agreed you would remain in London.”

Taylor raised his eyes to Noah. He
considered telling him of Heather, but dismissed the notion. “I
received a warning and knew I had to come right away.”

“The same warning I
received, Taylor?” Lord Caruthers’s voice came from behind. “By way
of a beautiful angel.”

So, Heather had sent her father as
well. He didn’t feel so insane suddenly. Either Heather approved of
his new wife, or she had loved him enough to see that he didn’t
lose everything. Regardless, he would like to thank her. Taylor
allowed himself a smile. “Yes.”

“Do you know she told me
that Phoebe was the wife you should have always had?”

“She mentioned the same to
me.”

Lord Caruthers’s eyes misted. “I
believe my Heather is very happy where she is now.”

“Heather?” Noah asked.
“Did I hear you correctly?”

The two men exchanged glances. Finally
it was Taylor who spoke. “Heather has visited me on occasion. Until
last night, it was when I slept. Always to warn me of danger. That
is how I arrived when I did.”

Noah simply stared. He was probably
too stunned to think of anything to say.

A few moments later Holly knocked on
the door and entered. “She is deep asleep, Lord Sandlin, if you
would like to go up.”

Taylor started for the
door.

“Before you go, you need
to know a few things.”

Taylor stopped and faced Noah,
waiting.

“I don’t think she knows
who Olivia really is. In fact, when I tried to explain, she forbid
the name being mentioned. She is very hurt and angry. When I gave
her your package, it was returned after being opened. It only
further convinced her that you were guilty.”

“She knew when this
started what was going to happen.”

“You weren’t going to
settle on one mistress.”

“Didn’t Lady Felding
explain who Olivia was?”

“She assumed Phoebe knew
and dismissed the mood to restlessness at confinement and
frustration at your separation. It never occurred to her that
Phoebe had begun to believe the gossip. Since Phoebe refused to
discuss the situation with anyone, how could we have known
better?”

No wonder she had treated
him so coldly. If the roles had been reversed, he would be
devastated. Without a word, he left the room, determined to be by
her side when she woke. Somehow, he would make her believe the
truth. What if he lost her trust? What if he lost
her? He couldn’t bear
the thought.

Silently he entered the room and found
her deep asleep. He had to find a way to bring her back to him. The
only way was to find out what information she had obtained. Then he
could combat it. He rifled through her desk and found a stack of
letters and newspapers on the floor, neatly arranged in date order.
The trash was filled as well. While she slept, Taylor rummaged
through her personal correspondence, feeling no guilt whatsoever.
His marriage depended on what he would be able to learn.

The trash revealed the letter, or a
better word, Journal, that she had started. The entries stopped
shortly after his relationship with Olivia began. The letter made
no secret of her frustration at the situation and loneliness for
him. She told him often of her love and numerous accounts of the
babe’s progress. He glanced to the bed. He hadn’t really paid
attention earlier, but she had expanded.

He set the letter aside and went
through the papers, re-reading the accounts of his
exploits.

Why had she kept them? Perhaps because
it was the only news she received of his activities. He should have
tried to sneak more letters to her, but he had been afraid of the
risk. He had also been positive she was in complete understanding.
Positive that she trusted him.

He put the letters aside and began to
read the ones from her friends. Not one detail of the gossip was
omitted, whether truth or assumption. Taylor was raging by the time
he finished the last letter. After such evidence, how could she not
believe he had taken up with someone else?

Reading the stories sickened him. What
must Phoebe have thought and felt? All the while he had believed
she knew better. Even these letters made him want to doubt himself,
and he knew the truth. How could he ever convince her
otherwise?

Taylor would never forgive himself for
waiting so long to bring matters to a close. From now on, he was
going to take a page from his wife’s book of life, vowing to not be
so damned careful and cautious in the future, and be a little more
reckless. Had he done that, he wouldn’t be sitting here now
worrying that his marriage was over.

Phoebe stirred on the bed. Taylor
glanced at her and noted she was still asleep. He placed the
documents back as he had found them. He would never earn her trust
if she found him going through her personal papers. Suddenly he was
very weary himself. He hadn’t slept the night before, and the
excitement of the day was finally wearing on him. He removed his
jacket and boots, slipped into bed beside her, only intending to
doze, but he fell into a deep restful sleep.

She awoke slowly from her nap. She
didn’t want to wake. She wanted to stay in peaceful oblivion. Try
as she might, she couldn’t escape again. Opening her eyes slowly,
she noted it had gotten dark outside and her husband was asleep
beside her. Startled, she sat up. Glancing at the clock, she
realized it was only just after the dinner hour. So she hadn’t
slept into the night. At least not quite. She slipped from the bed,
trying not to wake Taylor, and dressed. It wasn’t that she was
being considerate of his need for rest. She just didn’t want a
confrontation.

At least clothed she could think more
clearly. She had no recollection of how she came to be sleeping in
her shift, unless Taylor had undressed her. What a horrid thought,
given the circumstances. Well, if anything, it proved that his
tastes now ran toward widows and not pregnant wives.

Seated in the chair she watched him
sleep. He was so handsome, it pulled at her heart. No, she would
not weaken because of his good looks. He had taken up with another
woman and she would not forgive him. At least not easily. She owed
it to him to hear what he had to say. After all, he did save her
today. For that, she should at least give him some consideration,
and perhaps she would wait to divorce him until after his birthday.
Would it be fair to make him forfeit his fortune and her child’s
future? Maybe it wouldn’t matter. Perhaps his mistress would want
to marry him when he was free.

Unable to stand it any longer, Phoebe
left the room quietly and walked until she was locked in the parlor
with her pianoforte. Seated, with her hands on the keys, Phoebe
couldn’t decide what to play first, but she no longer cared what
her family thought of her selections. She needed this outlet. She
was hurt, angry, confused. She was a mess.

Slowly the music started. Beethoven
was the composer and Phoebe played every Beethoven piece she could
recall. When her answers weren’t found, she became sadder and
switched to Pachelbel, and the tears flowed down her
face.

She loved Taylor so much. It was easy
to be angry from a distance, but when he appeared today and
literally held her life in his hands, all her feelings came to the
surface. He warned her not to believe what she heard. Had she
unfairly judged him?

Still, he had spent a weekend sharing
a room with that woman. Could it have been innocent after all? No,
she had heard descriptions. Taylor couldn’t be immune to that kind
of beauty. He had sent her those beautiful jewels. Were they
because he was guilty or because he loved her? She knew as well as
anyone how devastating the gossip could be. Had she unwillingly
been a victim? If so, how could he explain all his time spent with
that woman? Surely he hadn’t needed to spend almost every waking
hour with her just to convince people he was having an
affair.

Without conscious thought, the music
changed to Hayden as her irritation grew. As much as she tried to
defend him and deny the truth, Phoebe couldn’t. There was no
possible way he would have spent so much time with the countess
unless there wasn’t some very real attachment. If so, where did
that leave Phoebe and the child? Taylor would expect her to remain
his wife and live in the country. Did he expect her to hide and
raise their child while he carried on in society? Well, he could
think again. Even if she couldn’t get a divorce, it didn’t mean she
would take a passive role. No. If he could have his fun, so would
she. Not that she could ever consider taking a lover. But, how
would he feel if she did?

Ideas formed and her music changed
again to Bach. The child would be born sometime during the winter.
The Season wouldn’t begin for at least a few months after, leaving
her plenty of time to prepare. She wouldn’t stay at home this time.
No, she would go to London, with or without her husband. She knew
he would never give her a divorce, so she might as well forget the
idea. That didn’t mean she would have to be miserable either. No.
She may not have enjoyed the Season all that much before, but as a
married woman she was granted much more freedom. She didn’t have to
worry any longer about being ruined and could do as she pleased.
After all, she had provided an heir, thus fulfilling her
obligation. All she had to do was shield her heart and she could be
happy.

They would continue to live together
probably. She may even allow him back in her bed, eventually. If
there was even a hint that he was carrying on with another, then he
would have to forget any intimacies with her. Phoebe didn’t fool
herself into thinking she could live a life without ever being
intimate with Taylor again. She also wasn’t sure if she only wanted
one child. However, when it did happen, it would only be when she
was sure he wasn’t with someone else, and she was strong enough to
protect her heart from becoming involved. With months to wait, she
had time on her side. She had the advantage of preparing her
defenses and forming a strong wall of protection.

Satisfied with her decision, Phoebe
finished with a rendition of Mozart.




Chapter 28

 


Taylor woke to an empty room, confused
for a moment. In the distance he could hear music. A quick survey
confirmed Phoebe was gone. With irritation, he dressed completely.
He had wanted to be alert when she awoke so they could talk.
Instead he had fallen into a deep sleep, and she hadn’t even
bothered to wake him.

Leaving the room, he made his way to
the parlor and tried the door. It was locked. Frustrated, he raised
his hand to knock.

“Now is not the time,”
Noah said from behind.

“Why?”

“She is working through,
have you forgotten?”

Well, he would wait here until she
found her answer. He settled himself in a chair in the hall. Noah
leaned against the wall and raised a humorous eyebrow.

“Why are you standing
around?” Taylor asked bitterly.

“In the event you need an
interpretation.”

“Then by all means.”
Taylor gestured to the other chair.

The music changed a few minutes later.
“She is sad and depressed,” Noah offered without question, at the
sound of Pachelbel.

Taylor moved to stand.

“Not yet. If you ever
learn anything, learn this. When she is moving between types of
music as this, never disturb her until there is
silence.”

“Why?”

“Because an interruption
disrupts her thoughts and she has to start all over.”

“You are serious?” Taylor
asked, having only heard her play two different types of music
before, never this emotional switch.

“Wait and see. She isn’t
done. You can hear it.”

And listen he did. It wasn’t long
before he heard Hayden, which he believed was sad or maybe angry.
Taylor groaned and settled back, waiting, hoping this wasn’t where
she would stop. The wavering music seemed to continue a bit longer
than the others, and he was afraid that would be her mood when she
emerged. Finally, she turned again. Bach, but she only stayed with
him a short time before moving onto Mozart before she stopped
playing completely. As she had covered the negative emotions,
Taylor allowed himself to be hopeful and turned his eyes back to
Noah.

“She is resigned and
somewhat pleased with her decision” Noah stood. “She will be
emerging soon.”

“But not totally pleased?”
Taylor stood as well.

“If she were happy, she
would have ended with Handel.”

As if on key, Phoebe opened the door.
She smiled openly at her brother, then presented a more formal
smile to her husband. “I am suddenly famished. You don’t suppose
Cook kept anything back, do you?” She asked of no one in particular
and walked right past them into the dining room.

“I believe she has decided
to make you pay somehow.” Noah chuckled.

Taylor groaned. “So I
gathered.”

Taylor followed after her and a maid
informed them that if they would take a seat, dinner would be
brought to them shortly. They waited in silence. Phoebe read the
paper Noah had left on the table earlier and ignored Taylor
completely. He might as well not be in the room. When the plate was
set before her, she put the paper aside and gave her attention to
her food.

Taylor couldn’t stand the silence. “I
am glad you are feeling better. I had expected you to remain in bed
for a few days.”

“I am a little sore from
the ordeal, but not enough that I need to be lying in bed.” She
shrugged and turned her attention back to her plate. This was more
difficult than he imagined. They hadn’t even addressed what had
occurred earlier in the day, ignoring the situation as if it hadn’t
happened. But they needed to talk about it. He would force the
issue if he had to.

“Why did you leave the
house today? Or the day before? I thought you understood the
danger.”

Phoebe raised bored, angry eyes to
him. “I made an error in judgment. But he is gone. Dead. You no
longer have to fear losing what is rightfully yours.” She dismissed
him with a wave for her hand, the fork waved in the direction of
the ceiling.

“Is that all you think I
care about?” Taylor asked, irritation rising. If she would only get
angry. If she would only yell at him.

“Taylor, I am sure you
care for me and the child, but don’t pretend to feel any more than
you do.” Pain flashed in her eyes briefly.

“You did start to believe
the rumors.” Standing suddenly, he knocked the chair over, causing
it to crash to the floor. He didn’t care.

“I don’t see why you are
so upset. It is not as if this doesn’t occur in all marriages. I am
fine with it. Truly, I am. You will have your heir and next Season
we will return to London. I won’t ask you to stay by my side, and I
will enjoy the freedom of being a married woman.”

So this was her answer. Was she making
him pay or did she really believe this was to be their life from
now on?

“Is that what you
want?”

“That doesn’t really
matter now, does it?” She stood and left the room.

Taylor spent the next hour
contemplating her words. There was no way in hell he was going to
allow her to continue on her own next Season, nor did he have any
intention of taking a mistress. Somehow he had to bring her around
to where they were, before the nightmare began. With no specific
plan in mind, he mounted the steps, determined to follow his wife
into slumber. Perhaps they would both be better able to deal with
this in the morning.

Perhaps not. Her door was locked and
he had no doubt she intended to keep him out.

Now he was irritated. No, he was
angry. Finding a maid, he was shown to a guest room, where he spent
a restless night.

 


* * *

 


Taylor’s frustration mounted when he
discovered she had already left the house. They were at her home
and he was at a disadvantage. Today they would return to his home,
where she couldn’t escape so easily and where he had a key to every
door.

The family was seated at the breakfast
table when she breezed into the dining room. Filling her plate, she
took a seat and totally ignored him. He watched her eat a large
meal. At least she wasn’t neglecting her health. As she moved her
plate aside, Taylor stood. “I would like a word with you, dear.”
Irritation rang in his voice.

Phoebe sighed heavily and rose from
her seat, allowing him to escort her into another room. Closing the
door, Taylor turned to face her. “It is long past the time we
should discuss what is bothering you.”

Phoebe feigned ignorance. “Nothing is
bothering me any longer.” She attempted to walk past
him.

Taylor grabbed her arm. “This distance
isn’t exactly how I viewed our reunion.”

“Then I suppose you should
have explained what you expected.” Rising on tiptoes, she kissed
him on the lips. It was barely a kiss. “I am sorry I didn’t welcome
you as a proper wife yesterday. It was a bit hectic. I’ll try not
to be remiss again.” She smiled at him sweetly.

Taylor ground his teeth. “I would like
to return to my estate today.” He had to get her to a place he felt
in more control.

“Oh, don’t feel you need
to stay here on my account. I am perfectly safe now. I don’t wish
to leave quite yet. You understand.”

No, he didn’t. “No, I
don’t.”

“I wish to be near my
mother right now.” She patted her abdomen. She would use any weapon
she had at her disposal.

“If that is your wish.
I’ll send for a few of my things.”

“Taylor, it isn’t
necessary. I promise to send word when the time comes. I know there
are other matters you must see to.”

“Nothing is more important
than you, Phoebe.”

“Really?” She raised
questioning eyebrows. Then she turned, throwing her hands up in
resignation. “Taylor, this isn’t necessary. I am resigned to how
things are to be. I was young and foolish when I talked of having a
marriage different from the others. I realize that now and you
don’t have to try and protect my feelings.”

She was trying to protect herself. As
much as she tried to hide it, the hurt he had caused still lingered
in her eyes. Yet, she wouldn’t address the situation directly. He
wanted to assure her that they could go back, that nothing had
happened, but he knew she wouldn’t believe him. Not at the moment.
No, he would have to find a weapon as equally useful as the one she
had just used on him. He just had to wait. “I can see you have it
all figured out. I will leave you then to think about how we are to
proceed from here.”

Taylor left the house for a ride. One
thing he knew for sure was that he wasn’t leaving. Even if he
wasn’t in her room, he wouldn’t be far away. That was the only
definitive decision he came to on his ride, still at a complete
loss on how to bring her around.

His answer arrived early that evening.
A knowing smile came to his lips as he watched Olivia step from her
carriage. Now, to make her visit work to his advantage. Taylor left
his room quickly and met her before she had taken a step toward the
house. Pulling her into his arms, he hugged her. “Play along, dear.
My marriage may very well depend on how you are
received.”

Olivia only chuckled. In the month
they had spent together, she had come to know him very well and
trusted his judgment. “Patrick is in the carriage.”

Taylor started, surprised. He had
arrived a month early. How wonderful for her. But now was not good
timing. “Tell him to stay put.”

“I can hear you two and I
won’t move,” a laughing voice came from the carriage.

With an arm around her waist, Taylor
escorted Olivia into the household. He was hoping Phoebe was
within, watching. They were talking with their heads closely
together and Taylor was trying to quietly explain what had
happened. Olivia was nodding when they walked into the
parlor.

Hearing voices, Phoebe looked up and
went visibly pale. It was one thing to read about her husband’s
mistress and another thing to have to face her in person. His
attention to the woman and her striking beauty left no doubt in
Phoebe’s mind. Standing quickly she tried to hide her
feelings.

“You left so suddenly and
I was afraid something dreadful had happened so I came right
away.”

“How considerate of
you.”

Phoebe ground her teeth. They hadn’t
even noticed she was in the room.

“Besides, I wanted to
share my own little surprise with you.”

“I noticed. In the
carriage. You must be thrilled.”

“Beyond thrilled,
darling,” Olivia purred.

Phoebe cleared her throat and she no
longer tried to hide her anger. How could he escort her here? Into
her own home?

Their heads lifted at the same time,
smiling, acknowledging her. “Phoebe, let me introduce Lady
Bates.”

“I know who she is,”
Phoebe acknowledged coldly. “Now if you will excuse me.”

“Don’t you think you are
being rather rude, dear?” Taylor asked in a disciplining
tone.

He brings that woman into her house
and expects her to be hospitable? “Forgive me, where are my
manners,” Phoebe replied with false sweetness, gesturing to the
chairs. “Please have a seat. Make yourself comfortable. I’ll ring
for some tea.”

“Would you mind letting
your mother know I have arrived, please,” Lady Bates finally
asked.

Slowly she turned, surprised at the
gall of the woman. “I didn’t realize my mother was expecting
you.”

“Well, I am a few days
earlier than planned. I hope she doesn’t mind the inconvenience. I
can use any old room, if you have one available.”

She was going to be staying here? In
her house? Visiting with her mother? Had the world gone mad? “I
will let her know you have arrived,” Phoebe said slowly.

“Surely your mother told
you of her cousin’s visit,” Taylor finally said.

“Cousin?” Phoebe repeated,
then turned to look at the woman.

Lady Bates approached Phoebe, smiling,
looking her over. “You don’t remember me, do you, dear?”

Phoebe shook her head slowly in
denial.

“I stopped by for a quick
visit a few months ago, but you were resting..”

She vaguely remembered a
visitor.

“I didn’t get a chance to
see you then.”

“You visited here before
you met my husband?” Phoebe was beginning to feel ill.

“That is why I sought him
out in the first place. To offer my assistance.”

Phoebe shook her head in denial. No.
Could she have been that wrong?

“Certainly you didn’t
believe all those vicious rumors?” Lady Bates asked,
laughing.

“Given what I have read
and heard, I would believe the worst as well,” Taylor
admitted.

Phoebe tried to put the pieces
together. “You spent three nights together. Shared a
room.”

“Is that what finally
convinced you?” Taylor asked.

“I didn’t want to believe
any of it. But a wife can be told only so much before she realizes
denying the obvious truth is foolish.”

“So you had faith until
that weekend?”

“Yes, mostly. It was very
difficult with you two in constant companionship.” She pointed an
accusing finger at Lady Bates.

“I told you I thought we
were overdoing it,” the accused woman offered weakly.

“Do you know how
humiliating it is to read daily about your husband and his lover?
Where they were seen, what they were doing. What was missed in the
newspaper was provided in letters.”

Taylor threw up his hands in defense.
“I admit it. I appear incredibly guilty. ”

“It hurt, Taylor. It hurt
very much. I don’t want to ever feel that foolish again. I won’t
let it happen again.” Phoebe choked back tears.

“Foolish? Why?”

“Because I told you how
much I loved you, how I didn’t want a marriage like the others. How
I would hate for you to take a mistress and you threw it back in my
face. I imagined how you must have laughed at me.”

He stepped forward, concern in his
eyes. “I would never laugh. Don’t you have any idea what you mean
to me?” His voice had dropped to an anguished whisper.

Olivia exited the room and closed the
door behind her.

“Once I thought I knew,”
Phoebe admitted, tears pooling in her eyes.

“It hasn’t changed. If
anything, those months we were apart only made me realize how much
I need you.”

“Oh, I don’t know what to
believe any more.”

“I am so sorry. Had I any
idea you had started doubting me, I would have dropped everything
and come home.”

“Then Boris wouldn’t have
been caught.”

“I would have risked
it.”

She looked up at him, deeply into his
eyes, searching for the truth.

“When I saw you yesterday,
on that wall with Boris, I realized nothing mattered if I didn’t
have you. I was so afraid for your life and that of our son. Then
when you hung over the side, I prayed harder than I ever had in my
life that I didn’t let go.” Taylor’s own pent up emotions were
coming to the surface, and Phoebe knew the truth. Moisture
thickened in his warm eyes. What a fool she had been. Not for
loving him, but for doubting him.

“Oh, Taylor, I am so
sorry. Can you ever forgive me?”

“I would forgive anything
if you promise to never doubt me again. Phoebe, you are all that
matters. I mean it when I say nothing means anything if I don’t
have you. I have found love and I never want to be without it
again.”

She clung to him, sobbing joyful
tears, tears from all the emotions building over the past months.
Tears of relief that it was all over and that she had him
back.

“Can we go home
now?”

Phoebe pulled away and looked down.
How could she tell him she didn’t want to go home yet? She had
already caused enough pain by doubting him.

“What is
wrong?”

“It’s just that...Taylor I
want to be with you more than anything.”

“But?”

“I do want to be near my
mother.” Walking away from him, she tried to explain. “This is her
first grandchild. I know it is silly, and I still have a few
months. It is just that, well, I am scared and don’t understand
everything that is happening. She has been through this before and
she always makes me feel better...” She trailed off.

She became aware of him behind her as
he pulled her close, sliding his hands around their child. “Phoebe,
I understand perfectly. We have a few options.” Turning, she faced
him and waited. “We could see if she would like to come with us,
then she can be with you when the time comes, and available to
answer your questions. Or,” he kissed her forehead, “we can travel
home, only long enough for me to put a few things in order and pack
some belongings for a long stay. I promise to return you within a
month. Before Christmas. And our child can be born
here.”

Tears of gratitude filled her eyes.
“You would do that?”

He kissed her deeply. “Don’t you know
by now I would do anything for you?”

 



Chapter 29

 


True to his word, Taylor had Phoebe
under her mother’s roof within two weeks of their discussion, less
than the month he had requested. The couple settled in, awaiting
the arrival of their son, due sometime at the end of
January.

Taylor placed his arm around Phoebe
and assisted her up the grand staircase. Tomorrow was a new year.
One that he hoped held promise. In the summer he would turn
thirty-years-old and, God willing, have a healthy son.

Phoebe placed her hand at the small of
her back and paused in the middle of the stairs.

Taylor stopped and looked down at his
wife. “What is wrong?”

Phoebe smiled up at him. “Nothing. I
am just uncomfortable at times.” She continued up the
stairs.

Taylor glanced at her abdomen, swollen
with his son. No wonder she tossed and turned a good portion of the
night and her back ached.

She paused again at the top of the
steps. One hand still supported her lower back and the other on top
of her stomach. Taylor put his hand next to hers. “Your stomach is
hard, solid.”

Again Phoebe smiled. “Mother says this
is normal.”

The two made their way to their
chamber to settle in for the night. Phoebe settled in bed on her
side, away from her husband. As he had for the past month, he
massaged her lower back, giving what little comfort he was able
to.

Phoebe sighed. “That feels so nice,”
she said, just before she fell asleep.

He wasn’t sure what woke him, but
Taylor opened his eyes to near darkness. He turned and reached for
his wife. Her side of the bed was empty. He sat up, worry knotted
in his stomach. Of course, it wasn’t unusual for Phoebe to wake
several times at night for personal reasons, but his gut told him
this was different.

Moonlight streamed into the room and
he saw her pacing at the end of their bed. Her white nightgown
billowed around her. She stopped, grabbed hold of the bedpost and
almost doubled over. Taylor was out of bed in an
instant.

“Phoebe, what is
wrong?”

Pain-etched eyes looked up at him. “As
soon as it is light, could you send for a doctor?”

Taylor grabbed his pants. “If you are
in pain, or if something is wrong with our child, I am not waiting
until the sun rises.” He walked to the bell pull and yanked on it
six times. That should awaken everyone.

“Taylor, it is only three
in the morning. Let the servants rest.”

He tossed his shirt over his head.
“You can’t tell me you are not concerned?”

Tears formed in her eyes. “Yes, I am.
It is too soon. What if something is wrong? What if we lose the
child? What if . . .?”

“Shhhh.” Taylor pulled her
into his arms. “I am sure everything will be fine. As soon as your
maid gets here, I will have her awaken your mother.”

Phoebe pulled back. “No. Let her
sleep.”

“So she can be angry with
me for not alerting her? No thank you.”

A harried maid appeared, her hair
barely contained in her cap, as well as Taylor’s valet. He wasn’t
sure either was completely awake, but they were properly put
together, almost. “Wake her ladyship and send for the
doctor.”

Taylor turned back to Phoebe and
insisted she lay back down.

“No, it isn’t so bad when
I walk.”

He wanted to argue that she should be
abed, but didn’t want to be responsible for any further pain. After
all, he was responsible for what she was facing now. Instead, he
stayed by her side, reassured her all would be well.

The doctor arrived as the sun was
beginning to streak the sky, and he forced Taylor from the room.
Downstairs he waited with Noah, worried, pacing. It was too early
to drink or he would have been imbibing heavily. Two meals of the
day came and went with no arrival of his son. Holly reported
regularly on his wife’s progress and the doctor made an appearance
on several occasions, assuring Taylor that these things took time
and that he was only staying because it was a month
early.

His assurances offered little comfort
to Taylor, who finally poured himself a drink at two in the
afternoon, deciding eleven hours was long enough for a man to have
to wait in suspense with nothing to calm him.

The hours wore on and he could hear
her agonizing screams. Only Noah was able to keep him from climbing
the stairs. Lady Victoria joined them downstairs as her daughter
grew louder. “This is completely normal,” she assured Taylor.
“While a little early perhaps, trust me, she will forget all about
the pain once she holds the child.”

Taylor tried to find comfort in her
words, but his wife screamed again. Taylor doubted it. Even if by
chance his wife did forget, he knew he never would.

Silence came to the house as supper
was being set out. That empty sound was more torturous then her
screams.

Holly appeared, beaming. “The doctor
says you can come up now.”

Taylor didn’t need to be told twice
and he bolted past her. Everything had to be all right or surely
Holly wouldn’t have been smiling. He barged into the room and was
brought up short. Phoebe lay against pillows, looking more radiant
than he had ever seen her. However, that is not what shocked him.
It was the two bundles in her arms.

The doctor came up beside him. “That,”
he gestured to the two, “is the reason for the early arrival. It
almost always happens with twins.”

Taylor was speechless. He walked to
the bed and leaned over to look into the faces of his two, yes two,
children. Nothing could have ever prepared him for this.

“I can’t tell them apart.
How will we ever be able to tell the difference at this age?” They
looked identical to him. “Which is older? By how long?” The
questions kept coming, not allowing time for answers.

The doctor chuckled and opened the
door. “I’ll let you explain the difference, Lady Sandlin. Send word
if you need me.”

Taylor ignored the doctor’s leaving
and waited for his wife to answer his questions. “You can tell them
apart?”

She laughed. “It is a little difficult
when their faces are all you see. But there are some very obvious
differences.”

“Where? Does one have a
birthmark? I haven’t even asked. Phoebe, aren’t they the most
amazing and beautiful children you have ever seen?” Taylor turned
his attention back to the children.

“Yes, they are,” Phoebe
answered, laughing. “In answer to your other question, you have one
of each. That alone should answer your question on how to tell them
apart.”

He raised his face to hers in
amazement. “You have given me both a son and a daughter.” Tears
filled his eyes. “I have to be the most blessed man upon this
earth. First, I am given you. Now, a son and a daughter. Could
anyone ask for anything more?”

Phoebe smiled at her husband. “I could
ask for only one thing at the moment.”

“Anything. It is
yours.”

“I am very sleepy,” she
confessed as her eyes became heavy.

“Then rest it shall be.
May I take them? Your mother is anxious, as you can only
expect.”

Her eyes had drifted shut and she was
barely audible. “Of course. They belong to you as well.”

 


* * *

 


He was in the garden again. No, it
couldn’t be a warning. Not his children. Not Phoebe. Anxiously he
searched for her.

“You have nothing to fear,
Taylor. I only came to congratulate you.”

He sank onto the bench beside her.
“You knew all along. Even when you said my son would be healthy and
safe.”

She smiled and winked. “I had to hold
something back.”

Taylor felt a little sadness envelop
his heart. Heather had wanted children more than any woman he had
ever met. It wasn’t fair to her to be so happy. “Heather, I am
sorry. I know how much...”

“Stop.” She put her
fingers to his lips. It felt like a cool breeze. “I am in the most
wonderful place. I could never long for anything; I have everything
I would ever need.”

He always believed she had been sent
from above.

“Besides, there are two
very special children that will have my attention for years to
come.”

“Thank you, Heather,” he
said, as she disappeared.

Taylor came awake as soon as she was
gone, smiling. Phoebe was looking down at him, an odd expression on
her face. Had he talked in his sleep?

“Don’t you think there is
something improper about a husband dreaming of another woman when
his current wife has just given him two perfect
children?”

The smile fell away from his face.
They couldn’t go back to the doubting again. Especially not now
when everything was so perfect.

Phoebe smiled. “That is the second
time you have spoken to her in your sleep. Tell me.”

This was the one aspect of his life he
had not wanted to share with her. What would she think? Taylor
remained silent, trying to think of something to say.

“Does she come to you in
your dreams?”

She knew, he couldn’t deny it. “Yes,
but it isn’t what I am afraid you may think. I have only dreamed of
Heather a few times.”

“What does she
say?”

“The other times, before
this, was to warn me of the danger, though she couldn’t give me the
answers.”

Phoebe remained silent and
waited.

“Did you ever wonder why I
appeared, that day at the wall, when I needed to be
there?”

“No. I just assumed it was
fate.”

“Heather came to me that
night and told me to leave for here immediately. Before it was too
late. Had she not sent me, I would have been sitting in my London
Townhouse when Boris arrived.”

Phoebe relaxed back against the
pillows.

“Why did she visit
now?”

“To tell me goodbye. She
also said she would be watching over the children for years to
come. I believe we have our own guardian angel.”

“She was very special to
you, wasn’t she?”

Taylor thought for a minute. “Yes, she
was. It doesn’t bother you, does it? It shouldn’t.”

“No. She must have loved
you very much, as well, to see that your dreams come
true.”

“As I said before, she was
my best friend then.”

“Possibly still is,”
Phoebe offered with a loving smile.

Taylor turned at her odd words.
“Perhaps.” That was all he would say. It was something he would
have to consider.

He pulled his wife into his arms and
held her as she slept. He had the greatest blessings on earth and
one was in his arms. Additionally, he had been blessed with an
angel from above. One who would watch over his children, and
probably any other children his beautiful wife brought
forth.

“I love you, Phoebe.
Beyond even my wildest imagination.”

“I love you too, Taylor,”
she replied in a sleepy voice.

 


 



Epilogue

 


The family had gathered in the
library. Today was the day. Taylor was thirty and had seen to his
duty as outlined. Now was the time to discover the remainder of the
will. Phoebe sat at his side and the twins were in the nursery
upstairs, both cranky and cutting teeth. Shortly after their birth,
it had been Taylor who had gone through the clothing, having all
the white items dyed. Their son wore only greens and blues. Their
daughter, pinks and yellows. That way, from a glance he knew which
was which. Their son had been christened Campbell, after his
father, Campbell Qualls. Their daughter, Heather Olivia. There had
been a few raised eyebrows, but without those two remarkable women,
the babes may never have been born.

Kendrick and Herbert sat
uncomfortably, waiting. They had been released from Martin’s estate
shortly after the children arrived and had led a much different
life than they had before. They actually showed promise of becoming
respectable citizens. The female cousins were also present and
Taylor had to practically drag Matilda away from the twins to keep
the appointment.

The solicitor cleared his throat and
began to read, “In the event my grandson, Taylor Qualls, has not
married and produced a legitimate heir, the following should apply.
First, if he has shown due diligence in trying to meet the
obligation I set forth, then everything shall remain his. Only my
solicitor can make that determination, having been instructed to
follow Lord Sandlin’s ventures.” The solicitor paused and looked at
Taylor. “Sir, I had decided before you married the current Lady
Sandlin that you had done everything in your power to meet your
obligation.” He glanced back down at the document and continued to
read. “In the event he has failed to meet the requirements, nor
tried, then my entire, unentailed estate and wealth shall be
delivered directly into the hands of my granddaughter, Matilda. I
know this may come as a shock to all listening at this moment and I
feel I owe you an explanation.”

The solicitor paused and sipped from
his cup of tea. “Of my remaining three grandsons, they have done
nothing to endear themselves to me and I have no doubt my estates
would be run into the ground in a very short time. Lady Matilda has
always shown extreme wisdom, especially for a female. I was further
impressed with the husband she chose for herself, a man who would
see that the estates flourish until they were handed over to
Taylor’s son, should he ever have one.”

Taylor allowed a smile. His
grandfather made a very wise decision. Had he known this, perhaps
the need to marry and produce an heir would not have been like a
sword hanging over his head.

“You may wonder why I
decreed the deadline of Taylor reaching thirty. His father and
uncles married late in life. Not one of them took a bride until
they were forty and unfortunately, my sons preceded me in death.
Further, I married late as well. After witnessing the characters of
my grandsons, I knew I could not risk allowing the eldest, and most
responsible, to shirk his duty as his father almost had, for fear
one of others would inherit the title and estates. Thus, if my
holdings could not be protected by the current Lord Sandlin, I was
determined that they be delivered into another set of responsible
hands.”

The solicitor set the papers on the
desk and raised his head. “That is all there is.”

Later that night, alone in their room,
Phoebe asked. “Taylor, if you had known the remainder of the will,
do you think we would have married?”

“I don’t recall being
given much of a choice,” he teased her back.

“If that wouldn’t have
happened either. Do you suppose we would have eventually
married?”

“I don’t recall being
given much of a choice,” he answered again and pulled her
close.

“It was only that night in
the cabin that forced your hand,” she pushed away and argued
back.

“Oh, dearest Phoebe. I had
fallen in love with you long before for that night. I wasn’t given
a choice where my heart led. Yes, we would have married regardless
and I remember picturing you as my wife even that first
night.”

Her face lit. “I certainly wish I
would have known. We could have saved a great deal of
time.”
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affluent gentlemen of society. Marius couldn’t begin to understand
why they had left Sabrina in this state of servitude. When he
discovers that her father hadn’t been a victim of war, but a victim
of murder, Marius determines the only way he can keep Sabrina safe
is to marry her. Unfortunately, Sabrina doesn’t necessarily agree
that this is the best option.

 


 


His Not So Sensible
Miss

 


Emily Frasier has lived as the ward of
Duke Ellings since her father died when she was fifteen. She also
knows that soon it will be time to leave his household and make her
way on her own. When she discovers a cottage while visiting her
aunt and uncle she knows this is where she wants to live and become
a teacher, as her father once was.

Dillon Chambers must find a wife this
season in order to please his mother. If she didn’t have control
over something more precious than his freedom and life, he would
not have made the promise to marry a lady with high connections at
the end of the season. When he comes across Emily at his cottage
and learns she is the ward of a duke, he feels his luck has finally
changed. He could please his mother and settle with a lady he would
actually want to have as his wife.

When the truth becomes known in London
that Emily is only a professor’s daughter, Dillon knows his parents
will never approve. Will he risk everything to have her? Will Emily
do the sensible thing or risk her reputation and heart so that
Dillon doesn’t destroy all he holds dear?

 


 


To Walk in the
Sun

 


Hiding from a dangerous man, Tess
Crawford thought The Wiggons’ School for Elegant Young Ladies would
be the perfect place to disappear. Or it would be if the local
villagers weren’t on edge because of the vampire in their midst, at
least they think he’s a vampire. The fascination with the reclusive
viscount disrupts the girls’ studies and Tess fights an unending
battle to convince her students that monsters do not
exist.

Vincent Latimer, Viscount
Atwood, is not a
vampire, no matter what the villagers believe. He wishes the
book, Wake Not the Dead,
had never been written. There is a very good
reason he visits his wife’s grave at night, and it has nothing to
do with trying to raise her from the dead.

When a storm thrusts Tess into
Vincent’s path and destroys the school, both of their pasts
collide.
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